
        
            
                
            
        

    Of Dog, Volpir and Man
An Out of Cruel Space Story
By Eric Wesson
Aka Kamchatka's Revenge




Copyright © 2023 Kyle Kent, Eric Wesson

Out Of Cruel Space is Copyright © 2021 by Kyle Kent. Used under authorization. All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.


Book Cover by Samantha Wesson
Art for Cover by Hollowpoint Art
Crimson Tear Patch by Adam Cockram





To Kyle, thanks for letting me play in your sand box. I'm glad you enjoyed the castle I built. 

And to my Grandfather, I hope you know all those episodes of Star Trek when I was a kid are the cause of all this. 





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


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


Adult situations will absolutely ensue, along with a nearly comedic amount of 'the old ultra-violence' in every variant a fan of scifi action could ask for.


There's also a lot of handholding.








Special thanks to the Haremlit Readers group on facebook for letting me advertise on their front page!




In the middle of the 21st Century humanity received a decisive answer to one of our oldest questions;
"Are we alone?"
A probe from the wider galaxy landed on our world. The computer contained within analyzed our language and with a broad spectrum transmission to the whole world told all of humanity the truth. That we were isolated in an incredibly hostile part of the galaxy. The only advanced life to survive in the pocket that the wider galactic community calls 'Cruel Space'.
The device then began to spew out information on how to construct ships that we might rescue ourselves from the cradle of humanity.
There was hesitation at first, confusion, but the decision by the United Nations was unanimous. The galaxy had extended a hand to humanity, and whatever was actually out there, humanity would reach back.
It led to the first great collaboration of our whole species. A whole world working together to produce one mighty ship, the Dauntless.
Commanded by the legendary strategist Admiral Garfield Cistern, the Dauntless would be crewed by the absolute best of all of humanity.
While the years-long construction project to make the Dauntless got began, she needed a crew to man her, and to make first contact on humanity’s behalf. 
The probe had asked for a mix of every kind of human for first contact. A call went out for volunteers planet wide and great lotteries were held. Millions threw themselves into a grueling two and a half year training course designed to only pass the best of the best for a chance at the stars.
Each man and woman had to be a peerless soldier, but also a skilled technician, rough and ready explorer and mindful diplomat, for we did not know what challenges they would face away from our world.
When the dust settled from this training, only six thousand people remained.
This was the hope of humanity to reach the stars.
To escape the harsh circumstances of our birth.
To ensure a better future for all mankind.
These were the men and women who would lead us out of Cruel Space.
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The escape from Cruel Space began... with a desperate attempt to cling to sanity.
Months over months of zero g, crammed into incredibly tight quarters without nearly enough work to keep the mind distracted. With not nearly enough sensation to keep the mind grounded.
It damaged even the best men.
All the more so when many of the men and women of the Dauntless had personal tragedies to nurse. This was a one way trip so far as anyone knew. No one knew for sure what lay at the other end. Could even begin to guess what was on the other side of the line on the map that delineated the space where the world of humanity's birth resided from the rest of the galaxy. 
Whether the probe had been a trick to lure them out to be sold off as slaves. Or turned into cattle. Or have their souls feasted on by Eldritch horrors.
So everyone aboard the Dauntless had some kind of loss to carry with them. Whether they had recently lost their loved ones, or burned all their bridges with kith and kin. Or simply walked away from all they knew and the traditions of their people to take a chance at the stars.
So people coped where they could, be it with exercise, or consuming media. Spending time with their fellows. Or if they were extremely lucky, finding a quiet corner for a brief, blessed moment of isolation. 
Commander Jeremiah 'Jerry' Bridger preferred isolation when the insanity clawed at his mind... and the grief welled up. Isolation that was a hard won privilege of his rank aboard the crowded Dauntless. Yet, it didn’t stop him facing the same challenges as the rest of the crew. 
As a long-time special forces professional, when he was on a mission, controlling himself was simple, but the only mission right now was to survive... and make it to the wider galaxy where physics apparently worked entirely differently. 
So when not engaged in his work, or doing his best to keep his operators, and any other incidental grunts he ran across occupied, he would take a quiet moment to think, and remember. Remember the many men and women he’d buried back on Earth in his fifty five years of life. Remember losing his parents. Remember losing Togo, his faithful companion of many years. The loyal dog had passed away of old age shortly after the beacon arrived, leaving Jerry alone. He had no ties to the Earth, but there was a future for all mankind in the stars... and perhaps, not just mankind alone.
It was easy to just remember… but wallowing in pain wasn’t the Marine way. It wasn’t worthy of a professional warrior. Warriors acted. So he had joined the greatest adventure in human history… with a secret mission of his own as humanity reached for the stars. 
Tucked away in a hidden compartment of his personal belongings, a special hard drive waited. If the galaxy wasn't full of horrors. If the hand of friendship had been extended honestly, perhaps there would be a chance for Jerry to complete his mission. 
"Attention all hands! Axiom drive is going live! Artificial Gravity is going live! Repeat, stand by for artificial gravity." 
Jerry glances up at the screen that was rotating through some photos he’d taken on various trips around the world a final time before kicking off and orienting himself towards the floor of the room, using a nearby hand hold to keep himself in position. 
The lights go out, leaving him in blackness for a moment as the ship’s systems convert, not only to a different drive core, but an all new power system. Red emergency lights finally blink on, leaving Jerry’s quarters dyed a deep, bloody hue. It felt a bit foreboding really, even without an alert klaxon blaring sending them to battle stations. 
Finally the lights come back on and there's a sharp jolt as the gravity kicks in and his feet touch the ground the 'natural' way for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, leaving him stumbling to catch his balance. 


Zero G was a miserable way to travel, and Jerry could feel that even with constant exercise, his body had atrophied slightly. Something he’d need to correct as quickly as possible. 
It was a hell of a situation in the end. Whatever made Cruel Space cruel, the probe hadn’t really been equipped to explain it, ‘normal’ galactic technology as taught to them by the probe didn’t just not work in Cruel Space, it tended to violently explode. 
That was something the engineers who had built the Dauntless had found out the hard way on one or two occasions. 
No FTL travel. No artificial gravity. Not one of the many new technologies they’d built into the Dauntless per the alien instructions would function until they made it out of the region of space that held Earth in its grasp. 
Even using spin gravity, which might have alleviated some of their issues, would have compromised the design of the Dauntless for use outside of Cruel Space, and left them vulnerable to Cruel Space itself. 
The probe seemed damn sure the Dauntless needed armor on a scale no human had previously been able to conceive of to survive. 
So the very sensation of gravity pulling on his body was in a way a small victory. The main drive system the Dauntless had been built around had been successfully powered up. They’d be accelerating to near unheard of speeds to make a rendezvous with alleged envoys from the Galactic Federation, the alien governing body who had sent the probe to them. They’d get more navigation information and head to the galactic capital, Centris, to deliver Admiral Cistern as the emissary of the human race to the wider galaxy. 
Jumped up messenger boys? Maybe, but they had escaped all the same. They were a step closer to being able to make first contact, and start looking for ways to get more people out of cruel space, or find other types of aid to send home. That however was for the command team to worry about. Right now there was work to do. In a galaxy of unknowns, the human thing to do was to arm up and be ready for a fight, and that was very much Jerry’s business. 
Jerry pulls his comm unit out of his pocket and dials a familiar number. 
"Top."
"Yes, Commander?" 
First Sergeant Gaje Gurung, VC. Royal Gurkha Commando and living special forces legend answers without a second of lag. 
"Get everyone to our arms room. I want everyone to do a final gear check and we're going to do our first brief out of cruel space." 
"Aye aye."
Jerry tromps down the passageway, enjoying the satisfying sensation of just walking again as the impact of his boots echoes off the deck plates. He strides with purpose towards 1st Special Forces Squadron's arms room. 
"Attention on deck!" Snaps one of his operators as he passes through the door. 
"Carry on!" 
Jerry moves towards the head of the room, where his own equipment locker lay. It only takes a few seconds to go through the familiar ritual of strapping his equipment back on. Made a little odder by the light pressure suits they wore as a matter of course, but familiar all the same. War belt. Thigh holster strap. Body armor. Rifle strap. Massive FK BRNO Field Pistol loaded, safety on. Magazines for his MDRX rifle were left in their pouches for now. Helmet in its bag, and gloves on their carabiner.
He takes another second to adjust the hang and position of his Kukri fighting knife.
Every man and woman of the Dauntless's elite special forces operators had been trained to use them by First Sergeant Gurung and his two fellow Ghurkas. They had been awarded their knives as proof of completing their training, and now, whatever other bladed weapon they might have preferred, they carried them as weapons, tools, and badges of honor.
Jerry's eyes sweep the room, watching his assembly of the finest warriors on Earth. Would they be enough as the sharpest tip of the longest thrown spear humanity had ever thrown?
They'd have to be.
All of humanity's future was riding on it.
"Okay people, heads in!"
Everyone's focus is immediately on their commander.
He had SEALS, SAS, British Royal Marines, Delta Force, Green Berets, one GIGN officer, fellow Marine Raiders, a CIA Special Activities Division veteran, Republic of Korea SEALs, Israeli Sayeret Matkal, Spetznaz from several countries, Japanese commandos from their Special Boarding Unit, and the all important Gurkhas. 
A whole world of special forces experience in one room, forged into an unbreakable alloy by three years of grueling training.
The rest of the Dauntless's crew had enjoyed a mere two and a half years of training. The elite special forces operators had helped design, test and run the course itself. Then they had gotten their own extra training from Top Gurung to ensure they were a cut above.
The tip of the spear had to lead after all.
It had been hard at first, most of the crew didn't speak English. Now they all spoke Galactic Trade, the lingua franca of the galaxy, and all business aboard the Dauntless was conducted in that alien tongue.
"Well. I feel like I should say good morning. I certainly feel like I just woke up now that we actually have our feet under us again."
There's some shared chuckles, but Jerry could tell everyone was feeling much better to be back in gravity.
No longer having to use zero g toilets alone could inspire all sorts of positive feelings in people.
"So now that we're out of Cruel Space, we are fully back to work. From now on I expect you to have your kit with you at all times. Just like we’re back in the field people, you will take your primary weapon to the shitter with you, and you better have her hanging on a hook when you shower. Response time fully equipped is under five minutes. So prepare accordingly."
Jerry gestures to a map on the wall that indicates some of the ship's defensive emplacements, including the room they were in, and the room they were about to head to.
“When on duty for rapid response we'll be in a centralized ready room, in gear, for six hours standard, and up to eight to twelve at a pinch. I’ll work out the rest of our daily schedule to include unit PT and whatever our training for the day is with Top and send it to your comm units.”
Jerry paces down the row of lockers, gesturing clearly at the 1MC speaker that allowed the bridge to address the whole ship, and most critically, sound the signal to go to battle stations.
“If the ship goes to battle stations the ready room will also be our battle station. If you cannot make it to your battle station because of battle damage, or because you run into the enemy first, you will establish local control of the defenders in your section, and organize them to repel the enemy from the Dauntless. Along with the other special forces personnel, that is in point of fact our primary mission till we make it to the galactic capital of Centris. Defend the Dauntless from incursion and kick any bug eyed monsters that want a pieces’ teeth in! Assuming we don't get eaten by eldritch horrors or some shit first."
Jerry walks through the room, meeting his soldiers’ eyes.
"If there are eldritch horrors waiting to eat us, I expect all of you to fight till you can't any more, then cause the bastards severe indigestion as they knock you back like a fun size candy bar. Questions on that?"
Jerry looks around again, walking back to the front, waiting for the chuckles at his joke to subside. There were almost never any questions. They all knew their business. 
"We'll also conduct boarding actions or similar procedures if the opportunity presents itself. Don't want the regular line animals to get in over their heads when we're on call right?" 
Sharp nods, a few smiles. One raised fist. Every last one of them had the confidence and pride of a tiger in his den. Master of his or her domain. 
Oh yes. His people were ready. That quiet confidence. The satisfaction of having a job to do and knowing they were the best people to do it. 
The men and women of the Dauntless were the literal best humanity could offer. The best of the best. The Dauntless’s special forces personnel were the best of them, and they were ready to show the galaxy why. 
"Alright. Let's move out. We'll get some coffee and chow down there about mid shift, and we'll be reviewing some more of the information from the probe while we wait. Anyone wants to give a hip pocket class on their expertise, let me know. I’m thinking I'm in the mood to learn more about demolitions if you all are!"
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"General quarters, General quarters, all hands man your battle stations! Stand by to repel boarders!" 
Jerry and his team are out of their chairs and ready to go in under ten seconds as the large display screens light up with the tracking display of the space around the Dauntless. The situation wasn't looking great. They had met their escorts from the Galactic Federation, what the enlisted were generally calling the Space UN, and said escorts had apparently legged it at the first sign of trouble.
"Glad to see the Space UN's as useless as the Earth UN." Isabella Ramos, a fiery former Marine Raider who's temper was legendarily in inverse proportion to her height, spits, charging the bolt on her rifle 
"Let's just be thankful we armed the Dauntless instead of adapting the plans from the probe to the letter yeah? That'll surprise the bug eyed monsters! Nice little bonus of developing rail guns to lob cargo into orbit to construct the Dauntless." chimes in Juan 'Johnny' D., referred to by last initial only as his surname was a relic of a father he despised. 
He manages to make his quip right as the vibration of the Dauntless's weapons systems firing starts to reverberate throughout the ship and a few commandos cheer in response. 
Jerry checks the read out again, the first volley of weapons fire had clearly done something to the mass of dots rendered in red but there was more where they'd come from.
"Shit. Looks like we're doing okay, but that's a lot of damn ships, and they're fast too!" 
"What do you guys think? Space pirates? Warlord? They here to steal our women and throw us all in chains?" asks one commando. 
"I think you should all cut the chatter and get your game faces on. That big one there... it just jinked an anti-ship missile." Jerry notes, "Helmets on, face plates up. We seal up when we head out. Internal comms only unless you need to address someone outside our team net. I- Shit!" 
A spread of missiles pops out of one of the enemy vessels racing for the Dauntless at full speed. 
The 1MC immediately crackles to life. "Attention all hands! Vampire, vampire, vampire! Brace for shock to port!" 
The commandos move as one into brace positions, the tension growing as they all watch the screen. 
If these were heavy anti ship missiles, this could be the end of them. 
The display shows the Dauntless's point defense weapons firing, filling near space with high velocity 30mm cannon shells. One missile in the spread down. Two. Three. Four... but the rest of the spread can't be stopped... but when they hit... there's just a slight jolt. 
"...The fuck? Not that I'm complaining, but no way those were all duds!" Isabella notes. 
Jerry stands up straight, listening intently, and just barely catching the echoes of small arms fire nearby. 
"No they hit with their payload, those were some sort of boarding torpedo! They've landed troops damn it!" 
Johnny points to the screen. "There's more to come too boss!" 
"Fine. I'm calling it in!" 
Jerry switches channels with a flick of a tongue switch in his helmet. 
"Control, Dagger Six. We've been boarded."
"Control copies Dagger, they've already been neutralized. Two of the boarding torpedoes opened to vacuum in the armor." 
Jerry winces. "Damn, but they might still be active. Surely they've got pressure suits or something." 
"We had some defensive assets in place already, Dagger. I have orders for you though. The Admiral wants you all to move to your nearest primary docking port, should be docking port two. Incidental boardings by torpedo the rest of the crew can handle, but special operations has to hold those docking ports at all costs!"
"Aye aye, en route." 
Jerry switches back to the team channel before letting out a sharp whistle. 
"We got business people! Button up! Docking port two is the closest one to us, the Admiral has ordered us to hold it at all costs. Frankly I think he's underestimating us. No casualties! Move out!" 
Face plates sealed, the now faceless special operations troops race out into corridors that are alive with people. Damage control teams are hustling from point to point, checking systems or responding to possible emergencies as indicated by their myriad systems. 
"Gang way!" 
The Dauntless rocks under another impact and the 1MC makes an announcement that Jerry can't hear with his blood in his ears. Down the corridor, a series of bright flashes signals the arrival of the enemy. 
A couple soldiers from another part of the Dauntless run by, throwing themselves behind cover and returning fire as Jerry snaps his rifle up and his first alien bad guy comes into view. Its weapon was absolutely vomiting bright light out at the soldiers engaging it, but the head still seemed to be where it was supposed to be, he lines up his crosshair and a double tap of 6.5 Creedmoor sends the hostile tumbling to the ground. 
"Flash bang around that corner! Take prisoners if possible, every single alien we bag is an intelligence treasure trove!" 
Isabella races forward at a dead sprint, tossing not one, but two flash bang grenades around the corner before yelling 'flash bang out!' over her public address system and putting her back to the wall. 
By the time the flash bangs go off the entire team's practically stacked up around the corner and they flood the passageway as one. 
They find a motley mix of pressure suits and what appeared to be jury rigged armor in front of them, scattered down the corridor to the breach where the boarding torpedo impacted. Most of the enemy were reeling from the flash bangs. A few aliens further back were disoriented but still trying to sight in with their strange weapons. 
One of them was some sort of eight legged spider looking creature. Jerry nearly does a double take as the spider woman skitters to the side. There was no doubt that the alien was female, her outsized feminine features blatantly clear even through her pressure suit. Which did absolutely nothing to distract Jerry’s mild arachnophobia from the fact that she was a giant alien spider.  
She was lifting some sort of massive glowing weapon that Jerry didn't want to see fire from this side of the muzzle. A burst of 6.5 ammo takes her down quickly, her legs curling into her body just like a terrestrial spider as her body crumples. 
The pirates closest to the now expired spider alien are thankfully more normal looking bipeds, and they too go down to precision rifle fire from the men and women of Jerry's team as they rush in to fall on top of the disoriented pirates. 
"Zip cuffs! Let's go people! We got places to be!" 
Jerry pounces on a quadruped that was somewhat horse shaped and had a heavy weapon mounted to its back. He slams a knee into her ribs to keep her on the ropes, and it once again, mysteriously, was she, a large protrusion in front of her forelimbs in her space suit could only be breasts barring some sort of strange air bag. He quickly binds her limbs, undoes the strap to her cannon, and pops the seal on her helmet, revealing... a goddamn unicorn!? 
Jerry resists making a comment of surprise at the horse shaped face covered with brightly colored fur with a horn in the middle of her forehead. Almost as strange as the unicorn itself being a unicorn were the oddly feminine features, to include plush, bee stung lips. Jerry sets aside pondering the mysteries of the universe and instead drops a hammer fist on the alien's temple, knocking the creature out clean. 
He's up and scanning in an instant pulling security with the rest of his team as the rest of the regular troops rush up to help. 
Top Gurung leads a fire team down the hallway at a dead sprint and checks the boarding torpedo, rifles raised. Yet they don't fire. Top raises a hand to signal all clear before shouting.
"Clear!"
"Clear!" Jerry calls back. 
"Finish securing those prisoners and move out!" Jerry orders tersely before calling out to the soldiers nearby, "You guys get these scumbags to somewhere secure! Contact control, I'm sure there's a plan." 
Jerry himself is off at a run before the men have a chance to acknowledge the order. 
"Anyone notice... hah... anything weird about the aliens?" 
A voice that sounds like Johnny D. asks over the comm, panting slightly as they push hard down the corridors at full tilt to reach their objective. 
"That they all seemed to be women you mean?" Asks another soldier. 
"Yeah that, did we stumble into some sort of Amazon cult or something?" 
"Cut the chatter people." Jerry cuts in, "I don't care what sex they are and neither should you. They're just the enemy. We came in peace, and they attacked us, that means they're either going to the brig or the morgue. We’ll figure things out later."
"Aye aye, sir." 
Right as they round the corridor that leads them to the vestibule for docking port two, the comm net lights up. 
"Control to Dagger, a few smaller ships have slipped the defenses. There's hackers in our system, and they're forcing the docking ports. You've got customers coming!" 
"Dagger six, copy all. We'll be sure to roll out the welcome mat."
Jerry looks around and takes a quick head count. 
"You heard the lady! Man the defenses and stand by! Any of you jokers got a grenade or two? Frags not flash bangs." 
Johnny holds a hand up sheepishly. Lethal grenades were theoretically banned for use on the Dauntless herself.
"How's your arm Johnny?"
"Pretty good boss."
"Alright, I want you to pitch one of those frag grenades as deep as you can get it. I bet they're going to force both sides of the airlock open to get as many troops in here as possible, so send it deep, then send another one slightly more shallowly... don't leave em in the damn airlock or Cistern will have us all doing KP for months." 
"You can count on me! I got this!" 
The vestibule for each of the docking ports on the Dauntless had been designed for this eventuality. Three passages joined into each vestibule, leading to different parts of the ship. This was necessary for a lot of things, but it made for a vulnerability that couldn't be ignored. So each major docking port had well fortified fighting positions with thick armor to fight from behind if invaders forced the lock. 
There should have been heavy weapons here as part of going to battle stations, but the absence of other troops and the machine guns they should have brought along suggested the gunner's mates had been held up somewhere. 
"Looks like we're doing this without any of the big toys. Make sure you're all the way buttoned up in case we depressurize and you get spaced. Pick your shots, don't be shy about tossing a flash bang and keep an eye on our six in case they land boarding torpedoes!" 
Automatically every commando present checks the magazine in their weapon, and they quickly switch partially filled magazines out for full ones.
A quick check of their seals and they're ready for whatever wants to come their way. 
Ready just in time it seemed. 
The orange hazard light over the airlock starts to flash, a klaxon sounding to signal the airlock was opening as the heavy duty door slides clear and Johnny D. steps out like he's stepping up to the plate to throw the opening pitch at a LA Dodgers game. 
"Frag out!"
Jerry had never really considered tossing a frag grenade like a fast ball before, but Johnny certainly made it look easy, winding up and hurling first one, then another. The grenades go sailing through the airlock right as it opens up, followed immediately by a curse in a more guttural alien tongue than anything you'd hear in galactic trade before twin muffled explosions herald a chorus of cries of pain. A follow up explosion suggests the shrapnel from one of the frag grenades had caught something sensitive. 
"Do you call yourselves pirates or not! Get the mech suits in there or I'll kill you myself!" Calls a distant voice on the far side of the airlock. 
There's a rush as various pirates start to spill out of the airlock, firing blindly as the commandos return fire with precision shots, the vortex of fire that was the airlock proving to very much be lethal to people who didn't have an advantage in speed or the violence to overcome the violence being directed at them. At least. That's what they thought. 
A howling sound heralds a massive ball of fire leaping through the door and hammering one of the fighting positions, the metal glowing red from the sheer amount of heat it was absorbing. The whine of mechanical actuators and heavy metal feet on deck plates heralding the arrival of the pirate's next wave. 
Massive mechanoid constructs with black armored visors covering what appeared to be cockpits start to move through the airlock, firing as they come, sending the commandos back behind cover. 
After the first volley of coherent light and plasma the commandos pop up and riddle the first mech suit with gun fire. Their rifle rounds tear up anything vulnerable on what appeared to be jury rigged construction equipment at a glance until a round skips up into something sensitive, sending the machine to its knees where it's bashed out of the way by the second machine in line. 
This one was far better put together and it seemed to resist the rifle fire that the commandos were directing it's way far more readily than the first.
"Sir! What do we do? We need heavy weapons or explosives to drop that thing." 
Jerry drops his MDRX, shifting it to his side to dangle on its sling as he pulls out his heavy duty Field Pistol and checks the chamber on his beloved hand cannon. 
"Going to try my hand cannon out first. The manufacturer says this ammo will crack level four plates, so let's see what alien armored glass is like!" 
Jerry rolls out of cover, coming up in a kneeling position and firing a string of five shots into the center of the 'cockpit' on the mechanical monster that was filling the room with alien energy weapons fire. 
Even if it wasn't the cockpit, it was hopefully the sensors or something similarly sensitive that would let them get the advantage over the pirates again. 
Jerry throws himself off the 'x', getting clear of any weapons fire and ending up behind the left most defensive position with Isabella Ramos and more of his commandos.
"Fancy meeting you here sir."
"Oh you know me Ramos, I go to all the fashionable parties." 
The sound of a resounding crash gets the whole team to pop their heads out cover, the second of what the pirate officer had called a mech suit had collapsed on top of the first. 
Jerry's pistol snaps up and he donates another five rounds into the cockpit of the third mech suit, this one again appeared to be one of the more jury rigged models. 
It drops like a marionette with its strings cut, its cockpit glass shattering on impact with the deck and spilling its pilot out onto the deck plates. 
"Get in there damn you!" Echoes the pirate officer's voice again. 
"You said this was an easy gig. This is a damn warship. We ain't gettin paid enough for this!" 
"You ain't got a choice shit for brains!" 
There's a sharp bark that Jerry's learned to associate with the fireball weapons, and a feminine shriek of pain. 
"Looks like I'm Cap'n now. Let's get out of here girls! Get that damn airlock sealed before they board us!"
The pirate airlock slams shut, and Jerry's eyes widen as they start to disconnect. The Dauntless's airlocks were still wide open.
"Ramos! Get in there and get the emergency close for the airlock before we're all peddling vacuum!" 
Isabella was the fastest member of the company at a dead sprint, and she throws everything into running now, vaulting the fighting position, jumping over fallen pirates left and right to sprint into the airlock and pull the heavy duty lever that mechanically forces the Dauntless's outer airlock door shut just in the nick of time, the air swirling around their feet for a second of depressurization before the airlock door fully locks into place and Isabella slumps against the wall. 
"Fuck me running." She mutters, catching her breath before standing and starting to walk back into the Dauntless proper.
"Looks like Isabella's our big damn hero of the day people." Jerry says, standing and starting to check for casualties by eye.
"Speak for yourself sir." Isabella says, still clearly pleased with the praise. "You got in a gunfight with two bipedal tanks with a goddamn pistol and won!" 
"Plenty of laurels to go around Isabella, but that was just having the right tool for the job." 
"I'll say, that hand cannon's something else." 
"Is everyone okay? Any casualties?"
On getting a thumbs up and an affirmative response from the entire unit Jerry nods.
"Right, let's get these pirates checked and marked for the morgue or trussed up for the masters at arms and corpsmen. I'm going higher to call it in."
Jerry switches channels up one to directly broadcast to Control without including the entire unit. 
"Control, Dagger six."
"Go for Control." 
"Reporting docking port two secured. No casualties. I got a load of dead or wounded bad guys who were calling themselves pirates down here. Requesting masters at arms and corpsmen asap. Any other business for us?"
"Looks like they're backing off Commander, the ship that tried to force docking port two ate a rail gun round on the way out, but they were moving as fast as that engine would carry them. The heck did you boys and girls do them?"
"Oh you know Control. We just followed standard first contact protocol, we shared our culture with the aliens. Seems they didn't like it very much."
"I just bet. Stand by. We’re sending down corpsmen for any surviving wounded and masters at arms to take charge of the area and any prisoners. The MAs will relieve you."
"Any casualties across the ship, Control?"
"No serious casualties somehow. Seems like everyone was just itching for a fight after we got past the period of zero g. However... we have a report that one of our boys in another part of the ship was taken." 
"Do we know who?"
"Miles Brent."
"First squadron volunteers for the rescue."
"You and the entire rest of the special operations command. We're gonna get our boy back." 
"Damn straight. Dagger six out." 
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  The mission to rescue Miles Brent had ended in a complete anti-climax for the men and women of 1st Squadron. 


  Miles himself had escaped and subverted the ship that had taken him, rolling out the welcome mat for 2nd Squadron to come in and ‘rescue’ him. 


  Which left the Dauntless and her crew with a whole mess of prisoners, and some very interesting… opportunities. 


  Jerry and the Admiral watch the alien woman through the one way glass quietly. On the table next to him was the pirate's personal effects, neatly tucked in a bag, and a plate with a sandwich and some fries on it. His mind wasn't on the room, or even the pirate, who was quietly humming to herself. Jerry was... processing, exactly what Admiral Cistern had just told him. 


  



  "So sir. Allow me to recap. Just so we're clear. As we know, Miles Brent, our former captive, subverted the enemy. Instead of hanging the enemy, we’ve used the Lincoln doctrine and made friends instead. To that end,  we've enlisted their pirate ship, the Claw, into the new Earth Foreign Legion as a privateer."


  "Correct."


  "Said ship is now running missions for us under the name Tiger, with ten volunteers aboard her, and we've been recruiting other pirate vessels."


  "Yes." 


  "The consistent thing we've learned about the galaxy from numerous sources is that women outnumber men by over a hundred to one. Women are the warriors. The leaders. The public face of a family. Everything. Physical differences between the sexes barely matter, because the aliens basically have space magic which levels the playing field completely."


  "Yes."


  "So we were being hit for damn slaves, because men are rarer than hen's teeth and when you've got enough money that can be a lot easier than just trying to date. Beyond gods only know what other criminal possibilities there might be."


  Cistern nods, watching carefully as Jerry slowly massages his temple.


  "So really the thing we're most at threat of is that no one's really going to take us seriously because they're going to be too busy making moony eyes at us, and are more interested in getting a boyfriend than the contents of our character, our accomplishments, or generally valuing us as fellow sapient life forms."


  "That is the long and short of it."


  "...Permission to speak freely sir?"


  Cistern nods. "Granted."


  "...The fucking hell is wrong with this galaxy? I mean. On one level, I suppose I appreciate how some women feel back home a bit more now, but at least there's an even gender ratio on Earth. This is just." 


  Jerry gestures at the bound pirate, waiting for him to enter the interrogation room.


  "I'm about to go question this pirate scum, and even bound she's probably going to be doing her absolute best to hit on me. When she should be worried she's going to catch a bullet from a firing squad."


  Cistern joins Jerry in aggrieved sigh. 


  "I understand Jerry, I do, but let's not go too far. Even for speaking freely."


  "My apologies sir, I was finished. Actually, I was just thinking, annoying as it is. It's an advantage."


  "...Oh? Go on Commander."


  "They're going to underestimate us. Hard. We can take advantage of that. There's a strong tradition of female spies and saboteurs back on Earth, because men in positions of power ignored women to an extent. If men hold the soft power in the galaxy, then we can use that soft power to accomplish everything we can, then surprise the xenos with our hard power at critical junctures and it'll be completely unexpected." 


  Cistern smiles. "That's the ticket son. Exactly what I was hoping to hear, from you and the rest of my field commanders, especially in special operations and intelligence."


  A vague look of disgust crosses Cistern's craggy face. 


  "Even if it is a bit difficult to accept the idea that our apparent place in the universe is either selling our flesh or living quietly as a house husband. I know your record. I'm sure you feel the weight of that particular insult as sharply as I do. You've commanded men in the field for decades." 


  "Yes sir. It is... grating. As a concept. The idea that being an escort is more of an acceptable profession for me than being a Marine and a special forces professional is..." 


  Jerry snorts. 


  "Well I'd rather say no more of it sir."


  "I understand, commander. The absurdity of our situation is frustrating, but the opportunities are vast, and we have the tools to exploit them. Or we soon will. The first thing we need to address is our dire lack of people while we work to bring more humans safely out of cruel space. Bringing as many people from Earth out as we can has always been our objective, and nothing has changed from our initial contacts with the aliens. It has become starkly clear that we will need more manpower and the EFL is just the start. So go gentle on our pirate there... she's not got too much of a rap sheet, and the masters at arms manning the brig report she's been fairly well behaved. So I want you to evaluate her for bringing her into Earth service. Without making it clear that's what you're doing." 


  "Aye aye, sir." 


  Jerry reaches out and grabs the bag that has the pirate's personal belongings, noting her name is Melari. 


  "Don't forget the sandwich Jerry."


  "...Isn't that your lunch sir?" 


  Cistern chuckles. 


  "No, we've been getting some interesting reports about galactic food and what the aliens can and cannot eat. We've had to acquire a nutrient paste on one of our trade runs just to keep the prisoners healthy, but we need to confirm what in the hell is going on. We've got archival information and other interviews, but for this one I want you to get another explanation for the boys in the lab. There's a device in her bag called a bio scanner, it's her personal scanner so it should be calibrated exactly for her. If you offer her the food, she'll almost certainly ask for the scanner. If the pattern holds, she'll reject that particular food. Ask her to explain why."


  Jerry nods. "Should be an easy lead into a conversation to get some information out of her too. Some of the pirates I've spoken with have been damn stubborn."


  "I'll leave you to it then." 


  Jerry snaps to and salutes sharply, and in a blink the admiral is gone, leaving him alone with the pirate. The cat looking alien was from a species called a 'Feli', and looked like a Tabby the size of a mountain lion had become a biped, and was then given porn star curves that would have caused a car accident back home.


  That too had been consistent, every single prisoner he'd interviewed had been female, and had curves that would have made a surgeon cry. Apparently being stacked proved they had access to food, and were fertile, to better attract a mate, and they'd slim down a bit after having children. The exact opposite of how it worked on Earth... but things going the opposite of how they went on Earth seemed to be a consistent trend too. 


  The pirate was still quietly humming along, her right ear flicking in time with the rhythm. She was either unconcerned or extremely nervous, Jerry couldn't quite tell. Instead of pondering her further, he just walks into the room. 


  "Ms. Melari." 


  He intones, voice deep with authority and cold with indifference. 


  The pirate flinches slightly. 


  "Y-yes?"


  Jerry takes another look at her and decides to play good cop for this particular interrogation.


  The Admiral had just said to play nice. 


  "I'm Commander Bridger, you can call me Jerry. I'm dropping off your lunch as a favor to a friend. I'm told you haven't been fed yet this cycle." 


  "Oh food sounds good! You humans sure do seem to eat a lot though!" 


  "Why wouldn't we?" 


  "Don't you guys get all the basic stuff you need for life from axiom like everyone else?" 


  "If I don't eat I'd die of hunger or thirst. Wouldn't you?" 


  The feline's slitted eyes go wide. 


  "Whoa! That's super weird. I wouldn't like, be super happy or anything but starving to death ain't really a thing unless someone stops feeding you and cuts you off from axiom. My ah. My captain. Ex-Captain now I guess. Pretty sure I saw her eat a couple of those kinetic rounds you guys seem to like. Anyway, she had a thing for doing that as a punishment. Said a little hunger was good for the soul. She didn't kill anyone that way, but it certainly stomped down anyone getting 'ideas', if you know what I mean." 


  Jerry nods as he takes his seat across from her. He had a small control panel in front of him with an intercom, panic button and some other controls. Including one to release her wrist bindings. 


  "That's horrible Melari, well we won't starve you. Either way. However that would work. I'm going to release your wrist bindings so you can eat. I'm trusting you not to cause trouble alright? I'd hate to have to hurt you." 


  "No worries! I uh. Look. I'd have never believed it. A ship full of men, warrior men, but after getting ripped out of my mech suit in hand to hand and bounced off a bulkhead by one of you with his damn bare hands you ain't getting any trouble from me, ma'am. Err. Sir." 


  Jerry presses a button on his control panel and the wrist manacles click free. Seemingly eager now, Melari reaches for the sandwich before stopping all of the sudden. 


  "Uh. Wait. Is that... my stuff? I thought I saw it before... but if it is. Could I maybe have my scanner? Some of the girls have said human food is dangerous and I wouldn't... y'know. Want to. Die. Even if this looks tasty." 


  Jerry pulls her bag up onto the table. 


  "Where would it be?" 


  "I think it was on my belt? Not sure if you guys moved it or not." 


  Jerry digs through the bag quickly, her civilian attire had been washed, folded and sealed in a plastic bag. One pair of boots, a gun belt with empty holster and bandoleer with a bunch of tools. 


  "What's it look like?" 


  "Kinda like a plasma caster grip but with nothing attached."


  "Oh like a pistol grip..." 


  Jerry rummages a bit more before finding the tool in question and holding it up for her inspection. 


  "This it?"


  "Yep!"


  Jerry fiddles with the device for a second, turning it on successfully.


  "So how does it work?" 


  "May I? I'll scan you!" 


  Jerry hands the device over. They already knew what it was. They'd have never put it in the bag if it was a weapon. 


  "So let's see... broad spectrum scan... been wanting to do this for a while actually! You humans look so much like a Tret but you smell like. Well. Uh. Sex. So..." 


  Melari's eyes widened again.


  "Holy fuck. Are you in season? Like right now? You're giving off so many pheromones! No wonder my head's swimming."


  "Humans don't go in or out of season. There’s puberty and impotence."


  "...Oh. So it’s like. Always go time for you guys? I uh. Damn. That makes sense. Or something. I. Uh. Hot. Anyway, Let’s. Talk about something else." 


  Melari squirms a bit, and taps a button on a scanner. 


  "Let's se- Holy fuck fuck fuck! D-Do you know you have a bunch of extremely potent acid in your stomach?"


  "That's the digestive system."


  Melari's eyes get just a little wider and she fiddles through a few more screens again. 


  "...And are you, uh. Taking combat drugs?" 


  "...Combat drugs?" 


  "Yeah there's some chemicals in here that should massively boost reaction time and stuff, normally you only see them in combat drugs, or these dangerous things called frenzy patches." 


  "Oh you probably mean adrenaline. That's all natural."


  "...Yeeeeep. Damn there’s all sorts of weird stuff inside you! Definitely not a Tret. So uh... you just. To scan stuff, you point it at something like this, you gotta let the aperture 'see' it right? Then you press this button. You can use these buttons for higher fidelity scans which take a bit longer, they're generally overkill for checking if food's safe to eat or whatever."


  "How common are these scanners?"


  "I mean a lot of girls just have one. They're useful tools right? I haven't been into a bar or restaurant, even on a shit hole pirate station that didn't have a few kickin around, but especially in more uh... run down joints, they might not be calibrated right, so I threw some credits at a personal one at one point. Which brings me back to the subject of this sandwich" 


  Melari scans the plate of food and slowly scrolls through the results. 


  "What the fuck!?"


  Melari does her best to back away from the sandwich, trying to push as far away as she can get.


  "The hell is this!? If you're trying to threaten me just do it straight up!" 


  "You're kind of excitable aren't you?"


  "You would be too if the people holding you captive just tossed a poisoned sandwich down in front of you! Look, just shoot me! Or don't! I'll cooperate I swear! Honest!" 


  "...I can't believe they'd intentionally try to poison you or something Melari, what's on there?"


  "Well for one I'm a carnivore, so this leafy stuff and that red thing probably isn't the best for me, the avian protein is fine and this... other cured meat. I need to scan deeper on that one, but it might be okay depending on what it was cured with? The first sauce, the white one is okay at first blush, the yellow one would probably give me absolutely goddess awful indigestion... but then there's a decent amount of sodium chloride and ground pain kernels! These stick things are covered in sodium chloride too! If you want to torture me there's far more efficient ways than that!" 


  Jerry stops dead. 


  "...I'm terribly sorry, did you say... sodium chloride? Like. Salt? And that's used for torture?"


  Melari winces. "Yeah. I uh. Got a demonstration. Of both of them actually, the cap'n used pain kernels on me because I fucked something up. The sodium chloride was used on another girl. In that amount it could give a strong enough shock to my system it would probably kill me if I got it all at once! I mean! Look at the scanner!" 


  She turns the device around, and sure enough salt and pepper were highlighted in red. A few clicks brings up more information confirming they were highly toxic for Feli... and just about anyone else in the galaxy too. 


  "Huh." 


  Jerry stops for a second, entirely unsure of what to say. Instead, he presses the intercom. 


  "Could we get some food for Ms. Melari that's safe for her to eat please? Maybe just some turkey or something if it hasn't been cured with salt. Smoked would probably be safe." 


  "Right away Commander, I'll have someone fetch something from the galley that's known to be Feli safe." 


  Jerry nods, satisfied. 


  "Well. Since you're not eating that, do you mind if I do?" 


  "What!? You're gonna eat it!?" 


  Jerry reaches out and takes a bite of the turkey club. 


  "Not bad. Could use a little more mayo, that's the white sauce." 


  The pirate looks like she's about to pass out, and barely registers a small platter of meat being brought in for her as she watches Jerry finish the sandwich. 


  "...What the hell are you?" 


  "You saw yourself. Human." 


  "Far out." 


  Melari scans the little plate of meat, then nibbles at her food a bit, watching out of the corner of her eye as Jerry finishes his sandwich before wolfing down her little pile of turkey with a satisfied grin. 


  "I was a bit worried after that first meal, but that was pretty good!" 


  "I enjoyed my meal too for what it's worth. So, Melari, tell me a little about yourself?"


  "Huh!? Wait. Are... you hitting on me?" 


  Just when Jerry thought the feline alien's green eyes couldn't get any wider...


  "No, sorry to say. Just making small talk. We don't know much about the galaxy so everything's interesting to us. I'm just being a bit nosy."


  "Oh! Well. That makes sense. Uh. I guess I'm normal enough. For a frontier girl anyway. Litter of six, Mom was part of a small pirate clan, but she wanted us to be in the slightly more legit part of the pirate's business so we apprenticed with the smugglers that worked with them once we were old enough." 


  "So how many Moms did you have?"


  "Just the one really." 


  Jerry quietly starts taking notes, was this a sign of a normal family structure?


  "Really? We've heard it's usually large groups."


  "Oh. I mean it still is, but pirate clans are a bit less... well the ones that actually do generational stuff at all, they're not a family you know? Not a marriage. Not usually. I've only seen one or two clans that had a man or two in'em, that weren't uh... product. Usually the skipper's hubby, if they're reeeeeaally successful and secure enough the skipper wants to start having a few kids. My Mom's clan had the run of a small station so secure enough."


  "So your mom's clan had a husband? Your father presumably?" 


  Melari's ears drop.


  "Oh. Uh. No. I don't have a father. I uh. Sperm donation. Like from a hospital and stuff not a... whore, but there... it." Melari shrugs. "I don't think there's been a blood line male member of my family in at least three, possibly four or five generations, if not more. We've just gotten by on donations and the occasional... y'know."


  Jerry keeps quietly taking notes, the implications of what Melari had just said were huge. Multiple generations where there wasn't a father, or a grandfather, even a great grandfather. Still he needed more information and couldn’t afford to focus on one point.. 


  Time to steer her onto lighter subjects.


  "What did you say you did on your crew by the way? Obviously you didn't stay a smuggler.” 


  "Hmm? Oh! General scallywag really. I was apprenticed to one of the engineering girls to help out around my ship, but I was a fighter. Like I said I was a smuggler before I got picked up by the pirates I was with till recently, which ended up being helpful for 'gray market' jobs. You know using one legal cargo to cover for very illegal cargo, that sorta thing you know? Guess once I get outta whatever hole you guys throw me into I'll probably go back to that, I preferred it to piracy really. Safer. Just to start. I'm still a pretty decent hand with a shuttle too!"


  "So how'd you end up on a pirate crew?"


  "Got press ganged. Happens occasionally, especially if a girl's got some useful skills, even if it's just being tasty in a fight. Which is why I got picked up, bar brawl. Instead of y'know, any of my actual skills. Always thought that was a bit dumb, but the Skipper wasn't exactly much for... uh. Subtlety.” 


  "So you kicked someone's ass in a bar brawl and got kidnapped for it? Why didn't you try to escape?


  "More specifically I kicked a couple people's asses, pulled a laser pistol and shot two more in about fifty seconds. That got me some of my drinks bought, it was that kinda bar you know? I mentioned I was a hot hand on a stick, and the next thing I knew I was being asked by this massive Cannidor if I knew how to pilot a mech suit on a ship that had to be a couple systems from where I started. I was planning on escaping but the money was good and for kidnapping me they treated me alrightish. So I was content to wait for a good opportunity to leg it."


  Jerry dutifully takes his notes, but one word in her explanation stood out. Cannidor. That's a word he'd heard before. 


  "What's a Cannidor?"


  "Oh! Yeah there's a lot of you and it's a big ship so you probably didn't see the Cap'n. Cannidor are some of the most dangerous girls in the galaxy! They're huge and have tons of teeth! They can eat... well. I bet they can eat a lot of the stuff you can! They're wicked strong, wicked fast. They can even take hits from plasma weapons on their fur! The really dangerous ones are Cannidor mercs or soldiers. Proper ones, not your average freebooter. Those girls will come down on you like a sack of trytite ingots in full power armor for even looking at'em funny!"


  Jerry takes a quick note to look into Cannidor more before continuing, seeing an avenue onto an interesting topic.


  "Their fur can resist plasma fire? That's pretty incredible. Were you a laser or plasma kinda girl, Melari?" 


  "Both actually, I'd managed to get my paws on a plasma pistol! I always wanted a plasma sword but anything plasma's kinda pricey. The deluxe stuff you know? It's not really an issue for most people but plasma's range can be kinda shit. Depending on the weapon, if you want more than, I dunno, call it, thirty, fifty feet before the plasma unravels, somewhere in there."


  "Really? That's not terribly long range is it?"


  "I mean it's not bad, especially up close, where you can use plasma weapon’s alternative modes to hose things down with a constant stream of flames. The really fancy plasma weapons even can lob grenades! If you want longer range stuff you need a laser rifle like my old girl. She's probably somewhere in your armory. Hopefully someone takes her as loot or I get her back, because I got that laser tuned to perfection. Usually for something handheld you've only got about a hundred feet of range in most types of atmosphere." 


  Jerry nods, taking that in, and writes down, '100 foot range for laser rifles in atmo, thermal bloom issue?' 


  "What if you want to hit something really far away?"


  "Well there's some different types of artillery, but I don't know much about stuff like that. I'm just a smuggler and a pirate like I said, and that's the type of shit militaries keep on hand. What's the range on those guns you Humies use? They really are kinetic right?" 


  "Oh not too much better than a laser rifle." 


  A white lie, but Jerry wanted to keep Melari focused for now.


  "Say, can you tell me anything about..."


  By the time an hour had passed, Jerry had absolutely filled his notebook with various bits and pieces of information for intel and the lab boys to dissect, and was convinced that Melari would be a solid enough recruitment opportunity if that's the route that Admiral wanted to take things, either handing her off to an EFL pirate crew, or retaining her in service. 


  In the end the girl was part of the galactic have nots, from a poor part of the galaxy that seemed to offer endless abundance, something else for intel to try to puzzle out, but she wasn't really a bad girl. Just morally flexible, unsurprising given her upbringing and life to date. 


  "Well I rather enjoyed our chat, Melari, but I'm afraid I need to get back to work."


  Jerry rises and stretches a bit. 


  "Someone will be in shortly to take you back to your cell. Keep behaving yourself and you'll likely earn some privileges. Humans are very big on redemption."


  "That'd be nice. Like. Not having to share a cell with six other chicks would be good." Melari casts her eyes around for a second. "Hey... I know it's a lot to ask, but could you do me a favor?" 


  "Maybe, what's the favor?"


  "Uh... the guy who captured me. I think the name Ahmad was on the back of his armor. Could you maybe... ask if he'd be willing to come see me? Or give him a message or something? I kinda want to apologize." 


  "And hit on him." 


  "...Only a little." 


  Jerry suppresses a chuckle, he had been wondering why the pirate hadn't hit on him even after she'd gotten the impression he might be hitting on her. Hell he'd personally dragged pirates to the brig after the attack on the Dauntless and they'd hit on him while he was dragging them to a cell in chains. Seems Ms. Melari already had her sights on someone specific. 


  "I'll see what I can do, Melari. I'll at least leave a message with the guards to contact him." 


  "Thanks! I owe you one. Uh. Not sure how I'll pay that back, but I owe you one!"


  Jerry steps out of the interrogation room, pleased with the information he'd gotten from her. He looks over to the naval master at arms standing just outside, waiting to take Melari back to her cell. 


  "Go easy on this one, she might just be switching sides soon enough."


  "Aye aye, sir."


  



4


1st Squadron, Dauntless Special Forces has seized one of the gymnasiums for some very special  training. Admiral Cistern had arranged for a civilian specialist to come aboard the Dauntless to start training select groups of troops, starting with special operations and intel after the EFL had started sending back reports about the literal space magic that the aliens wielded.
The instructor however, was taking their sweet time showing up, so other training was being conducted while they waited. Everyone was down to their work out togs, and Jerry was regulating a series of sparring bouts. 
When constant self improvement was your mantra, then even a break was a good time to train. Those not actively sparring were either watching, doing calisthenics, or granting themselves a rare moment to relax. The topic of discussion was of course the state of the galaxy, supplemented by availing themselves to the now accessible galactic info net. 
"I'm just saying it's kinda bullshit. I mean I lost a solid grand betting we were going to be rounded up as cattle to be eaten! Instead we wind up in a galaxy full of beautiful women where immortality is a lifestyle choice." 
"Yeah, it is weirdly disappointing. We were all expecting the worst, but the worst most of the aliens want to do with us is apparently suck face instead of sucking our brains out or whatever." 
"I mean I volunteered for a guard shift in the brig to relieve a friend who was under the weather and if there's one thing those pirate girls will do it's offer to suck. Just about anything. One of those bat girls, you know, the ones with the wing arms? A Sonir? She called me over, said "I'm a Fruit Sonir, so I'm a vegetarian." I told her that was interesting. Then she licked her lips and said "I'd be happy to make an exception for you though, handsome." 
"I can't decide if that line's bad or not. So I'm going to default to bad. What’s that about immortality though?”

“You didn’t hear? There’s a thing called a healing coma. As long as you get put under even a second before you’re dead, it’ll turn back the clock and heal even the worst trauma. Or just take a few decades off. Down side? If you don’t wear a special headband, it wipes your memories.”

“What? Bullshit!”

“Look it up! I swear!” 

“Does it work on humans?”

“I don’t think anyone’s tried it yet, but I don’t see why it wouldn’t.” 

“...So why isn’t the galaxy massively overpopulated?” 
“I actually wondered that too, except for some rare very long lived species, most people just get… tired after a few centuries it seems. Like there’s lots of religions and stuff that reject healing comas as unnatural too, but even for folks who use them they just… feel this urge to become one with the universe eventually it seems."
Suddenly one of the commandos holds his communicator up and interrupts them with a shout. "Hey guys, sir, get a load of this!"
Jerry walks over and almost recoils. On the screen was a massive alien that looked like a tarantula's thorax had been replaced with the torso of an absolutely giant woman, raised up so that four massive limbs were in the air, the other four serving as more traditional legs. That the eight eyed woman was winking with four of those eyes and blowing a kiss to the camera did not make it less horrifying to an arachnophobe like Jerry. 
"The hell is that?" 
The man flips to the appropriate data page in the galactic index. "QIC 1/100 #5, a Brute Archana. Huge as hell. Insanely strong... and apparently their bodies work just like a normal spider from home. So bio-mechanical hydraulics, pushing their blood around under high pressure to move. If one of those girls is bleeding you'll damn well know it, and they're huge, so they'd have to have a shit load of blood!" 
Jerry shakes his head. "Great. Just great. That's even worse than the Guile Archana or whatever they're called. At least they're near human size and don't have to rear up like that." Jerry rubs his temple for a moment.  "Multiple species and types of horrifying spider women. Absolutely charming." 
Two men sparring nearby stop as the closest man to Jerry backs off. "What's that strand of letters and numbers mean again?"
The man with the communicator nods. "It’s how they ID galactic species. In order, it's locomotion, how you get around rather, animal kingdom, what you eat, male-female ratio and then when your species was met if anyone has a similar designation. So for example we're BMO 100/100 #1, or spelled out Bipedal Mammal Omnivore. If we had a galactic one for one hundred male/female ratio we'd be #284.... I think."
"...Two hundred and eighty four. Of just that kind of..." 
One man nearby does some quick math in his head. 
"...Ye gods and little fishes, that's... a lot. A lot of aliens."
The first commando scrolls through the screen a bit and clicks a few things. 
 "Yep, and all of them have their own religions, philosophies, languages, cultures and so on... and we haven't even gotten started on the ID system. There’s thousands of recorded species. We’re late to the party, boys and girls. The other options for locomotion are Quadruped, Multiple, Tail or Wings, multiple being a cop out for weird shit like numerous legs like that spider lady, or tentacles or some other weird combination of limbs. So animal kingdom we're just talking mammal, reptile, insect, avian, and so on. You all know what carnivores, herbivores and omnivores are. Then that big gender ratio thing. I've been reading this list on and off for a couple days and I can count on one hand the number of times I've seen a number above one per one hundred."
"That's seriously weird." Isabella notes, looking up from where she was sparring with Johnny D. 
Both Marine Raiders had come up under Jerry back when all three of them were Marine Raiders back on Earth, being some of the first junior Marines he'd 'raised' till they'd become NCOs. He'd encouraged them both to join the Dauntless and had been very proud when they'd both come through with flying colors. 
Isabella turns back in and lashes out with a brutal kick... that's actually a perfect feint. She immediately drops low and swings her leg backwards, hooking Johnny behind the knees and easily taking him off his feet, before popping back up with a triumphant grin.
"Hah! Come on Johnny boy you can do better than that!" 
"Fighting dirty today are we?" 
"You know it. Do this shit like we did back in South Central LA and the Raiders!" 
"Oh yeah?"
Johnny's hand shoots out, hooking Isabella's ankle and quickly dumping her to the floor in turn.
Jerry leaves the laughing duo to pick themselves back up and walks through the rest of the gym, keeping an eye on what everyone's doing but otherwise not interfering. These were just warm up exercises in the end. The real training would arrive-
His train of thought is interrupted by the double doors sliding open and a massive figure stalking through them. Some ten feet tall, about average for the species, and curvy to the point of straining your neck, was a Cannidor woman. 
The massive alien was wearing robes that covered what Jerry knew to be a dense fur coat over strategic parts of her body that could tank hits from vehicle grade plasma weapons. Plush lips outlined a shark-like mouth that was filled with over a hundred razor sharp teeth. The top of her head was crowned with a mane-like shock of blonde hair that had been roughly tamed. 
BMO 1/100 #51 in the flesh. There was simply no exaggeration about Cannidor. 
Jerry had made a point looking into the species after he interrogated some of their pirate captives and the species kept coming up. 
They were unique in that they'd achieved space flight all on their own, without being uplifted, an uncommon occurrence because of an aggressive council first contact policy that more or less mandated uplifting a sapient species on finding them. The same policy that had gotten the probe sent to ‘rescue’ humanity in the first place actually. 
The Cannidor were larger than life in many senses of the word, boisterous personalities and a hardcore warrior culture that had a strong focus on power armor usage, something that had Jerry's attention immediately. Cannidor shock troops were some of the most feared soldiers in the galaxy, and Cannidor mercenaries were the premium choice for anyone interested in hiring some muscle. 
"Well now... seems I've an interesting class of students to train. Your Admiral tells me you're some of his elite warriors, but I can't help but think that such cute little things like you can't be that dangerous." 
Jerry winces. 
That was another famous aspect of the Cannidor. You were either a threat to be respected, or you were to be coddled and matronized. Something that suited a lot of smaller races around Cannidor just fine, and most folks could shrug it off but he knew someone who wouldn't want to take that lying down...
A quick glance shows that Johnny has his arms hooked under Isabella's shoulders, actively holding Isabella back, the petite hispanic woman clearly more than ready to give the large alien a piece of her mind, if not see just how many of the trademark Cannidor white and pearlies she could knock out of the Cannidor's mouth. 
"Petty Officer Ramos, mind your bearing." Jerry corrects gently. He could sympathize. No one liked being talked down to.
The Cannidor notices though and grins over at Isabella. "Tiny, but fierce. I like the spirit of that one. The rest of you just don't give a damn. Which is good in its own way. Excellent. I am Mistress Nalsha, a master of the axiom arts. I have been hired to give you and your fellow warriors basic instruction in axiom use and axiom combat. Who leads this coven of warriors?"
Jerry steps forward. "That'd be me." 
"Good. Attack me." 
Jerry doesn't hesitate. It was clearly a demonstration for one, and for two he doubted there was much he could do barehanded against a monster her size to start with. He was going to damn well try though! 
A quick dash in has him lashing out hard at Nalsha's knee, only to be caught by an invisible force and held firm despite his attempts to struggle free. 
"No hesitation at all! I order you to attack and you strike out! Beautiful! Well aimed too, had I not defended you may well have injured me slightly. Once I train you properly, you would easily shatter my knee with that blow, partially disabling me. Yes I think you humans will be an interesting addition to the galaxy to be sure. I'm almost disappointed I'm not going all the way to Centris with you, but my contract is for a few short days. In that time, I shall teach you the basics of axiom use."
Jerry finds himself released and straightens up. 
"Can you define axiom for us then?"
"Define it? Oh no. We haven't the time for a comprehensive definition! It's simply too big a question. In brief however, axiom is the very essence of life. It is in all things and fuels everything, from this ship, to me. Axiom's opposite is Null. A destroyer force in many religions, Null violently reacts with axiom, forcibly purging it from the surrounding area. Null can be carefully used as a riot control weapon in that sense, as most people caught in a null blast will simply collapse, devoid of axiom. In extreme cases, or with some special species, it can even kill. Null, for the record, is what you grew up swimming in. It's what makes Cruel Space, well. Cruel. Once I teach you how to focus, I suspect you will actually be able to detect axiom energy quite easily. The same as if someone who'd never felt wind could more easily detect a breeze because it's a new sensation to them." 
Jerry nods and turns to his unit. "Alright people, school circle around Mistress Nalsha, if I catch any of you slacking and not giving her your undivided attention I'll have the First Sergeant manage your PT schedule personally for the next week." 
Nalsha lets out another booming laugh as Jerry's troops race in, quickly settling themselves in a tight semi-circle around her. 
"Well disciplined. Fast too. Oh yes. You lot will be all sorts of interesting to keep an eye on." 
Jerry stays standing, positioning himself slightly to the side. 
"So if you could start. We've heard there's different styles of axiom use." 
"We'll take it from the top, not to worry. There's three styles of axiom use broadly speaking. The first and most common you're already using. Technology, all technology, is fueled by axiom. That goes for everything from starship engines and combat mechs to toys for children. To call axiom energy abundant beyond measure is a drastic understatement. Next up, there's weaving and wielding. Wielding tends to be what more practical types go for, and focuses on the uses of what’s called a totem and effects on one’s person. Weaving... well. Weaving can have truly massive results in the hands of a master.” 
Nalsha holds out a hand and forms a ball of light out of seeming nothingness, then it changes to crackling raw electricity, then roaring flames, then a howling chunk of void tearing at the air around it before Nalsha closes her hand and dispels the energy. 
“People tend to layer a whole pile of bullshit on top of these broad styles, be it hardcore scientific angles or a deeply spiritual lens. As a Cannidor I'm a bit more practical. Axiom is power. Raw power. Power that you can control and dominate. The foundation to all styles is understanding what you’re trying to do, your intent and your will. This goes double for imbuing a totem, which will be our first exercise. Does everyone have a Khutha coin on their person?"
Everyone quickly pulls out the Khutha coin they'd been told to bring. A common coin worth five hundred credits, 1st Squadron had gotten paid out in galactic credits as part of their occasional missions off the ship escorting trade expeditions so everyone had the coin made of extremely axiom reactive metal. Except for one man who comes up with an axiom ride credit chip instead. Axiom ride was an alloy that was at the heart of starship components and was much more valuable than the comparatively common khutha. 
"I don't take tips, and you should be careful where you flash a hundred thousand credits until you're deeper into the safer parts of civilized space." 
One of the men snorts. "Just be glad he didn't bring a trade bar instead, Boris over there can be a bit dense." 
The two men exchange insults in a quick flourish of one of the Slavic languages before someone flips Boris a khutha coin of his own. 
Nalsha chuckles. "Hell, even I'd be tempted to scrap for ten million credits. Now before I talk totems we need to talk about the core building blocks of axiom use. Something you can do without totems, it's just harder. Firstly you need to 'find' the axiom. I'll walk through and work with you all till we all get it, but a little meditation generally does the trick. Then you can use that axiom to enhance, and reinforce your own body. This is generally easy, because the key factor of axiom use is understanding what you're doing." 
Johnnie sticks a hand up. "Mistress, we've had reports from some of our fellows that they've used visualization, personas if you will, of great heroes or the like to do that sort of thing. Is that a valid method?"
"Any method can be valid if it works young man, however I would consider that rather unwieldy. It might limit your potential at the top end. For what if your visualization lacks an ability you need? In terms of 'get up and go' it is an intriguing concept, but I have been hired to train you properly. With enhancement you can make yourself stronger, faster, increase your reaction time, all manner of things. Your knowledge of your body is your greatest limiting factor... and as warriors I suspect you are more familiar with your flesh than most. Enhancement is paired with reinforcement. Strengthening the body to stand up, both to your own enhancement, and to damage inflicted upon you. Again, this is based on your understanding of your body."
Nalsha 'sits' down, crossing her legs and floating in mid air. 
"The other pillars of axiom use are focus, and will power.  Will power is where most galactic citizens fail. They have abundance and are comfortable, so they simply don't bother to make an effort to use the axiom arts and just buy a plasma pistol or some shit instead." 
The shark-like alien grins. 
"Fortunately, I am led to believe you all have exceptional will power. I can see you've all trained your bodies extensively, this should make axiom use easier for you to pick up. Focus though, is something that we can aid with the use of an axiom totem. A totem is an item, with a decent amount of Khutha that you put something of yourself into, your own signature, and it takes over for you. Totems can also be specialized. A sword for example. Or jewelry. You can use other minerals together with Khutha for specialized tasks, just don't bother with trytite, it's axiom resistant. There's also brands, tattoos. Unlimited possibilities if you can put your will into it... though people can be a bit pissy about the latter as you're basically always armed and dangerous." 
The Cannidor smiles at them again, showing off her massive teeth. 
"Then again, there's plenty of species in the galaxy that are ready to fight a war naked any way, so I'd say don't give a fuck. The jewelry though as a fighter can be invaluable. You can wear a ring or whatever anywhere. No one will say anything. I know a girl with ear piercings that are keyed to specific tasks, but anyone who sees her and doesn't know just compliments how pretty they are. Still, that's enough of me jawin'. Grab some floor and let's get to it. Khutha coin in your dominant hand."
Jerry settles himself into the familiar seiza position and takes a slow focusing breath. He'd spent a lifetime in martial arts. Surely this was just another thing to learn. 
"So open yourself up... and find the energy. Like I said, I suspect you'll have a fairly easy time of it, once you relax and get a feel for it. It's a new thing for you after all... then, focus the energy into the Khutha, pull the energy through the khutha and within the khutha. Don't worry about any changes happening to the material, just focus on the energy, the coin, and your will."
Jerry lets his eyes sweep the room, watching his people as they set to work. Some are calm. Some are clearly already frustrated. Isabella Ramos's brow is furrowed, her eyes tightly knit shut like she's trying to violently submit the coin in her palm. Satisfied they've all started, Jerry settles himself and meditates. 
How long had it been since he truly meditated? Since he had the space to find inner peace? To seek the depths of the mysteries of zen? The flame in the void was a meditation technique he'd learned long ago, but now, as he reaches for the void, he instead finds... the flames. He nearly opens his eyes in shock as he finds it, easily pulling on the energy all around him into his body, invigorating himself like he'd just woken up from a deep sleep and had a strong cup of coffee in a heartbeat. 
It was... a wonder. Something magical that inspired a childlike sense of wonder in him with the simple joy of discovering something new. Something that had perhaps been prodding at his subconscious since they left the apparent embrace of null that they’d been born into. 
Still, that is not the point of today's exercise. Today... was about the coin. Even with his eyes shut, it stands out in the palm of his hand like a flare now. He can feel it. It's... alive. In a way. Interacting with the energy around them naturally... and it was up to him to tame it. 
Will and focus. Focus and will. His free hand flips through a few of the mudras, only the left hand perhaps, but they still served their purpose. To focus him. To refine his will. This coin was an extension of that will if only he had the strength to dominate this little piece of nature. Time. The sensation of his body, everything falls away as he focuses his whole being entirely on the coin. The coin was him. He was the coin. The coin-
Jerry takes a slightly gasping breath as his eyes snap open. He'd apparently been sweating heavily and a glance at the chronometer on the wall said nearly an hour had passed. 
"Hmmm..." Nalsha looks over at him. "Second place. The young lady over there managed about ten minutes ago, but exactly what I'd expected from the leader."
Jerry looks up to find Isabella Ramos grinning like the cat who caught the canary, flipping her coin between her fingers, clearly pleased with herself.
Over the next twenty minutes, about half of 1st Squadron managed to complete their totem, some of them had meditated, others had gone the brute force route. Most were somewhere in between. Universally though, they were special forces. They succeeded. Failure was something that happened to other people, and that force of will should be more than enough to conquer a little chunk of very weird mineral and the space magic it apparently interacted with. 
Then the high pitched squeal of a bosun's whistle cuts through the room over the 1MC.
"Now hear this! Attention all hands! The Dauntless will be diverting course to avoid potential legal snarls. Travel time to Centris will be extended by one week. That is all." 
The commandos who hadn't finished had all been shaken out of their deep thoughts, and some were outright disoriented as they tried to resettle themselves. 
Nalsha looks up, and looks around to the assembled commandos. 
"Hmmmm. Good results so far, and it seems our time table might well have been extended! Guess I'll have to see if I can get a day or two more extension on my contract. I'll have you all working axiom basics like you were born to it, and more than ready to start developing yourselves without constant adult supervision... but it's gonna take some hard work." 
Jerry nods slowly. "So... twelve hour days?" 
"...Twelve?" The Cannidor matriarch raises an eyebrow. "You little things can work twelve hours in a go? That's wild endurance. Most species consider a six hour shift a lot." 
"Ma'am we can work longer than that if we need to press hard, and I'm deadly serious about getting us as strong as we can be before we make it to Centris." 
Nalsha grins. "Oh yes, I really do like you Humies. We don't need twelve hour days, but if you boys and girls want to work hard, then I'm game if you are. Be a good excuse to demonstrate restoring yourself with axiom. So let's get back to it! Some of you ain't finished your totems yet and we're not taking a break till you are! The rest of you, come over here... I'll set you on some other exercises. You just stick with Mistress Nalsha, and I promise you, Centris won't know what hit it."
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Aboard the Dauntless, it's a very special day. The end of the journey. They finally had made it. 
The capital of the Galactic Federation, and the seat of power of the Galactic Council, the city world of Centris. Deep within the ship, the special forces teams are all in their combat gear, waiting for shit to hit the fan in some way. The briefing screens in their ready rooms however, have all been tuned to a local news network. 
Snacks had been prepared, and cans of pop handed out. If all went according to plan, this should be a good show. 
There's a quick jingle, then the title ‘Centris Station 5 The Galaxy’s Greatest News’ flies across the hologram in luminescent silver, the image changes to a greenish silver skinned alien with large pitch black eyes and a single antenna sticking upwards, the tip of the antenna glows bright yellow. She was standing with a good view of a massive landing pad, and behind that, all any of the watching special forces personnel could see was city and more city, all the way out to the horizon. 
"That's a Lutrin? They're just green skinned chicks with an antenna!" Calls one man, somewhere behind Jerry.
"Can it! It's starting!" Comes back just as fast from another.
“Hello! This is Shimmer Nova here on the beautiful Centris Capital Spire where The Dauntless, an ambassadorial ship shrouded in mystery is coming in for a landing! Hailing from deep inside Cruel Space the people of this ship have had a harrowing journey, multiple pirate attacks and even the infamous Chaining have all left their mark on this beast of a vessel. Yet through it all the men crewing this ship have stayed firm and strong.” She says into her microphone.
The view switches to her side and she turns to face the camera as The Dauntless is slowly coming down behind her. “That’s right. I said men.” She says before leaning to her left as half the screen is taken up by an image of Admiral Cistern standing at attention. “According to reports this species, a classic Bipedal Mammal Omnivore, are truly unusual in their birth rates and this ship reflects it. It’s crewed almost exclusively by men.”
“We have here an image of the stalwart champion serving as both commanding officer and chief ambassador, one Admiral Garfield Cistern and according to the records they’ve shared with us he’s a lifelong military man with trouble at home. This poor man has been abandoned by his only wife and is once again a bachelor with no one to comfort him on a harrowing journey further than he ever dreamed possible. Apparently she also took the children with her and a great deal of his personal fortune, a tale of tragedy and woe apparently common in the most appropriately named Cruel Space. But don’t think it’s all doom and gloom. We’ve got some lightspeed action as well! While The Dauntless was victimized by The Chaining it turned out that the prize was too hot to handle and not only has the infamous vessel’s crew been cut down by the very man they stole, but the ship itself was hijacked and renamed The Chainbreaker after the captured soldier, one Gregory Schmidt, successfully led a slave revolt-"
Isabella Ramos, near the front next to Johnny, tosses some popcorn at the screen. "Get to the point, damn it! Sweet fuck, this gal just loves the sound of her own voice." 
A few more commandos join her in razzing the reporter, but quickly stop as the Dauntless starts to come into view.
"There we are boys, our big TV debut." Chuckles one man.
“I for one welcome our new handsome heroes here into the galaxy at large! Hopefully they’ll consider sweeping some of my sisters off their feet. Poor girls aren’t as lucky as their celebrity sister.” 
Nova preens in front of the camera as The Dauntless lands with a minor boom. No doubt someone deep inside the ship is getting dragged over the coals for that one.
“Oh! And here comes the Speaker of the Council herself, Lady Ticanped, a word for our viewers please?” Nova gushes rushing up to what looks like a cross between a peacock and a woman.
"...Alright, I'm stumped on that one. I guess I knew bird-like aliens were a thing, but seriously. What even? Peacocks are male! Why doesn't she have drab feathers?" 
Isabella tosses some popcorn over her shoulder and hits the complainer with unerring accuracy. 
"Don't apply Earth logic to this crazy bullshit, you're just gonna break your tiny excuse for a brain." Isabella gestures at the screen. "Really, the impressive part is just how painfully smug that perra is. Jesus. Just look at her." 
Jerry sets his mug down hard. "Next person to talk gets hog tied and gagged till the end of the show." 
The briefing room quickly settles down, everyone shifting around to ensure they've got a good view as one of the most important people in the galaxy starts to speak.
“This is our first formal contact, little reporter. We must set aside our expectations and let this new race shine through as best they are able.” Lady Ticanped gently notes before looking out above the silver hued alien to the chrome covered Dauntless.
The central door opens and a massive ramp extends downwards. Then a huge stomp echoes out. Followed by another, and another. The fourth reveals a line of men in stark white dress uniforms. Their every second step is a massive stomp in unison as they march out fifty men across, rifles clearly visible as they stomp down looking for all the world like an invading army.
The reporter is utterly flabbergasted and fails to make any commentary as thousands of troops march out of The Dauntless before stopping on a single massive stomp less than five meters away. Then the massive column seamlessly splits into two groups. 
It’s only then that The Admiral appears, flanked by two honor guards and marching at a fast clip down the ramp. Every soldier he passes snaps off a salute that stays up until he leaves them in his wake before finally stomping to a stop some two meters from Lady Ticanped.
“Lady Ticanped, Speaker of the Galactic Federation Council?” 
He asks in flawless Galactic Trade. Left hand on the hilt of a ceremonial saber and medals gleaming on his chest like stars, backlit by the light shining off The Dauntless and with the rows upon rows of soldiers behind him he looks like he’s nothing less than the living embodiment of modern war.
“Yes, and you are Admiral Garfield Cistern, representative of Humanity and Admiral of the Earth Defence Fleets?” 
Lady Ticanped asks slowly, somewhat off balance by the sheer presence of the man, she can see clean over his head, but the sensation of being at the foot of a giant clearly has her off balance.
“Yes I am ma’am. I am also the Admiral of the Earth Foreign Legion as well. A small fleet of mercenary vessels we have hired to help ease our transition into a galactic people.” Admiral Cistern says before turning around. “Excuse me for a moment. COMPANY! AT EASE!” He barks and the entire formation shifts as one. “That’s better. Now are there any questions before we get to our negotiations proper?” He asks, turning back in a smooth motion.
“Hello! I’m Shimmer Nova from Centris Station Five Galactic News, how many men do you have?!”
“In formation right now we have exactly two thousand men. As you’ve no doubt noticed this formation is wider at the front at fifty men across and forty men long. There are over four thousand additional personnel on The Dauntless currently, the vast majority of them men. Does that suffice, Miss Nova?”
“You just... wait... Dear goddess! You’ve increased the male population on Centris by fifteen percent!” Nova gasps in shock.
“Really? I would have expected a substantially larger number among the local populace.”
“Technically, Dear Admiral, the embassies to the representatives count as belonging to the world in question, and many of the larger corporations maintain their main offices in orbit around the world to prevent... overcrowding.” Lady Ticanped offers and he nods.
“And those would be where the husbands of such important individuals are housed I assume.”
“You assume correctly. Now as much as I would adore continuing in the presence of this entire, fascinating procession. They are rather numerous for your official entrance into the chamber of debate and discussions.”
“I understand. Excuse me for a moment.” He says turning on his heel and marching away past his bodyguards and a previously unseen man who had been trailing the trio. “COMPANY! ATTENTION!” He bellows and two thousand boots slam into the ground next to their respective twins. “FALL OUT!” He roars and they turn as one, pick up their rifles and march back onto the ship. When the last line of men crosses the final threshold the ramp retracts before the massive chrome doors close. The Admiral turns on his heel and marches back up to Lady Ticanped.
“I trust that will suffice.” He says holding his left hand out to the side, the fourth man who had gone largely unseen slinks up behind him and places a cigar in his hand which he sniffs before sticking between his teeth. The elderly yet formally attired servant then lights the cigar and The Admiral takes a deep puff of it. “Thank you Philip.”
“Of course sir.” 
Philip replies before vanishing back behind the bodyguards as a steady stream of smoke is exhaled from The Admiral’s nostrils and he smiles. He’s got the entire Galaxy’s undivided attention and knows it.
“Now then, shall we?” The Admiral asks, gesturing with his cigar. Nova is staring directly at him in shock and awe before noticing that the camera is still rolling.
“Commercials. Cut to commercials!” She orders and the feed indeed cuts to commercial. Around the Galaxy and across the Dauntless well over a dozen different briefing rooms explode in cheers. It needed some improv but had gone off flawlessly.
Jerry chuckles and kicks his boots back. "Lady, gentlemen, congratulations. We are now some of the first human beings to set down on another world. I'd say the soil of another world but this city scale planet thing is a mind bender." 
"Yeah, that cityscape was insane! The galactic wiki equivalent says some of the spires are big enough that they hold literal billions of people."
That got the entire room's attention in a hurry.
"Billions with a B?"
"Billions with a B."
"Fuck... So like. There could be a spire, which is basically a vertically integrated city within a city, with a larger population than our entire species?" 
"Not could, there almost certainly is. We just have to check the census data to confirm it." 
The commando sits back for a second. "Fuck. That crazy bullshit with the arrangement systems is starting to make a little bit more sense I guess."
"Not enough sense to merit going a damn thousand light years out of our way!" 
Isabella looks over the back of her chair.
"We can always send you back Davis, get you a hundred girl strong harem, lock your ass up in an ivory tower. Never have to wipe your own ass again because you'll be wrapped up in foam till you die." 
"I think I'd go insane before that. Poor bastards of the galaxy. Nothing to strive for, nothing to work for, challenging yourself consists of finding the will not to go crazy, and if you challenge any of the limits your hundred damn mothers and then your hundred damn wives put on you, they say you're the one who's got... What was it? Male obsession? Obsession my ass. More like a cry for help!" 
Jerry nods. "Let's not judge the locals too harshly folks. Things are the way they are for a reason. Admittedly, an arrangement system having it enshrined in law that any male who doesn't have a hundred wives is to be straight up imprisoned, then sent through a matchmaking process to get one hundred wives... that's a bit much for me. Even if we accept marriage is a very different animal out here. I wouldn't worry too much about their laws either... I suspect the Admiral and the weasels in Intel already have a plan to deal with that, along with many other things. Things we all need to be ready to assist with. So make sure you're staying up on your axiom training."
Andryiv, a Spetsnaz operator and master gunsmith from Ukraine sticks a hand up.
"Commander, there is more than we can learn in one lifetime about axiom I am thinking. There is a report now on system about reinforcement runes. Lady Nalsha told us about brands, da? Tattoos with... Baba Yaga's own witchcraft put into them? There is such things for inanimate objects as well. To make them wear less, and function more smoothly. To make armor stronger and more enduring... but there is risks when exposed to Null."
Jerry lifts an eyebrow. "Sounds like we need to get those worked into our guns potentially, and armor. Hell anything that isn't going back to Cruel Space. After a lot of testing. Good find Andryiv, I'll put a requisition in with Cistern's office to bring specialists in to teach our armorers what's up, then we can do some testing and see if some of our guns should be modified. Till then you all still better be maintaining your weapons daily or Top will have your hides for boots! Considering the sheer scale of Centris... I'm expecting we're gonna have a whole hell of a lot to do..."
"And that's just one world!" Johnny notes. "Space is... big. Like. I understood in theory but I was reading more about galactic species and I just... there's so many, and they all have their own languages, cultures, religions, histories and I... I dunno boss, it's weird. I suppose I kinda thought we'd be special in some way, but there's so much... everything out here! Then you get into synthetic people and my brain starts to break."
"Hmmph." Isabella snorts, clearly annoyed. "I'm still pissed that I can't actually gripe about synthetic bodies, robot girls, and they are girls, having tits. I mean for one robots can conceive, because of that wacky Gravidism religion that's all about getting MILF'd up and some techno babble I don't have the college degree to understand. To think though, the closest they can get to true AI is a synthetic mind, which can only be made from a copy or an upload of a normal being's mind, and their bodies, and they do need bodies, need to resemble their original form or their 'parent' form's body or they get what amounts to massive body dysphoria. Thus, robot chicas are as stacked as everyone else. Like. The fuck? Shit's enough to give a girl a complex." 
Davis sits back up. "You guys ain't seen shit yet if you're still wigging out over normal sized synths. Hell we have a car that transforms into a giant robot rabbit woman that can shatter steel with a supersonic scream at the right frequency aboard! You know, the gal some of the EFL boys rescued?" He stops for a second. "Who also has massive tits. Because of course she does. I don't know what a Phosa is supposed to look like, but I'm very confused that there's apparently multiple contenders for 'alien that is a literal playboy bunny'."
"Don't you be mean to Kati Downshift or half the crew's gonna beat you to death." Calls Andryiv, already back in his communicator reading through something.
"I wouldn't! The kid's too sweet for one, and I really don't want to see her mad for two. Besides the point though! When I was off the Dauntless last pulling security for one of the trading runs the Admiral had us do to drum up some credits? I ran into some really interesting Xenos. First off I saw one of those Dzedin. Giger eat your heart out. Dude had sexual hang ups, but giving one of the Aliens a porn star bod? Wild. All there though, plush lips, thick curves, six limbs, long tail with a damn machete on the end... and no eyes. Wish we could ask Mistress Nalsha how that shit works. She was out walking her pet facehugger, which is called a Purriz and is a popular pet among their people."
Davis is briefly pelted with calls of bullshit from all corners of the room. 
"Look it up! I swear it's true! I had to check myself to make sure I hadn’t been dosed with hallucinogens. Anyway, I think the other weird one was even better. An alien called a Gravia. Get this. Pure axiom energy being. One of the guys from 2nd Squadron described her as a 'Non-Euclidian bimbo' and she said that worked for a description! Apparently parts of the Gravidist faith got together and made a mathematical proof of their faith, and beliefs. Then they pumped a shitload of axiom into it and created a race of sentient axiom math equations. That's the Gravia! Honestly you have to meet one to vaguely understand them, they're, uh. Over the top. Even by galactic standards they're just something else. Genius level IQ in a... very hard to process but very stacked body. Like. Galactic curves have to be seen to be believed and Gravia are even more stacked." 
"So when's the wedding?" Johnny calls. 
The commando gets a guilty look. 
"First date's set for when we finally get a little liberty. She was apparently en route to Centris. So y'know. Kinda figured it was a good sign." 
Jerry rubs his face slowly. "Great now even math has tits. What in the hell is wrong with this galaxy?"
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 A month. A whole unending month of some of the hairiest combat challenges Jerry had ever seen. A month feeling like they were at war with an entire world... and in reality they barely left the spire the Dauntless was docked on. 


 The beautiful part is that generally they couldn't be stopped. Not on most spires on Centris anyway. Each spire was an independent polity, and their grab bag of laws could vary wildly to the spires next to them. For example, it was legal to grow narcotic plants on one spire. It was legal to turn those plants into a refined narcotic on another, and then the shipments were 'lost', making the bulk of one organized crime group’s drug production had been almost entirely legal. At least till they started targeting humans for human trafficking. Now the operative word was most definitely ‘had’. 


Their thin film of legal standing, something Admiral Cistern was working on changing. The kid gloves the galaxy treated men with, robust self defense laws that covered protecting your friends, and the utter mess that most spires were, meant that they could get away with a lot, and when they couldn't, plausible deniability operations using alien weapons were still on the table. 


It was humbling to a degree, the sheer amount of work they'd had to put in on a single planet. Kidnapping attempts. Aforementioned moves by organized crime groups to target humans, including a few groups of very bad girls who were heiresses of an even worse organization called the Dark Cabal, who's mere name could make a lot of aliens shudder. There was always another challenge on the horizon, and challenges were a commando's bread and butter. 
Shore leave. 
"Alright people we need to go over some things before we finally get out there for some liberty off the Dauntless. We've been on Centris for about a month and all of us have made combat excursions, but let's review before we actually start R&R... which I suspect's going to be more trouble than dropping a black ops team on a building."
"Point of order sir, why the heck are we going so late?" 
Asks one man, raising his hand like he's back in high school and not a highly experienced special forces operator in his early thirties. 
Sir David chuckles as he takes a sip of tea. "Noblesse Oblige old chap, plus as Jerry just said we were working. We've had to do more black ops work in the last Terran standard month than I've done in a year back with Her Majesty's Special Air Service during a slow period." 
"What Sir David said. Now let's go over some details about just how things work out here, and some notable incidents. Namely this latest event that's generated some work for me, nerd squad acolyte Vernon Shay marrying this princess of his. Then we'll review some basic biology related to that. Then we start talking about the op plan for our liberty." 
"Not just turning us loose, sir?" 
"Not this first time. I want us to roll as large groups. We've had some dangerous bullshit pulled recently. Incidents we've had to respond to as part of the Dauntless's special forces teams. To include that one terrorist group making a hit on Herbet Jameson and his wives at that night club because humans are 'abominations'. However, to make it up to you all, I have arranged for us to get a second liberty period off the ship, during which we can break into smaller groups or go solo if we're feeling confident.” 
Jerry looks around, catching lots of appreciative nods. Morale was high, and a little limited liberty the first time out wasn’t changing that. 
“It'll be a few weeks for us all to cycle through, but we will get it, and far sooner than our brethren. Noblesse oblige, but rank hath its privileges and the Admiral agreed that we've been putting in enough work we deserve to get cut loose once we're sure everyone is fit for the galactic equivalent of civil society." 
First Sergeant Gurung nods solemnly. "Ah, thankfully all of my fine adopted sons and daughters have at last learned to eat with utensils, so there is little to worry about that, Commander." 
The Ghurka's eyes twinkle as the room breaks out in quiet laughter. 
"Fair point Top. So. Back to Mr. Shay and his new wife." 
An image displays two women walking through a well manicured garden in outrageously fancy dresses that, per earth fashion, were a few centuries out of date. They actually looked strikingly human. A blonde and a redhead, the latter with caramel skin. Both had bright, vibrant eyes, the redhead in green and the blonde in purple. Each was also wearing a silver tiara that sat daintily between their horns. 
The blonde's horns were short, almost ox-like, coming out of where the temple would be on a human and pointed straight up, with a slight curve outward on the points. The keratin was a light color that seemed to match her hair. 
The redhead's horns were dark and swept backwards at a bit of an angle to them before coming up into two delicate points. At the edge of their dresses, hints of their reptilian tails could be seen. 
"The Apuk as a species are best summed up as a woman who's the knight, the princess and the dragon in a fairy tale simultaneously. They have a hard core martial culture very reminiscent of European knights in our own Middle Ages. They're just about as in your face as it gets in the galaxy besides Cannidor... but they also don't have the Cannidor's general love and desire to protect 'cute things', cute being everything smaller than they are. Which is admittedly a lot of stuff when you can hit twelve feet tall at maturity." 
The image changes again to display a woman the room knew to be Battle Princess Miro'Noir in a brilliant white dress next to a gangly man in an Dauntless dress uniform that they similarly recognized as Vernon Shay, one of their wedding photos it seemed.
"Apuk Battle Princesses like Princess Miro'Noir are insanely dangerous in every possible way. Per galactic law it is legally suicide to attack a Battle Princess with lethal intent with a group of five or less. The only thing more dangerous than a battle princess per the Apuk is a sorcerer, an Apuk male axiom user that... we're trying to find out more about, but Vernon Shay became one on his honeymoon, which is how we just ended up with an alliance with the Apuk." 
The image changes again, with an image of six women engaging in a brutal brawl, fire balls and other axiom effects going everywhere. 
"Princess Miro'Noir was nice enough to do an interview with us before leaving Centris with Mr. Shay for their honeymoon. Then we saw the footage of the Apuk Shellcracker tournament. A high level grand melee with each round consisting of six women attempting to shatter the armor of their opponents. The rounds continue until there's a sole victor left, who receives the title of Battle Princess from their Empress.” 
The scene switches briefly to a short video, showing a lightning fast round of axiom combat as the six combatants dish out brutal damage in mere seconds at each other.
“Standard combat maneuvers in the tournament involve punches that could cave in a tank, if the girl in question didn't just pick the damn thing up and chuck it, or throwing fire balls called warfire. Apuk are insanely tough, seriously strong, supersonic fast, and then there's the warfire I just mentioned.” 
Jerry clicks again, and a video starts, an unseen Apuk, likely Miro’Noir, demonstrated three grades of warfire in short succession, with the last, the green flame, brutally melting solid blocks of metal in ways that just seemed nasty to everyone watching. 
“Warfire comes in four grades, based on heat, red, which any Apuk can produce from birth, blue, the start of the true war flames, which can do horrendous damage to pretty much anything. Then green, the royal flame, and a signature of the battle royalty, which can slag entire battleships, as in the starship... and the white flame, which we have very little information on, but has been described as 'summoning the core of a star and beating something to death with it'. To be more explicit, the more potent stuff, the green and the white? Used with intent, a warfire wielder could slag the entire Dauntless, armor or no armor." 
"So don't piss off any Apuk girls, noted." 
Says one wag from Jerry's troops. 
"Better yet, if you see one, find out if she's single! An entire species of mostly blondes and redheads with a warrior culture and the only really inhuman things about them is they're staggeringly gorgeous, generally clear six foot tall, and have horns and a tail? Money. Cash money." 
Notes a former Delta force man from Sir David's troopers. 
Jerry silences them with a sharp motion of his hand.
"Can it you jokers, this is serious. I bring them up not to give you clowns dating advice, but to point out that while we've been practicing basic axiom combat, to include bringing in civilian contractors pretty much since Franklin Smith found out about the shit, we are white belts in that particular dojo. So expect all manner of possible bullshit... and use our basic techniques like the shield rings and infusing your ammunition to pierce defenses so you don't end up on a coroner's slab." 
Jerry paces through the crowded briefing room a bit.
"This is also to bring up galactic self defense laws. We have met the aliens people and they are apparently American, at least so far as their self defense and gun laws are concerned. So if you're attacked feel free to fill body bags as the situation demands. Stupidity can earn a terminal case of lead poisoning and no one will blink twice. However this entire world is nothing but a city, so just like when we went out for work, keeping collateral to a minimum is key." 
Jerry tosses a holo projector on the table and it brings up an image of an establishment called 'Bachelor Barn'.
"Which brings us to why we might be attacked. Gentlemen, not excluding you Petty Officer Ramos, ladies, but I think you're relatively safe from this risk."
Isabella thinks for a moment.
"Sir, I regret to inform you I can't think of a snappy comeback for that." 
"Tell the class if you come up with one later Petty Officer. Back to it. With the odd gender ratio of the galaxy, we as humanity, and the male heavy military force that is the Dauntless, are basically a literal treasure trove, considering we're made up primarily of single adult males. We have drastically increased the male population of Centris just with landing the Dauntless. I have debriefed every team that has left the Dauntless on missions and just one of them over dozens of missions per week has observed a galactic male in public. He was with a dozen of his wives, and moved from an air car into a building very quickly.” 
An image, clearly taken from concealment pops up, and shows exactly that. The most furtive glimpse of a somewhat slender Tret man, dressed in frills and escorted from an air car to the nearby building safely within a knot of no less than a dozen women.
“Males on Centris are rarely seen in public. The rich and powerful don't even keep their spouses on the planet, preferring to keep them safely aboard the orbiting habitats circling the world, which are significantly more secure. So I say this with absolute certainty. You will. We will. I will. All be approached by alien women. They will proposition you. Saying yes will be very tempting. However, there are some factors to consider here, that I want you to keep in mind. Because we're a higher quality of grunt, and need to set an example for our juniors."
Jerry presses a button on his little remote control and the holo projector displays a binary helix to the room, before focusing on a specific part. 
"These are what we previously called the junk strands of human DNA. We now know that the galaxy calls them the compatibility strands of DNA. These are the portions of DNA that allow any of us, including you Ramos, to successfully interbreed with any galactic citizen. We know for sure this works, because almost all of our pirate boys running around with the freebooters we recruited into the Earth Foreign Legion are expecting fathers. One ship has literally every single female crew member expecting a child per their latest report. Generally girls will be the mother's species, and boys will be the father's, with some small degree of hybridization that does not extend past one generation."
Jerry changes the slide again, bringing up an image of several very different looking snake women. One had six arms and was decked out in heavy war paint, a Desert Nagasha, the more normally limbed Great Plains Nagasha, with two arms and the same long snake tail, and finally a Deep Craig Nagasha, which lacked arms on her otherwise normal torso, but had a rattle at the end of her tail that was apparently a massively potent channel for axiom.  
"So one of the interesting notes from that is that if you hook up with an egg laying species and you win the 1 to 100 lotto and have a son born by her, your almost certainly human baby boy will hatch from an egg as if he was a Nagasha like his siblings, and there would be siblings.  Many species tend towards larger pregnancies. Either large clutches of eggs like the Nagasha and Apuk, or live births via litters. Date a Lopen girl a little too enthusiastically and she will literally have a litter of puppies over it." 
"Wait. Sorry. What's a Lopen again?" One man sits up, fumbling through his notes as he curses under his breath. 
Jerry keys in a few commands and an image of a canine quadruped appears in the holoprojector, then rears up on its hind legs, walking forward like any other being. 
"Lopen, also known as QMC 1/100 #17, they're nine foot tall canids that tend to move around on all fours, then go up on their hind legs for tool use. Yes I'm aware it's basically a giant dog with a porn star bod. No, we're not going to discuss it any further than it's been discussed." 
The original questioner nods and takes some quick notes before looking up again.
"...Well, looking at that situation I don't think that's so bad sir, who doesn't like puppies?"
Jerry silences the man with a pointed glare.
"So. Back to the point. The aliens are apparently all Catholic, despite the four armed girls with human faces save for the bunny ears calling themselves Rabbis, and they seemingly don't do birth control. If a woman manages to get a husband, an apparent statistical improbability, I'll remind you all now that we have reports of multiple generations of different families with no actual male blood line members of the family. If a woman manages to get a husband, the answer to the question of children is generally 'early and often'. Further, the act of coupling itself is in fact recognized as de facto nuptial vows by a lot of species and systems." 
Jerry clicks again and another part of the binary helix is highlighted. 
"This is another thing that makes us damn dangerous to galactic women, and makes them damn dangerous to any bachelorhood you might want to retain. There is a natural bonding mechanism based on pheromones, generally called imprinting. Galactic citizens are very, very susceptible to pheromones, and ours are extremely strong. Usually it takes sex to promote a 'bond', where a woman biologically fixates on her 'mate', but the pheromones in our saliva are strong enough that the eggheads think a good kiss can bond a galactic woman to you. Suppressants exist, and can allow for things up to and including casual sex, but just like you talk about condoms on Earth before doing the deed, be up front, set expectations and make sure everyone's playing the same game."
A new image displays an alien woman with luxurious orange, white and black fur, the standard galactic curves and a look over all not unlike a fox on earth giving the camera a coquettish smile.
"To illustrate just how sensitive alien biology can be, this is a Volpir, BMC 1/100 #61. Look them up in the galactic directory if you want, but their sense of smell and pheromone sensitivity is such that they've formed bonds from the scents of women's husbands on their clothes. The man himself was not even present, or even anywhere nearby."
An image of a stick of deodorant pops up next, to laughter from the assembled special forces personnel. 
"So. Make sure you're wearing the special new deodorant command has been issuing unless you want to be mobbed by horny bachelorettes. Now look, we'll fight to keep you out of any bullshit... but frankly I expect better out of you all. I expect every single one of you to comport yourselves as gentlemen and may Hel herself hold me back if one of you leads some poor girl on being a jackass.” 
Jerry paces the room a bit, making eye contact with every man he can, to ensure his message is received loud and clear.
“None of us will enforce your marriage. We'll fight to get you out of it and keep it that way, but I'll have you peeling tubers in the kitchens for the next century, and considering we've learned that immortality is a lifestyle choice out here, you can consider that threat literal. So if you're going to get laid, either save it for a human woman like the Baby Jesus intended... or be ready to be a married man. The other way Baby Jesus intended."
There's a solid round of chuckles at Jerry's reference to the son of man, most of the unit's very aware that Jerry's a practicing heathen and it adds an edge of humor to the statement that is still very much a threat.
"Have no doubt gentleman galactic courtship tends towards the 'rapid' to say the least." 
Sir David sits up a bit more, leaning in and getting the assembled troops attention. "That goes double for me chaps. You don't owe anyone love, or sex, or anything else, but you will comport yourselves as the gentlemen I know you are." 
The 'or else' at the end of that statement wasn't voiced, but it certainly hung in the air long enough for everyone to be aware of its presence.
First Sergeant Gurung nods from his chair in the corner. "And your mothers would be disappointed in you if you don't. I'll be disappointed in you too, my fine adopted sons. Let us all conduct ourselves like proper men." 
There's a general tone of agreement in the room at that, though one could wonder if disappointing their mothers, disappointing Top, or engendering the wrath of their commanders is what convinced everyone to play along. 
Jerry clears his throat to regain everyone’s attention, then triggers the projector again. A new image pops up, displaying cartoon depictions of normal galactic marriages with stick figures. Universally the male figure is highly outnumbered, but the major variation seems to be the distance and grouping of the female figures from the male figure. Everything from more tight knit groups, to a tight core, to only the head wife figure being right next to the husband, with the rest of the wives orbiting at a distance.
"Marriages in the galaxy work more like clans back home, but with only one actual male serving as a husband to all first generation members. They get the marriage locked down first, and work the feelings out after the fact, because marriages are predominantly about security, economic, physical and otherwise. This is old school by our species standards, but not unknown to us. Communicate effectively and clearly and these girls will almost certainly be willing to play ball if you want to take it slow. As the man in the galaxy you have the power to control the pace of relationships, just like the girls do back on Earth. Outside of pirates and similar trash we've traded roles and are expected to be the soft power in any given situation, while Petty Officer Ramos should take my job."
There's some laughter, and Isabella pantomimes considering the idea and discarding it to some more laughter. Once everyone's settled back down, Jerry continues;
"Just remember getting to second base can be seen as a marriage proposal. We're also still processing what this is going to mean for our own fraternization regs... that discussion is ongoing, but I believe they will be loosened significantly. If that's of interest to anyone in this room." 
Jerry and Isabella make a brief eye contact before his eyes shift over to Johnny. The Marine raider couple exchange a significant look of their own as Jerry moves on to finish the brief. They tried to keep it somewhat subtle, but Jerry knew they'd been dating for well over a decade, and was there when they'd started going out. 
There were no secrets from the Skipper. Not in his Raider unit. 
"Alright, so standard gear loadouts for this trip. Low profile armor, sidearm, boot knife, kukri, and a short carbine or SMG in an axiom pocket are the bare goddamn minimum for you jokers. This is a heavy urban environment with a lot of really out there bad girls that will gladly take a swipe at any one of us if we go to the shitty parts of the city. Isabella you're included this time. We're the new kids on the block so we are of interest and valuable, in addition to the majority of this room being rarer than hen's teeth. They also don't seem to understand we're a warrior species. People are only just getting the idea we're what's called an 'Apex' species, the 'on the ball' and aggressive part of the galactic hierarchy. We're also liable to be mistaken for our distant cousins the Tret..." 
Another image pops up displaying a male and a female Tret side by side. Distinctly, familiarly, human... in shape at least. In reality of course they were as human as the four armed Rabbis, they looked comparable and that was about it. A surface level similarity only.
"Also known as BMO 1/100 #3 per galactic designation. One of the eggheads was telling me they think we actually evolved around the same time as the Tret, and obviously we followed similar paths of being tool using apes. Except they had axiom, we did not. So they were one of the first species on the galactic scene, we're one of the last. Biologically, the differences are pretty stark. So feel free to put people on notice. Thanks to the Shay incident we are being handled differently by law enforcement on some spires on Centris, and are in a similar category to an Apuk battle princess, namely anyone who's stupid enough to attack you committed suicide legally speaking. So feel free to enjoy that candy for your ego..." 
By the time the briefing is finished, everyone is still bright eyed and bushy tailed, eager to get out and see an alien world without being behind a rifle, but the brief had the effect Jerry wanted, most of the men are taking this seriously. 
Which meant Jerry's own secret mission could begin. 
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Stepping off of the Dauntless and on to an alien world in street clothes was... something else. Sure Jerry had been off the ship before, but not as a tourist. He'd been deploying from a drop ship or undercover air car to rescue Dauntless personnel in contact, make an attack at the behest of Intel, or a host of other missions that got a call for the special forces personnel first and foremost. 
Even the regular troops on the Dauntless were damn good, their training, training Jerry and the other commandos had helped devise, had seen to that, but sometimes you needed to send the very best.
Each man and Isabella were openly wearing their kukri fighting knives, something Jerry suspected would get them some interesting looks from some of the species he'd been reading up on. For example, a man openly bearing a bladed weapon would likely appeal to the Yauya, a race of arboreal hunters with an uncanny resemblance to a certain Predator that had a love of stealth, famous galaxy wide for their wrist blades, just as one example. 
However, he and Sir David, along with their lead NCOs agreed that it was better to have one weapon out in the open, to better distract from the concealed weapons they were all carrying, and to clearly mark them out as a group. Clearly identifiable packs or groups would likely scare off some potential predators was the hope. Just because the galaxy had robust self defense laws didn't mean either man was eager for their troops to use them. They came in peace after all, and had been received... warmly, if not enthusiastically, so using force where it wasn't needed just seemed like... overkill. 
Thankfully the dock yard the Dauntless was resting at had become used to humans moving about. More than a few engineers quickly securing human husbands as mechanically inclined young men went on liberty certainly didn't hurt in calming the local area down significantly when a group of men was sighted. 
No stampedes, no immediate crowds. 
The spire's police force and covert Dauntless security troops kept the mob away, and the guards at the entry points handled more direct security risks like the tiny Reptilian Cloaken, lizard women who could be straight invisible in addition to other tricks. The special forces teams had quickly made a game of figuring out just how far one of the diminutive spies could be shot putted, a sport which the Cloaken didn't seem to mind, and the general infantry had readily embraced. 
"Alright folks, on the bus! Let's get to recreating!" 
The commandos all pile into a public air bus heading to a plaza on the next spire over and are just barely in their seats by the time the bus is visibly accelerating to supersonic speeds. 
Compulsively, Jerry checks his communicator. He was waiting for a message from a man on the nerd squad, a crew of young men who were... well. Socially maladjusted would be the formal way to put it. Or they had been. Sir Philip, the head of the Dauntless's intelligence service, and a legend among men and women in intel or black ops, had spent much of the trip turning them into proper gentlemen. Somehow. Black magic probably, no axiom required.
He'd commissioned a very delicate favor from this particular nerd, to move data from a solid state, near bomb proof human drive to something with galactically compatible storage and a built in holo display that he'd 'borrowed' on a previous mission. It was critical that the two systems never be connected to the Dauntless's information net, or have remote access enabled. He'd been cautious about his treasure before, but after every single piece of electronic information the entire Dauntless had been completely and utterly compromised before they'd even landed on Centris in 'The Hack'... he felt his paranoia was justified. 
The material on that hard drive was far too precious to allow it to just proliferate on the net. It would hopefully make him some tidy retirement money... but more importantly, it would staunch what would eventually be a gaping wound in not just humanity among the stars... but was already an ache he felt in his own heart. 
The mission was still clear in his mind. The promise he'd made himself when his loyal dog Togo had breathed his last. Togo's daughter would live if the galaxy had the technology to allow it, and he would bring humanity's beloved companions and a taste of home back to them if their one way trip proved to be one way for good reasons instead of ill. 
So today he would begin scouting for a partner to actually perform this task. Just browsing the galactic equivalent of the yellow pages and yelp, and getting a feel for the unending cityscape of Centris if he couldn't find a more direct opportunity. He'd confirmed the technology to complete his plan existed. Now he just needed to find the right partner to work with to make his dream a reality.
Next time he ventured out, it would be game time. 
As they file off the bus, Isabella and Johnny D. pop up by his right side. 
"Penny for your thoughts, skipper?" 
"I'm not your skipper any more, last I checked Isabella, just your boss." 
"You're always my skipper, sir." 
Jerry chuckles. 
"Just thinking about things. That's all. There's just... a lot to take in out here." 
Isabella looks around, clearly taking in the sprawling plaza. 
It was filled with people that, to a human eye, looked to be fairly well off on average. Lots of expensive looking jewelry was in evidence, and the open wearing of weapons didn’t appear to be nearly as common as Jerry had seen further down the spire on missions. 
That the entire local landscape was nothing but women as far as the eye can see… and handsomely so, was another factor entirely. With galactic fashion sense being completely out of whack to Earth norms, and seemingly not having a standard as far as how much skin was fit to show in polite society, there was a lot to look at for an interested individual.
Curves of indescribable bounty attached to gorgeous women of configurations ranging from the familiar, such a the near human Tret and Rabbis, to the enticingly exotic such as the occasional Feli, Lopen or the minotaur-like Agela, bull women with large horns and mostly human bodies and faces, who could rival Cannidor for the sheer scale of them, to the downright weird such as the bat-like Sonir. 
An Archna passes by, providing the perfect cap for the weird category in Jerry’s book as he suppresses an arachnophobic shiver. 
Ramos snorts with irritation as her male counterparts visibly ‘scout out the local scenery’. 
"It's damn weird being the only chick who doesn't have twenty kilos of titty and ass walking around I'll tell you the fuck what. That said, it’d be a lot less aggravating if you boys could put your damn eyes back into your skulls." 
Johnny nods, pointedly keeping his eyes pointed more or less at Isabella. 
"No, what's weird is that you're now the most envied woman in this plaza. You're walking around with more men than anyone in the area has ever seen in their lives combined never mind at once. Unless other R&R groups from the Dauntless have come through and they've been on hand." 
"Huh. Good point. Does that make you boys my harem? Except you sir, of course." 
The playful tone in Isabella's voice was something very few people got to hear. Jerry had been mentoring the couple since they were both wet behind the ears lance corporals, so there was a degree of familiarity between the officer and two non-coms that simply wouldn't fly without having worked together for a very long time. 
"Not to be a stick in the mud, but careful who you say that in earshot of, we might get some sort of religious crusade called down to liberate us from the wicked woman who's somehow enslaved us all." 
A quick wander around the plaza reveals all manner of stores and shops, with what had to be commonplace items in the galaxy, but everything was exciting and new for the humans. Getting upgraded communicators was a must. 
They'd need to install mandatory software updates, but as soon as they found out some of the absolutely wild features that anything beyond what the Dauntless had bulk purchased for human personnel, including map navigation in 3D, and interstellar calling, while also being near bomb proof? They were just about throwing their credit disks at the store clerk. 
It didn't hurt that 'phone plans' weren't really a thing so far as anyone could tell them. 
One of the benefits of near unlimited energy, and communication being a basic sapient right per the Galactic Council.
The only time communicator calls really started to cost anything was high data transmissions over vast interstellar distances, and that could easily be limited by sticking to voice or flat transmission instead of calling in full holo.
They bounced around the plaza after that, attracting attention certainly, but no trouble. Their first impression had been correct, this was clearly a more well heeled area. So if there were any would be toughs observing them in a negative way, they didn't see them. The closest they got were a couple of groups of bodyguards. 
Four Horchka were escorting a business woman of some stature, one of the Preying Mantis like Snict. 
The Horchka, Jerry suspected, might end up rather popular with humans despite their propensity to end up in gray, if not black parts of the galactic economy. With their muscular, powerful builds and big tusks and skin ranging from green to gray, they were straight out of some media's interpretations of orcs. 
They didn't lack confidence either, one of the women shot Jerry a wink as they walked by when her boss wasn't looking. 
The other two bodyguards were a pair of Cannidor, not in their power armor today it seemed. 
The massive shark-like aliens towered over the proceedings, escorting what appeared to be an alien noblewoman from the sheer glitz of her presentation... and the reason for their presence. Her infant son, out for a stroll with Momma and what were, most likely not her bodyguards, but his. A stark reminder of just how at risk even an infant could be from certain malefactors when hiring hulking Cannidor bodyguards for a baby seemed like the obvious thing to do for those with the money to do so.
The infant boy was the only non-human male they saw all day. Women everywhere in every possible configuration and size. All going about their days normally... until seeing the small group of humans anyway. 
The area did prove to be well mannered though. They only got a few rare cat calls, some admirers from afar and the occasional polite proposition... and in some of the men's cases, discreetly exchanged phone numbers as many of the women who had approached them had to be on their way back to work. The down side of tourism during the work day.
Still with all the looking around, it had to happen eventually, one of his men made eye contact with a blonde Rabbis girl in what could generously be described as clothes. Some gauzy, gossamer-thin material loosely arranged in what could be considering a top and skirt, 'concealing' what appeared to be a micro bikini that would have gotten her asked to leave the beach in Brazil. Mixed with the neck breaking curves that galactic women carried as a matter of course, well. Jerry could at least understand why the beyond busty blonde had his commando's full and undivided attention in the physical sense at least. 
From what Jerry knew of the man, she was perfectly in his strike zone. All the more so considering her alien features, her long velvet covered ears, and the cute little cotton tail poking out over the top of her... sarong? Whatever it was, it made her look like a playboy bunny in the flesh. Albeit Hef had never had a playboy bunny that was stacked or built quite like she was. Nor had any playboy playmate Jerry had seen had four arms. 
The lovely blonde alien flexes a bit, showing off a whole lot of lithe, athletic muscle covered in smooth, healthy pale skin to her appreciative audience as the commando gets closer, doing his best to not drag his tongue on the ground. 
"Excuse me miss, I need to ask you, and it'll break my heart if the answer is no, but are you single? Because you are quite possibly the most gorgeous woman I've ever seen by at least an order of magnitude and I would have to slap myself if I didn't talk to you." 
The Rabbis lifts an eyebrow, her smile warm and clearly able to put a shiver in the man's spine.  
"Well aren't you up front for a Tret?" 
"Human, ma'am, I'm human."
"Oooh! From that ship huh? Well you do look pretty damn well put together. I heard on the news you boys were built differently than many of the men in the galaxy, but my oh my." 
The Rabbis gives him an appreciative look up and down before glancing over at Jerry and the rest of the commandos..
"...And I suppose you do have all your friends over there which certainly convinces me that you're human, unless this is some weird hidden camera show. So, what can little ol me do for little ol you?" 
"...Honestly if I said what I was actually thinking right now, I'm pretty sure my friends would hog tie me and drag me back to the Dauntless, so instead I'll just settle for asking you out." 
"Sounds stellar! I'm Miren. I've heard you humans can be a bit slow on courtship, so if you want to sprint for the altar or take it slow honey bunny, I'm all yours till we decide if we're compatible or not."
The commando beams, clearly pleased with his success, but then his brain catches up with the rest of him and the rest of the team watches as he suddenly holds up short. 
"...Wait, wait it can't really be this easy." 
Miren chuckles, reaching over and gently stroking his cheek. 
"Why not? This is Centris, one of the busiest planets in the galaxy, you have to move fast to grab an opportunity when it presents itself to you and honey you're a downright scrumptious opportunity." 
"...Okay. Look I'm totally on board assuming my buddies don't bust my head and you're not mind controlling me..." 
"She's certainly controlling one of your heads, horn dog." 
Isabella snarks, rolling her eyes... and stepping just a little closer to Johnny when she thought no one was looking, clearly out to stake her claim, even if the regs would technically still be iffy on the subject.
The commando fires back an insult in rapid fire Spanish, too fast for Jerry to catch, but his eyes stay on the prize, the fair lady Miren. 
"So... I have to ask, why the outfit? Like are you going to a club or something?" 
"Hmm? Oh, I had a day off and I just felt like dressing up today! A lot of clothing tends towards emphasizing the feminine assets, in two schools of thought generally. Either you go skimpy, which I tend to prefer. I like breezy clothing and I dunno. It just makes me feel confident. Or you go with more coverage but use things like a corset to emphasize things appropriately. Some cultures and species go harder on the coverage. The Apuk wear these really pretty gowns that range from about normal for the more coverage end of the spectrum, you know decent cleavage, a respectable slit to mid thigh in the dress that sort of thing, to being covered from throat to feet." 
"...And everyone's just cool with that?" 
"I mean yeah? It's normal. Why? Are humans super prudish? I can go put something a bit less skimpy on if it'll make you happy, handsome." 
The commando takes an obvious moment to clasp his hands and thank whatever god will listen to him before taking Miren's hand and kissing the back of it. 
"...No. Hell no. I love this galaxy. Women who make porn stars look flat and models look plain who consider a micro bikini with what amounts to a sarong and a shawl as day wear is probably what I consider heaven."
Miren leans in, lifting her sunglasses and gives her new friend a properly smokey look. 
"Well in that case handsome, do you want me to be your angel?" The alien leans in a bit and purses her lips. "Or your devil?" 
The rest of the team erupts in laughter as Jerry fights to keep his smile off his face. 
Johnny D., clearly amused, and now blatantly holding Isabella's hand calls out;
"Daaaaaaamn. That was smooth! Kiss her you fool! She earned it!”
"...What the hell, why not?" 
So kiss her he does, a kiss that starts passionate and goes deep, dragging on for long minutes until Isabella finally asks;
"Aight, bets on how long it takes for them to remember they need to breathe?" 
The snogging commando sticks a middle finger up in Isabella's general direction as a few passing women cat call the apparent new couple, which certainly shakes Miren out of it. The Rabbis woman is now looking just a touch woozy and very flushed. 
"Damn. Those pheromones hit like a truck. Gonna need to stop and get a suppressant or I'm just going to drag you to bed, and I'd rather go on a date or two first." 
One quick stop to a corner store later and Miren is looking far more steady on her high heels, and is happily playing tour guide for her possible new boyfriend and his friends. 
Finally, Jerry sees an opportunity to probe for some information. 
"Say, Miren?" 
"Mhmm?" Miren is happily hanging on her commando's arm, very aggressively staking her 'claim'.
"Do you know anything about cloning? I've heard about it but we haven't really had net access yet."
A little lie, but a white one.
"Oh! I don't know too much about it, but my boss is a vegetarian carnivore. She only eats cloned meat. I order her stuff from a boutique specialist, a spire or two over. The lady who runs the joint's a real peach, and most girls are happy to help a man out if you've got questions. If they're too busy, I'm sure they could direct you to some resources!"
'Jackpot.' Jerry thinks to himself.
"Sure, could you give me the contact information?" 
When Jerry pulls out his communicator to take the information down, he notices something else. 
A message icon. 
A note from the man handling the data he had smuggled carefully from Cruel Space, after traveling thousands of miles and spending many thousands of dollars to assemble it all.
'It's ready.'
Jerry smiles, keeping his face warm and friendly. He had a location. He had the data. Just a little bit more information and everything would be ready. 
"Say, let's all grab lunch, my treat." 
"Woo! Boss is buying!" 
Jerry just keeps smiling as he trails behind his little group of commandos. Maybe Isabella and Johnny suspected their old skipper was up to something. Maybe. They'd known him long enough, but his operational security was air tight. Even the nerd didn't know what information he'd just transferred. 
Everything was proceeding according to plan. 
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"Be safe on liberty, Commander."
"Oh don't worry about me, you boys and girls try not to get too bored... and let me know if someone beats my record for Cloaken shot put."
"Sure thing sir."
Jerry strides away from the Dauntless and resists the temptation to whistle as he walks. He'd waited weeks for this. He'd been carefully planning it since before they left Earth. 
It was finally time. 
Everything he’d worked for. Everything he’d prepared. 
In a special bag that blocked all transmissions lay what he considered one of the greatest treasure troves off Earth.
It wasn’t anything as tawdry as normal wealth. 
No. It was genetic wealth. The genetic wealth of an entire world. 
It had all started when he’d lost Togo, his faithful American Alsatian. He’d had his loyal friend’s genome sequenced and had been looking into what was a painfully expensive, if not outright impossible, process of cloning Togo.  
Then the message from the stars had arrived. 
It brought back all the wonder he’d had for scifi when he was a boy, watching the original Star Trek on the floor of his Grandfather’s living room. At first he’d wondered if there might not be something out there that could let him clone Togo more easily. Then as he went through the process to apply for what would become the Dauntless project, he realized he wasn't thinking big enough.
Not just one dog. All dogs. And other companions and animals besides. It didn’t seem to be on anyone’s radar. A frivolity perhaps… but it was something that to Jerry, defined humanity. Sending animals through the months of enforced zero g required to escape cruel space would have been beyond cruel, but genetic code could be safely stored on a hard drive.  
With his new self granted mandate he'd gone to work.
It had been an expensive project. He'd had to fly across the entire span of the world, even to a remote lab in Siberia. Then to some of the specialist preservation projects, raiding their data for human companions and some choice livestock. 
The livestock had been a stroke of genius after hearing that a company out of Washington state was producing cloned beef on a massive scale. If they could clone a dog, surely the aliens could do that better too right? Of course, he’d also realized after the fact humans were going to colonize worlds in the wider galaxy if everything worked out, and had felt damn stupid at coming to the right conclusion from a slightly hairbrained angle. 
Still. He’d gotten everything he could data wise to aid in his quest. Veterinary manuals. Guides on the production of certain kinds of meat. The whole nine yards. 
Getting the hardened drive that he'd stored numerous species and breeds worth of animals' genetic code on made had been a massive expenditure in and of itself. 
But it was all worth it. 
It was all paying off. 
The files had been easily transferred into a galactic standard media storage tool, he’d even found specialized software for organizing genetic information online, and it had imported the data he had without a hitch. He’d done some initial scouting a few weeks ago, made a phone call or two…
Then he’d let the egg heads do the rest of the heavy lifting. He’d read numerous science and recon reports. He browsed them all every morning with his coffee. As a commander for one of the elite special forces units of the Dauntless, he had plenty of clearance, so it was just a matter of not going off half cocked. 
He doubted he'd get guff over this... but not only would this be good for humans, if he did it right, it'd also be his retirement plan once his fresh term of service to what was now the Undaunted, was finished. Jerry shakes his head, remembering what Admiral Cistern had just dropped on all of them. It made sense of course. As a representative he had no power, but now, Admiral Cistern had a nation at his back. Earth had a polity in the wider galaxy. One that was united and stood for all of humanity. 
Though amusingly, from what he’d seen of their new recruiting policies humans were going to be a minority in their own stellar nation in no time. Still. If they were willing to serve, and follow the creed of self mastery that Cistern had laid out… well. Why not? The more the merrier, especially when there were barely more than five thousand humans off Earth. 
Jerry hopped on a sky bus, and generally tried to keep to himself, using a few tricks for undercover scouting missions body language wise to try and be hard to pick out to start with. Hard on Centris for a man without a literal disguise, but he did what he could.  
He'd put on actual cologne and some serious deodorant to keep his pheromones somewhat under control. He didn't want too much attention from the various gorgeous alien women walking around. Not that he was against the idea, but he was a man on a mission, and bringing dogs, cats and other human companions to the wider galaxy meant more to him than getting an alien girlfriend. 
He had quite a ways to travel, across half of the city world to a distant spire. It wasn't the closest cloning business on the planet, but it was a boutique specialist in rapid cloning as opposed to the more industrial scale cloning that seemed to be closer to the where the Dauntless was berthed. Plus, it had come recommended to him, and he’d found nothing that struck him as a better option than Ms. Miren’s suggestion.
When he arrives he’s happy to find it’s as upscale as the Rabbis woman had said it was. The main room is slick, clean, almost medical. Lots of smooth lines, white, and chrome. What art and decor there is, is all inspired by DNA... and not everything in the galaxy has a double helix, even a dumb grunt can understand that from the images around. 
Jerry looks around, appreciating the decor as the proprietress comes out from the back. His eyebrows raise slightly as he recognizes the lush orange, white and black fur over the jaw dropping curves of a healthy alien woman. A Volpir! 
She was sheathed in a gorgeous silk dress with long kimono style sleeves that seemed to give the impression that she had wings. Jerry suspected she’d be gorgeous in just about anything, but the dress pushed her into down right angelic territory. The insanely busty fox woman slinks over to him, delicately placing a jeweled plug in her nose, as she greets him.


Sylindra 
It had been a normal day on Centris, which is to say painfully frustrating, incredibly busy but overall very, very profitable. Sylindra’s cloning services were in frequent demand, and her life was in a solid routine that let her live very comfortably on one of the most expensive planets in the galaxy. Why with a little bit more wealth, she’d be able to start properly hunting for a marriage to join. Maybe even have the leverage to be first wife if she could make the right connections, and more importantly, meet the right man! 
That thought was plenty to motivate her. She’d always been a take charge kind of woman, ever since she was a kit. She could cooperate… but she had the skills, and the attitude, so why shouldn’t she lead the way forward? And the right man. Her mother had been very serious about instructing her daughters in what they should go about looking for in a potential spouse. She bid her daughters to seek out a true partner. A chance perhaps even for love. A dream? Maybe. 
Love was a pipe dream for even some of the wealthiest and most powerful women in the galaxy. A marriage out of reach for so many more. That didn’t deter her in the slightest. Afterall, her cloning business has been a dream once. Living on Centris had been a dream once. She was a woman who accomplished her dreams. Why not dream of being first wife to a man who could love her like something out of a romance novel?
It was a very comfortable plan for the next few years of her life, but sometimes, especially on a world like Centris, change comes at you quickly. Change like a man from a new species of alien she’d heard about on the news just walking off her tri vid projector and through her front door! 
Quickly, she fits her nose piece, a special pheromone blocker that helped her control the ‘worst’ nature of her species. Volpir pheromone sensitivity was less famous and more infamous. Syl had always despised that. It was, at best, weak, and to actually force one’s way into a marriage based on that! Some girls on her home world did it intentionally! Disgusting behavior. 
"Welcome my dear. My apologies about the nose piece, but I try to be polite with men, my kind... we... have a reputation you see."
"Yes, I've heard that Volpir can be sensitive to pheromones, thank you kindly for your manners, madam...?"
"Sylindra. But you can call me Syl, all the handsome human men I know do."
Just because she didn’t like being a slave to her own biological inclination to imprint on a man didn’t mean she didn’t like the rest of what she was seeing here as she subtly looked the man up and down, trying to keep herself from openly licking her lips. Mature. In a wonderful way. With such a… Robust, was the word that came to mind. A robust shape. 
From the silver in his hair, which appeared to be a sign of aging, the light color of his almost gray eyes, the slight hint of stubble on his chin. She could tell at a glance he had a body chiseled from stone under his thin shirt and light leather jacket. It all added up in such a way that she almost wanted to purr like a Feli or Panseros. 
He almost reminded her of a Tret musician she’d had a crush on as a teenager, and this human was certainly making her feel like she was a teenager again. His eyes alone! She suppresses a little shudder, keeping her smile light and cheery as he responds.
"Alright Syl. How many is that by the way? Human men you know I mean."
"Just you so far. So you are... you know, human?"
Jerry nods slowly. "That's right, I'm an officer on the Dauntless, just a soldier, nothing too exciting. Jeremiah Bridger, you can call me Jerry if you like."
Syl nods slowly, she wasn’t one to complain, but she had to admit that she wasn’t entirely sure what would bring him to her. Unless he’d fallen in love with her from afar? She quickly squashes that foolish thought as something that only happened in vids. 
"Well I appreciate your custom of course... but what can I do for you?"
"You can clone... just about anything right?"
"Yes, I offer comprehensive cloning services. I mostly do high end meat for discerning "vegan" clients that won't eat meat from living beings. But occasionally we do something a bit more special relating to fertility. All to a higher end clientele as I said. My customers include some of the most senior ambassadors and ministers on the planet, along with major CEOs and the like."
"Yes, the reviews I could find were all absolutely glowing."
Jerry smiles at the vulpine alien and she feels her heart skip a beat or two. He had a crooked half smile that seemed to promise all manner of trouble for her... but the fun kind of trouble that younger women liked to fantasize about... Trouble that seemed pretty damn appealing to Syl at the moment.
"I have a business proposition for you."
"Not the type of proposition I was hoping for but do go on." 
The response rolled off her tongue before she even knew she’d said it, and she could only pray he took it as a joke, something she played off with a delicate laugh into her hand.
The charming alien man laughs for a moment, a real laugh, clearly taking her statement as a joke and letting her let out the softest sigh of relief. 
"I suspect you’ll like this type too. Do you have an office? This conversation will involve some sensitive data that I won't want to share with all of Centris."
“Of course, please follow me!” 
Syl quickly leads him into the back, her tail brushing around his ankles. Her Kohb nurse is attending to one of the cloning vats, this one was a special order, eggs for a customer who had gone barren but didn't believe in healing comas. 
Nadi’s eyes widen and her jaw drops at the sight of the man.
She notices that Jerry too stops at the sight of the tiny reptilian woman in a nurse’s uniform for a moment, considering her before smiling and continuing to follow in her wake. 
"Handle the front Nadi, I'm with a client. Or is potential partner the correct term?"
"Client for now. For sure I'm going to have a commission for you provided you can clone living beings."
"We wouldn't be much of a cloning facility if we couldn’t, but please, step into my office and make yourself comfortable."




Jerry
Her office was a warm, welcoming place, sensible if she also did fertility counseling in here, Jerry thought to himself. That could be a very sensitive subject on a good day. In a galaxy where women were even more obsessed with the concept to the point of having whole religions dedicated to having children, he couldn't begin to imagine what coming up barren would be like if healing comas weren't an option.
As they take their respective seats, he reaches into his bag and pulls out the near bomb proof storage system with its integrated holo display that was loaded with an incredible amount of genetic information. Part of his archiving during the transfer into the Galactic software architecture had been importing the system of icons he’d created to indicate what's what at a glance, GUIs weren't anything special, but his DNA archive was likely the only one with such a feature.
The holo display flashes into being and Jerry reaches out and begins to slowly scroll, displaying row after row of Terran wildlife.
"What are all these?" Her jaw drops slightly as the screen slowly moves through the mass of animals. Clearly impressed at the sheer volume of animals as hundreds of different species or breeds are shown to her.
"Animals from Earth, mostly pets and companion animals. We couldn't bring any with us out of Cruel Space, the extended period of zero gravity would have been horrible for them. So I thought I'd do the next best thing.”
Jerry points to a Siamese Cat icon.
“For example, cats, small feline predators that more or less domesticated themselves... and dogs, like this one over here…”
Jerry scrolls to a Golden Retriever icon, then clicks it to expand the cheerful ‘smiling’ face for Syl to see. 
“Dogs are a domesticated form of a pack hunting canine called a wolf. Those are the two big ones, and a lot of people are really missing their presence in our lives in the wider galaxy, me included."
The screen flashes through a variety of images of various types of cat and dog.
"Some of the larger animals aren't much use on Centris, but things like cows are raised for meat. I’ve heard that it’s quite popular to produce just meat with cloning tanks, in fact I believe that’s your specialty. So with your cloning tanks, we could potentially go into business producing Earth meats like beef, the meat of cows..." He displays an image of the animal in question.
"Oh, like a mammalian Lanrak!"
"Right, quite similar save for not being what I understand to be a giant lizard. Beef and other animal meat could be produced in small batches, which would let us set the price however we please really. Personally I think we keep it fair, especially since it'll be made to order. Just like the pets. I even have some very specific DNA samples and data to produce very special meats like "Wagyu".
"What is Wagyu?" Syl cocks her head slightly.
"A very expensive kind of beef back home, it's not just how it's born, it's how it's raised, specifically how the fat marbles on the meat over time, but I have DNA samples and detailed composition notes, images... we should potentially be able to replicate its structure."
"Yes, theoretically that's all quite doable, they wouldn't be able to handle it at a larger production rate, but here I should be able to make it work. What about the others, the companion animals? Or the... these ones here? The big ones. Are they for meat too? They look kind of like the beef ones."
"Well for the companions obviously we'd be producing live animals, made to order to customer specification. No need to keep a breeding stock, though I have enough genetic variation in the various strains that a viable breeding population could be created. Those big ones though... Those are called horses, and they'd be something we'd need to work out how to produce."
"Why's that? Just looking at them compared to the cows, size isn't an issue, we have some larger tanks downstairs."
"It's transit that's the real issue, horses are grazing and herd animals and aren't really suited to city living. My thought with them was that humans could put them to work on our new colony worlds. Or if their services for work aren't needed, we could retain a form of recreation that a lot of our species enjoys. There also might be a call for their meat, but with things like beef on tap, I suspect that will be a very limited request."
"Maybe from galactic customers. Terran delicacies are becoming all the rage, and many carnivores and omnivores delight in trying rare new things."
"Well in that case horse meat has a reputation for almost being sweet. So that might in fact be quite popular."
Sylindra clasps her hands and leans in a bit, showing off some of her cleavage and letting her get a bit closer to Jerry over her desk.
"Alright, I'm on board, but let's skip down to the bottom line shall we? I'm a businesswoman first and foremost after all and I noticed that "us" earlier. No one does something for nothing. What do you want for this boon of genetic material?"
"I want a full partnership, half stake or equity in the company assuming you have no outside investors and haven't given any equity to your nurse. I’m prepared to put up credits as part of my stake if you think this isn’t valuable enough."
"No, I'm the sole owner... but it seems that's going to be changing, no need for extra credits when you’ve essentially brought me a license to print them, especially if human meats catch on here on Centris... you say you're just a soldier?"
"Well to be fair I'm an officer as well, but yes, I was a special kind of soldier called a Marine before the call for the Dauntless's crew came out. I led men then, and I lead men now."
"I see, well I think you'll be an objective boon to my business, even without opening me up to what appears to be a very lucrative market. By the way, you said you had a special commission for me first?"
Jerry's eyes moisten a moment. "Ah... yes. Just before I left Earth, my dog passed away, Togo. He was a majestic old beast, and he lived quite a long time. I don't want a clone of Togo, but rather I'd like to create his daughter."
Jerry manipulates the device for a moment andt the image of another breed of dog flashes up, letting Sylindra take a good look at it.
"A gorgeous creature, its tail is almost as lush as mine, what type is that one?"
"The breed is called an American Alsatian, they're bred to resemble wolves, but have the kind of personality and temperament you'd expect from a house pet. Gentle giants."
"Give me the data for the daughter of Togo my dear, this one is on the house. I..." Suddenly something catches Sylindra's eye on the display. "Oh, what's that one?" She waggles a finger at a somewhat familiar orange, black and white coat passing by on the display.
"Oh that one?" 
Jerry taps the icon, and it expands to show a variety of coat variations all modeled on a cartoon version of a very familiar looking four legged animal. 
"These are the genetic profiles for Vulpes Familiaries, the domesticated red fox. Came out of a Russian experiment on domestication that started around a century ago."
"I don't know what a Russian is, but that looks quite a bit like a Volpir... Now that I think about it, some of these animals, the dogs, look quite similar to Lopen! Never mind the cats, some of them could easily double for a small Feli or Panseros. And these are all beloved companions of humanity?"
"Pretty much. What’s a Panseros?"
"I’ll show you later, but Goddess, no wonder you humans apparently have such strong xenophilic tendencies according to the news, you've been bonding with what look like many species precursors for thousands of years!"
"Some of that’s just a natural consequence of men trapped away from women for what felt like a very long time, and the galactic community embracing humanity, literally and figuratively so readily. That said, there's a lot of art of vulpine women back home actually, some of it from way back in humanity's past, and more recent stuff. In fiction, and in some nation's mythology, fox or half fox women are known to be some of the most beautiful in all the world and heavens, and even serve as messengers for the gods."
Sylindra preens herself a bit before giving him a sultry look. "And how do I stack up to your myths Mr. Bridger?"
"Better than any fantasy I've ever had about a fox woman to be certain."


Sylindra
That he might have never had a fantasy about a fox woman before was besides the point, and nothing Sylindra cared about really. The way he had said it lit parts of her body on fire, pheromones or no damn pheromones! Sylindra took a deep, steadying breath, resisting pouncing over her desk to… do something! Kiss him! Hold him! Get him to bend her over her desk and- 
Syl stops, calming herself just a bit. Really though. She couldn’t just let this stand.  She could take a lot, but such aggressive flirting from a man even! It was a bit feminine of him, but from Jeremiah she found it very appealing. 
Sylindra rose quietly. 
“I’m terribly sorry Jerry, can you please excuse me for a moment?”


“Not at all. I’m happy to take all the time in the world with you.”
Syl’s heart flutters again, and she tries to calmly extricate herself from her own office. Really. There was only one thing to do. It was clear as crystal. A brand new plan. All she had to do… was take what was being offered to her with both hands.
She firmly closes the door, and calls out for her assistant.  
"Nadi!"
The Kohb nurse sprints over. "Yes ma'am!"
"You're not married, correct?"
The Kohb nods sadly. "Unlikely to be for some time too, my clan's not had much luck in marriage negotiations, and that tends to be how we end up wed. Most men don't seek out Kohbs it seems."
"Well these humans are supposed to be different. Jeremiah has made a significant business proposition. Essentially he'd be a full partner in a new business that's as much a pet store as a cloning service."
The Kohb smiles brightly "Oh! That would be fun! I always liked animals as a girl."
"He said humans love their pets, and we'd likely get very steady business from the humans. Especially as they continue to expand and bring more of their people out of Cruel Space. The only downside is we might need to relocate at some point, but that's an issue for later. I've decided I'm taking his deal."
"Very good ma'am!"
"I've also decided I don't want him as a business partner the normal way. I'm going to close the store, put on some lingerie and I'm getting a husband." 
The Volpir vixen pulls the decorative blocker from her nostrils and tosses the piece of embellished gold over her shoulder. 
"It's probably part of his plan, it's all in that damned smile of his, I know it! But I don't care, he's handsome, smart, and has an admirable passion for pets and people alike. Once I'm done, I'll convince him to add you to the marriage. The three of us are in this together."
Nadi practically vibrates herself into the air with the brightest, toothiest grin the lizard woman can possibly manage. 
"I'll handle everything out here ma'am... or should I call you sister now?"
"Wait till I've sealed the deal. Go get him a beverage and ask him to wait for me for a few moments. I need to freshen up. After that… lock up and go home for the night. Tomorrow… I suspect things will be very busy. In all sorts of ways. Especially if we’re going to really seize this market."
“At once ma’am!”
Sylindra strides through a door with a dna scanner lock on it and all but runs upstairs to her apartment, already mentally selecting the lingerie that would best highlight her charms. 
“Humans are supposed to like people who are direct with them. Straight shooters. I can do that. Yes. That shouldn’t be an issue at all. I just need to be direct, show him why having me as a wife is even better than just a business partner. Hmmm.”
She needed some serious battle panties for this job. After all, his deal promised to make her a fairly wealthy woman in its own right... It'd be even better if all of their income was going into the same account. 
Plus there was that damn smile of his.
Her tail swishes as she hums to herself, deciding if she wants to change her make up at all, when the thought crosses her mind; She might need to get some of her sisters in on this!
"Just you wait Jeremiah, I'm going to make you another offer you wouldn't dream of refusing. Then we're going to make enough money that I can buy us a nice planet to retire on and raise all the kits I'm going to have you rut into me."
The Volpir smiles to herself in the mirror, yes everything was going along swimmingly.




9


Jerry wakes slowly. The bed he found himself in was spacious, and comfortable, and generally beat the hell out of the bunk he'd had to squeeze himself into aboard the Dauntless. No this was a large, spacious room, with a large, comfortable, brand new bed that was quickly becoming his home as much as his quarters on the Dauntless. 
The sensation of Syl shifting against him, still holding onto him even in her sleep encourages him to settle back down. He could certainly get used to waking up like this. It made him think back to his 'old' life on Earth. 
He'd devoted his life to service, and liaisons when they happened tended to be short and cordial. He'd just... never connected with anyone entirely. If he'd met the right woman, he could see himself leaving the service. Leaving the Corps. He wasn't sure what he'd have done with himself... but it could have happened. 
If he had though, then he wouldn't have met Syl, and that seemed to make everything worth it to him. They just... fit. There'd obviously been mutual attraction there, and physical... compatibility had been... exciting to say the least. He figured the singular alien beauty would be boasting about breaking her bed on their first night together for years to the few people she would speak to about such things. 
Still there was so much more to it then that. How they talked to each other, practically finishing each other's sentences after that first night. How she opened up to him and exposed her every secret, sharing her love and her trust, knowing he’d do the same for her. 
She was coy in most of her day to day life, a very strict and metered woman. It made how she opened up to him all the more special, and surprised Syl herself. She was a woman that had lived a life of control and discipline, not unlike Jerry in that sense. She'd hacked things solo in one of the most cutthroat markets in the galaxy and built herself a dependable little niche with barely a hiccup. 
She was subtle. Cunning. Whip smart and with good instincts. She was a woman who kept her cards close to her chest... but with him, something made her throw her cards on the table... then pull him over the table by the collar and kiss him so deeply they both ran out of breath.
Metaphorically, but she'd damn well do it if he gave her the opportunity. She seemed to take every bit of love, every bit of passion, every kindness or tenderness he gave her and radiated it back ten fold... which created a feedback loop where he just tried to love on her all the more. 
Jerry leans down and gently kisses the crown of Syl's head, her broad fluffy ears flicking and tickling his chin before laying back with a smile. 
Syl had been at her least subtle when she went about "wooing" him. It was down right aggressive actually, but that was more an amusing memory than anything else. Jerry chuckled to himself as he remembered the shocked expression on his face, reflected in a piece of polished sculpture. 
He'd figured Syl was into him, pheromones or no, and he had found himself planning to ask her to dinner if she wasn't entirely sold on altering their client-provider relationship. He hadn't accounted for the fact that he wasn't in Cruel Space any more. Or Kansas for that matter. In this strange land over the rainbow women courted men, and what a courtship it was!
Syl had heard that humans liked to go for things in a very forthright and upfront manner, so she'd gone straight for what she'd wanted, and Jerry hadn't had any mind to refuse her. She was gorgeous, charming, and again, the discipline to not only order a custom item like her nose plug, and the confidence to dress that item up to make a statement had been very intriguing. It didn't hurt that Syl had excellent taste in lingerie, and Jerry was very weak to such things. 
She'd walked into her office in a tiny silk nightgown that barely covered below her waist, then cast it aside dramatically, revealing a lot of very tiny pieces of string and lace that had Jerry drooling in a second.
Still. He'd fought his biology like a proper gentleman, sat Syl in his lap... and they'd talked. About something. He couldn't remember what they said. He could just remember Syl's eyes. How warm she was against him. The sensation of her weight on his lap, and finally the kiss. God did he remember that kiss. He'd remember that kiss till the day he died. It had lit him up more than the first time he'd grabbed hold of axiom. 
Things had... gone quickly after that. He vaguely remembers stopping for water, and submitting an electronic marriage registration around midnight, then going right back to bed until they passed out. 
The morning after had been light, and sweet. With laughter, lingering glances and gentle caresses aplenty. He'd registered for a 48 hour pass so he had time... but he had to report in, and revealed to the command staff what his plan was. 
A source on Centris, controlled by an Undaunted member, of human cuisine was considered an immediate priority, and he was able to beg out of honeymoon leave in the name of going straight to work with Syl and Nadi on their new product line. That had been three days ago. Three days of learning the most complicated system he'd ever handled to do what he could to assist his wife and her talented assistant and doing a hell of a lot of taste testing. Meat after all, isn't just protein. It's texture. Density. Moisture. How it takes heat, dark meat versus white for say chicken. Replicating a fat cap for pork belly. 
The list of little details when on. Jerry was just glad he was a decent cook. His primary contribution had been cooking samples and tasting them compared to his memory of say, a good steak, and letting the girls help taste test too. 
Some things were easier than others. 
Pork had been simple, especially when they worked out how to produce a fat cap, and even skin. Separating white and dark meat in chicken had been harder, they were still working on skin there. Beef had also been easy... but specific types of beef, fat patterns and the like had proven... challenging. Which led to today's work. Wagyu. 
Reluctantly, Jerry pushes himself up, dragging Syl with him slightly as she holds him tight. Hard to complain when you had affection like that at home, that much was for damn sure. 
Jerry leans down and kisses Syl's lips gently. 
"Time to wake up, gorgeous." 
"Mhmm, five minutes, I'm having such a lovely dream about..." Syl's eyes flutter open, that little hint of surprise making her pupils dilate as she focuses on him. 
"Maybe I wasn't dreaming. I was dreaming about holding my husband, lounging in our bed and I was just resting so beautifully in his arms."
"Which you were absolutely doing. You were glued to me all night." 
"Goodness, I feel a bit embarrassed." 
"Why? I wasn't complaining in the slightest. If I get to wake up like that every morning for the rest of my life I'll be a happy man."
"Mhmm. Just wait till I get some sisters. You'll have all sorts of interesting mornings, but I'll ensure our time together is always special." 
Jerry can feel a touch of anxiety cross through his mind. 
"I'm still a bit unsure about that, you know." 
"I know, but it is the way of the galaxy and while I don't give a hair off my plush, fluffy tail for the social considerations, for business and the like, having capable sisters will provide strong security for our family, and the children when we have them."
"You're right. I suppose that's why you've been having Nadi teach me about a lot of the equipment?" 
"She is the expert. I'm a skilled geneticist but she's peerless as a geneticist and a technician. I should really encourage her to finish her medical degree. However... yes. Though I know considering companionship with another woman must be... complicated or you, or even hard to notice when we've been indulging ourselves. I thought I'd allow Nadi a chance to highlight her appeal."
"She's sweet. She's got a lot going on for such a petite little thing."
"People underestimate Kohbs because of their size, but especially in medical fields, they have an almost innate, natural gift. She'd make a good sister in that sense, especially as the business expands. We haven't seen the Undaunted contract yet, but we have had steady pre-orders for our general meats. We'll let that hit the market, and we'll pick a particularly elite restaurant to release the wagyu on the market." 
"Should make us a truck load of money, and give us a lot to do. New staff. That sort of thing." 
Jerry considers Nadi again slightly, the clever little reptilian alien was charming, light hearted and radiated warmth and grace in a way you rarely saw outside of the devoutly religious. Nadi though, she seemed to only worship making the galaxy a better place in her own little ways. While certainly not human, she certainly had curves in all the right places to make different seem very intriguing. 
"I'm more worried about you than me to some degree. I wouldn't want to hurt you."
Syl leans up and plants a slow, gentle kiss on Jerry's lips. 
"Impossible. Not like that. I will always be your first wife. Whether you have ten wives or a hundred, or a thousand, I will always be by your side, and together, with the rest of our family as it grows, we're going to make the whole galaxy know our name if I have my way about it. So. Let's find worthy sisters for me, and wives for you, for you are brave, and strong, and wise... and most of all, you're worthy." 
Syl punctuates each virtue with a kiss, and treatment like that certainly made Jerry feel like a legendary hero and not just a soldier who was very good at his job. 
"Alright. I can do that." 
Jerry rises out of bed, stretching as Syl watches on with admiring eyes. 
"I will want to close things off eventually. I just... I don't think I can handle a hundred wives. I even briefed my guys and girls on what galactic marriage looks like you know. There's unending possibilities but the idea of being cold and distant... is." 
Jerry's brow furrows as he pads towards the bathroom. 
"I just don't like it. If I'm distant from my wives then it strikes me I'll be distant from my children too and that thought is... upsetting. I only have so much time. Especially if I continue to work, which I will. Maybe not forever, but in a galaxy where immortality is a lifestyle choice, I can't imagine I'd retire any time soon. I certainly couldn't just be a house husband. I have more to do than that. More to contribute." 
Syl sweeps up and wraps herself around him from behind. 
"And I would never ask that of you. We stand together, alongside. Hand in hand. Neither in front, neither behind, and we shall seek out women of a similar mind and caliber. In the end you have the final say. That right is yours, and I would never take it from you, especially not on the matter of taking a new wife. I will council. I will advise, I might well refuse an applicant, as that is my right too, but I shall never force anything on you. We are one."
"Mhmmm you make me feel a lot more confident about things like this you know."
"That too is my job, not as your wife, not as your first wife, but as someone who loves you." 
"I'd have never believed those words in such a short amount of time from anyone besides you, but I love you too."
Thirty minutes sees Mr. and Mrs. Bridger downstairs and setting up for the day's work. Even with their new experiments going full tilt, there were still orders to fill and customers to take care of. Which left Syl working the main part of the business while Nadi and Jerry began working the final stages of what would hopefully become their business's flagship product. 
He can't help but notice that Nadi's extra done up today. Hair styled, a little extra makeup than he'd seen her wear previously. Dressed a bit nicer than you normally would at work to better highlight her appeal. 
Yet. She didn't pressure him. She just presented herself a little bit more nicely... and was herself. A kind, caring woman who had seemingly limitless patience. He found himself looking at her out of the corner of his eye, her blueish-green scales delicately reflecting the soft light in the room. She was damn pretty for what appeared to be a dragon sort of creature that barely came up to his waist. Which was another thing in favor of the galaxy's preferred style of relationships. Literal infinite diversity of sizes, shapes and personalities. 
With the limitation that 'utterly stacked' was the style that seemingly anything and everyone came in, from transforming robot car women to shortstack dragons and everything in between, but if anyone was going to complain about that little fact of Galactic life, that man was not Jerry Bridger. 
Getting over to the tank they’d cordoned off for the wagyu experiments, Jerry takes a look as Nadi quickly gets to work, picking up where they'd left off the day before. They'd hit upon a unique technique, and grown more material overnight to really put it to test. 
It was an odd sight, the pink material in the cloning tank. Tiny manipulator tools were slowly 'weaving' the flesh together with a lattice that had delicately been made with beef fat. Something they'd figured out during what Syl and Nadi had considered an exhausting shift of about six hours. Syl had gotten her just reward for that shift. Nadi had been paid a bonus... but he could probably reward his spouse's faithful employee a far more valuable way to the galactic consideration. 
It was the way of the galaxy. 
"Nadi."
Nadi looks up. "Oh. Yes, Jerry?"
"Are you doing anything for dinner tonight?"
"Mhmm. No I don't think so."
"How about you join us for dinner... we'll... talk about some things. Once we get this done."
"Oh. OH." 
Nadi's eyes open wide as she catches what Jerry's implying before she admirably gets control of herself and goes back to work.
It takes another thirty minutes of careful effort, but finally a piece about half the size of a dollar bill is complete. With the procedure set, the flesh weaving is done entirely by the machine this time, and before long, the three of them are taking the meat out of the tank. 
“Oh my, that looks delicious. I almost want to take a bite raw.” Notes Syl, checking a few read outs and taking a few pictures of the prototype steak for further reference.
"The marbling looks just about perfect, it was a stroke of inspired genius to start with the fat Nadi." 
"Well the fat's the most important part with this meat as you've described it Jerry." 
"Quite right young lady." 
The fourth voice startles the trio as they wheel around and find a thin, aged  old man, with a slouch in his jaw, a slightly faded left eye with a monocle on a chain, the properly dressed old gent offers a slight bow. 
"I apologize, I did announce myself and the door to the back had been left open, so I thought I'd come down and see if I could find anyone." 
Syl's back is up just a little bit, she was a woman who wasn't entirely fond of surprises.
"I'm terribly sorry I wasn't there to greet you, and you are?" 
"Sir Philip Bernard Masterson, at your service Madam Bridger, and congratulations on your nuptials."
Just as the old spy had intended, Jerry sees Syl relax a hair or two. He knew exactly who Sir Philip was, and he knew the old codger was going to do what he always did, and there was nothing to do about it but see what happens.
"Oh. Well, thank you for your well wishes.” Syl is back in control, calm and confident as she switches back to her customer service face. “What can we do for you sir?"
Jerry steps forward and offers the aging English gentleman a firm handshake. For all his supposed frailty, there was still iron in Sir Philip’s grip. 
"I think I can answer that as a matter of fact. Sir Philip, good to see you again." 
"And you Commander Bridger. Seems married life has been treating you quite well."
"To say the very least Sir Philip. I assume you're here about the wagyu?"
"Quite right, sir." 
"Would you like to borrow our kitchen Sir Philip?" 
"If you don't mind old chap, do you have any form of butter?" 
Syl taps her chin for a moment. 
"Yes. We should. Why?"
"Oh I shall demonstrate madam. Please follow me." 
Sir Philip leads the way upstairs, shaking out an apron that he apparently pulled out of nowhere, and he immediately sets to work, teaching Syl and Nadi how to cook beef to perfection with all the ease of a man a third his age.
Before long a set of perfect medium rare steaks are laid out on plates, and Sir Philip delicately slices into one of them before popping a bit into his mouth and pulling a napkin from nowhere to cover his lips. 
"I dare say that is just shy of perfection, and more than I would have expected if I am at all honest with you. Ladies, Commander, this is exceptional work! A few things are missing, but they are artifacts based on the specific composition of feed that true Wagyu receives, and other things consistent with the raising and care of the cattle that simply cannot be replicated in a lab. Perhaps then the opportunity in the future is to go into the ranching business. I believe you're originally from Colorado, Commander?"
"That's right Sir Philip."
"Quite a bit of ranching out there old boy, maybe you should consider becoming a, oh what was it... a space cowboy? My youngest grandson rather enjoyed a show featuring an interplanetary cattle drive, rather entertaining really."
Sir Philip tugs on his cuff links a bit, resettling his outfit... and somehow making the apron vanish before their eyes.
"Now to business. I'd like to purchase the first batch of cloned wagyu for Admiral Cistern's table. Say twenty pounds of beef or so. I know you haven't set a price yet, but I'm happy to pay whatever you ask." 
Syl's brain catches up with what she'd been seeing Sir Philip casually pull off, as if being very impressed by a stage magician. 
"Of course Sir Philip, we'd be honored to place meat on the Admiral's table. We should be able to have a twenty pound batch ready... in two days Nadi?"
"I can make it happen in two days. No problem! I'll be able to refine the weaving a bit more in that time. I'll have to develop specialty tools just for this if I'm honest, just to get it perfect for commercialization."I'm quite certain Admiral Cistern and Ambassador Tal will enjoy the meal.” 
Jerry pauses for a second as he tries to place that name. “Tal… Ambassador Tal… She’s not part of the crew is she?”
Sir Philip shakes his head. “Oh no sir. Nikti Tal is the Ambassador from the world of Bruel, where humanity will eventually be placing a colony.”
Everything snaps into place and the image of a short, green skinned woman wearing a smart business suit mixed with rough carved tribal jewelry came to mind. A Gohb if he recalled correctly, a diminutive race of inveterate tinkerers and explorers who tended to have issues with predicting the long term consequences of their actions. 
“Ah right. So… she and the Admiral have become… close, I take it?”
Sir Philip grins. “Oh yes, she’s quite the common fixture around the Admiral’s office these days. In fact, she actually wanted me to ask you, or Lady Sylindra to contact her Commander. Something about a custom commission.” 
Jerry exchanges a look with the girls. “Well we’d be glad to be of service of course.” 
“Splendid old chap. I’ll have the information sent to your communicator. Now, I must be off. I’d say the Admiral and Ambassador will look forward to the meal, but it’s going to be a surprise from me to them you see. Now that we have our business concluded, I shall take my leave, and return two days hence. Good day ladies, Commander."
Just before he walks out the door that leads to the stairs, the old man stops. 
"Oh my, I almost forgot. Ms. Nadi, congratulations on your pending nuptials as well young lady. Ta ta." "
And in a blink, and without a sound on the stairs Sir Philip is gone.  
Jerry finally lets out the laugh he'd been forcibly holding in, but both of the girls are wide eyed.
"Not once." Syl finally says. "I didn't feel him use axiom once! I also just realized, he was able to open the door to my apartment without a key code or bio code! The scanner didn't even register him, it just opened!"
Jerry nods, regaining himself. "Sir Philip has been doing things like that since before we left Earth, nevermind learned about axiom."
Nadi screws up her snout a little bit, clearly thinking. "He's not just the Admiral's servant is he?"
"He's not. Not in the slightest. I'll have to see if I can find a copy of the Philip Files in Galactic Trade for you girls to have a look at. It's a favorite book in the special forces and intelligence communities for a drinking game. Trying to assess which of the stories in the book are real or not. What is very real however is that Sir Philip Masterson is one of the greatest spies to ever live, out on a final mission to serve Queen and country once again." 
The two girls let that sink in for a minute, until Syl finally breaks the silence.
"I'm still having better security put in for access to our living quarters." 
"Not a bad idea anyway darling. Maybe put the work order in later? Tonight we'll be busy. We need to celebrate. Sir Philip wasn't wrong after all. I had been intending to ask Nadi if she'd join our marriage tonight. How that old fox figured it out I'll never know if I live to be two hundred. Since he’s spoiled the surprise I suppose I’ll ask now if you’d marry me, Nadi."
"Hmmm, perhaps you'll figure it out at three hundred, darling. Still, I'm very glad to hear it. What do you say Nadi? Nadi?" 
The little Kohb has gone very still all of the sudden, clearly processing what she'd just heard for a moment, before leaping onto Jerry like she was spring loaded.
"Yes!" 
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'Gods, what a galaxy.' 
Jerry thinks to himself as he wakes up, enveloped in soft fur and curves. To his back somewhere he can feel the smaller, scaled sensation of Nadi snuggling in and absorbing heat from his body like a lizard with a particularly favored sunning stone. She wasn't quite as big as her sister wife, but the tiny Kohb had plenty of love to give, and she gave it gladly.
That Nadi could keep up at all with Syl was impressive, size or no size. The vivacious Volpir woman had lived a life  in rebellion to her biology. She hated the reputation of her species for barging into marriages in particular. She’d fought with her own kin over that once upon a time, and struck out on her own far from home. She’d had to work hard, take chances, and fight her way to the top of the pile on Centris. 
Now though, she’d achieved one of her earliest goals. Now she could smile at him and tell him that all her struggles had been worth it. All the patience. All the pain. All the loneliness. And the way she smiled, he was damn sure he meant. Syl was many things, but subtle was not one of them when it came to communicating how she felt to him.
Jerry finally wakes up completely and slowly wiggles his way south, slipping out of the girl's arms and out of the bed. The light sheet was for modesty as much as anything, and they were going to cool the room regardless of the season. Syl's soft downy coat ensured there was no such thing as chilly in her arms. A sigh of happiness escapes him as he gazes longingly at the bed that just barely managed to comfortably sleep three. Warm. Snuggly. All he had to do was go back to sleep.
It had been nearly a month since he first entered this world of wonderment. They'd gone to work immediately, so he'd been able to beg off taking honeymoon leave. Again. Considering his new business was now considered a potentially critical part of the Undaunted's morale and colonization plans, he had swung splitting his time between the shop and the ship, and had purchased a small air car with some help from the transforming alien air car, Kati Downshift. 
Actually having human livestock would do a lot for long term colonization in terms of human morale and comfort. Having human pets
available for people was incomprehensibly important long term.
Going home from duty was like a sigh of relief. He’d never thought himself one of those guys, but he just didn’t find himself hanging around as often anymore. It was hard to do as the boss anyway, but he enjoyed a good relationship with his troops. 
Instead he’s in the car and in the air just as fast as he can after duty days at the Dauntless. Jerry even found himself enjoying the drive once he'd managed to get the car's stereo system to play nice with human music. 
Actually arriving home was pure joy, even if work was still on the menu.
Jerry glances around Syl's modest apartment, mentally taking stock of things before retrieving his sidearm from under his pillow and stepping into the spacious bathroom to do his morning training without waking Syl or Nadi up. He'd gotten lost in thought, and the heavy creation of finely machined steel would bring him back down to Centris. 
The FK BRNO Field Pistol was a unique choice among the men and women of the Dauntless from what he'd seen. He hadn't made his favorite handgun like so many others had, he'd bought this one and brought it straight from mother Earth, with plenty of its powerful 7.5 FK ammunition in several variations. Rank had its privileges, and while the two levels of Commander rank were getting handed out like crazy these days, he'd actually been one on his departure from Earth.
A quick rack of the Field Pistol's unique action ejects the rifle grade solid copper round as he goes through a series of dry fire exercises. Trigger control, drawing from a hip holster, drawing from concealment, drawing from axiom concealment, and immediate remediation drills with the help of a spare magazine and some snap caps he'd made. 
He carried other weapons out in public of course, the MP7 submachine gun was an old friend from the Marine Raider Battalions, and just like the Field Pistol's 7.5 FK, it's round was designed to rip through armor, manufactured or natural, and it wasn't too bad suppressed either. Throw in an MDRX rifle in 6.5 Creedmoor, and no matter how bad the bitch was, no matter how far away, Jerry could engage and stop the threat. And that was before he’d gotten more of a handle on axiom.
Jerry grins to himself in the mirror. If the crazies wanted a piece of him or his girls, he was going to make sure he entertained them properly. The galaxy had a lot of naturally armored targets, his preference for a handgun that could reliably punch through ceramic body armor at 100m seemed more and more like a prophetic vision than Jerry just being a gun nut every damn day.
Weapons training done, Jerry turns to his daily work out. He only had body weight options without going back to the Dauntless for now, but that was fine. He'd rigged a pull up bar among other things to maintain his conditioning. 
It confused the girls a bit. He'd shown he could infuse himself with axiom enough that he could probably have a fair shot on an Apuk in an arm wrestling contest, so why work his own muscles? They enjoyed the show however, so they were hardly going to try to stop him.
A quick cold shower to finish shaking the rust off, and prevent inadvertent morning glory, they actually had things to do today, and lounging around after a workout was a great way to tease the girls into a little fun. 
Armored bodysuit on, put on some of the slick civilian attire that Syl had picked out for him. Jerry tucks his weapons into axiom pockets in his jacket with another, far more friendly smile. 
"Man I don't know what's gotten into me recently... but I think I like it."
"Mhmm... I can hazard a guess, marriage suits you clearly." 
Syl slinks into the room in a light dressing gown and drapes herself over his shoulders, nuzzling into his neck and kissing him tenderly a few times. 
"Not that I want to sound biased or anything, but you do seem quite happy as a married man, and you know Nadi, myself and our future sisters are going to make sure you stay happy as a married man. Come what may we'll stand against it all together."
Jerry turns and greets Syl properly with a deep, breath stealing kiss. 
"Mhmm. You sound like you're concerned... Did something come up?"
Syl frowns. "Not so much per se... but that attack on those two Carib women under Undaunted protection has me worried. Then there was the attack on those three humans doing laundry, then that nightclub attack on that kid... Herbert, right? And finally all that crazy shit at the charity Admiral Cistern attended with Ambassador Tal. Seems like trouble follows you humans everywhere you go."
Jerry slips out of Syl's arms and shifts around behind her, wrapping her up in his arms from behind now, as her tail automatically winds around his leg. 
"Regretting hooking up with me?"
"Not on your life hot shot." Syl giggles. "Trouble's just part of life... besides, I'm enough of an adept to know what you're hiding under your pillow, if that massive pistol of yours can't handle it, I don't want to meet it. I certainly don't want to meet whatever it is without you." Syl sighs. "There is one thing. I'm a bit jealous of Nadi. She seemed to get gravid the first night!" The fox-like alien pouts for a moment. "I was hoping to be the first to present you a child."
"It's not a race, and you'll always be my first wife. The position's certainly an odd one coming from Cruel Space, but the title, the crown if you want to name yourself queen of our household, is yours."
Syl melts into her lover's arms, snuggling happily. 
"Goddess I knew I got lucky with you, a man seducing a woman! Just being pursued is so... special. Continuing to fall in love with you is going to be wonderful my dear."
"I suppose having to do the dating after the fact makes a lot more sense in a society with an average of one male to a hundred women."
"It doesn't always go like that. Meet cutes, marriage interviews or negotiations, matchmakers, dating services and a million other ways. Lots of options that let people find love, or at least affection, or to ensure compatibility, then get married. But with you I was feeling a bit... impulsive. Even without being able to smell you, there’s just something about you that makes my heart race. I imagine I'd have crawled over my desk before you could show me all those lovely animals if I could have smelled your pheromones. I’m bonded to you and they can still hit me like a plasma cannon." 
Syl nuzzles at his neck, sighing softly as she loves on her husband with every ounce of strength in her body and making Jerry feel like he could arm wrestle a Cannidor and win..

“Mhmm. I’ve been meaning to ask darling, from what I know of human life spans, have you been considering a healing coma?”

Jerry stops dead for a second. He’d kind of been waiting for this topic to come up, and it had been something he’d been wondering about.
“Too old for you darling?”

“Hardly, I rather like your mature air, and if you were any more vigorous I’d be begging you to take more wives just for help in bed! I was just thinking for your health’s sake it wouldn’t be a bad time to return to your prime age wise.”

“Is it really that common to get a healing coma?”

“Volpir lifespans are quite similar to humans, and I’ve just undergone my third healing coma. I’m one hundred and thirty standard years old, and by some standards I tend to leave it further than I should. It costs nearly nothing and just takes some time out of one’s schedule. So I try to be as healthy as I can be. It’s not just deaging after all, it cleans up all sorts of trauma.” 

“Hmmm. That’s a good point. I have some metal in my ribs I could stand to get out…”
“If you’re worried about your tattoos, or even some of your scars, they can be cosmetically reapplied. There’s services that specialize in that actually.”
Jerry smiles up at Syl.
“Probably won’t hurt as much as getting them the first time.”
“The scars or the tattoos?”
“Yes.”
Syl leans forward to plant a series of kisses on Jerry’s cheek and chin before finally slinking again and kissing him deeply on the lips.
"Say… on another note, I think it's about time. Shall we go have a look at our other prototype?"
Jerry resists racing downstairs like a child going for a Christmas present. He'd grown up with dogs. Served with dogs as an integral part of his unit in the Raiders. He had a beloved companion in Togo for nearly fifteen years. While Syl and Nadi had helped deal with loneliness in one way, he missed having a pet. 
Going into space after losing Togo had been an utterly miserable experience. Very little to distract himself from that loss once he'd gone into the black. Zero G had sucked for everyone, and at least he'd had a little of Togo's ashes in a little keepsake to help deal with what was a minor tragedy to some, and equivalent to losing a family member for others.
Today however it'd be all worth it. The risk. The homesickness. The near insanity of six months of zero g. Getting in shootouts with alien scumbags for the full on dumbest reasons he'd ever heard of. 
Hand in hand with Syl he approaches the cloning tank that they'd selected for the first experiment. He’d intentionally avoided this tank, leaving it safely in Nadi’s gifted hands. Even if it had failed, it'd still be Mikasa. As would the next, and the next, if that's what it took. And when it succeeded he knew he'd hug that Mikasa all the tighter for the loss of her ‘sisters’. Far from a failure however, floating quietly in the fluid was a single, perfect puppy.
Syl steps to the tank's controls, reviewing the readouts carefully. "Looks like everything is as it should be, we targeted the development period perfectly. We have one healthy American Alsatian puppy, aged about three months. Ready for solid food and all that."
"I still don't see how this isn't accelerated aging." 
The detailed explanation about how pushing aging forward interacted with cloned tissue and axiom had confused him to hell and back.
The pretty vixen, deep in her work, finds time to roll her eyes.
"I told you, the cheat in the cloning process targets a point in a creature's development cycle. You can aim for pre birth, which is best for extremely complex creatures, or very sensitive ones, or you can target slightly post birth by a few of your Terran months tops. Anything further than that and you risk the creature in question having developmental issues mentally and otherwise. If we had a surrogate available, I'd suggest producing pups as if they were just "born", then having the surrogate nursemaid them for the few months or so till a puppy is independent, but since this is the first dog out of cruel space..."
"Right, that makes sense. I think it finally clicked this time. Post is likely to be popular with customers because it's close to an "instant" result right? You want a puppy, you order a puppy, and a couple days later, bam. Puppy."
"Exactly darling."
Jerry stops as something knocks together in his brain. “Wait, so if you can clone living beings, why not clone more men?”
A dark emotion crosses Syl’s face for a moment. “Ah, that. Well. It’s much like true artificial intelligence compared to a synthetic mind, or a purely artificial and far more simple synthetic intelligence. It’s tried every now and then, but there’s just… something missing. Every time it’s been tried it’s ended in disaster. In one notable case, the clones… apparently realized they were a product, or something. They rebelled and overloaded the reactor of the space station they were on. Killing themselves and the illicit organization that was trying to produce them.”
“Does AI always kill itself too?”


“It’s less that it kills itself but more that it can’t take the final step to true personhood for some reason. It also has no desire to preserve itself. Any attempt to write that kind of code into an AI, the AI automatically deletes it. Every time the experiment has been attempted. With SIs able to do everything simple, and synthetic sapient lifeforms able to do everything else, most people have just… stopped trying. There’s thousands of years of attempts of course, but still the singularity can’t be reached. Some religions, including Synth based religions even say that attempting such a thing is deeply and morally wrong.”
“Wait wait, there are Synth religions?"


“Oh yes, they promote cyberization of the body, and ‘ascension’ is their greatest sacrament, the full upload of a sapient being’s mind into a synthetic body. In the union of the machine and soul, they believe, is the potential of life truly realized. Ah! Here we go darling, it’s time.”
The puppy starts to drift downwards as the tank begins to drain, a warning light on the tank strobing to make sure someone's paying attention to it.
"Back on cloning for our business, honestly if they're stable, it'd be better to target an age around this one for a lot of the livestock initially too. Artificial impregnation of the livestock, and pets for that matter, with cloned fertilized eggs is probably healthier for the animals long term, but immediate term being able to immediately put feet or hooves on the ground and be fed and looked after with only food, water and affection as opposed to the incessant and detailed needs of a helpless infant..." 
Syl continues to monitor the ‘birth’, taking notes almost on autopilot as she flicks through various read outs with a master’s precision and speed. 
Jerry leans in as the last of the water drains. An axiom field dries off the last of the fluid, as the puppy slowly starts to stir.
"Pulse good, at least I think it's good. Hopefully these veterinary manuals you got are right. Breathing… Lungs are fully drained of the hyper-oxygenated fluid... and she just took her first proper breath. Brain waves... good. She's stirring. Alright. Let's open the tank up. Wouldn't want her to open her eyes and only see the tank when there's cuddles on hand."


Sylindra 
Syl snuggles in close, watching Jerry as much as the newly created life form before her. She was curious about the puppy of course, but she was far more curious about her husband and his reaction. 
She knew this was incredibly important to him, that getting Togo's ‘daughter’ meant all the world to him. Now she'd see the full spectrum of her husband's emotions. They'd been tightly contained previously. Not in the way of one who bottles their emotions up, but in the way of someone who knows how to manage, control, and isolate them in the name of getting the job done. With this success, she believed he would finally allow himself to celebrate, and to mourn, and she would do everything she could to support him through that.
The stirring puppy seemingly instinctively nuzzles into Jerry as he pulls her out of the tank and holds her in his arms, Syl can't help but feel a pang of longing deep in her stomach. Was this what Jerry would look like holding their first born? 
Sure the face was different, and the fur. And the four legs. The lack of sapience. But with enough squinting, she could imagine it was a Volpir kit. It made her heart flutter, and she embraces both spouse and tiny creature as the little being continues to stir.
Finally, the little canine shakes off the great sleep that marked its birth and development and opens its eyes. A lupine yellow with a deep intelligence behind them, she looks to Jerry first, then Syl, and murmurs a happy sound before snuggling a bit more, clearly enjoying her ‘parents' embrace.
Jerry plants a kiss on the crown of the little creature's head, making her attentive ears wiggle a bit as she starts to look around and visually explore her new environment. 
"Hello Mikasa... today's an extra special day now that you're here with us."
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It was admittedly a bit distracting to look at her. The woman who had introduced herself as Eymali smiled back, the little pincer claws that surrounded her mouth wiggling in such a way that Jerry was sure communicates one emotion or another if you understood Yauya body language. Still the mix of horror movie monster with standard galactic good looks and prerequisite jaw dropping curves was… interesting to say the least. 
“Where did you say you heard about us again Ms. Eymali?” Jerry asks, trying to keep his part of the brief conversation up.
“Oh from my little sister! She married a human, a fellow by the name of Herbert, along with her ninety nine new sister wives, he’d told her about human pets a bit, and showed her your new website when she asked for more information or pictures. She mentioned it to me at one point and I thought I might see if you could clone me something a bit... Exotic. In the dangerous sense. Extinct and dangerous.” 
Syl nods. “Well that’s not an issue provided we have cloning tanks that match the size of whatever creature it might be at some point in its development. We can decant the clone straight into stasis for secure and safe transport.”
“Excellent. I had been looking for a good boutique cloner and just haven’t found anyone I can trust with my commission so far. You see I’ve come into possession, at great personal risk, of the genetic code of an extinct super predator from my people’s homeworld of Awauynis. To hunt the Nagala, the Razor Maws, was the traditional way to be confirmed as a huntsmistress, the title I currently seek. I set myself the challenge of becoming the first truly traditional huntsmistress in centuries to best prove my capabilities to my lodge.”
Syl nods. “I see. Yes I think that should be perfectly within our capabilities. Do you have the genetic code handy? I can do some checks to ensure we can fulfill your request to your satisfaction.”
Eymali hands over a data stick, and Syl steps behind the desk to access the shop’s main frame. 
“If you don’t mind me asking miss, what does it mean to become a huntsmistress?” 
Eymali’s eyes light up and her pincers move in such a way that they enhance her smile. Seems everyone liked a chance to talk about their culture.
“Oh not at all! To be a huntsmistress in our culture, and the culture of our sister species the Dzedin-”
‘Of course the aliens and predators are actually super close friends in this wacky galaxy…’ Jerry thinks to himself.
“-Is to stand forth as both a leader, provider, and protector for our communities. Every Yauya or Dzedin is theoretically a huntress of some grade. Huntsmistresses traditionally provided community leaders or the mistresses of bodies of soldiers. There has never been a Yauya war lady that wasn’t a huntsmistress first, and the war arts are just as foundational to our craft as the arts of stealth, trapping and so on. It’s also an excellent spot to set forth on the ‘mating hunt’, which was the traditional way we sought husbands. Such things are now mostly done for fun. For example my sister I mentioned? She and her sisters have been taking their hubby to a place called Defenestration Nation specifically so they can run around and chase each other, with the prize for capture usually being some kisses or something.”  
“So why bring back the, was it a Nagala?”
Eymali nods. “Simply put, I wish to honor the old ways. No one’s tried it previously as no genetic samples were available… and even if they were, few are those who want the Nagala returned to nature. They killed many Yauya over our thousands of years of civilization, and are one of the reasons we have our natural gifts of invisibility and stealth. To be seen was to be butchered.”
Mikasa chooses that moment to come out from behind the main desk, stretching as she shakes off the nap she’d just been enjoying before the little puppy races over to greet Jerry and the new person with a tiny bark! 
“Oh what an adorable little creature!” 
Eymali reaches down and gives Mikasa a gentle pat. 
“So soft too! No wonder humans keep such things as pets? What’s its name?”

Jerry smiles. “Ah, her name is Mikasa.” 

Syl looks up from the computer, a question clearly occurring to her "What does Mikasa mean anyway, darling? Oh and Togo, your old dog. What did his name mean? I’ve been meaning to ask but I keep forgetting because we’ve been so busy!"
Jerry drops down to give Mikasa some affection before pulling a tennis ball out of his pocket and lightly tossing the toy across the room, sending her off at a sprint before looking up to find the women in the room were giving him their undivided attention.
"Is it a reference to the early history of these creatures perhaps? You said they evolved from pack hunters... wolves right?" Syl follows, prodding him a bit. 
"No, it's a reference to the military history of a country called Japan. Togo was a great admiral of their seagoing navy, and his flag ship was the Mikasa. The ship known as Mikasa is still around even though Togo died a very long time ago, and I visited her while I was stationed in Japan for a time with my country's military."
It was something Syl had said that caught Eymali's interest however, and she leans in to interrupt with a raised hand. 
"Wait, I want to hear about all that too, but first... humans bred pets from pack hunters? Really and truly? When my sister mentioned that, I thought her husband must have been teasing her!"
The big man rises, heading towards the desk with Mikasa trailing in his wake. 
"Really and truly, wolves predated on humans at one point, and still do sometimes in extreme wilderness. Our other most popular pet is called a cat, and it's a small ambush predator. While we've bred them to suit our fancy, we can't really say we domesticated them like we did dogs. The leading theory is that cats more or less domesticated themselves. They took up residence near human settlements, and preyed on rodents that tried to raid human food storage. Eventually humans noticed that service was valuable, and started feeding the cats when rodents were scarce, and letting them inside during inclement weather."
Eymali's eyes sparkle. "That's amazing! I might have to get a cat when I get back from the home world. If you're selling them to non-humans."
Syl exchanges a look with her husband who shrugs. "I don't see why not, we have a file prepared with care instructions and how to synthesize food for them and the like. They have some specific dietary requirements. We also have a veterinary manual in galactic trade, but based on everything else out of cruel space so far, standard axiom healing techniques in the event of illness won't be a problem."
"How wonderful, I always wanted something a bit more exotic than a Purriz. A little huntress in my apartment sounds like just the ticket."
Jerry suppresses a shudder. The knowledge that the Purriz, which looked like a damn facehugger, was a completely harmless scavenger that couldn’t hurt someone if it tried did not make them less weird. 
"Tell you what Miss, you end up buying these Nagala?" He looks to Eymali for a nod of confirmation before continuing, "And we'll give you a cat of your choice on the house on your successful return from your home world. Considering we'll quite possibly get regular contracts for the Nagala after that from other huntresses, it's the least we can do to celebrate your success with you."
The Yauya woman stops dead in her tracks, blinking a bit as her pincers go wild for a second before she turns to Syl. 
"Does he know what he just said in most hunting cultures?"
"He's human, I think we can assume not my dear, we don't know you, but I'm sure we could manage dinner sometime if you..."
The only ‘he’ in the room resists planting his face in his palm and groaning. 
"What did I do?"
Eymali blushes, unable to meet his eyes, her body fading from view slightly for a few seconds before becoming coherent again. 
"It ah... you've set a challenge, and offered a reward. By many traditions, especially if made to a woman from a man, that's more or less... how do you say..."
Syl takes pity on the other woman who's clearly overheating slightly and gently takes over the explanation. 
"You pretty much just proposed marriage or accepted a proposal, and set conditions for what she needs to do to prove her suitability or worthiness as a wife."
Now it's Jerry's turn to blush.
"What's the reddened skin mean?" Eymali asks, watching intently.
"It means he's embarrassed." Syl giggles.
Jerry opens his mouth to respond to what she just said, when the door of the shop slides open. He turns to greet the new potential customers, and his greeting dies in his throat. 
Six heavily armed aliens clomp into the building, weapons at the ready. Two Horchka leg breakers, a Rabbi sporting four different kinds of pistol in her hands. Then an armored Platen, a woman who liked somewhat like an Armadillo if you squinted, who'd augmented the all natural armor her Momma gave her with metal plating and added a plasma cannon for good measure. 
The final pair were two long tailed Desert Nagasha, the six armed snake women had full body paint even on their arms, which apparently meant they were out for blood, and they were as heavily armed as the rest of their friends.
"You, Yauya. Beat it, or you're dead."
Eymali shares an almost mournful look with Syl and Jerry and quickly vanishes from view, her loud footsteps clearly disappearing as the door opens and shuts again.
"Take it, you ladies want something from us?" 
Jerry dead pans, desperately trying to get a proper read on the tactical situation as his hand inches towards his concealed pistol.
"All the cash you got in this shit show, we heard you've been trading with them not Trets, getting regular visits from all sorts of important types, and we know they're fucking loaded. So clearly you’ve got some decent coin around, we just thought you could share some with us.."
"We don't keep any money on us, save the bare minimum to conduct trade!" 
Syl all but spits the words at the other women.
The Nagasha snorts in disgust. "Damn it."
"She could be lying boss." One of the Horchka offers.
The Nagasha considers the thought for what feels like hours before finally lifting two of her plasma pistols and aiming straight at Syl.
"Fair enough, try to keep the man somewhat in one piece. We can share him around and either kill him, sell him or keep him as a sex slave. At least we'll get something out of this run that way."
Unfortunately for the robbers and would-be slavers, Jerry chose that exact moment to strike, he reaches into an axiom pocket and hurls a pair of flash bang grenades in the general direction of the robbers and drops down behind the desk. The world above him erupts in plasma fire as he quickly finds his communicator and triggers the bright red emergency signal button.
"Command post, what's the nature of the emergency?"
"Armed robbery going very, very wrong." 
Jerry grunts into his communicator as he snags Mikasa by the scruff and drags the courageous puppy firmly behind the heavy metal cover of the reception desk where he was hunkered down with Syl. 
"I think anyway. They're not talking terribly much. Half a dozen hostiles, maybe more outside. Be advised, might be a friendly Yauya moving around stealthed. I'm going to see if I can teach them some manners, but I'm going to need back up and probably a lawyer asap."
"Armed response unit is en route Commander. Just hold tight. Help's on the way. Also routing a call into Centris police for local cops and probably a meat wagon."
"Why a meat wagon?" 
Jerry grimaces as a plasma blast detonates above their heads, his EFL pattern shield ring catching any errant bits of flame that might have reached downwards. 
"You know something I don't command?"
"I know what type of guns you like sir. Give'em hell."
Jerry snarls and tosses the communicator to Syl. "Keep your head down, the puppy safe, and channel axiom into the ring I gave you if anything dangerous comes vaguely close to you. If the people on the end of that link ask you for information, respond as quickly and clearly as you can, help's on the way." 
Massive pistol in hand, he flicks the safety off and begins to push axiom into the magazine. He had a little totem placed under the grip, its entire purpose being to charge rounds with the appropriate additions with energy.
A small bead of sintered silver colored metal holding in appropriately arranged little pieces of khutha had been added to the hollow in the anti personnel rounds. They had next to no effect when used normally, but if you charge the rounds with axiom, they would explode with terrific effect under the appropriate conditions. Conditions such as being surrounded entirely by the natural axiom field of a living being.
The more advanced form of the round was even nastier, using the target's own axiom against it, sucking in a theoretically breathtaking amount of energy in a very short amount of time before turning the chest cavity of the target into a new star for about a millisecond. But the results of those had been unstable at best. 
Jerry would just have to make do with more normal exploding ammunition.
"No time like the present for a field test." 
Jerry mutters to himself before starting to infuse his body with axiom. Maybe if Eymali did stick around he'd get her to teach him the invisibility trick. It'd certainly be helpful right about now. 
Instead, he'd have to settle for speed.
He flings himself out of cover and crosses the room to the left at speeds that would have done the heroes of old school cartoons he'd grown up with proud. Nalsha had warned them about the limits of the visualization method pioneered by the EFL, but it had turned out to be particularly valuable when your visualization was a martial artist manipulating massive amounts of intangible energy to beat the ever loving hell out of everyone in their path while training ever harder to prove that limits were a thing that happened to other people.
The big pistol comes up in under a second, and shooting entirely by instinct without the time really required to line up the shot before he needs to move again, the hand cannon roars. 
The 7.5 FK rounds impact the Platen, the 'tank' of the gang with the heaviest armor and the heaviest weapons, like a brick through a windshield. A flub of his trigger control pulls the first round down and to the left, and it slams home into the receiver of the plasma cannon, disabling the biggest threat on the field in terms of damage potential..
The second, third and fourth rounds go exactly where they were supposed to. All directly center of mass. They punch through the Platen's armor like it was tissue paper, whether they hit on just the natural stuff, or had to go through her additional armor first. When penetrating armor, the rule was velocitas eradico. Speed kills.
The 7.5 FK round’s incredible velocity was designed to penetrate the best ceramic body armor on Earth at 100 meters or more. It wasn’t a surprise that it made short work of armor not made to handle kinetics and natural armor plate at near bad breath distance. Once penetrated, the explosive rounds quickly made one hell of a mess, bulging out the Platen’s armor panels in weird places as her internal organs were shredded. Then the plasma explosion burned what was left.
The armored alien had been dead before she even had time to register shock. Part of Jerry wanted to cheer, but the rest of her crew didn’t stumble in the slightest in the face of such extreme force in response. The next bandit up is the more “human” of the multiarmed gunslingers in the room. The Rabbi was just as fast as the files said they were, axiom visibly flooding her limbs as she snaps off a series of plasma and laser shots at Jerry, which he gamely replies to with more of the powerful 7.5mm rounds.
Most people would be at a disadvantage when down to just a pistol, but the Field Pistol was not just any pistol. The ideal of the US’s ancient offensive handgun program finally realized, the monstrous beast was all the primary weapon a well trained shooter needed, and Jerry was more than well trained. 
A laser grazes his thigh enough to leave a burn through his low profile armor and he grunts in irritation at getting his flesh seared. The pain might have helped more than hindered really. 
With more adrenaline pouring into his bloodstream, a near miss to the Rabbis’ head instead catches another plasma weapon right in the housing and it erupts into a small vortex of flames. The severe burn opens the alien to a double tap that leaves her slumped onto the floor like a marionette with its strings cut.
'Six up, two down.'

Jerry thinks to himself, as the scent of ozone from a near miss of a laser rifle fills his nose. He quickly relocates, and scans the reception room. Syl is still hunkered down behind the desk. She'd empowered the shield ring, then shaped it into a dome to keep herself and Mikasa safe. Luckily he had the bad guy's complete attention. He was the active threat, and the active pay day after all.
He raises his pistol again, about to drop a round into the rear most of the Horchka when a sudden distortion glimmers behind her. A violent blur of motion leaves a suddenly very visible knife blade in the alien's throat, as the unseen warrior gags the Horchka’s mouth, yanks her head back and opens the alien thug up like she was fileting a fish. 
Jerry smiles to himself, he'd suspected Eymali hadn't left, and he was very happy to be right. Cutting and running didn't seem like a normal pattern of behavior from what he understood of the Yauya, but taking an opportunity to set up an ambush? That checked out perfectly.
The distortion that is Eymali begins to climb up the walls in a way that would make her Dzedin kindred proud. It looked like she was going for one of the Nagasha, she probably needed a distraction. Grunting to himself, Jerry slides into a good position and activates his shield ring before exploding out of cover and racing at the nearest alien, the last of the two Horchka. 
The tusked woman bellows in response, counter charging Jerry with her head lowered only to find him planting an axiom infused hand on her forehead, using it as a springboard to get airborne. He puts a little extra axiom into his momentum to help his rotation so he’s directly above the Horchka. Six rounds of 7.5 FK hammer home into the Horchka's back from above, scattering the contents of her chest cavity a few feet in front of her across the floor.
Another push of axiom and he's on his feet, reloading as he reassesses just in time to see one of the two Nagasha in the middle of her death throes, massive rents sliced into her body from seemingly all angles before a final gash had been placed across the snake woman’s throat. 
The remaining Nagasha swats at something invisible that had just opened a decent sized cut on the side of her torso. Eymali was in trouble! He couldn't tell for sure, but it had sounded like she'd actually taken that hit. If she was even slightly stunned, the next few seconds could prove fatal. 
He had to protect Eymali. Had to protect Syl. Had to protect Nadi and their clutch. Had to protect Mikasa. His well trained mind flutters through tactical options as the Nagasha reels. There was only one thing to do.
He charges forward again, putting every drop of axiom he could grab into his mobility, leaping into the air and grabbing onto the collar of the Nagasha's body armor. Before she can respond, his pistol is tucked under her chin and speaks a final time, splattering the serpentine alien's brains across the ceiling like Jackson Pollock's version of the Sistine Chapel during his red phase.
Suddenly exhausted, Jerry kicks back off the serpent's corpse before it collapses, and comes to a rest near the door, pistol still covering the entry way as he tries to draw in axiom to recover. 
"Syl?" 
He gasps out, working hard on remembering to breathe with his heart pounding in his ears. 
"Eymali? You girls okay?"
Syl rises from behind the reception desk, her eyes wide at the sheer scale of the destruction her husband had wreaked upon those who would threaten her. Her face goes through a variety of emotions. Shock. Horror. Her eyes darted around the room before finally coming to rest on Jerry.
The sheer brutality of the violence was a lot for a woman who'd never truly been in danger before. She'd told him about her life after all and he could read it across her face like it was a billboard. No trouble more significant than a giggling escape from a police officer after shoplifting a bottle of alcohol with her sisters and friends. 
It was a far cry from being caught in the middle of a strong arm robbery where her new husband proceeds to hand out the kind of violence you normally needed an Apuk on hand for. She was incredibly lucky, and sheltered and now she was getting a very visceral tour of just how desolate the harsher side of reality could be.
Syl unconsciously pulls Mikasa a bit closer to her gargantuan bosom as her emotional state finally settles on what Jerry knows to be a look of intense arousal even by Volpir standards. Shock at what he could do, at what and who she'd married... and a deep seated understanding that her husband would fight a one man war against all comers to protect her and their family.
All that translated into some part of her foxy mind as a deep, eager, passionate thirst. If it wasn't for all the blood, Eymali possibly being hurt and the imminent arrival of reinforcements, Jerry was fairly certain she'd pounce him onto his back and ride him ragged right the hell now!
Finally something clicks in the Volpir's mind and Syl remembers she actually needs to respond. She delicately clears her throat, and helps Mikasa wave her paw like she was an infant waving to her father with her mother’s help. 
"We're here darling. What about Eymali?"
Eymali decloaks and starts pulling herself free of the leader Nagasha’s coils.
"I was hoping you'd take a bit longer so I could get out of these coils without you seeing me, but if you're worried about me..." 
The huntress grunts with exertion, finally slipping out of the Nagasha's coils. 
“Damn bitch managed to get a lucky hit in, just flailing around, didn't actually know where I was for a proper blow. They’re all lucky I just had a damn pocket knife. Seems I’m going to start carrying something a bit more substantial... like my honor blades.”
The alien huntress takes a moment to spit on the the Nagasha’s charred remains. 
“Hmph. Pathetic bandit trash.” 
She saunters over, clearly far more comfortable with battle and its after effects than Syl is. 
Jerry crosses to his wife and pulls her into his arms, the puppy happily nuzzling into Jerry’s chest where it’s trapped between them. The Volpir woman grabs him by the collar and violently yanks him down for a hard, passionate kiss. 
“Seems Mrs. Syl is fine too.” Eymali opines from her position nearby with a wry smile.
“I was so scared! You’re okay? Both of you? All of us?”
Jerry notices Syl adding Eymali to the ‘us’, involved, and in a far more personal way than just looking after one’s customer. She had risked her life for them after all, and that sure as hell counted for a lot for Jerry, and it seemed to count for a lot for Syl too.
“Right, ladies, let’s get back into the main facility and lock this place down, Nadi must be freaking out from all the noise. But first... Eymali.”
The huntress looks to Jerry with a nod of acknowledgement.
“You got hurt protecting this family, you didn’t have to, you could have walked away. I think that earns you a seat at the table." 
He quickly glances over at Syl, his intent clear to his first wife who nods her approval. 
"I think you just earned that proposal for real. Come over now and then before you leave, we can have dinner, talk. Then once you complete your hunt, bring the beast's head back as proof that you have completed your task."
Eymali nods slowly, considering all of that before offering them both a shy smile. "You have my word Jeremiah of Earth, I will earn the title of huntsmistress the old way, then I shall return here, and make an offering to your wives and to you, that I might join their number."
Any further conversation is cut off by the sounds of shooting and sirens outside. Jerry quickly herds the girls back behind cover. There had been incidents on Centris since the Dauntless had arrived where bad girls had pulled some shit where they pretended to be local cops before. No reason they couldn't again.
Instead of alien shock troops or gangsters however, a human infantryman calls into the building 
“(Thunder!)”
to which Jerry responds; “(Flash!)”, leading to a squad’s worth of back up from Jerry's company piling into the room, which finally lets the big man relax, slumping into Syl and Eymali's comforting support.
“Took you bastards long enough... someone get a goddamn mop.”
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Sylindra
Syl watched the screen with ice gripping her heart, even as she idly patted Mikasa who was snuggling in her lap. 
The fear had set in a few days after the attempted robbery. 
It had been a busy few days. 
Even ignoring the ongoing courtship with Eymali, who was soon to depart on her journey to her home world with the Nagala safely in stasis. 
The clean up process of the entryway to her boutique. Police reports. Suddenly having the “fame” of being a human connected business in a city where humans were one of the most interesting things to happen in centuries.
No, there had been plenty of actual work to do too. 
With Mikasa running around healthy, orders had been coming in at an incredible rate of speed for dogs and cats from the crew of the Dauntless. In a fit of brilliance, she'd contacted an old friend to produce appropriately sized axiom litter boxes and other appropriate items such as a near self filling water bowl, all of which would make owning a pet in the middle of a planetary scale metropolis much more comfortable.
They had packaged them with each pet sold, along with a small unit to produce appropriately nutritionally balanced kibble that Mikasa at least seemed to adore. A brilliant modification from one of the young men who had belonged to the Nerd Squad meant it could make a variety of treats too with appropriate materials. It had upped the price a bit, but every customer she’d contacted had voiced aggressive approval, and all the customers who had already placed orders had readily upgraded to the new care and feeding package. 
Of course after such a gallant rescue, she also had to make sure to reward her husband for his heroics when she wasn't tending to their bottom line. A bottom line that was looking pretty enough she was preparing contracts to lay in an expansion to her facility... and to their living quarters.
The human desire for pets was indeed strong, and the human need for food from home wasn't to be underestimated either. 
She had a contract for the Dauntless alone worth an eye watering amount of credits on her desk requesting mass volumes of beef, chicken, and pork, and in particular something her husband called ‘bacon’ that sounded rather tasty. Then there were orders for top end luxury goods like the wagyu.
The new Undaunted colonial authorities had already come to visit to negotiate livestock for their first colony on Bruel, whenever that would be ready, and she'd sent out feelers to the Undaunted world of Vucsa 5 and was in the process of negotiating with the somewhat retired pirates to provide them livestock as well. Along with rapid domestication services for a large local avian that was apparently rather tasty. 
She even had plans in the making for the natural raising and humane slaughter of high end meat on one of the human colony worlds to get an edge on that market!
And all of that excluded orders from high end restaurants and the like who wanted to adapt human recipes and offer Earth meat as an exotic delicacy to their well heeled and enormously wealthy clientele, some of whom would become her clients in turn. 
She expected the wagyu in particular would make her enough money to buy a small planet, especially with the tricks she'd been working out with Nadi and her husband in the flesh weaving process that you couldn't replicate with just DNA. Once the process was secured with the patent her lawyer was filing now, it would ensure there would always be a demand for "the good stuff", from people who wanted only the best or most authentic in their various types of cuisine. Even after authentic beef was available from the small ranching operations she was planning.
All in all, life was good, great even.
Her business wasn't thriving so much as erupting to new heights, she was married, and quite happily so, to the most wonderful man she could imagine. She had even come to enjoy Mikasa's company quite a bit. The sweet pup was tightly bonded to her 'parents', and wasn't far out of one of their shadows as she continued to grow in seeming proportion to Syl’s business. The cute little puppy was clearly going to be massive when she grew up. Syl thought it was fairly vital that she met Mikasa as a puppy first, because meeting a large, full grown predator would have likely scared the daylights out of her, even if said predator just wanted pats and kisses.
It all made for a lovely distraction from her growing fears.
She was having great sex. Better than her every fantasy about sex and she was getting it almost as frequently as she could ask for it, and he would even initiate! Surprising her in the shower. While she was making dinner. Sometimes just waking up, rolling over and rutting her cross eyed in the most mind meltingly amazing way that never ceased to wreck her morning schedule. It was constant. Regular, and with Nadi most certainly carrying several of Jerry's children there was no doubt of his virility.
Which brought Syl back to the million credit question. 
Her own DNA sequence slowly scrolls by on the screen as the testing protocol continues quietly. 
Testing like this was supposed to be done at birth, but the average genetic medicine nurse at a hospital was not nearly as well trained as Syl, or Nadi.
Nor were they looking for the truly little things with more broad spectrum scans. They were seeking out the major problems, red flags and glaring yellow flags that would all put a child's life at risk. Which meant that sometimes little things got missed. Little things like Syl not being able to conceive a child on her own.
The chime of the program complete function feels more like getting stabbed as she quietly brings up the results. One warning. She clicks it... and stifles a sob. It was exactly what she'd not wanted to see. 
There was a problem, a minor, tiny little problem with the way her womb was functioning, the way her eggs developed, that prevented sperm from implanting. Her eyes blur a bit as a concerned Mikasa licks at her chin, nuzzling her as she holds back tears.
It was an irrational emotion crippling her and what's worse is she knew it!
Syl had been a fertility counselor among other things for years! She'd helped other women with this exact problem! There were things that could be done. A healing coma wouldn't help here, but gene therapy absolutely would, but that could take years and in the end she'd still not be a mother. Though all her knowledge told her that it would eventually get better, it didn't make it hurt less now.
All women in the galaxy generally wanted to continue their line. Not all women wanted to be mothers. Syl had always wanted to be a mother, ever since she was a little girl. She’d wanted to be a mother like her own mother. Kind, gentle, loving, raising her children with a soft hand and guiding them to womanhood. 
She'd dreamed of that happy life for years, and now, at the cusp of it, it was cruelly yanked away from her for more long years of waiting before she and her husband could have the children she so deeply desired. 
If she'd even have a husband after he found out about all this! Who could want a defect like her? To risk that defect manifesting itself in their children? She had a deep sense of shame gnawing at her. Of failure. Of...
She's forced from her thoughts by strong arms wrapping around her and pulling her in tight, enveloping her in warmth, security and love. 
"Syl? Syl, are you okay? What's wrong?"
She plants her face in his chest and lets herself sob for a few moments as he tries to comfort her. Stroking and rubbing her back and shoulders as she let the mix of emotions pour out of her. Mikasa continues to do her best to assist, nuzzling in and against her mother. She didn't quite know what was going on, but the sharp little puppy could tell this wasn't a good thing, whatever was happening.
It takes a good ten minutes to fully get Syl calmed down, and a further ten minutes over tea, and more of that lethal poison her husband liked to drink that he called coffee, for the full story to come out. Nadi joined them about midway, and concern was etched deep into the tiny reptilian's face.
Many Kohb had what they described as an almost instinctual desire to heal. Likely a genetic hold over from the vast clans they lived in on their home world, where their tight knit society reacted almost like a body to heal wounds of flesh and spirit when they were inflicted upon a member of their community. Nadi’s instincts were clearly going off, pounding with the desire to help Syl as she leans in and strokes her new sister’s shoulder. 
The trio sit in silence for a few long moments, everyone processing, Syl trapped in her head with her own thoughts as she wonders what will come next. Jerry wouldn’t just... leave her. He’s not that kind of man, even if she had nothing, was nothing, except loved by one Jeremiah Bridger, then it would be enough to have him with her to the very end of the universe provided she held firm to him. He’d wait. It would be okay. It’d be hard. But they’d have their kits eventually. It could all be theirs still... and in the meantime there would be new business to tend to, new wives to befriend, and children to raise.
All of that would have been as Syl foresaw if Jerry had just been a goodhearted Tret man. Instead however, she had wed a human, and a man of action at that. She’d misunderstood her husband’s contemplative silence for processing, for coming to terms with a delay on progressing to the natural next stage of marriage for the wider galaxy. 
“So... how long would gene therapy take to correct it?”
“Several years at least. It’ll be expensive to get the materials and equipment, but most of it can be handled at home with the occasional check in with a medical geneticist.”
“Would a healing coma undo the therapy?”
“Not if it’s done properly.”
Syl folds her ears, fearing an edge to her husband’s tone that didn’t exist. Fearing a judgment that would not come.
“Well. That’s no problem then.”
The big man grins over at his first wife, that damned smile of his making her heart flutter just for a moment.
“I’m not really in a hurry to have children immediately, though if it happens, it happens, and if gene therapy takes a few years so we can have children the old fashioned way, that’s what it takes... But I know having a child together is important to you, and I won’t deny you that joy just because I can be patient and wait to see our first daughter’s face.” Jerry leans in. “It strikes me though... that your womb’s entirely functional, save for some issues with implanting right? And that’s mostly to do with the cell wall around the eggs?”
Syl’s ear twitches a bit as she stares at her husband, confused now at his reaction. He’d brushed off the years and money involved like it was nothing... and now he was planning something else? What in the great goddess was he thinking?
“I... it would probably be fine. I’d have to run a test or two to confirm, but yes.”
“Then we can have our first litter whenever you like. We can combine genes like they would be in the womb in the lab. It’s sort of part of your fertility services. All the pieces are in the brochure you gave me the day we met. We’d have to do some things differently. Pure artificial insemination wouldn’t work, and isn't really part of your business... and we wouldn't want to do pure cloning, but we could more or less clone some of your eggs right? Not normally done, but if we can target certain development stages, why can't we target eggs? Then, with a little careful gene editing we can ensure they’re viable and without your genetic problem. Finally we artificially inseminate the eggs. Then we can have a surgeon implant the eggs in your womb and let the kits develop naturally, or if we think it’s too risky, we let the glass womb do the work and you get to stay trim for your first pregnancy.”
Nadi and Syl’s jaws drop slightly. It was a mad man’s solution to the problem, combining cloning and genetic tech in ways that simply normally weren’t done... a clone, but targeting the egg itself. Minor editing on that level wouldn’t take extensive gene therapy like overwriting the small portion of flawed genetic code through Syl’s entire body would. A matter of minutes, maybe hours, not years. It would theoretically work... and even if Syl couldn’t carry them, she’d have her first kits in months instead of years.
Nadi speaks first, the tiny dragon woman looking over to her former employer turned sister wife and business partner.
"...Theoretically, I don't see why it couldn't work, Syl. It's unorthodox, I mean... we don't mix genetic codes normally for clones, especially when producing commercial meat and the like, but there's no reason we can't do that."
All attention in the room is entirely focused on Syl, her tail swishing behind her as she considers the words of her husband and her former subordinate. There were a lot of questions about how to do it, but the concept. The theory was good. It could be done. It wouldn't even be as hard making Wagyu...
Jerry’s chair smacks against the floor loudly as Syl tackles him out of it. She’s crying again, but happy tears this time. She’s generally making a fool of herself but she doesn’t care anymore, from heartbroken and scared to more full of love than she ever could have imagined in just a few sentences.
That for Syl was the real magic of these humans. With their fresh perspective, they thought outside the galactic box in clever ways that just didn’t strike anyone as obvious. Putting tech together in ways that just weren’t needed normally. Simple solutions to seemingly big problems was their real gift to the universe in Syl’s book.
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It had been an endlessly busy two weeks.
The sheer amount of work to do, both to service new contracts for food from restaurants and the Undaunted, to seemingly unending pet orders alike, but also going to a specialist doctor and tending the growing eggs as they carefully monitored their somewhat biologically jury rigged solution to Syl’s fertility issues.
They had all spent long hours just… watching them develop. If Jerry ever had to go looking for Syl, it seemed he’d find her down by the tank, just… watching, and praying. He had never considered himself someone who ached for fatherhood, but his heart burned for Syl, and he knew that greeting their first children together was everything to her. So he held her, and told her it would be okay, all while praying to whatever god would listen to him that he wasn’t a liar. 
It all came down to today. They’d headed to a specialist hospital two spires over from Syl’s clinic at the break of dawn and Syl had gone under for a short surgery via axiom teleport. After that… they’d just had to wait. The hours ticked by, Syl seemingly more nervous by the minute… until the doctor came in to tell them the news. 
Six successful implantations. 
This should have been a joyous day. A glorious day to celebrate. To rejoice! 
Instead, Jerry found himself in yet another gun fight. 
He snarls in frustration as he physically hurls himself between Syl and an incoming laser blast, taking it on his axiom shield before yanking her behind cover. His bride recovers from the shock of the moment and quickly triggers the emergency switch that had been added to her own comm device.
‘Good girl.’ 
He thinks to himself before reaching into his axiom pockets and withdrawing his rifle.
The Desert Tech MDRX was a bullpup style assault rifle and DMR. With Jerry’s set up, and its powerful 6.5 Creedmoor ammunition, thousand meter shots were just another day at the office. Something that required artillery as far as a lot of the aliens seemed concerned. 
Differences in their fighting styles aside, the withering assault on the couple was more than enough to keep them deep in cover, which probably meant some heavies were moving in to get up close and personal with them.
Jerry frowns, scanning the area, looking for some way out of the kill box the ambushers had set up. It was a two story shopping plaza that had some middle end clothing stores, decent restaurants and the like. They’d been crossing through it from the hospital to a nearby mass transit hub to head home.
The main area on the bottom floor had numerous tables for dining and heavy duty planters like the one they were sheltering behind. Above them, a variety of sky bridges criss crossed through the air. Decorated with more thick looking planters on the sky way that would make for decent cover against all but the heaviest antipersonnel fire.
Still, he can’t take full advantage of all this varied terrain. Can’t even maneuver freely. Jerry glances back at Syl and frowns. No, he can’t move too hard, he can’t risk Syl getting hit, and risking the little lives now confirmed to be slowly growing inside her wasn’t an option either. He’d be damned if he let this petty snake whore harm any of his girls, even the ones who were barely even a fetus yet. He was limited in ways that he suspected the enemy didn’t know, but he couldn’t let them find out either. If this was vengeance, Syl would become the primary target.
Another snarl, gnashing his teeth at the sheer indignity of it all. They could have attacked him nearly any other day and it would have been fine, but no, the day he’s bringing his newly pregnant wife home from the hospital, that’s the day they decide to go gunning for him. 
He’d seen at least one six armed Desert Nagasha with a shit load of paint on her before he’d gone to ground, so this was retaliation of some kind for the morons he’d bumped off. Some crime lord’s idiot daughters maybe? Shit, he probably did the woman a favor if those were some of her heirs.
Syl for her part is looking much calmer this time. Her breathing and pulse were elevated, the fur on her tail was standing up rigidly, and she had a protective hand over her stomach. Still she was steady when she met his eyes. She knew what had to be done.
“We need to move.”
“I know. Give me your pistol.”
“What?” Jerry blinks and does a slight double take.
“I’ve been practicing with it like a good girl. Give me your pistol and some magazines then maybe we try to get up to cover on the upper level of this plaza. I can cover you from there and stay decently out of trouble.”
Jerry takes a breath, and considers his mental map of the plaza. That... would, or could work. How to get up to that part of the plaza though? He had been working to mimic Eymali’s natural stealth field before she left, but he wasn’t nearly good enough to conceal himself for long, never mind conceal Syl too. He was never an illusions kind of guy like some of the nerd squad had turned out to be. There was one option though... It was a stretch. If he could do it... Jerry places the rifle’s sling over his shoulder and around his torso, letting the weapon hang before grabbing Syl and pulling her tight.
“What are you doing?” The Volpir woman looks up at him curiously. “You’re not about to just sprint for it are you?”
“No. Well. Yes, but not just that. I have another idea in mind. Just... hold tight and fortify your body with axiom. As tough as you can get. I’m not sure this will work.”
“Okay, doing it, but what are you going to-”
Quickly, Jerry begins pulling some of his stash of grenades out of his coat, a few frag and flash bangs go over the planter to hopefully ruin some asshole’s day, and the smoke grenade he dumps at their feet. He takes a few deep breaths, visualizing where he wants to be and tensing his body, flooding it with axiom. 
The world slows down, he can feel his pulse lower in his ears as everything stops for a second, and he races over to the nearest set of stairs, bounding them as carefully as he can with his precious cargo in his arms, getting them behind cover once again.
“-do... what in the goddess’s veil!?” Syl’s eyes open wide in shock. “T-time manipulation? Or was that teleportation?”
Jerry shakes his head as he peeks his head out of cover and surveys the scene they’d just left. “No, I just moved, really, really fast. Got the idea from a TV show. I don’t think I’ve got the brain for quantum mechanics that’ll apparently let you teleport.”
The Marine hisses with pleasure as he sees a flash of plasma ignite the smoke he’d left behind for a moment, dispersing it, revealing a confused pair of heavy infantry, one in what appeared to be good quality custom power armor and the other in a mech suit similar to the models the EFL pirates seemed to prefer.
The power armor clad woman had to be a Cannidor simply for the sheer scale of her. There was some blood splatters and junked equipment on the far side of their former barrier, and a wrecked mech suit. Remnants from close encounters with his grenades. So that was most of their assault force down.
Jerry starts pulling equipment from his Axiom pockets. A war belt with a heavy metal buckle that leads to a thigh holster for his MP7, a shoulder holster rig for the Field Pistol that he passes off to Syl, along with an earpiece with integrated mic to tie her into the local human tac net. There was even some light body armor that he quickly strapped on, giving him access to still more ammunition as well as his kukri fighting knife.
He’d been caught with his pants down once, and it had nearly gotten Syl hurt. He’d determined that wouldn’t happen again, and had started carrying all sorts of extra gear meant to better protect himself, his wives, and ensure they can move and communicate effectively.
Syl watches with wide eyes as she sees her husband 'get tactical', finishing the look with some in ear active noise canceling units that doubled as his comms with a throat mic for talking. She’d known he was a warrior of course. She’d seen him fight, seen photos of him in his dress blues from the unit known as the Marine Corps, and seen him in his Undaunted dress whites besides. It was another thing to see her man gird his loins for battle right in front of her.
“Alright, keep your head down till you hear another explosion or three, relocate further back, then assess and take pot shots if you feel like I’ll die if you don’t help. Otherwise I want you purely defensive, and using that shield ring if anything looks in your general direction. Me taking a hit or two is one thing, but your life, and the life of those kits is worth a hell of a lot more than me needing to get patched up.” 
Jerry reaches over and rests a hand fondly on Syl’s stomach, intertwining their fingers for a moment before leaning in for a gentle kiss.
The Cannidor’s roar of frustration brings Jerry back to the present. He winks to Syl... and accelerates again. 
Toriyama, eat your heart out. 
As he runs he tosses a few more grenades out, some smoke grenades to random parts of the area, some more flashers and frags to the power armored troops he suspected were at least partially mercs, and another lethal grenade or two lobbed at extreme range towards the base of fire on the second level that seemed to be a handful of Nagasha and a mix of varied alien thugs.
His back hits cover again as he quickly assesses the situation. The upper level group and the surviving mech suit had fairly uniform colors, similar to the thugs that attacked the store the other day. So that’d be the gang. The Cannidor on the other hand had vivid colors and markings on her armor. A mercenary almost for sure then. It would make sense, that level of talent would be pretty damn expensive... it was about as much violence as you could probably pay for on Centris. Jerry considers... and makes his decision.
He pulls up an app on his comm unit. The special forces troops had recently been issued some new software to allow them to hack into enemy communications in the field. It was a simple piece of software, hardly complicated, but functional. His rudimentary efforts were rewarded quickly. 
The gangsters weren’t using any type of encryption.
“-And another thing you stupid fucking snakes. I was promised a decent fight, but your prey’s clearly run off. Did you really bring all this out for one guy?"
”Shut up mercenary, you know nothing of our honor...”
“Actually, I’d like the Merc to keep talking. That you Ms. Cannidor?”
Jerry watches with a grin as she stops and looks around, clearly trying to find him.
“You got me... this is the human I assume? Those dulcet tones sound all warm and manly, guess they weren’t kidding about men being the fighters for your kind.”
“WHAT!? This is an-”
“Shut it snake, you’re being rude, a man’s talking you know.”
The Cannidor raises her wrist without even looking and launches a plasma grenade in the general direction of the Nagasha’s crew. A shriek of outrage echoes across the channel in the wake of the explosion.
“How much are they paying you, Cannidor?”
“Not terribly much for how little of a fight they’ve brought me Human, unless you’re going to come out to play soon.”
“Oh I will, but I like having friends to play with. Back up’s on the way, but I’d rather deal with these stains now. You seem like you’re hefting some. I’ll double your pay if you switch sides.”
“Double’s a good place to start. You’re already speaking my language... And if I want more than just money?”
“We can negotiate while sitting on the mound of corpses. I bet they’ve got more girls nearby right?”
“Oh yeah, they brought plenty of the dumb cunts. Not worth much, but with a horde that big it’d be... exciting.”
“Care to join me for a little excitement then?”
“Careful now, a girl might think you’re propositioning her if you talk like that, and I’ve heard interesting things about what cute little things like humans can do. Fine, you’re on, but expect to negotiate further after this is done... I might even do something wild like demand to get to buy you dinner if you’re at all decent looking and you show me a decent fight.”
“Deal.”
Without another word said, and before the mech suit next to her can react, the Cannidor swings a power armored fist through the armored cockpit. He swears he can hear the squelch of flesh being destroyed and a spine snapping and he winces a bit as the mech suit falls to the floor in a heap.
“Damn, she doesn’t screw around.”
Jerry takes another half breath, and accelerates, taking himself down and standing right in front of the Cannidor merc, he was taking a risk, she had just betrayed one employer already after all.
The big woman startles as she notices Jerry suddenly standing in front of her. “How in the sweet Goddess did you fucking...”
“Never mind how I did that, turn your comms off and get your helmet off quick.”
Merc or not, she knows how to follow orders, and quickly crouches down to get the bulk of her nearly ten feet of Amazonian shark woman behind a semblance of concealment if not cover.
“Say, you are pretty good looking! Yeah not bad at all for a cutie like you. Like someone crossed a Cannidor man with a Tret man then got him geared up for an action porno that doesn’t skimp on the action.” 
The Cannidor leers at him as her helmet comes off, her smile full of the Cannidor trademark white and pearlies. A rough cut mane of scarlet red hair, a few scars and some tattoos on her neck and her face that screamed Maori to Jerry completed the look. This was one bad bitch.
“Smells like you’re in season too, wives not taking proper care of you stud?”
“Considering both my wives are pregnant, including the one these dumb bitches just tried to kill, I’d say they’re making proper use of my time. Besides, humans don’t...”
The Cannidor holds out a hand quickly. 
“Wait. Much as I’m very interested to hear all about your reproductive cycle in particular, I need you to repeat that. Your wife’s pregnant?”
Jerry gives her a no duh look as he passes her another earpiece, already switched on. “Yes, we’re just coming back from seeing the neonatal specialist at the hospital.”
“Oh hell fucking no.” 
The Cannidor’s icy blue eyes narrow, burning with a ferocity that her casual manner had previously held down as she tucks the ear piece in place and adjusts the mic. 
“My name’s Jaruna, and our deal just changed human. I’m going to kill these cunts for free. Bad enough to attack a man, but to endanger a pregnant woman too?”
Jaruna lets out a stream of guttural curses in what must be the Cannidor language before roaring loud enough that the entire damn spire can hear her. 
“I’m coming up there to rip your heads off and shit down your throats you goddamn snakey cunts! Don’t bother running, because I’ll hunt you down to your lair and burn your fucking tree house down too. Fight here, or die tired.”
Jerry’s surprised expression must have given Jaruna pause as she reseals her helmet.
“What? Something in my teeth? I don’t have a lot of rules, but no pregnant women and no kids is about as far as it goes, they were already paying triple my usual rate because a man was on the list.”
“Jerry by the way.”'
“Pleasure to meet you handsome, hope you like sushi, because I’m still taking you to dinner, even if all the violence is a cash free transaction now.”
Syl picks exactly that moment to switch onto the tactical channel from HQ’s emergency circuit, which Jerry had muted on purpose. This fight was going to get nasty, and getting distracted at the wrong moment could be lethal. 
Plus he had the most beautiful woman on Centris to play comm officer for him.
“Jerry, what’s going on? What was that roaring and... who’s on this net with us? And what’s this about sushi?”
“Syl, meet Jaruna, the power armored Cannidor who’s about to help me kill the people who just tried to hurt us.”
“Hey there. I’m Jaruna, your friendly neighborhood gun for hire. I’m going to be up front with you ma’am. You’re the first wife?”
There’s a pause for a second as Syl processes the introduction and question before she cautiously answers. 
“Yes. I am his first wife.”
“Great. If this man fights half as good as he smells, and fucks half as good as he fights, I want in. Goddamn imagine the daughters a bad ass male could fuck into you. Just the thought gives me the warm and fuzzies thinking about my babies conquering planets. So yeah, post mulching these shit heads I’m taking him, you, and any other wives he’s got to sushi. We’ll eat. Chat. Get to know each other. Review footage from my helmet cam of particularly epic kills of your family’s enemies if you’re into that sort of thing.”
Syl’s surprise is audible across the net, and her mouth moves before her brain catches up. 
“He’s better in bed than he smells and he fights like something out of a movie.” Then she processes for a second. “Help us get out of this and we’ll at least join you for dinner I’m sure... though I’m a bit worried about the trend of meeting potential new wives in life threatening situations.”
Jerry can practically hear the shark-like female smiling, and he briefly imagines her chomping on a giant cigar just to complete the action movie picture.
“This has happened before? Hell you guys sound like all sorts of fun! Shit sister, say no more, let’s get this problem dealt with so we can go get some grub and get to know each other all dignified like.”
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A shriek of microphone feedback cuts off any further conversation between Jerry, Syl and their new Cannidor ally, Jaruna. The painful sound of poorly put together audio equipment apparently hadn’t ended outside of Cruel Space.
“I HAVE HAD ENOUGH OF THIS SHIT! I AM DANZIA ULARKAPA! AND I DO NOT HAVE TO ACCEPT THIS LEVEL OF DISRESPECT FROM SCUM LIKE YOU! GIRLS! BRING ME THEIR GODDAMN HEADS! ESPECIALLY THAT FUCKING MALE WHO KILLED MY SISTERS AND THAT CANNIDOR SLAG!”
Jaruna roars with laughter, violently slapping the thigh of her power armor. “Oh shit, that’s rich. She actually thinks she’s threatening. That’s goddess-damn adorable. Here, you move out with that teleporting shit you do, I’m gonna get this kissless virgin extra riled up and I’ll go straight down the middle, you keep ’em off my back.”
“Sounds like a plan, be careful. I’m looking forward to that sushi... sides, I’d hate to see a cute thing like you hurt.”
The Cannidor waves him off. “Beat it. I can’t grind your pelvis into dust right this second so save the flirting for after. You’re just lucky I’m into feminine men, not every girl would be down for such aggressive cutesy talk. Sides you obviously Syl. He sweep you off your feet too? Wait. Don’t answer. Got shit to do first.”
Jerry dashes away as Jaruna flicks a tongue control in her helmet, switching the PA she’d built into her armor on. It’s painfully loud, but crystal clear, projecting her voice like some sort of ancient thunder goddess.
“LISTEN HERE YOU WORTHLESS SNAKE BITCH. I’M COMING UP THERE TO GET ME SOME FRESH HIDES FOR BOOTS AND A BELT... AND ASSUMING I MANAGE TO SEDUCE THIS BEAST OF A MAN YOU MANAGED TO PISS OFF, FOR MY NEW HUBBY AND SISTERS TOO. SO KEEP YOUR TAILS BEHIND COVER, THEY’RE WORTH MORE THAN THE REST OF YOUR SLITHERY LITTLE BODIES. MAKE PEACE WITH YOUR GODDESS. I’M GOING TO MAKE YOU REGRET THE DAY YOUR CUNT OF A MOTHER PAID A HOOKER TO DUMP A LOAD INTO HER TO MAKE A PATHETIC EXCUSE FOR A CLUTCH LIKE YOU AND YOUR SISTERS!”
The ranting goes on for another minute or so as Jerry gets into a new position. Honestly he hadn’t needed to use his after image speed technique, all eyes were on the cover that Jaruna was behind and besides her you could hear a pin drop.
It suited Jerry just fine. His rifle comes up, and he flips the caps on his scope up. He quickly scans the enemy lines. True to her word, a decently sized group of what could loosely be called “infantry”, or perhaps more appropriately, an armed mob, had formed across the formerly orderly dining area. On the second level, the snakes and their actual enforcers really do have some heavy weapons worthy of the name. Crew served lasers, one of the kind you’d use to kill big armored targets... like a tank, or a pissed off Cannidor. Laser repeaters, the machine gun equivalent, and a variety of heavy plasma weapons.
“Jaruna, stand by. Giving you some cover, then I’m going to take out the biggest threat to you.”
“Copy, knock that fucking shitty excuse for a loud speaker out while you’re at it. Please and thank you handsome.”
“My, a Cannidor mercenary with manners. You really do find the most interesting girls to bring home don’t you darling?”
“Brilliant geneticist and business woman, nurse who’s all heart, scary with a knife Yauya huntress, and now Centris’s most polite mercenary. I’d say that makes me a pretty lucky guy when I keep finding all the interesting women on this mud ball.”
“Aww shucks. You’re both gonna make a poor little maiden like me blush. It’s always worth it to be kind and polite with friends and family, and I’m certainly gonna be glad to call you lot my friends, and I sure as shit intend to be your family before too damn long.”
Jerry suppresses a chuckle and enhances his strength to toss the last of his smoke grenades in a few strategic spots. Both sides of the large planter and its burning trees that was now Jaruna’s cover and had formerly been Syl and his own redoubt. Then a few further up the field, aiming to make the Cannidor as hard to accurately aim at as was possible with all the advanced optics available in the galaxy... and the sheer scale of the power armored woman that had just dropped to all fours to expose the heavy weapons on her back.
“Winchester on smoke grenades, it’s a straightforward fight from here on when the smoke fades.”
“What’s a Winchester?”
Both women are audibly confused at that one, and Jerry mentally face palms as he starts lining up his first shot of the engagement.
“Sorry, I didn't think about it. Communication code. Means you’re out of ammo or munitions."
Another quick scan of the battlefield lets him review the space before him. The plaza was lined by shops to his front, say five hundred meters away, and open air to his left, a similar distance from him to where the store fronts started and a few panicked people could be seen heading deeper into the shops towards emergency exits. 
The bottom floor was mirrored, mostly covering its floor space with tables for sitting and eating. The way left led to various types of transport off or up spire, as well as a decent sized air car garage from what he remembered of arriving earlier today. It also appeared to be where the thugs that were forming up on the first floor seemed to be coming from. Breaking off to the right took you deeper into this structure, and you'd eventually break out into the spire's cityscape proper.
The second floor was all broad suspended walkways done up in the same inoffensive off white that seemed to characterize the area, with tannish red tile like material for flooring with some basic contrast. Stair wells existed at regular intervals and some signs on the wall in one language or another seemed to indicate that this space was for winged aliens to stretch out a bit, and that it would be getting further development... three years ago if he had his Centris calendar right. 
Some three hundred meters of open air separated the walkway he was on and the not-concrete planter he was hiding behind from Danzia's little outpost, formed of portable barriers, metal primarily, not axiom or hard light energy shields, just heavy chunks of armor for gangers to take cover behind, and the occasional gun shield for their heavy weapons.
Heavy duty support pillars, both for this particular area and the spire itself jutted up through the area like redwood trees for the latter, and over sized I beams for the former. They hadn't been decorated particularly well, possibly in the name of maintenance access to the cables that ran up and down them, safely tucked back in the recessed portions of the shapes. They were far too spread out to actually interfere with much of anything. You could probably fly a gunship into the area and out again and barely touch the stick. The high ceilings made it almost too easy for a pilot that was even basically skilled, never mind an actual professional.
It seemed the only real attempt to decorate that the corporate powers that be had made in this plaza were the regular planters that had been stuck everywhere in what probably made sense as a pattern to someone, but didn't do much except break up the line of sight for him. Some of the larger ones on the ground floor had full on trees, but that size was few and far between, the only one in the immediate combat zone being the one that Jaruna was presently behind.
"Syl, any word from command on reinforcements? What about local law enforcement?"
"HQ says a response team is dusting off at the Dauntless now, they're sending a gunship and a company of infantry, as well as a squad from your special operations unit. ETA is ten minutes. Nothing on the local police bands."
Jaruna snorts. "They've been bought off. Happens all the time, especially when someone like the Cabal's runty offspring wants to make a hit. These girls aren't nearly in that weight band, but their momma's probably someone important and they used her name and some cash to make shit happen."
"Ten minutes is a long time in a gunfight. Sounds like we're on our own for now girls."
"There's three of us, and maybe fifty of them. Seems like a mostly fair fight to me."
"What!?" Jerry can practically see Syl's tail bristling in his mind's eye. "That's not fair at all!"
"You're right, maybe we should let them get more girls. Even things out a bit."
"Past that... I think it’s time we get this party started ladies, Jaruna stand by. Syl, keep something solid between you and them honey, and don't be afraid to use that ring or that pistol..."
Jerry grips the Desert Tech rifle a little tighter as the girls respond and works to slow his breathing while drawing in axiom. His vision. His body. He could enhance it all and turn himself into a perfect weapons platform. He’d been good before, but axiom almost made this shit too easy. He sights straight down the barrel of the laser cannon as the woman manning it adjusts her aim on where she thinks the Cannidor must be hiding. 
One heartbeat. Two. Three. Fo-bang. 
In the space of half a heart beat, Jerry caresses the finely tuned trigger of his rifle and sends the 6.5mm round hurtling down range, square into the series of lenses and emitters that make up a laser weapon.
“Laser cannon neutralized. They aren’t fixing that thing period. Jaruna, weapons free. Show us what you can do.”
“Oh you know just what to say to make a girl feel special.”
The Cannidor rushes from behind the still burning planter. Loping along on all fours, scattering cheap tables and chairs before her like they weighed nothing. She begins to open up with her heavy weapons even as Jerry starts shooting in earnest. His MDRX wasn’t full auto, but rapid well aimed shots could suppress just as well as long bursts of machine gun fire, as the snake bitch’s enforcers quickly learned as they weathered the hail of gunfire coming their way. 
A few of them go down hard. Others take shots on the armor, or manage to deflect with a shield or similar equipment. Two go up in flames when Jerry scores a hit on the containment unit of the plasma cannon, the last of the heavy weapons that could really fuck up Jaruan’s power armor. He takes a snapshot at the most pissed off looking Nagasha, Danzia almost certainly, who manages to ward the bullet away with a wave of her hand.
“Shit, snake boss bitch is an adept of some skill level.”
“Meh, they all die the same way. Keep up the shooting, these crunchies down here are trying to reorganize after all the plasma fire they just ate.”
More shots leap from the MDRX’s barrel before the bolt locks to the rear with a firm jolt and Jerry drops the empty twenty round magazine. Instead of going for the most obvious replacement he instead reaches down to his war belt. The larger mag pouch there has been marked with a little purple tab, and an embossed 'T'.
The Trytite axiom piercing rounds were a somewhat new idea Dauntless special forces had been experimenting with as a way to pierce active shields and other defenses that relied on axiom. If the principle checked out, they could apply the concept all the way up to naval grade shells for the Dauntless’s cannons and Earth style railguns.
The magazine goes in, the bolt goes into battery and Jerry lines up on Danzia. He takes another breath. Another. A half breath... he’s back on the range aboard Camp Pendleton on a sunny summer day in Southern California earning his hog’s tooth with the rest of his MARSOC team. 
Just another day for the Raiders. New techniques to learn and master. New ways to control the battlefield. To follow the Marine Corps infantry mission to locate, close with, and destroy the enemy by fire and maneuver. Raiders were the most badass crew in an entire community of hard or straight up crazy motherfuckers, but they were still just grunts in the end.
The trigger trips the sear and the hammer flies forward, slamming the firing pin into the primer and detonating it. The rifle pushes back into his shoulder and he sees the round fly forward in stereo. In his memory the round flies straight and true and punches a hole in a B-mod target 1000 yards away, a perfect shot.
In his current, surreal reality, the round slams through Danzia’s axiom barrier like it wasn’t even there and mulches her hand. Sure, she still had five left, but it was a victory that made Jerry grin even as he reengaged, picking off an Erumenta adept with glowing eyes and hair made of flames that looked like she was about to hock a massive fireball at Jaruna. The round penetrated her active shield and dropped her like a sack of shit.
With their defenses now questionable, even the leg breakers waiver a bit as the volume of fire on the ground floor intensifies. They’re actively shooting back at Jaruna now, with a few of the smarter terror stricken thugs legging it at top speed away from the marauding Cannidor. If this is the best this gang can do, they really must be small time. 
Then again, the EFL had ended up picking up quite literally the cream of the space pirate crop by pure happenstance, and once you’ve been exposed to the top tier of a galaxy’s criminal underbelly, random trash like this failed to impress.
Or so he let himself think. The one true god of war, Murphy, chose that moment to reach down and smite Jerry for his arrogance in Murphy's domain. 
A Horchka's brain cells seemed to connect for a few brief seconds. Just enough time to figure out where he was shooting from potentially, and unload a massive spread of grenades, pulverizing the planter and showering him with hot shards of stone.
After a quick relocation, displacing from his previous planter, which was now looking a bit shot up from repeated high intensity laser blasts, he drops another couple of rounds into sensitive spots on heavy weapons, before dashing again. While unlikely to do more than annoy Jaruna immediately in that heavy power armor, high volumes of fire from crew served weapons had a way of making him nervous even when his pregnant wife wasn’t immediately in the vicinity. Unfortunately, they weren’t the only source of heavy weapons on the field.
The massive spider woman lumbering into view giving Jerry a little shudder as he continues to try and pick off the gangster heavy weapons on the field. 
“Jaruna, heads up, Brute Archana coming up on the top side.”
“Shit, I forgot about that bitch. You got the fire power you need to drop that sort of monster?”
A quick check of his pouches locates a small case with a couple marked experimental rounds in it. “I have something I can try.”
“Try it, I don’t want to wrestle one of those fucking things in or out of power armor, and they can carry almost as much in the way of heavy weapons as I do!”
“Looks like this one might be carrying some sort of mortar? It’s a set of elevated barrels.”
“Fuck, that’s a plasma bombardment array, a light one, but artillery all the same. You need to drop that thing or clear the grah! ...path for me so I can do it before she brings down this part of the fucking spire on us! Fucking dumb ass snakes! If I’d known they were this stupid I’d have charged them even more... or just killed them and turned their asses in for a bounty.”
Bridger’s already loading the special axiom vampire explosive round into the purple mag, on top of his remaining axiom penetrators. AVE ammo was a weird one. A mad cap idea between some of his own bored troopers and some of the nerd squad who liked to watch anime and shitty B movies together. The idea was that the khutha material and lining within the shell would absorb a tremendous amount of energy, and at a certain point, go super critical and detonate.
The trytite sabot that wrapped the shell prevented it from detonating in your pocket, or even worse, in your rifle, was stripped off and discarded as part of the firing process. He only had one of these particular rounds, because the boys were still refining the design. This one, he’d been promised, would be the axiom equivalent of an artillery strike if he could get a shot on a source of axiom rich energy. Like say, an engine. Or a particularly large Brute Archana.
Slowly he wills a little axiom into the round. This part had to be done carefully. It probably wasn’t needed at this range, but he wanted the round to have as much kinetic energy and stability as possible as it pierced into the massive spider-like alien horror lumbering towards them. The saboted round had little fins for stability and they could be infused with axiom to somewhat increase speed, reduce air resistance, and ensure stable flight. The trick was doing that without priming the axiom explosive right next to them.
“Alright... here goes nothing. Everyone get to cover, this is either going to piss her off, or it’s gonna make one hell of a mess.”
He slows his breathing, and slowly brings the trigger to the rear. The round goes off and leaps from the barrel like a goddamn rocket, not a mere bullet. The damn thing had to be moving faster than a .50 BMG when it hit the muzzle and shed its sabot coat, and its axiom enriched fins left a spiral of barely visible energy through the air as it raced towards its target. The world seemed to slow down for a few seconds as the round buried itself into the Brute Archana’s torso. He hadn’t aimed for the center of mass per se. He had gone for density, wanting to expose as much axiom rich meat to the round as possible in hopes it would detonate.
One breath. Another. A third.
The entry wound into the Brute Archana begins to glow. There's a panicked look on the spider woman's face as she has just long enough to realize something very bad is happening. 
There's a bright flash which would have burned after images into his eyes if he had looked at it straight on... And the world erupts in a fountain of gore.
Jerry clears his eyes as blood splatters across Danzia and her gang, practically running up to ankle depth before welling and spilling over the sides and down onto the floor below in a tide of red that would have done Moses proud. The tasteful off white of the floor and stairs was now dyed crimson, and there was a literal rain of blood across the area.
“...Goddess damn. I have got to get me some of what ever the fuck that was.”
Jaruna’s awed tone matches the rest of the battlefield, everyone just kind of stops for a second at the display of over the top brutality.
“Slayer eat your heart out.” Jerry mutters, more or less to himself.
“Slayer? What’s that?” Jaruna had very sensitive ears it seemed.
“Human band, they did an album called Raining Blood that’s still a favorite way for troops from my homeland to get ready for battle.”
“Sounds awesome, send me the files once we finish turning these shitheads into smears on the landscape.”
Jerry’s already moving when Jaruna responds. No sense wasting this brief lull in combat. They’d be after him with a vengeance now that he’d shown he was at least as much of a threat as the pissed off Cannidor wading into their midst. After a run across and down he takes a moment as part of his next light speed relocation to dash past Syl. She’s moved from where he’d put her initially to have a clearer line of sight, and seems to be in the middle of making a situation report to Dauntless control, bravely ignoring the droplets of blood splashing down around her.
This wasn’t the biggest attack human soldiers had dealt with, but it was one of the most public, and that meant they needed to come down on the perpetrators like the fist of a particularly angry Thor. Anything less meant they looked like they might be weak or vulnerable, and coming in to save the day was always good PR to the local citizens. He plants a kiss on his wife’s cheek, and is on the move again, looking for a good angle to start visiting some pain on Jaruna’s playmates.
“You good down there Jaruna?”
“Fucking send me more of these little bitches! I’m just pissed I need to stay buttoned up and I can’t start ripping chunks off of them the old fashioned way.”
Jerry smirks and starts taking rapid shots as he recognizes the pattern that the thugs are vaguely trying to work into. “You say that, but they are trying to surround you.”
“The only thing I’m surrounded by is fear, and dead fools who haven’t hit the floor yet.”
Jaruna’s response was broadcast over her PA again, and some of the thugs visibly stepped back, shaken. Their clear low level in their outfit didn’t mean they were complete morons after all, even if their boss had all the brains the gods gave a goldfish. Probably inherited the position. Or maybe this was some mob boss’s daughter’s first organized crime group to see if she could hack it as a boss. That’d be just his luck, an unending supply of dumb ass snake bitches to kill. Jaruna and maybe Eymali would be happy at the very least, but it’d hardly be an environment to raise children in.
Jerry drops the purple magazine,he’d been judicious about using the rounds, what his company had taken to calling Adept Busters, or AB rounds to differentiate them from the more normal armor piercing munitions. He only had twenty of the trytite tipped rifle rounds at the start of the engagement, and now he was down to five. The normal 6.5 Creedmoor rounds however, were handling the regular flavor of dumb mook just fine.
A slap of the charging handle and the rifle’s back in action, the integral bipod popping free as Jerry hits the ground at a spot with a degree of cover and good defilade on the mob of thugs that were still trying to swarm Jaruna. His rifle barks and explosions of various colors of blood mark successful hits as he tries to pick off threats that Jaruna either didn’t notice, or can’t easily deal with.
A Horchka fumbling with something draws Bridger’s eye. Whatever she’s doing, it’s clearly not good. The alien goes down hard with her heart blown clear through the back of her chest and flung across the room, and a few seconds later there’s a muffled thump and a chorus of screams as the mob around and over the corpse catches the brunt of the plasma grenade she’d been trying to prime.
Jaruna was now wading into the mob with both hands swinging. From the sound of things over the net, she was actually enjoying herself, going in for literal hand to hand. Finally she draws her melee weapon, it was a massive sword that looked more like the prop of a helicopter or something out of an anime than an actual weapon. With her sword in hand, the pitched close quarters battle around her goes from battle to massacre. 
Jaruna slams the blade through the crowd in front of her, smashing bone and equipment alike with its sheer weight as much as cutting anything with its harsh, jagged edge. There wasn’t anything fancy to what Jaruna was doing now. Just strength, steel and her merciless lethal instinct.
“Dammit, why are these bitches attacking so aggressively? Did we piss off a suicide cult?”
Jerry mutters to himself as the slab of metal Jaruna calls a sword launches a hapless thug across the room and slams her into a support pillar. The body drops to the floor with a wet smack as Jaruna goes back in for another brutal series of strikes that had him utterly in awe. She seemed to be able to let off well timed plasma bursts towards the topside position even while landing bone crushing blows. Sure, he could take her. Probably. With some prep time. But once a Cannidor got going it seemed like it was hard to get her off her rhythm.
Flashes of coherent light to the left draw Jerry’s eye and he drops his scope into position. Finally, he sees what has the fire under the mob’s ass. Another small group of enforcers were ensuring the rabble didn’t get a chance to take a step back. Offers of decent pay, or promises of a chance to join the Nagasha's crew and other prizes must have lured these girls here, the dregs of the local spire's criminal elements most likely. Rounded out by Jaruna, who these poor fools had originally been ablative shielding for.
That made tactical sense to him, and the repeating lasers burning down a few thugs who tried to leg it more or less confirmed it to him. The original plan was that either the thugs got lucky, or they ate up ammunition that wouldn't be used on Jaruna. And if they did find one or two with decent talent, it was all up a net gain for the snake bitches. If forty of the fifty or so women they'd rounded up died... well. No one would miss them.
The callous disregard for life draws a snarl from Jerry as he increases the magnification on his scope. A press of a button near his trigger lets the targeting computer built into the optic "see", the target, and quickly calculate everything he needs to know, and where to put his cross hair to land a perfect headshot.
He hated doing this really, it didn't seem sporting to use the scope's full capabilities, but these were animals that needed to be exterminated now, for the safety of everyone around them. The range wasn't too long, merely 1500m, but he needed to make a statement. One shot. One kill. A caress of the trigger and the 6.5 round screams across the plaza with a super sonic crack and one of the women manning the repeating lasers drops nearly instantly.
Her companions don't get a chance to react for the most part, a hail of precision rifle fire putting them all on the ground and letting the mob break as soon as they realize there's an opportunity for them to flee. The last makeshift ganger commissar, a Mrega, still the most... confusing of aliens humans had made contact with does her best to get to cover, nearly dodging a shot from Bridger's rifle and instead taking a crease across her ribs and flank that leave her collapsed behind the crew served weapons she'd been commanding. The woman quickly divesting herself of any weapons and hiding as she cowers in fear.
"Jaruna. Let the mob go. They have an out now, so just scare'em off. We don't want to miss the snake bitch and her girls for the sake of killing some random mooks."
"I love it when you talk dirty to me like that. Start moving up, gonna want you to flank these fools while I take the stairs up."
"Jerry! Look out!"
Syl's shout of warning across the comm coincides with some desperate pistol fire from her position that streaks over his head. She was getting good with the oversized hand cannon he idly notes as he tries to mentally process what's happening. Axiom floods his body right after a fresh wave of adrenaline hits and the world slows down as he speeds up.
What had happened is that he'd failed to follow doctrine to relocate regularly and had been made. 
A group of enforcers had managed to flank him.
Fast moving types too it seemed. 
A Feli, a Nagasha who rippled with Axiom infused stealth just enough to make her annoying to see, and a tough looking Sonir were all coming at him with a variety of weapons. Jerry rolls to his back, and even as he accelerates realizes he's probably not going to be fast enough for long enough to dodge the incoming blow of a plasma sword from the Feli assassin.
An idea comes to him, another inspiration from the TV shows he'd enjoyed as a kid back on Earth. It was risky, but he was already in deep trouble if he did nothing, might as well gamble while he was still able. Jerry channels the axiom into his hands, gloves that almost looked like hard light forming around his mitts and slaps his hands together around the blade of the plasma sword, stopping it as it slashed downward. The Feli looks at him, shock and confusion written across her face turning to deep fear as he wraps one hand around the weapon, yanking it forward, both to take it from her, and to pull her into an Axiom infused throat punch that left the woman gasping and gurgling for air as she tried to breath through her ruined esophagus.
The Sonir comes soaring in next, the bat-like woman’s wing arms had had their leading edges lined with some sort of flexible blade. Mono molecular wire perhaps, and she viciously slashed at him as he brought the plasma sword up in a defensive stance and let the axiom fade from his hands. 
Step left, step right, right again, left. He thinks to himself, dancing around the Sonir's massive blows, buffeted by the air flow off her wings as he looks for an opening. The backs of the wings are armored with another thing material that was no doubt strong.
Strong enough to resist a plasma blade? Jerry didn't want to find out. Instead he channels axiom into his left arm and leans into the Sonir's next swing of her wings from the left, checking the blow slightly. The flexible appendage still wrapped around and cut him across the arm and hip a bit, but it left the Sonir open to a vicious upward thrust that left her dead on the floor with a smoldering wreck where her head used to be.
Jerry comes up to face the Desert Nagasha only to find... she's... waiting? He takes up a fencer's stance as the two slowly start to circle. She'd been waiting for him to take out the thugs, maybe hoping they'd soften him up a bit for her before she dueled him and took home the honor of killing him.
The snake woman cackles with a malicious glee as she twirls her various weapons, plasma, a sword that appeared to be a mono edge, even an electric shock prod. Seems she had answered all of the above when she'd been asked what melee weapon she'd like to use. Before she can even begin to introduce herself however, Bridger steps forward with his arms raised overhead and tosses the plasma sword at her like a war ax.
The spinning plasma weapon slices the alien’s top left arm off at the shoulder before clattering to the floor, a safety interlock turning it off. He reaches up on his armor, and draws the Kukri from its sheath. The big curved knives, the trademark of the legendary Gurkhas, were a special uniform item solely afforded to the Dauntless’s special operations troops. 
Not because Cistern said so, but because they had the only three Gurkhas out of Cruel Space, and his Company First Sergeant, First Sergeant Gaje Gurung, otherwise known as Top, had put them all through a special kind of hell to make sure they were up to scratch by Gurkhas standards. The basic training the entire Dauntless crew had gone through was a vacation compared to Top's tender mercies.
They had earned the oversized war knives, and the right to wear them in their dress uniforms. Anyone could carry a kukri. Anyone could learn to fight effectively with them. No one could use them quite like the Gurkhas, or the few men and women trained by the Gurkhas, could.
Honor demanded that he end this snake bitch with one of the finest hand to hand weapons humanity had ever devised. Sure he could shoot her. Could have bisected her with the plasma sword just now, but this was going to be so much sweeter. He smirks at the now five armed woman who shrieks a battle cry at him in the hissing tongue they called a language.
Instead of letting her take the lead however, he accelerates himself again, the snake’s first blows striking the after image of his movement as he stomps both boots down onto her tail before grabbing her middle right arm at the elbow and lopping it off at the shoulder. 
He’s not the only one who can use axiom however, and he quickly has to dodge or block a flurry of blows, dancing around the snake as her tail thrashes around, smashing stone with the strength it contained.
The razor sharp hunk of weighted steel, specially forged by the same traditional smiths who’d been making Gurkha blades since time immemorial, claimed yet more blood off the snake woman, cutting deep into flesh and bone alike. He finally manages to get behind her again, and imitating his Yauya fiancee yanks her head back and severs it cleanly from her shoulders before leaping clear of her thrashing corpse.
As the Desert Nagasha’s body continues its death throes behind him, Jerry is struck by the need to invoke an ancient war cry. What he’d just done. With the weapon he’d used... it wasn’t his war cry. Not really. He wasn’t a Gurkha after all, just trained by one, but after blooding the kukris of his company for the first time in battle, he figured Top would forgive him taking this one small liberty. 
He hoists the Nagasha’s head and the bloodied blade high in the air, and enhances his voice with axiom so the whole damn plaza can hear him clearly.
“JAI MAA KALI! AYO GORKHALI!”
Hail to the goddess of war and destruction. The Gurkhas are upon you.
Discarding the head of his slain adversary, Jerry quickly recovers the plasma sword. No way in Hel's realm would he miss the opportunity to get his hands on a working goddamn lightsaber. He couldn't let the bad guys have all the fun with one of these after all. He tucks the weapon into a pouch and reassesses the area.
Immediately around him, the Nagasha’s mega dead, her head now tossed casually into the pile of her coils. The Sonir is similarly eliminated. The Feli’s still gasping and gurgling for breath. She’s likely going to drown in her own blood if he doesn’t intervene. The feline alien reaches out for him feebly, mouthing what appears to be an apology. It’s the eyes that awaken some sort of mercy in the pissed off Marine. Big green kitten eyes with plenty of tears. She’s regretful, but not just because she’s almost certainly about to die. She’s also very, very scared.
“Fine... fine! I’ll help you. Just... hold still.”
Jerry goes into his kit for a general purpose axiom medical patch and pumps a fair bit of his own energy into it as he wraps it around the Feli’s throat. The general idea of the patch is it would more or less partially restore whatever damage it was applied to and at least hold everything together long enough to get actual medical attention to them. Still experimental, but no time like the present for a field test for some very severe trauma. The Feli's breathing immediately stabilized, even though she couldn’t speak still. Bridger gets her into a comfortable position and zip ties her arms behind her back and her ankles together.
“Cooperate when they take you and I’ll put a good word in for you okay?”
The Feli nods eagerly as Jerry rises and gets back in the fight, immediately trying to locate Jaruna first and foremost.
The ground floor is completely clear save for the bodies and craters. The rabble had already broken when Jerry had opened up an outlet for them, so they'd fled just as quickly as they could. Jaruna on the other hand was already up on the second floor. She'd clearly taken some heavy impacts from a mix of weapons on her power armor, including some explosives, but the Cannidor woman was still bellowing her challenges and war cries as she choked one Nagasha to death and dumped a spread of plasma shots into a leg breaker who'd been trying to get the laser cannon functioning again.
Jerry cleans the kukri with a caress of axiom, returning it to its sheath before drawing his MP7. The little sub machine gun is perfect for this sort of work, being a mix of an oversized pistol from hell and a precision automatic weapon with natural armor piercing properties. No Axiom needed, nothing special this time. Just copper and lead propelled by the finest gunpowder humanity could produce. 
With a second to draw in Axiom again, Jerry's running faster than the eye can see across the cat walks. He'd just made Jaruna's acquaintance after all, and he'd be damned if he left her hanging without help.
"Jaruna coming up on your left. Syl, one prisoner up here for pick up once we’re done taking out the trash."
"Glad to see you're in one piece, I was already tearing into the first of this lot when Syl shouted her warning. Then you shouted that war cry and sent all sorts of naughty shivers up my spine. What’d it mean?"
"Oh I'm not letting trash like this kill me. Besides, you promised me sushi, and I'm not about to miss a chance to take a meal with a lady who can actually enjoy something close to human cuisine. You want to know what I said, ask me again at dinner."
Any response Jaruna intended to make is cut off by a roar of pain as a close-in plasma shot penetrates some of the thinner armor at one of her joints. Joints have been the weak point of all armor since the days of plate mail on Earth, it seems some things never change. 
Even with her elbow theoretically shredded, the Cannidor has more than enough strength to deliver a tremendous overhand blow to the Horchka that attacked her, leaving the poor woman's head somewhere around her pelvis.
Not letting himself get too distracted with Jaruna's martial skill or absurd brute strength, Jerry begins to deliver high volumes of automatic weapons fire to the various combatants left standing. 
There's not much to do really. 
A Cannidor shock trooper was a force of goddamn nature, and Jaruna had leveled Danzia's gangers like they were palm trees in Florida during hurricane season. 
That still left Danzia herself. Jerry scans around quickly as he comes to a stop before looking up on a hunch.
There, wrapped around one of the main support pillars, was a furious Danzia, lining up what looked like some sort of rocket launcher from hell at Jaruna and himself. Jerry doesn't even have time to pull in axiom to do something. He simply takes a firm two handed stance with the MP7, and donates a five shot burst of ammunition to Danzia's forehead. They land within a second of each other, a tight grouping about the size of a quarter, at the range and angle, even Jerry admitted it was an excellent shot. 
The snake woman drops to the floor unceremoniously as Jaruna throws the last thug standing like a javelin through a plate glass window.
Her power armored feet lumber up next to where he's standing by the cooling corpse of the snake woman. Where she pops the seal on her helmet once again. Jaruna leans over, and spits on the body. 
"Well, that was anticlimactic. Quiet, easy. Danzia must have hated it as her brains exited the back of her skull without so much as a goddamn whimper. Nice shooting human." 
The Cannidor stomps over to the strange looking rocket launcher, which Jerry now recognizes as an Endless Barrage, a rocket launcher with a magazine that contained several thousand missiles that were shrunk down via axiom technology. An interesting piece legally in that you could own the magazine and own the launcher, but putting them together was illegal. 
"Damn, didn't expect her crew to have the kind of cash for one of these bad girls. Break that thing down into two pieces so it's legal and let's take it with us. Hate to waste something that fun on the cops. Sides. Never know when you can use approximately a thousand goddess damn missiles at the pull of a trigger."
Bridger raises an eyebrow, smiling up at the towering leviathan of a woman. "Us now?"
She chuckles, a low rumble that almost had a purring texture to it. Or more like a lion chuffing. 
"If you think I'm not getting a piece of you after seeing all that, you have a lot to learn about this galaxy Jerry boy. Sides, I reckon you saved my life a few times and what better way to repay you than crushing your pelvis and getting you some adorable army stomping, planet conquering, life taking, heart breaking Cannidor daughters? Am I right?"
Jerry doesn't get a chance to respond, as Syl hits him like a meteor right around then, nearly knocking him off his feet as she smothers him with kisses, frantically checking him for wounds all while talking to control. 
"Yes, the situation's contained. Right. No. Send the troops in to secure the area but all hostiles are ah... neutralized I think is the word. One prisoner, some of the other hostiles may still be alive. Right. Three friendlies in the area. Myself, my husband Commander Bridger, and an allied Cannidor mercenary who came to our aid. Yes. We need a medevac. Now!"
All the man can do is wrap his arms around his wife and hold her as human troops race into the area from all angles with weapons ready. He lets his eyes wander upward, luxuriating in Syl's embrace. 
At that moment, Jerry was sure of one thing.
They needed to get the hell off this goddamn planet.
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It was the damndest thing Jerry had seen on Centris so far, and it was just a restaurant. While 'sushi' is what he mentally translated the equivalent in galactic trade to, the actual impact of the restaurant they’d all gone out together was... way too Japanese to be a coincidence. Maybe it was just his mind projecting, but the refined, elegant simplicity of the very classy establishment was just too similar to a very nice sushi joint he’d made a habit of visiting while stationed in Okinawa for a couple of years. 
Then there was the staff. Mostly aquatic beings themselves, the local equivalent to a sushi chef was a Mnenmi, a blue skinned woman with ‘hair’ made of prehensile tentacles. She made quite a show of handling her blindingly sharp mono edge blades with her tentacles as she sliced various aquatic proteins and prepared them for dining. It was quite the spectacle just while walking past her to the private room Jaruna had gotten for them all.
He hadn’t quite known what to expect after the debrief when the armored merc had exchanged contact information with him and told him where to meet her with his wives the next evening. She’d said to dress nicely, which had ended up meaning dresses for the girls and his dress whites for him.
His snappy dress uniform with its tailored jacket and mandarin collar was complemented by the black Sam Brown belt crossing around his waist and over his right shoulder. The now very clean and polished kukri rode at the small of his back in a matching black leather dress sheath with gold trim to complete the martial ensemble. He could have carried his officer’s saber like the Admiral liked to for public outings, but it was a bit too cumbersome for him. He’d also skipped publicly wearing his pistol. He had quick access to it, and that was enough.
While he was certainly getting his fair share of stares, both as a man, and clearly a human on top of that, he thought the girls deserved to steal the show in any sane world.
Syl was wrapped in a light blue silk dress with a cut similar to a qipao that seemed to merge with her fur in places, and made the bright oranges of her coat and hair stand out like living fire. It slithered across her curves in ways that had made keeping his hands off of her while she was dressing a trial fit for Herakles or some other legendary hero, not a mere mortal man.
Nadi had asked for, and received some money to go clothes shopping. She’d never really had a chance to dress up before, so Jerry had told her to go all out. She’d promised to get something special, and the little dragon woman hadn’t disappointed. Her dress was a bit more familiar to Westerners, bunched up over one shoulder as if based on a toga or something similar. 
What was special was the material. 
It appeared to be black if she stood in the shadows, but when the slightest bit of light hit the material it coruscated with a dazzling display of colors that all seemed to tie back perfectly to the natural greenish blues of her scales. Apparently you could get even more out of the colors if you could see in the ultraviolet range, and Jerry regretted not being able to get the full experience of the dress immediately.
Which brought everything back around to Jaruna, the last member of their party with Eymali still off on her hunt. Jerry wished she could have been here for the event. They’d mostly done nights in, and their few nights out hadn’t been particularly fancy affairs. A quick discussion with Syl and Nadi had found them quickly voting Eymali to count as wife number three in any discussions with Jaruna. 
Her hunting quest was more or less a formality, and one that suited Eymali’s culture perfectly and had utterly delighted the woman. Still, Jerry would have felt better about conducting what amounted to a marriage interview with all three of the girls here. Even if the entire concept was still utterly mind boggling to him.
Jaruna had dressed up to the nines, meeting her own request and then some with a stunning red ensemble that managed to be beyond pornographic while staying stylish and... classy might not be the right word, but Jerry had heard a few women make appreciative comments of the Cannidor’s outfit. So what’s stylish out of Cruel Space clearly might vary wildly. It was a dress with a hemline down to Jaruna’s knees, but had a high slit up to nearly her navel, leaving her legs completely unimpeded and looking amazing thanks to sturdy Apuk made high heels, and let her show off hints of lacy black lingerie that admittedly was right in Jerry’s strike zone.
With the sheer volume of woman to cover, certain areas had been left strategically bare. Her back and stomach were not just nude, but framed and on display. Her rippling musculature and washboard abs slinked under the Cannidor plasma reflective fur coat, which did absolutely nothing to detract from the fact that Jaruna was absolutely shredded. Her powerful physique was perfectly complemented by her mostly covered, thick childbearing hips, and breasts that could only truly be done justice by listing them as capital grade weapons.
Her shock of red hair had also been tamed into a silky, shiny waterfall of scarlet, contrasting the crimson of her dress and the blue of her eyes perfectly. He’s not sure what had to be done to get the unruly mane he’d seen under her helmet earlier like that, but he assumed the death toll must have been comparable to the shoot out with the Nagasha gang.
Far from her rough and tumble merc persona, Jaruna proved to be a thoughtful, polite and utterly charming woman who had perfect manners the entire evening. She’d even brought Syl flowers to congratulate her on her pregnancy! It was something of an act, but it was an act with a point. That she could live in their world. Live in any world for that matter. Plus sometimes a girl just wanted to get gussied up and go out, and Jaruna was no different. Even if she was more likely to go gun or power armor shopping instead of dress shopping.
The meal had been almost as interesting as the company. The menus were tailored to species, and he’d been given a Cannidor menu on Jaruna’s request. The staff apparently knew her, and she had some idea that humans liked a bit more zing in their lives food wise. 
The real change between the menus however was the level of cooking for the various pieces of protein. Some things could be served universally raw, and they had a subtle flavor in this environment that everyone at the table, including Jerry, could appreciate.
Different proteins had different cooking standards, and in some cases cooking required different sauces and other fancies to tailor things appropriately to a different flavor profile. It was just enough like sushi back home that he found himself aching to get his hands on some proper sushi. Or just a nice bowl of rice and some soy sauce. On the plus side, the local booze, something vaguely white wine adjacent, was just enough like sake he could close his eyes and pretend it actually had some decent alcohol content.
“Right, no, with proper sushi back home everything’s raw. A lot of what we’ve had tonight would be called sashimi, it’s slices of raw fish, usually you don’t even season them, letting the delicate flavor of the fish speak for itself on one’s palette. Other times you prepare it in a style called nigiri, where you take a small pad of a grain called rice and place a piece of fish on top of it. The rice is prepared specially to have its own subtle flavors. Occasionally a little dollop of a ground root called wasabi is added, it’s quite spicy and would probably be a no go for all of you besides Jaruna. The other condiment is a fermented sauce called soy sauce... and I think that one would actually be safe. I’ll have to make a small batch of tuna and salmon meat and prepare you girls some human style sushi.”
“Every time he talks about food you two look scared but I get a bit hungry even after we’ve been kicking back all this delicious stuff. I wonder why that is?”
Jaruna winks at the other two women, keeping up her show as a good hostess.
Syl however, seems to be done with the games of the evening. “Right... that’s enough playing I think, let’s get down to brass tacks shall we?”
That gets the Cannidor’s attention, and she leans in. “You don’t mind that I’m still the same foul mouthed bitch you met earlier do you? I just wanted to prove I can clean up and act like a people... I know you’re something of an upper class gal, and for all this stud’s rolling around in the mud like a grunt, I think he likes classy.”
“I’m a fan of girls who can do both, and you’ve certainly done that.”
“Vote of confidence from our husband aside, and setting aside your timely rescue Ms. Jaruna... I would like to know a bit about your family circumstances if you don’t mind.”
Syl actually pulls out a data pad as if she’s about to start taking notes. Clearly she takes her status as head of the household more seriously than Jerry had previously thought when it was just himself, Syl and Nadi. Then again, they’ve been adding rough and tough warrior women at a somewhat steady rate now. Not that he wanted much more than three wives. Or hell even any more than Syl. But this was how the galaxy worked.
“Well first off I don’t have a clan name. Tossed it with the rest of my clan. They went into some business my honor couldn’t agree with... and I wanted to do things my way anyway. My father... was a good man. A kind man. I didn't know him much, just the usual important events for a growing Cannidor girl, but he always gave me a new book or two to read. Philosophy, history. The food for thought my father gave me taught me to be something more than just a bad ass. That I couldn’t only rely on my strength, and that underestimating smaller beings was a good way to end up dead in a ditch. He showed me what honor meant as much as told me, and that it was worth living, and dying by. I think some Cannidor have forgotten about honor in our rush towards faith... and those that lose their faith become little better than animals a lot of times. I’ve been a full time independent merc for a couple decades now, always been looking for something better than merc work. If I’m lucky I found it.”
“So you wouldn't have a problem leaving your mercenary life behind?” Syl’s eyes widened slightly. A Cannidor disowning their entire clan was a big deal in their society. Being willing to quit being a merc was interesting too, and indicated Jaruna was deadly serious about her pursuit.
“Well I’d need to find something else to do to support myself, do my bit for the family and our hubby, and my primary talent set is violence, but bounty hunting’s always on option even without leaving Centris...”
Jerry raises a hand. “I think I can handle any work worries as far as you’re concerned if you join us, Jaruna. So if that’s everything you had after tonight’s discussion Syl... I think we need to vote. Because I have some pressing business to table for the whole family. We’ll have to hypercom call Eymali to bring her in on the discussion once we get home. In fact... purely for security. We’d need to have this talk at home anyway. Over drinks for a nightcap or whatever. Girls? Thoughts on our candidate Ms. Jaruna?”
Nadi leans in. She had liked Jaruna quite a bit from the start. Cannidor were nicer to Kohbs and similar creatures than most already, but Jaruna had been appropriately polite to her as a potential senior wife, not just as a cute little thing that needed to be protected.
“I think she’ll be a fine addition to the family. She’s certainly a Cannidor, and she’s certainly a mercenary, but as she’s shown us quite brilliantly on this date, she’s a proper lady too, and I think she’d make a good wife to Jerry, and a good sister to us. A good mother for the children as well.”
Syl takes her time, mulling things over for a moment. Not exaggerating, just giving the subject the due consideration and seriousness it deserved. “You’ve strong morals, a good heart and you’re more than capable of helping protect our husband and our children when they arrive. I agree with Nadi, I suspect you’ll be a good mother to our children too. I say yes.”
Jerry smiles. “Sounds like you’re in if you want to be in Jaruna.”
His smile’s returned by a broad grin from the Cannidor woman. “Always did want a proper courtship, even if we threw it off a bit by meeting in the middle of one hell of a fight, but damned if that didn’t get me all sorts of worked up. We’ll have to deal with that properly... but after we get home and discuss this serious family business you want to bring up Jerry. I’ll get the check, let’s go home shall we?”
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The group had returned home to a very excited Mikasa.
Jaruna found the little creature absolutely enthralling, and had nearly torn her dress before realizing getting down to play with the puppy in her finery was a bit unbecoming.
Mikasa was now snuggled into Syl’s lap as Jerry began to discuss his family business, and by the goddess was it a doozy.
Syl’s ears flatten to her head as she tries to process what she’d just heard her husband say. 
“You... Want to leave Centris? But the business! And... and...”
Jerry reaches over and gently strokes Syl’s cheek, reassuring her. 
“I’m not leaving without you, any of you. I want that to be clear. This will be a family move... and if we play things right with Admiral Cistern, it’ll mean I’m actually with you more often than having to go back for duty all the time. It’ll also be in the name of the business. I did a little research over the last day once we got home after the shoot out. Here...”
He fiddles with the Tri-D viewer and brings up a projection of a small science ship, about half the size of a standard cargo hauler.
“We could rig up all the cloning tanks we have and then some in this ship, with some space in the cargo bays after provisions and equipment left over for storage of live animals. We were discussing how to service the developing Undaunted world of Vucsa 5, the human colony on Bruel... if Bruel herself doesn’t soon become an Undaunted world, and any other possessions or territories seized by the Undaunted for Earth and her allies. It would also let us more directly exploit situations like the Yauya home world’s desire for Nagala without paying exorbitant shipping costs... We could simply fly a circuit and develop orders for the next destination before we arrive at our current destination. We service that world, keep an ear out for any commercial sales and start the next world’s orders in the tanks. They mature by the time we arrive, and so forth.”
Another image pops up showing a store for rent in a spire much closer to the Dauntless.
“We’d keep a permanent facility here in the hands of employees, to service the pet needs of the Dauntless’s crew... and any Centris residents who think they want one of course. The main focus however would be provisions, both for the Dauntless while she’s here, and with special priority for the same and EFL ships. However we’ll specifically be looking to develop the market for the food products here. Beef, pork, chicken, in its varying types and varieties stand to be worth a lot of damn money if we play our cards right, even after the Dauntless moves on.”
Their husband sits back with a furrowed brow.
“The one problem is me. I think we need to leave Centris. We’ve been attacked twice in a major way and I’m worried the third time will be the charm for the bad guys. We might get attacked anywhere, but I’d rather be a moving target. I’d also like to be able to regularly take my children places with grass that aren’t a public park, and honestly I think that’ll be easier if we’re spacers than living here in the galactic center. Which leads me back to the trouble. I’m still in the Undaunted military. I’m an asset, an important one that the Admiral won’t want to just give up. He can’t just place me on loose leash protocols like the men crewing with the EFL or Vernon Shay after he met that princess of his.”
It’s Syl’s turn to furrow her brow. She can’t disagree with anything he said. The actual profit potential of going mobile was incredible just running the numbers in her head, and that was just working solely with Undaunted allies. The idea of running a just in time delivery system for cloning could be huge, and all it would take would be... doing what? Would their standard of living change? Many ships have nice living quarters, but with five adults and the goddess only knows how many children in the future.
“Hold it.” Jaruna holds up a hand. “I think I have a solution.” She gestures to the projector with her own small computer. “If I may?”
Syl quickly nods her consent, wondering what the mercenary might have in mind. For how much she clearly enjoyed battle, she really was a very erudite, intelligent creature, and she planned things out without taking much care for the common biases of her kind.
“We’re not thinking big enough Hubby. That little ship would be tight going for our family before the babies come, and between all of us we’ve got the cash for something decent. It’d be an investment... but I think I can see a way to get your Admiral Cistern to pay off a lot of our changes and upgrades. I like to shop for space ships, been planning on getting a heavily armed little gunship to call my own and get off Centris. Well I saw this thing when I was going through the listings the other day...”
A much larger ship pops up on screen. It’s not the ugliest vessel in the world, one of the smaller classes of mass conveyor, a kind intentionally designed to be incredibly versatile and modular while still having a fully enclosed hull.
Many cargo ships just hauled depressurized cargo pods through the void without so much as a care in the universe. This beast, which was even larger than the Dauntless herself, was something different.
“With this bad girl, we could have ourselves a palatial estate as part of the intended living quarters. We could maintain separate damn homes if we wanted and not fill up too badly... and there’d be plenty of space for barracks or smaller apartments to take on staff, and we would want to be taking on staff. When configured for labs we’d be able to do our cloning work, expand said work, and take on scientists from the Dauntless in a piecemeal manner...:”
Jaruna rotates the wire model, pointing out different parts of the hull.
“They just come aboard all quiet like, equipment’s swapped in and out disguised as cargo assuming the Admiral likes keeping as much information private as possible. Defensively these things rate massive shields standard, and we can always upgrade them. Maybe get some of that armor you humans are so fond of. Plus on this model in particular, the power plant’s massively oversized.”
The schematics flash to the power plant, which admittedly is pretty sizable.
“Enough we could fit some capital grade laser turrets and plasma turrets if we wanted with plenty of juice to spare. If that’s not enough for weapons surprises, I know a girl who can not only get us a deal on the las and plas, but can also get us capital scale missile weapons. Anti Ship missiles and the like are one thing, but also stuff like orbit to ground precision strike missiles. Nice thing about them is they just take space, and we’ll have plenty of that if we’re using this thing as a science, research, supply ship and mobile trading hub. One of the primary uses of this class of conveyor was making supply runs to new colonies in uncharted space, or acting as small colony ships themselves. There’s not a lot they can’t do if we’re willing to configure it.”
Jerry leans in, deeply fascinated now.
“In effect, we’d be making a Q ship. Q ships were ocean going cargo haulers designed to look relatively harmless so no one paid attention to them. Their German cousins were the same way, though with different intent. The Q ships would lure submarines, stealth vessels under the waves, up to the surface where they’d pulverize them with their guns. The Germans with their auxiliary cruisers did something similar, but acted more as pirates and commerce raiders, using their unassuming look to get merchantmen to let their guard down before pouncing.”
Another few schematics flash by.
“Hmm... you know it strikes me. We’d be able to have commercial traffic come in and out locally with this beast. The hangars are perfect for it. Even sell cargo space to our next destination. These hangars in the back though... we could keep them private. There’s all this space... it’s perfect for running special operations off the ship. We wouldn’t need to be directly involved, we’d just have a particularly heavy ship’s security company from Admiral Cistern to protect the ship and its vital supplies.”
Syl’s ears are perking up again, the plan was forming properly in her mind now. She’d be able to do an incredible amount business wise with this sort of space. The  available space for their family or clan quarters also had lots of potential. She could even fortify them. Add defenses, emergency escape pods. Whatever would satisfy her that she was doing everything possible to protect her family and especially her kits. 
They could have a good life among the stars. Set up properly on a large vessel they’d want for nothing. They could even put a terrarium in to get a little bit of green in their daily lives.
“If I remember the minimum crew to actually fly and maintain that kind of ship’s around two hundred people, more if we need gunnery crews on the sly... those are harder to find though.” Syl’s all business now. She’d clearly sold herself on the plan, now was the time to make sure it could actually succeed.
“No, we can just put word out to the EFL that we’re willing to take on girls with a “colorful” background that are looking to go legit. Provided an EFL captain will vouch for them and they’re willing to take the Oath of the Undaunted personally, not just as a pirate we can scare up experienced crew women in all sorts of fields, as well as hopefully get some more folks off the Dauntless and running around the galaxy proper.”
Jerry manipulates the design again, pointing to one long pair of decks in the ‘top’ module.
“Facilities wise, there’s room for proper shops on something like this, and they could be quite profitable if they’re owned and managed by the ship’s owners. Which would be us in this case. A proper sick bay that we could bring up to hospital grade, with both Axiom, genetic and human healing techniques. There’s even room for a school if there’s other families aboard or we have enough kids that home schooling isn’t feasible any more.”
The four of them gaze at the schematic of the ship for a moment. They all silently raise their hands as if on cue, and Nadi hops down off the couch.
“I’ll go call our wayward Yauya, I’m sure she’ll be happy to tour with us.” 
The petite dragon bounces up to steal a smooch from Jerry before heading off to one of the more powerful computer terminals.
Syl rises. “I’ll start marshaling the funds, I haven’t signed the contracts on the expansions for this facility so that’s quite a bit of funding available as well, if we get Dauntless support... yes. I think this has a lot of potential in many, many ways. I’ll also call my lawyer and tell them to rush a contract over to the people selling that ship. It’s a good deal, but ships that size sell slowly. She’ll open negotiations and make sure we get the best deal possible... but also make sure we get that damn ship.”
The Volpir woman smiles over to her husband across the coffee table, her evident joy reaching the very tips of her ears as her tell tale tail wags behind her. She’d thought she’d be scared or frightened tonight after the events of the day. Instead she was in love... and looking forward to tomorrow.
“I never thought I’d leave Centris, but... I’m excited now.”
Jerry leans over and gives Syl a deep, passionate kiss. “I’m glad. I want us all to be happy, safe, and productive after all.”
Jaruna leans in, clearly eager for her own smooch as Syl sashays away, humming to herself as she considers her work for the next few days. “I’m not sure what I’ll do besides being the family’s muscle. But I’m in. All the way. All the time. That’s what a family is right?”
She startles a bit as her husband to be rests a finger on her nose. “Actually, I think I have a job that’ll suit you perfectly... see we’ll be having a large complement of soldiers if this goes right. You’re damn experienced, more than experienced enough to be one of those soldiers and you have unique experience with power armor... I want one of the suggestions we take to Cistern be that we dissect, reverse engineer, build, equip, and train my special operations troops with power armor, and another dozen Officers, NCOs and technicians who will come back to the Dauntless once we’re done with the program and start putting that into mass scale...”
Jaruna interrupts him by resting a finger on his lips in turn. “I love your genius mind, I want you to know that. Such clever little creatures you humans are, and you in particular. I love it when you lead... but right now darling, I want to be very, very clear. Just like I’ll be encouraging my sisters to be very, very clear to you when it’s relevant to them. You have something better to be doing than playing with toy soldiers for Cistern. We should wait till Eymali returns at least, so we can present our plan to him as a group of five. United. Undaunted.”
“Well, that sounds perfectly reasonable. So what’s this something better I should be doing instead of working out plans for the Crimson Tear?”
The Cannidor’s grin widens to the point that Jerry’s a touch worried she’s going to swallow him whole. 
“Me of course.”
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"The Admiral will see you now, ladies, Commander, First Sergeant."
As colorful a group as people were walking into Admiral Cistern's office were, the trio waiting in that office were plenty colorful in their own right. First and foremost of course was the Admiral himself. Cistern as always cut a resplendent figure, and gave the impression of being larger than life... even if he wasn't the tallest person in the room by well over two feet. 
Next to him was a woman that Jerry recognized as Ambassador Nikti Tal of the world of Bruel, soon to be the site of one of humanity's first off world colonies... and the Admiral's... girlfriend? 
Frankly Jerry had thought the man would be a permanent bachelor after his harpy of an ex-wife had torn into him, but apparently the petite green woman with her tribal jewelry over a well fit business suit had managed to charm the Admiral and return a little love to the man's life. 
It made Jerry wonder who was going to try her hand next at seducing the most powerful human off Terra. The long odds in the arms rooms of the special forces teams said Lady Ticanped, Speaker of the Council, but no one knew if the pretentious woman was even single. More likely to Jerry seemed to be a political marriage with a member of the Apuk Imperial household. If the Apuk were as 'old school' as he'd heard, then few things solidified an alliance quite like blood ties. 
Rounding out the trio awaiting them was the ever present Sir Philip, already moving around and asking if anyone wanted some tea, or freshening up the Admiral's cup of coffee, earning a wrinkle of the nose from Ambassador Tal before her own cup was topped off with a floral tea. 
Of course, the group Jerry had brought with him was no less colorful than the group receiving him. He himself was pretty interesting to anyone who could read his uniform. The Marine Raider dagger on his right breast, and the new Undaunted Commando dagger on his left, the command star glinting on his right pocket, spoke to his accomplishments, as did the Kukri on his belt. His wives had all worn professional attire, and all looked... interesting to say the least. 
Syl's attire was professional, but she'd dressed it up with a shawl that made her look more like a queen than the CEO and geneticist she was. Nadi was wearing a lab coat over her suit. Eymali had opted for her huntsmistress leathers, complete with the Yauya honor blades on her wrists. Jaruna... was Jaruna, and Cannidor stand out whether they're in fatigues, a suit, a dress or nude. She had however selected a surprisingly snazzy business suit. Something she'd bought for bodyguard gigs apparently, and it was loaded with low profile armor, which was apparently standard for Cannidor fashion. 
Top Gurung stood just to the side in his duty fatigues, a smile on his face, and his kukri on his belt. His own insignia marking him out as a master warrior that had to be seen to be believed. 
Then there was the puppy Mikasa, already up to around twelve pounds and growing rapidly, the friendly little pup had immediately won over Nikti Tal, and was cute enough to draw a rare smile from the taciturn Admiral Cistern. The puppy busied herself with exploring the Admiral’s office, occasionally sneaking under the Admiral's desk and giving his leg a friendly nuzzle before romping back to Jerry and Syl to hide in the Volpir woman’s tail.
“Well Commander, I understand congratulations are in order. Several times. On several subjects.”
Jerry blushes and grins sheepishly. “I admit I wasn’t expecting to get married in such rapid succession... finding out Syl’s carrying six as well...”
Admiral Cistern’s eyes widen for a moment before he regains control of himself. “Well, that’s ah. Six. Good god. Yes. Congratulations indeed. However, this meeting was about business. So let’s get down to business. Sir Philip has told me about your cloning operation, and from the animals I see in the corridors, and this cute little beastie that’s roaming around my office, I assume the pet business is booming. From my dinner the night before, I can also assume your efforts to produce Earth meats in the lab are... exceptionally successful to say the least.”
“It absolutely is, sir. We have a proposal that will both massively increase our now rapidly growing business, our value to the Undaunted, and open a new tactical capability for our forces in the field. We have a lot of flexibility with the EFL, but they are just pirates, and frankly the men who volunteered to go with them are not special forces personnel. They’re doing a bang up job regardless, but for some tasks we will need more than just wild improvising.”
Jerry reaches forward and places a tri d viewer on the Admiral’s desk, which brings up an image of a large ship. 
“This is the Crimson Tear, she's a Volxtara class mass conveyor originally set up as a colony ship designed to move a population of up to twelve thousand people. We signed the paperwork for her this morning, so she’s entirely our ship, and has successfully been rechristened. Our plan is to take our cloning business mobile, to better support the Undaunted and our colonies and outposts. At this scale we’ll be able to do all manner of mobile trading, both in our specific field and in others. However the scale of the ship and her facilities give us some rather unique opportunities for developing and field trialing equipment while also placing special forces teams into the field.”
The visual changes to a blueprint view of the ship, which highlights its extensive hangar facilities, then shifts to a close in view of the hangars at the aft of the ship.
“These hangars are isolated and have extensive room for strike craft of varying sizes. Both gunships for defensive use if needed, or for providing support to teams in contact, and a variety of ships for moving troops or intelligence operatives into and out of position under the cover of commercial traffic. Provided we purchase predominantly alien produced vessels for this work, no one will even notice our teams moving in and out of an area of operations. I also specifically think this would represent an optimal deployment opportunity for the new Huscarl class gunships we currently have in development.”
The images switch to the internal deck by deck breakdown of the vessel.
“While a few decks would be dedicated to our cloning operation and to our crew, along with other civilian forward missions such as trade, we have plenty of room to do everything from setting up an intelligence hub, and a special forces base, as well as specialist development labs for whatever we want, alongside extensive training facilities. Initially I’d like to propose we move to develop power armor for our elite troops, with Jaruna taking the lead with a commission as a Warrant Officer in the Undaunted, providing both her expertise as a power armored infantry woman with many decades experience, and maintaining and caring for her own armor. She’s also an expert on the weaknesses of power armor, so we could potentially build our suits for our special operations troops and other high risk units to a higher standard. We’d also want a further two dozen officers, NCOs and technicians who would return to the Dauntless and stand up more power armored units.”
Another shift back to an outer view of the ship with a text labeling it as “proposed modifications”. The hull is now decently armored, and there’s blisters that shift to reveal naval grade weapons, ranging from lasers and plasma to missiles of varying sizes, along with a mix of point defense weapons.
“We’d also propose arming this ship with a few naval grade weapons and some defenses. We’ll normally be running an commercial IFF and registration, but just doing business with humanity will make us a ship of interest to pirates and the like. I’d also like something of an EFL identity and deal... we’re an independent, private vessel, but also very much part of the Undaunted, more so than our friends in the EFL. It’s complicated, but there’s no laws against it in Galactic space, or under our charter of rights and responsibilities. Crew wise we’d want a mix of EFL girls who want to go legit and are willing to formally enlist in the Undaunted military, civilian staff both from Earth and not to handle things like the cloning labs, and my special operations company. I would stand as both owner operator and captain, civilian, as well as captain, martial. I’m not asking for a promotion, but I wouldn’t say no as the commander of an independent vessel.”
The image changes again to an ancient merchantman flying the red ensign of the British Merchant Marine. The ship’s name was clearly visible, the Rawalpindi. The image then changes to a submarine schematic labeled as the Seawolf class, a nuclear powered attack submarine that had been heavily modified to support some special ways to deploy special forces troops with a wide variety of equipment.
“Our inspiration is somewhere between the old Q ships and the American Seawolf class submarines from the late twentieth century. We’d mostly do support, besides getting intelligence officers and spec ops teams where they need to go quietly, but if we needed to go hot with orbital naval gunfire support or similar needs of a team we would be able to provide it while running our military IFF... it might compromise us, but I believe we’d be able to get away with it most of the time, especially when operating in deep space. We could also provide support with things like stealth missiles, once we develop some, which would be even harder to trace back to our humble merchantman.”
Jerry takes a breath, and steps back. “That’s the gist of it Admiral. This is of course a significant opportunity for my family, but also a significant opportunity for the Undaunted as a whole. We stand to gain quite a bit in the immediate term, and the benefit will only increase as we gain more and more colonies and worlds that can use our kind of cloning support. We’ve already got orders or inquiries about all kinds of services, ranging from cattle for the human colony being built on Bruel from the new Undaunted colonial authority, to Vucsa 5’s new government asking about rapid domestication services for a local avian that’s apparently quite tasty. Syl?” 
Sylindra steps forward and changes the display to a proposed navigation route.
“As my husband was saying Admiral, rather than build independent facilities on all these planets, we can serve them better by staying mobile, as well as being flexible enough to make visitations to new Undaunted claims as they go up in the galaxy. Once they start growing big enough that there’s consistent demand, we’ll invest in a permanent facility and staff to serve the local community. We’ll be leaving a permanent facility here on Centris for example, we have long term contracts for provisions to meet for the Dauntless, and our new facilities on Zalwore just to start. The Centris facility will also fulfill  the desires of the Dauntless’s crew for pets in the short term, and in the long term service the gourmet market on Centris, which promises to be quite profitable. Lots of people like meat, and exotic meat from Cruel Space is all kinds of interesting to a wide variety of aliens.”
Jaruna grins. “You should sell some of them cows straight to the Cannidor homeworld, or send a gift of a small herd, once they get their teeth into them you’d have some new friends for sure... or we’d have some steady customers at the very least. That beef stuff’s amazing! Lanrak is good but some of the flavors...”
Cistern strokes his beard as he considers. "Hmmm. Well it's certainly a bold plan, but not without precedent. The risk is fairly well managed... and it makes you a moving target Commander Bridger considering your habit getting in gun fights, getting you off Centris certainly seems like a good idea." Cistern looks up with a chuckle. "Though considering you keep meeting wives in those situations, perhaps that's just your preferred method of courtship? No matter, I think we’ll need to iron out some details, and your ship will need further modifications to bring it up to the point that I’m comfortable having it as what amounts to a naval auxiliary and merchant marine member, but all of that frankly sounds excellent Captain Bridger, and I’d be a fool to stop you doing it.”
Jerry raises an eyebrow. “Sir, I’m not a captain yet."
Cistern matches him with a bit of a smirk. “You’re a Captain when I damn well say you are son, and as the commanding officer of a naval vessel you very much rate the promotion. We’ll have to put you through an abbreviated command and staff college while your ship is being modified. When you take possession, transfer her to a 'dry' dock near the Dauntless. We’ll make the arrangements. Then we’ll get started on the modifications on our end.”
Bridger beams with pride as he snaps to and salutes sharply. “With pleasure Admiral.”
“So... for the rest of you, Madame Bridger... err, Sylindra, do you and your fellow wives have plans for how you want your positions to be? I’m happy to confirm Jaruna as a warrant officer but I’m not quite sure what to do with you.”
“We’ll remain as private citizens, or civilians rather, though we shall gladly be in service to the Undaunted. You have quite a few scientists in that status... and as long as our family’s kept together with our ship, I have nothing to lose and everything to gain. I’ll stand with humanity Admiral, not just as my husband’s wife, but as myself. I think I speak for Nadi and Eymali as well. We’ve plenty to offer without putting a uniform on.”
Nadi and Eymali nod vigorously, a habit picked up from Jerry, and more or less confirming what Syl was saying. They didn’t need to be in the military to do what they did best for their family and their theoretical new nation.
Eymali steps forward. “I’ll be offering my services as a consultant to the intelligence and special forces units aboard. I’m a recently qualified huntsmistress, and an expert in stealth, with and without axiom, tracking, survival, trapping, and hunting, both animals and sapient life forms, and a variety of other skills that your soldiers might find valuable.”
Nadi is next. “Admiral, I’ll continue my services as a genetics specialist. I'm also arranging to finish my schooling for genetic medical science, so eventually I’ll be one of the ship’s medical doctors. I have all the training and more experience than many such specialists, so really I just need to write a thesis and send it to my university of choice.”
Cistern nods, and makes a few notes. “Right, my office will forward all the appropriate paperwork for you all to review and sign... and we can do the oath of the Undaunted at a later date. Further, since you’ll now be under my direct purview Captain I want you to provide my secretary a leave request. I can’t give you four months of honeymoon leave, but I can certainly ensure you take a proper honeymoon with your wives. The Crimson Tear will be in dry dock for some time, so even with your own command and staff college course and OCS for Warrant Officer Jaruna, I think we can afford a month or two off for you before you assume your spaceborne duties.”
Jerry looks to his wives, consulting with them briefly without a word then turned back and said. “Thank you sir, I’ll be sure to do that. Maybe we’ll visit Serbow or the Yauya homeworld. The former’s a newly minted ally, and I expect the Yauya and Dzedin will soon follow in that category.”
“Much as I appreciate the efforts of Vernon Shay Captain, and while I certainly won’t restrict you from going anywhere... I will discourage you from conducting diplomacy with the Yauya on your honeymoon. Leave is to relax. Something I suspect will require intense mental conditioning to convince the Nerd Squad to accept.” Cistern chuckles. “Unless there’s anything else, I have other business to attend to. Captain, warrant officer, first sergeant, ladies.”
Jerry steps forward with a far more relaxed smile. “Actually Admiral we have one more bit of business to conduct, a delivery for Ambassador Tal.”
Nikti grins widely, seems Cistern hadn’t figured her out, nor had Philip tipped the Admiral off. Jerry had wondered when the special order came in from the Ambassador’s office.
“Warrant Officer, if you’d please...”
Jaruna pulls the box off her back. It had been perfectly hidden by her bulk. It’s less of a box, more of a kennel with some built in storage. The small size suggests a terrier sized animal.
“Admiral, with your permission... it is your office after all.”
The Admiral clearly knows something’s up now, looking to Nikti with a slightly bemused look just reaching his eyes. He waves for Jaruna to continue, and the kennel is placed on the Admiral’s desk by Nikti’s chair.
Nikti can’t keep the glee off her face as she opens the kennel and releases the occupant, a small Cesky terrier puppy. The little creature immediately romps out and begins to lick and nuzzle Nikti’s hands.
“I thought you might like one. I know you miss... many things from Cruel Space, and I know your dogs are one of them. I can’t help with the other things, not yet anyway, but I can help with this.”
The tone of the conversation is surprisingly heavy. Jerry had known that the Admiral had left his family in Cruel Space, not of his own accord, but because of his ex-wife destroying his life. It was common enough knowledge, hell that had been reported on the galactic news! Jerry had also heard that she’d poisoned Cistern’s own sons against him, a tragically common practice by a certain kind of human woman. Quickly, not wanting to impact the couple’s privacy, he begins to usher his family and top out of the Admiral’s office with a respectful salute from himself, Jaruna and Top.
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Sir Philip follows them into the outer office, promptly sealing the door behind himself. Top quickly salutes and makes himself scarce, the lifelong infantry NCO preferring to spend as little time in officer country as humanly possible.
“Well timed Captain.”
“Coming from you Sir Philip I’ll certainly consider that a compliment of the highest order."
The older man smiles. “On an intelligence note, I have a few things for you and your family. Firstly, the crime family that you offended is indeed no more. Their parent organization, and by extension their birth mother, sent us several axiom ride trade bars as blood money, apologizing for what she considered a disgusting and vulgar display by her... less successful children. It seems she was actually rather pleased that you and Warrant Officer Jaruna finished them off, as it saved her hiring someone to do the job and spared her reputation the damage their continued existence would undoubtedly cause.”
A case is promptly offered to Jerry, and he takes it before Sir Philip continues.
“The bars are in this case, obviously we didn’t feel we should take money earned on your private time. There’s a further few lesser trade bars in there as a wedding gift, though I suspect you’ll be investing quite a bit of that into your new ship. Then there's yet further coinage amounting to 385,000 credits that are the sum total of the bounties on your assailants. Mostly small time, but there were quite a lot of ruffians weren’t there?”
The case is popped open and is exactly as Sir Philip described, filled to the brim with money.
“Damn, I haven’t seen this much cash in one place... ever!” Jaruna’s eyes widen a bit as she runs a finger through the case, habitually counting out the payment.
“I haven’t seen this much hard currency and I’m hardly without significant funds of my own. We’ve just had a significant amount of our investment into the Crimson Tear and its various facilities covered.” Syl nods, also doing the numbers in her head, albeit with far less mercenary intent than Jaruna.
“Covered and then some if I’ve got my numbers right. Makes me feel a bit better about getting them to throw those two gunships in Eymali and I wanted.” Jaruna notes.
“Hold it. How the hell did we qualify for a bounty? I’m no bounty hunter. Unless I signed something again without looking.” 
Jerry puzzles, snapping the case shut and sticking it into an axiom pocket.
Sir Philip bows slightly, gesturing to Jaruna. 
“Lady Jaruna takes the credit there. She is a registered bounty hunter, and we were able to force through a bounty hunting permit for yourself Captain Bridger. I’m told the special operations teams will all be getting licensed as bounty hunters for at least one set of identities. Cover for operations, and a way to fund continued operations in Wild space and on the Frontier.”
Sir Philip paces a step, clearly affecting a thinking pose to the ladies, but letting Jerry see a wolfish smile of a man who’s just been handed a golden opportunity. 
“As for myself, I’ll be selecting the intelligence cell for the ship personally. I think I know just the officer to command the cell too. She’ll send over details on the lab they’ll want to lock down as their offices in the next week or so after reviewing the blue prints. They’ll handle the modifications, just keep people out of that sector after they begin to move in until they’ve secured it.”
Jerry nods sharply. “Almost seems you knew about this in advance Sir Philip.”
Another smile from the old gentleman, a twinkle in his eye. “Oh not quite young sir, I had actually been considering such a capacity for quite some time, and you have proceeded to offer my intelligence staff something better than I could ever dream of in terms of an opportunity. A commercial cover that isn’t even a true cover! Entirely legitimate. Ah. Almost reminds me of the old days. Old Q ships and vessels under the red ensign got quite a workout, let me tell you!”
Another flourish of Philip’s hand brings forth a small tri d projector and projects an image of a Feli that Jerry recognizes as the woman he’d spared at the plaza engagement.
“For your crew, I believe this young woman is an excellent immediate addition. She’s been entirely cooperative and extremely apologetic the entire time she’s been in captivity. She’s also been very consistent in her desire to speak to you and your wives so she can formally apologize. She’s the sister of Mabby Smith, a pirate engineer in service to the EFL and the wife of Commander Franklin Smith of the same. Ms. Wichen is a qualified engineer of decent talent according to her sister, but tried to break out of the family business and into something a bit more exciting. Apparently she’s a noted hand to hand combatant in the local market, using either plasma swords or her own natural claws reinforced with axiom.”
Jaruna nods thoughtfully. “Yeah I’ve heard of her, she’s supposed to be pretty good if you need security, or have a job that requires a mix of tech skills and violence. Something of a two for one deal in that regard for a lot of employers.”
Philip nods in Jaruna’s direction, waiting patiently for her input before continuing. 
“She’s incredibly upset about this whole sort of thing because she was brought in as an outside contractor like Warrant Officer Jaruna, and wouldn’t have taken the job if she’d known humans were involved.”
“Why in the worlds would she draw a line there?” Syl asks, ear twitching with curiosity.
The butler simply presses a button, and the still image switches to a video recording with full audio.
"What? Goddess no! Last thing I need to do is bring discord between my family and the new species my sister married into. Besides, she said humans are almost universally hunks! That guy who throat punched me was pretty hot for someone doing a decent job of killing me. I couldn’t turn a claw against all that man! I mean, it’d be like ruining art work! Anyway those slithery witches didn’t say a damn thing about this stuff when they hired me on as a bodyguard for Silria. As far as I’m concerned they broke our damn deal so I’ll roll on them all day and all night if any of them managed to survive... I’m thinking they didn’t. That dude took Silria’s head off like he didn’t exactly have a lot of mercy saved up. I’m shocked he saved me. Guess I was looking pretty pitiful at the time huh?”
Philip hits the stop button and puts the projector away. 
“She goes on like that at length. Honestly it was the easiest interrogation I’ve ever performed. It was harder to get her to stop talking once we got her patched up. She is, as you might have guessed, rather enamored of you Captain Bridger, but I doubt it’ll be much of an issue to redirect her attention should you decide four wives are sufficient for you.”
“I think it’s more a case of them deciding what is or isn’t sufficient Philip, but I’ll take that under advisement. I’ll stop by the brig with the girls and we’ll interview her personally, but I suspect we’ll be taking her on.”
“Oh no sir, I shan’t allow pregnant women to make such a trek into the bowels of this ship. I’ll have her fetched. Please wait in conference room three, I’ll send someone by with some snacks and tea, and coffee for yourself. Two lumps of sugar?”
“Please and thank you Sir Philip, you have our appreciation.”
Sir Philip quickly hands them off to one of his subordinates who leaves them in the nicely appointed conference room alone. 
Mikasa immediately tears off to start exploring the strange new place, which smelled of fresh cleaning chemicals but her sensitive nose likely could pick up all manner of interesting new scents, be they aliens, or more importantly, traces of food!
Syl lets out a deep sigh. “Whew... we did it! I thought we would but I was a bit worried all the same.” A sly smile crosses her face. “They’re going to have a hell of a time tailoring up a uniform for you, Jaruna, but I imagine you’ll look quite sharp in it.”
A mild look of distaste is the immediate reaction from Jaruna, but she forces it down. 
“Hey if that’s the price I have to pay then so be it... but just for reminding me I’ll make sure they design a uniform for the Undaunted Merchant Marine so you have something to get stuck in too.”
Laughter does the rounds as stress bleeds off them. Sure they’d been confident, confident enough that they’d purchased the Crimson Tear earlier this morning, but still it had been a serious risk. Now though, they could be confident in what they were doing... and there they were going.
“So... rescued a Feli while seducing a Cannidor did you?” Syl’s eyes narrow as she leans in to tease her husband. “Probably made the poor girl fall stone dead in love with you when you saved her life, I bet she thinks you’re some sort of angel now. Probably forcibly imprinted on you just looking at you even. Shall we assume she’s wife candidate number five?”
Jerry face palms. “Don’t remind me. I was fine with just you. Nadi’s sweet, and it’s the way things are done out here... and now there’s just... so many. I don’t even know this Feli! I mean. Fairly cute for someone trying to murder me... but then Jaruna was out to kill me too.”
“Heh and you didn’t even have to crush my throat to get me to play nice.” The Cannidor barks with laughter. “Well if she’s a decent engineer and as good a swordswoman as her rep says she is she’ll have my vote should Syl want to consider my opinion. A clan can always use another strong woman in it. Especially with special skills. Even if the Feli are almost as cute as Kohbs as a rule. Those damn claws can scratch the shit out of you all the same.”
Nadi giggles. “Honestly, we have such incomparable luxury in this marriage, a fifth wife isn’t that much of a fuss, there really is only five of us theoretically, and you certainly have the energy to keep up with a fifth. But really... five... you’re practically a bachelor darling!”
Eymali joins in the general laughter at Jerry’s confusion. “Honestly, I was talking about this with my sister, her husband seems to be adapting to... “living in a harem anime”, neither she nor I understand what he means, but if Herbert can adapt to a hundred brides, I’m sure you can come to terms with an extremely conservative marriage. If we do visit my home world, we’ll have to make sure you wear deodorant, or you’ll cause a city wide mating hunt.”
“Now that’s something I’d pay money to see. Shit, get some camera drones, tell all the girls that the first five to capture hubby get to join the marriage and give him a ten minute head start. Edit it well and put it in theaters and you’d make a mint with how acrobatic he can be.” Jaruna reaches over and smacks her husband on the back.
“Some small mercy my loves. I’m coming from a world where one wife is the norm and a man should feel blessed to have her. I’m just working out how I feel about more blessings, and how to order my life around such blessings... then again, that’s part of why I wanted to make the Tear our home. So we can be together and really make a proper go of things.” 
Jerry shifts, getting a bit more serious as his tone drops.
“I’ve discussed this with Syl, but I want to make it clear to all of you. I’ve heard of every style of group marriage ranging from cold breeding contracts to widespread hundred woman strong groups where the spouses see their husband annually at best, save a small core group usually composed of the mothers of newborns. I might not fully understand how things work in the wider galaxy yet, I may not be able to comprehend having a hundred wives... but I do know I don’t want that kind of... unfamiliarity to any relationship I’d call a marriage.”
All four wives found themselves leaning in as Jerry talked, their breaths slightly held before erupting in a chorus of awws as they pile into their husband for a group embrace, laughing as a group before Syl’s communicator starts pinging with the tone for a priority message. 
The group quickly pick themselves up off the floor and dust each other off, the wives muttering to themselves about what a romantic Jerry was as Syl accepts the transmission.
A display window pops up, the message was as a full video. A Volpir woman waves to the camera with an almost familiar smile, her purple eyes flashing with excitement. 
“Hey Sis! The girls and I are about a day out from Centris so we wanted to give you a heads up that we were arriving. No need to meet us at the space port, just confirm where you’re living these days okay? We’re all really excited to meet your new husband! You make him out to be some kind of mythic story book hero, the kind you can properly fall in love with. Reminds me of that news story going round about that human adept who married an Apuk battle princess! Your guy sounds a bit more robust and cultured though, a real warrior and commander of... well. Men. Weird to think of men as soldiers, but if he can sweep you off your feet he’ll get a happy salute from this retired soldier.”
The Volpir woman looks around a bit, as if checking if someone’s listening. 
“Look, I know you were alright sharing initially but it’s okay if you want to wait. But if he’s really all you say he is... well, we’ve all shared that dream since we were small, but it’s fine if you just want this to be a normal family visit okay? Your big sis will make sure the other girls play nice. Anyway! See you soon! And give that adorable little puppy a cuddle for me!”
The room is dead silent and Syl is dead still, blushing not so much in her cheeks but with her entire body.
“Syl...” Jerry reaches out to his first wife, gently laying a hand on her shoulder. “Everything... okay?”
“I uh... in all the excitement I may have forgotten that I messaged my sisters about you. RIght after we. You know. Got married. I was excited... and well... there’s nine of us, across multiple litters and two birth mothers. We’re from a big family of Volpir... and well. Or family’s not... the best for our species’ reputation. They tend to live down to it. We didn’t like that as little girls, and we didn’t want to live that way. Or go into various types of white collar work... or in one mother’s case some very mild organized crime. Just smuggling, but still. 
Syl takes a breath, calming herself down a touch.
“Evie, that was her in the video, was the first of us to rebel, she had the nose pieces I used to control my pheromone sensitivity made for us. Then she enlisted in our home world’s military. Did pretty well too, but was forced out after she got injured fighting off some pirates and ran afoul of some local politics. The rest of us weren’t quite that bold, but she convinced us to follow our dreams, build our own lives our way.”
Syl fidgets quietly for a moment. “I didn’t... promise them anything. I just said they should come meet you, because they’re my sisters and I love them, and I know they’ve had about as much luck as I have, and then I found this perfect man. But there’s no pressure... and now that there’s five of us total, we all get a vote, especially you darling. I’m sorry, I should have...”
Jerry presses a finger to Syl’s lips, following it up with a gentle kiss. 
“Shh. Relax honey. We’ve had a busy time of it lover mine, It’d be weirder if you didn’t forget. Considering we’ve had a lot of things happening. New wives, multiple firefights, two pregnancies. I won’t promise anything but I’ll give your sisters a fair shake at the very least, same as I’ll give this Feli a chance to work her way into the family.”
“So they’re all moving in next week, got it. Eight Volpir vixens and a Feli engineer who likes to moonlight as hired muscle.”
Everyone shoots Jaruna a look.
“What? He’s a bleeding heart and a bit of a push over when it comes to mushy stuff, you heard him talking just now! Those girls will have him falling all over himself to make them all feel like the special delicate princesses he’s determined to treat us like! Even me for the goddess’s sake!”
Syl considers for a moment. “Plus he loves those little cat animals almost as much as dogs and foxes. Honestly, Ms. Wichen’s probably a shoo in just for that from Hubby’s perspective, but I’ll put my foot down if I don’t think she’ll be good around the babies we’re going to have running around soon.”
Their husband’s hands come up somewhat defensively. “It’s not like that, honest! Though admittedly, she is pretty cute. Cream coat, seal point markings. She’s almost like a Siamese cat from back home. Be cuter if she hadn’t tried to bisect me with a plasma sword, but I got a plasma sword out of it, and I nearly killed her, so I think we’re square on that one.”
“So glad you agree!”
Wichen herself walks in through the conference room door, a security officer saluting Jerry before spinning on a heel as the Feli perches herself in a chair.
“So you’re Jerry Bridger huh?”
Wichen peers at Jerry curiously, glancing at him from different angles. 
“Yep. Pretty damn hot. I like you much better not punching my throat through my neck though. Admittedly. I did try to dice you, so fair enough as we just said. What did you do axiom wise to make that punch happen? It was incredible! If I could do that to my claws I’d...” Wichen stops, thinking for a moment. “Nah I’d keep using plasma swords, but I’d use my claws more. Speaking of, you still got the plasma sword?”
Jerry slips his hand into an axiom pocket and withdraws the weapon. “Right here.”
“Great, I was hoping you’d keep it. That one’s a Wichen custom, you totally earned it by battlefield seizure so it's not really a gift, but I'd gladly make you a second one if you want. It burns a bit hotter than your average plasma sword, and it’s got some neat secondary abilities. For example you can modulate the energy to mess with shields, or better burn through heavy armor, and you can shorten or lengthen the blade once you figure out where and how to touch the hilt. I can show you if you’re up for some spar..."
Syl coughs into her hand. "Ms. Wichen."
"Oops. Sorry. I tend to run off at the mouth. Or get distracted when things I like are in the cards. Being weapons of all sizes, making weapons, upgrading weapons, sword play, and him." 
Wichen says, pointing at Jerry before her eyes widen. 
"...Oh! Hey you're the earpiece lady! I recognize your voice from when he was patching me up."
"Your ears are that sensitive?" Eymali's pincers twitch in a way that Jerry's learned is the equivalent to a human arching an eyebrow.
"Yep! Very sharp hearing, the top of the scale for Feli actually. I always make sure to wear hearing protection to keep them that way. These babies have made me a lot of money as a bounty hunter, bodyguard and mercenary. Speaking of which..." Wichen rises and bows deeply. "I'd like to apologize for that whole mess. I was practically black mailed in, and even then still wouldn't have taken the job against a human man. And then they told me the wife that was with him is pregnant! I wish I could dig those damn snake's corpses up so I could spit on them. Absolutely disgusting behavior!"
Jaruna laughs. "Seems we've a bit in common then little Feli. I also switched sides because of this stud, and I was damn pissed when I heard Mrs. Syl was pregnant."
"Yeah you sounded pretty pissed off. I was gonna leg it if you made the stairs. I figured at that point no one would be alive to stop me."
Wichen kicks her heels a bit. 
"Soooo... I hear you might have a job for me? I mean I totally want to ask which one of you's the first wife and what type of standards you have to join the party. I’m guessing the first wife is you actually.” She points at Syl. “But you all smell like him, so I'll assume you're all married to Jerry. I’d do that, but I feel like that's a bit presumptuous after we tried to kill each other so recently... Then again, Jaruna's in, and she tried to kill him too, so maybe it’s not as big a deal as is in my head..." 
Wichen goes on like that for a few seconds, rambling before smacking herself in the side of the head. 
"Sorry!"
Syl looks down at her data pad for a moment. 
"...Jerry dear, would you like to explain the position? As for spousal applications... honestly Ms. Wichen we'd be surprised if you didn't form a bond just from the rescue. We'll... consider you, but we'll take our time collectively getting to know each other."
"Suits me fine! But let’s get down to business!"
Jerry nods. "We're recruiting crew for our ship, the UCV Crimson Tear. We'll be making long deep space journeys to a variety of colony worlds, predominantly supporting the various worlds of the Undaunted with cloning services, but also accommodating various forms of trade and commerce, and supporting some classified operations. Your talents as a weapons designer, engineer, and hand to hand specialist could be quite useful, and you'd be employed in that capacity. We'll have weapons ranging from naval grade lasers to steel knives, and in principle you'd be in charge of them all."
Wichen gasps, a smile on her face and stars in her eyes. "Dear goddess, you couldn't offer me a better deal!"
"Even if he was offering to put you on your back and make you a wife of his right now?" Nadi titters, the Kohb clearly having an eye to tease her possible new sister.
"Even then!" Wichen is completely earnest. "I'm ah... well. I’m a gun nut. Anything you can imagine, be it capital lasers or something handheld and exotic like an Endless barrage, power armor, light armored vehicles, gunships, all the way down to the little hold out single shot plasma pistols. My sister Mabby’s the real engine head, she does stuff with the Claw that probably violates numerous laws, both the physics kind and criminal kind, but when it comes to weaponry I simply can’t and won’t be beat. I normally only take merc work to pay for new projects. I hear you humans really dig your kinetics right? I’ve always wanted to get into those! I love vintage gear! Give me some books and let me use my tools and I’ll be churning out more of whatever she tried to shoot me with in no time!” Wichen points at Syl. “I’m really glad you missed by the way, kinetics seem like they hurt to get shot with.”
Jaruna rumbles with laughter. “Reminds me that I need to get my hands on some kinetics. Especially now that I’m serving the Undaunted. Y’all use kinetics. So I’ll use’em too. Assuming you’ve got some in my size anyway. Even better is something I can back mount in my power armor.”
“Maybe that’ll be your first job Wichen.” All eyes turn to Jerry. “Make that Cannidor a cannon. Cannidor love cannons. Full auto, a big deep magazine, 20mm or 25mm is the preferred autocannon round.”
Wichen gamely takes notes. “I have no idea what any of that means! But you can count on me. I’ll get in the books and I’ll develop an autocannon. I’ll make Jaruna one of those! With integrated targeting just like her other back mounted weapons, it’ll be great! Oh... hmm. It might take awhile if I have to develop the ammunition from scratch...”
“Please... please use an extant round.” Jerry sighs. “We have a variety of 20mm, 25mm, and even 30mm rounds that you can use. The measurement is... forget it for now, I’ll get you the books. We have some smaller weapons I think Jaruna’d like too. No need to improvise on them, just work to integrate them into her gear.”
Wichen salutes. “Aye aye sir! Hah. Sir. Sounds funny saying it and meaning it in a quasi military context as opposed to it being some sort of weird fetish roleplay stuff in a dirty comic or something.”
Syl just stares in awe. “Do... Do you ever stop talking? I’m not... complaining, or demanding you shut up or anything, but you seem to have an outstanding lung capacity.”
“She’s like one of those nerd squad kids who debriefed me about some of my weapons.” Jaruna snorts. “I like her though, she’s cute and amusing, and if she’s half as good as she can talk she’ll be a goddamn magician with her weapons. Plus, if she’s down for group fun in the intimate sense, I kinda wanna hear her run off at the mouth while Hubby’s pounding her brains out.”
The Feli woman displays an admirable capacity to blush through her creamy fur. “Wha- What like right now? I mean I would say yes, I’d rather we maybe go to dinner a few times first, or maybe at least find somewhere with a bed. But if Jerry really wants to bend me over the conference table and fuck some kittens into me I’m down to pound. I was super jealous when Mabby announced the news that she was pregnant to the family, but she’s always been good at leading the way for our litter you know? Though I beat her to building the first pipe bomb. Blowing up an air car... and a few other things at least.”
“How many of those firsts involve explosions exactly?” Syl’s eyes narrow, she clearly doesn’t think Wichen is dangerous per say, but she is trying to get a measure of the woman. “...And how many fingers have you lost over your life?”
Wichen takes a moment to think, clearly counting on her fingers for a moment. 
“All of them actually now that I think about it. As for lost digits, none! That I can think of any way. There was almost that one time, but I got away before they managed to take my fingers off. I got out of the pirate life after that, not everyone can find as nice a Captain as Mabby did. Cap’n Lilpaw’s a ferocious bitch, but she’s good to her crew as long as they’re not fucking her off. That’s uh... not the standard everywhere.” 
Wichen shudders slightly, clearly remembering something unpleasant before popping back to her usual cheery self. 
“So! I’ll take the job! And I’ll once again state for the record, I want in on the marriage.” The energetic Feli suddenly realizes what she’s saying and how again. “You know. If you’re accepting new girls and stuff.”
All eyes briefly turn to Syl, who sighs. “Honestly, part of me wants to make you wait just for propriety’s sake, but from what you said Jerry’s going to be wrapped around your finger in no time. Jaruna’s a soldier, but I wouldn’t call her a proper gun nerd for Jerry to nerd about guns with. Eymali’s an aficionado of bladed weapons and making the same, Nadi is more peaceful, and I’m still learning how to shoot that massive pistol. Besides... I can’t say we’re closed considering my sisters will be coming to visit soon. So I suppose it’s a yes from me to make Wichen wife number five.”
Jaruna snorts. “I’m almost a bit annoyed you have me pegged so well. Weapons are just tools. Never been particularly interested in the art of them per say. Or fond of’em. I can go to town with my bare hands and teeth and rip through most armored vehicles without any issue. I just wish I could figure out how to do Apuk style warfire. I’d ditch guns and maybe even power armor at that stage haha! Anyway, I’m a yes. We can use the reinforcements.”
Nadi smiles beatifically. She’s unlikely to ever vote no, that much is clear. “Always happy to welcome another sister to the family.”
Eymali takes a moment to roll the thought around in her head, “I would welcome another huntress, especially if she can help me with my wrist blades and other weapons.”
“Aww shucks, I don’t have to join the marriage to do that! I’ve always wanted a look at those Yauya huntress blades. They’re wicked cool.”
There’s a slight cough as Syl calls the conversation back to order. “Well I suppose that’s all of us then, that leads the deciding vote to you darling.”
“Four beautiful wives and I’m practically a bachelor... and if I ever set foot in an arrangement system outside of a uniform I’ll be arrested, confined and held until I’m married to a hundred women. While I don't think I'll ever be comfortable with that idea... I certainly won't resist a beautiful woman more or less throwing herself at me if you girls are alright with it. Welcome to the family Wichen."
"Woo hoo!" Wichen leaps out of her chair and drops herself into Jerry's lap with a happy purr. "I wasn't going to mention it, but just getting close to you seemed to have a bonding reaction... if I didn't know any better I'd have suspected I'm half Volpir, but I didn't want to try and hold you hostage with my biology freaking out and going all possessive on you..."
"You'll all notice what he said about women throwing themselves at him. I shoulda bet you all that Syl's sisters would be joining the marriage. I'd have made some nice pocket money I'm sure." Jaruna boasts, grinning like a mad woman.
"Well. There will be limits. Whatever sisters of Syl join us, if any, will hopefully be the last for a while. If they’re anything like their gorgeous sister, I'm sure they'll be respectful and after a proper relationship instead of a bond solely in personal biochemistry." 
Jerry rises and pops Wichen down on the table. 
"Right girls. Let's get out of here. We have plenty to do... and not all of it's work. We have a honeymoon times five to plan after all!"
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To say that meeting Syl's sisters had been chaotic would have been a massive understatement. Nine excited Volpir girls were not to be underestimated in terms of raw enthusiasm, and the excitement hit fever pitch when Syl had told them about the purchase the Bridger family had just made. 
It's not every day your sister bought a starship that could house thousands of people after all. 
It had made for an interesting day of spire tourism, going around and hitting some of Syl's favorite places to get snacks, visiting a nearby 'garden', and other tourist attractions. This was Centris after all. There was always something to see. Really you didn't visit the planet as a whole, you visited individual spires, because each monolithic city had everything any other city would have. Monuments and museums, cultural centers big and small. 
It was mind boggling, and not just for Jerry or other folks born on Earth. 
Of course, all of this was happening while Syl's sisters were all sneaking peeks at him after they'd gone through and introduced themselves. It was a slow… “Flirtation” might have been a good word for it. They all knew why they were there. Why, Syl had summoned them for a visit. Instead of addressing it, Jerry intentionally ignored it, he favored getting to know each woman in turn, little by little. 
Nothing big, not yet. Just asking a few questions, or ensuring he got a feel for how each woman viewed say, a piece of art, like a statue of a maternal Cannidor figure near a small Cannidor enclave in the spire, something completely at odds with the stereotypical depiction of the same. It was a fascinating chance to become familiar with what Jerry was becoming to consider the real wealth of his marriage. The unique perspectives it afforded him access to at an intimate level. 
Obviously, he wasn't there yet with the Volpir sisters, but still, they could share that perspective together, and in their shared knowledge of the girls’ purpose, they shared more readily as the day went on, and Jerry made it clearer and clearer that he wanted to know their hearts and minds. He wasn't looking for a scripted answer, or the socially normal answer, and he would gently prod them if he felt he'd gotten a scripted response instead of something from the woman herself. 
The sisters ran the galactic gamut from the tall and sturdy Evelyn, forced out of her homeworld's military due to an injury... and some family drama. To the down right petite Firi, who was only a little taller than Nadi. Where Evelyn was bold, Firi was painfully shy, the rest of the sisters were somewhere in between. The coquettish Mina, the nerdy Matyia, and the serene Mishka. Taken individually, they were all amazing, taken as a group they were something else entirely, and Jerry found himself easily caught up in their energy on the way back from their day out and the meal they'd just shared. 
Jaruna leads the way into the lab and up the stairs to Syl's apartment with an echoing laugh. 
"I still can't believe that old Deep Craig Nagasha! To think she'd remember you, then stop us and say she was happy to see you'd gotten a respectable number of wives! Hahaha! Crazy old crone."
The sisters' ears wiggle in the pattern that Jerry'd come to read as a blush in a Volpir, more or less as a group, while the freshly returned Eymali and Wichen join Jaruna in laughing at the ancient old snake's comment.
Jerry chuckles. "To be fair, it was pretty funny. I suppose I did finally look like a somewhat normal galactic man being out with over a dozen women instead of just a few." 
Syl comes up and wraps her arms around Jerry, hugging herself to his shoulder. 
"Have a heart my love, I'm sure it was a little embarrassing for my sisters."
"I suppose that's really only embarrassing if they're not my wives." 
Jerry grabs one of the chairs in Syl's living room as everyone makes themselves comfortable. 
"Which I suppose means it's time to have the big talk and see what's what. We've had a good day of running around having fun together, I've gotten a good chance to get to know you girls a little, and you've gotten a good chance to get to know me as something other than just a man. You've had a good chance to get to know the girls besides your own flesh and blood. You also have a good idea of what our lives are going to be like in the near future. Which is relevant to you all... as I wouldn't be comfortable being separated in the long term sense from any of my wives. A business trip, a vacation, is one thing, but the idea of living separately at interstellar distances is... painful. Especially if we have children together." 
The room is pin drop silent, the eight Volpir sisters just staring at him for a moment. The silence drags on and Jerry starts to wonder if he'd said something wrong, until Evelyn turns to Syl. 
"...Does he just do that normally? Say incredible things like that like a hero in a romance novel?"
Syl nods.
"He just does that. Plus, he's been dead serious about what he just said from the moment we got married. Just like he's dead serious about closing the marriage at some point. He doesn't want too many wives, because then he can't give us and our children the personal attention he believes we deserve." 
"...Goddess." 
Evelyn sits back clearly slightly stunned. 
Mishka scoots herself forward a bit, taking the floor as Evelyn yields it. "It would be quite a change. To pursue you I mean. We obviously all have our lives, but upping stakes and coming back together with our sisters would be... joyous in a way. Even if becoming a spacer would be a little intimidating. I admit I'm not entirely sure what I'd do with myself in such an occurrence. It makes it... difficult for me to choose what I want. I know that what I want isn't... I." 
Mishka smacks her thigh with a balled fist, clearly frustrated with her inability to find the words she wants to say.  
"I can't make a clear statement of my intent without knowing more about our situation I suppose."
Evelyn nods. "You told us all a bit at dinner, showed us. You've got military backing from the Undaunted, and it'll be a joint military and civilian crew right?" 
Jerry cracks his knuckles, letting himself stretch quickly. 
"Correct. You girls would be able to find work on either side of that apparatus if you want it. Gods know we're going to need a house wife or two in the future. Syl's expecting, as is Nadi. If galactic patterns hold, then that number will compound quickly." 
Syl nods. "Very quickly. My dear sisters, I won't ask you to sacrifice your careers just for a husband. Our family business will have more than enough space for all of you. That’s if you don't take work as a member of the Undaunted military apparatus, which is our other primary employment option. We've discussed this with Cistern's office. We can nominate more people specifically for commission on our ship, and are free to recruit qualified candidates. I suppose this is also a good time to bring up my initial plans for our family living quarters. I fully intend to build a proper den within the Crimson Tear, and have been discussing things with the dockmaster."
That gets a raised eyebrow from Evelyn. "A full on den? So you would name a triad in the Volpir way?"
"That is indeed my intent. Jerry has set a limit of twenty wives. On a ship built for twelve thousand we have more than enough space for us, and all our children. We have leased the ship's use to the Undaunted, but it is our vessel and we can make modifications as we please save violating our agreement with the Undaunted to bring the ship's inner structure and bulkheads up from merchantman to warship standards."
That really got Evelyn's attention. 
"Hot damn! That's a lot of cash to throw at a mass conveyor." 
Jerry nods. "We're covering part of it, but according to the dockmaster save for the raw materials themselves it's a surprisingly easy operation. The Undaunted have also mandated armor. Because we're human. We like armoring our ships. Past structural changes, a full spectrum suite of upgrades are going into the ship. Shields, sensors, capital scale weapons. We'll certainly be able to hold our own against pirates... and that's before we get into the wild stuff." 
Wichen pops up. "Like my stealth torpedoes!"
Mina holds a finger up. "Point, I'm interested in that, but setting aside tech stuff. Sounds like we couldn't ask for a safer environment for ourselves or the kits. Even on a planet. Especially compared to this particular planet. I mean, you met two of your wives in shootouts, and Syl's been through two too! Centris just doesn't seem like a good place to raise a family. Still, what about amenities aboard ship? How hard are we going to be roughing it?" 
Nadi steps forward, stepping to the middle of the group to ensure everyone can see and hear her. 
"I've been assisting with that actually. We're going to have a full hospital aboard ship. Not just a sick bay, but a proper medical facility, we thought it was important, and the Undaunted are happy to pay and provide staff to significantly expand that facility if we end up with extensive personnel aboard. With Syl's contacts in the industry the equipment we're modernizing the ship with is top of the line. There's a large terrarium aboard we're arranging to make over with Earth plants, and a large promenade in Module 1 that we intend to bring shops into... and to partner with dependents of various soldiers to ensure a decent market. For example, one man coming aboard has a wife who's a stylist and she's intending to operate a salon. We'll make rent from her, as well as sell supplies via the ship's store." 
"I noticed I didn't hear any plans for a school or early childhood education in that statement." 
Mishka says quietly, clearly still a touch upset about having trouble finding her words a few moments before.
"All the families around the Undaunted are generally quite young. We simply haven't had any families with young children pop up yet. Even kindergarten age will be a few years, and it's my understanding children are kept within their families longer than back on Earth because of galactic family structures." Jerry says. "It's on our radar though. If there's a big enough baby boom we'll need to invest in a childcare center and we do have space allocated specifically for that. If just to help smaller families aboard that don't have spare hands."
Syl takes the lead of the conversation back again. "I will not lie to you my dear sisters. There will be inconveniences. Some purchases and the like will simply have to wait till we make a port call, and some of those might not be available if we're making port calls in wild space. There will be danger, but as I have recently learned, danger is everywhere. These are our circumstances, and my husband's conditions... if you want to begin courting him. Which as said, he is open to." 
Jerry leans forward a bit, reaching out and taking Syl's hand in his. 
"It would be a courtship too. I'm not just... marrying anyone flat out. Wichen might have been introduced as a wife, and she'll be fifth if things bear out, but we're still getting to know each other to confirm we're compatible too. Even Syl... who well. Syl and I are still courting too, even though we're well and truly wed. Nor will I stop courting any of you after we're wed, should we do so. We have a lifetime together, we can take our time once we get things established in terms of building our relationships." 
The eight Volpir sisters all quietly start to think, clearly weighing things seriously. 
It was quite the offer, but it was an offer that asked a lot of them. 
Finding a husband was difficult, but abandoning the lives they'd been building was hard too, especially for a life on the move for what could be many decades. 
First to speak however is not the bold Evelyn, or one of the more 'forward' sisters, but the quietest and most demure of them. Firi sits forward, eyes clear, chin high. 
"I confess: I'm a little scared. Of the change. Of uprooting myself. Of going into the great unknown. However... Jerry has shown me today that he is a kind, wonderful, loving man. A man any woman should be blessed to be bonded to. What's more, if I court Jerry, and I am successful, I shall get to live with some, possibly all of my dearest sisters again, and new sisters besides. I can admit I've missed you girls, and to be part of a family together again, that is a prize that is well worth a little courage on my behalf."
Evelyn nods, a smile not unlike Syl's gracing her face. 
"I agree with Firi. It would be an honor to court a man who takes so much pride in his wives and family. Joining a family like yours... it's not something I'd miss out on, even without the admitted plus of getting my dear sisters back. Plus... seems I might be able to get back into a uniform after all, and from what I've heard of the Undaunted I have no issues offering my services to them." 
One by one the sisters all make their choice, universally asking for the chance to court Jerry, and join the growing Bridger family. 
It was what he and Syl had expected of course, they offered simply too much, and they asked for comparatively little for the bounty on offer to them. Galactic marriages were about security first and foremost. Physical, financial, social. From that perspective the potential of the Bridger family enterprise was massive. Syl was carefully expanding their core business into a small titan of industry, with hundreds of little small supplementary income streams wrapped up in and around their family's new prize asset. If they hit even a fraction of Syl's projected growth, they would be financially secure without question for a long time. 
The money however, didn't matter to Jerry, even as it assuaged the worries of some of his new would be fiancees. His wealth as he saw it, was the women he was getting to share his life with, his mind warming to the Galactic way of doing things with each bit of 'wealth' added to his dragon's hoard of treasure. 
Each spouse was a beautiful, singular existence in space and time, never to be repeated, a unique singularity joining itself with him, and the rest of their family. 
Money was nice,  but it was just money. 
When Jerry was done courting Syl's sisters, he hoped he could show them that they were the greatest treasure in the galaxy, show them the incalculable wealth that beat in their chests. 
Which is why Jerry had worked with Nadi to produce the roses. 
A single long stem red rose for each sister... and each wife. Made of fabric instead of flowers, Jerry and Nadi had enlisted the help of an automated sewing machine to create the artifacts with a mix of material, producing a bounty of textures, and spritzed with a scent that was as close to a real rose as Jerry could find out in the galaxy. 
Evelyn's eyes widened and she received her gift, clutching the rose to her breast.
Firi takes a delicate sniff of the 'bloom', smiling up at Jerry, radiating all the joy in the world. 
Mishka too, takes the shyer approach, but she takes his hand and dusts the back of it with a kiss as he gives her rose to her, before intently studying her own lap, ears twitching violently as she processes what she just did. 
Mina, the last of the sisters, takes her rose with a smile. 
"You're quite the romantic aren't you?"
"Just a little."
"A man seducing or wooing a woman. Now I have well and truly seen everything... but Jerry. Something to keep in mind. You're not in Cruel Space anymore. We're courting now, and our job is to woo you. So you look forward to it. I suspect you're gonna learn all sorts of new things about the galaxy starting tomorrow." 
"Well, I did sign up for an adventure."
"Handsome, I think we're gonna make sure you get that adventure and then some."
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Jerry had thought he'd known what was in store in terms of the Volpir sisters courting him. That he had some concept of the way things worked around the galaxy. 
These misconceptions didn't last terribly long after he got up the next day. 
He'd forgotten that, by all reports alien women could be... audacious to say the least. Even more so than human men, and that was saying something.
Plus, he'd not counted on one important fact. 
The girls had a ringer in the family, Syl herself. Syl who knew a lot of his likes and dislikes. Syl who would hardly keep her own dear sisters from accessing her own apartment. Syl who very much intended to see their family hit thirteen girls strong before too long, and Syl who reminded him that he'd start at the command and staff college soon, and the girls who joined the military would have their own training to deal with soon. 
From a paperwork perspective it certainly would be significantly more convenient if Syl's sisters, those who joined the marriage, were on the family register, and as Jerry himself often said, the way of the galaxy was frequently to work out the details after the fact. 
So began the craziest two weeks Jerry would ever live through. 
Admittedly the morning of the first day started slow, pleasant and down right delightful. Firi had apparently earned the right to do something first. So she turned up early and made breakfast for Jerry and Syl. It would have been for the whole family, but more than the two of them residing full time at Syl’s lab was just… out of the question really.
While it wasn’t uncommon for Galactic families to be split up over multiple domiciles, it was a situation that certainly had the full members of the family down right eager for the Den to be finished in around a month. 
Still for what was just breakfast for three, Firi really pulled out all the stops, and apparently did some research on human breakfasts that were also carnivore friendly, so they started out with down right hearty portions of steak and eggs that had Jerry mentally penciling in a run for this afternoon.
Through the whole meal though, Firi didn't hit on him once. Didn't fawn over him. She was just... her. Sweet enough to cause a cavity? Certainly. Yet... that just seemed to be Firi so far as Jerry could tell. 
"So uh... I was reading this new book recently..." 
Firi goes on like that for a few moments, talking rather confidently about a book she'd been reading that was apparently a Volpir historical fiction. To say it went heavy on its inter clan politics, and the politics within the clans themselves was a mild understatement. Suddenly though, she seems to catch herself, and almost flinches. 
"Ah, I'm sorry you probably don't want to-" 
Jerry holds up a hand.
"Actually I do. Tell me all about it Firi, and forward the name to my communicator would you? Sounds like an interesting read and I need to start branching out on non-human media." 
Firi immediately lights up like a damn Christmas tree. You could probably see that smile from orbit as she starts talking about some of the interesting aspects of the series. 
While she's talking though, Jerry exchanges a look with Syl.
It was clear as crystal to Jerry. Someone had hurt this beautiful creature, and that Jerry immediately felt protective of her said a lot already. She was at the very least his sister in law, but she was just... kind. Patient. He kept coming back to the word sweet and it just fit so well it was hard to describe. She had a gentle smile, and a gentleness to her that spoke worlds about her career working with children. She was motherly before she'd ever had children. 
It was hard to not want to protect a smile that could warm up an ice world.
Moments like that with Firi throughout the coming two weeks were good like that. A reprieve from everything else in the world as Firi reminded him what the good things in life were before sending him back to work or off on some other task with that same gentle smile. 
She never asked for a goodbye kiss when they parted, she never asked anything of him. Not really. A lack of confidence in her perhaps, and a desire to not pressure him too much. 
Firi certainly kissed back with the kind of enthusiasm that requires you to remember what breathing is when she started getting those goodbye kisses though. The first of the eight sisters to join the marriage, and perhaps the cleverest of them all in terms of how she went about luring Jerry into her arms. 
Not that any of the girls slacked. Firi just stood out because of the unique tone of their time together, like she was willing the world to slow down a little bit. Where Mina sped everything up. 
The playful, energetic tomboy by Earth terms was all about little pranks, and had quickly made her mark on their time together with movie nights, usually featuring Earth action movies. Things she'd invite her sisters to usually, but a few times, she got Jerry all to herself. 
They talked the whole way through those movies it seemed. 
Mina asked a lot of questions. They always started innocuously, or on topic to the movie. Asking about a gun in Predator, or asking about the politics behind the scenario in The Hunt For Red October. Wherever her questions started, they always managed to end up coming around to questions about Jerry. Asking about his country, the time period the movie took place in. Even the Marine background of the hero, Jack Ryan, was used to draw him from watching a movie into telling her stories about his life and experiences. Stories she'd happily swap for with stories from her own life. 
While she wasn't a soldier, she was something of a security specialist and had been in the back lines of law enforcement for a few decades, and had some thrilling enough stories about assisting major drug busts or interdicting shootouts with her surveillance platforms or drones. 
The one time she got distracted from talking about him, or telling him about her, was when they watched The Fellowship of the Ring... after which she got a date out of him to watch the rest together with her sisters and the rest of the girls after getting everyone else to watch Fellowship the next evening. 
Since it was her date, even if she had decided to share it with everyone, Jerry figured she deserved a special treat and offered her her choice of seat. Unsurprisingly she picked his lap and Mina snuggled up happily the whole time. While sneakily making it a point to steal a kiss every time Arwen kissed Aragorn. There weren't a lot of those kisses in the movies, but Mina certainly made them count. 
Evelyn had perhaps been the most direct of the sisters. She was a straight shooter in both senses of the term. A crack shot with a hand laser and plasma pistol, she carried a plasma pistol as part of her daily gear. A trophy she'd taken off a pirate on one of her first missions during her military service. So they'd hit the range together a few times, sometimes with company, sometimes just them. Going to an alien owned range that did rentals had also been a lot of fun, giving Jerry a chance to try out a wide variety of galactic weapons with Evie on hand to act as a subject matter expert. 
With their similar backgrounds, Evie having specialized in boarding actions to deal with pirates the direct way, they just... spoke the same language. Evie wasn't a gun nut quite like Jerry was, but she was an expert in her trade. A sharp minded, talented woman who'd done the field gig and was looking to find something a little more safer this time around. Not least because she was finding herself wanting more and more to have children, and being a door kicker with kids didn't seem great to Evie. It was no surprise that an easy mutual respect formed between them, and that went... deeper. In a hurry. 
Maybe it was just the atmosphere, but getting involved with Evie was... easy. They didn't come together like he came together with Syl. That had been forming an immediate live circuit, humming with energy, from the very first moment. The first kiss like a lightning strike from the gods saying; 
'Took you fuckers long enough'. 
No with Evie it was more in the sense of the quiet, satisfying way of two well machined pieces fitting together. Like a bolt locking into the chamber of a rifle. Something Evie herself commented on several times;
"It's not always like this, you know." 
She'd started, her head resting in Jerry's lap as they relaxed on a comfortable couch. 
"You'll have to expand on that for me Evie." 
"This. Becoming. Someone. Something. Together. It. I dunno. I've tried before. Matchmakers, dating services and stuff and I... I don't know. I just never. Respected any of the men. They were nice enough, but they didn't... get me. You. I don't know why or how but you get me, and I feel like I... know you. In a way that just makes me want to... sigh. With pure relief." 
"Mhmm..." 
Jerry shifted, leaning down to plant a kiss on her lips. 
"What kind of relief?" 
"Like coming home after a long journey." 
"Well none of us are home just yet... but the Den will be done in a month or two. Then we can start building that home. Together." 
"Like... we... we?" 
"You said it yourself Evie, we fit. Why not?" 
Evie had just about knocked the couch over embracing him. Her pure enthusiasm, her joy. The little emotions she suppressed so she could lead. So she could set an example. That little satisfied smile that she only showed him? That was another treasure that he wouldn't trade the universe for. 
Of course, those little oases of memory couldn't truly expound upon the absolutely wild ride that Jerry was on. 
It was something of a twenty four seven marathon, and a preview of part of galactic family life if he really wanted to live up to his own ideals. 
His statements about who he wanted to be to his wives. It made him push hard for all of them. 
Because it wasn't just the eight volpir sisters and their various antics. That would have been complicated enough. 
No. Wichen was still around, and while theoretically accepted, they were getting to know each other still. 
Nadi of course deserved all the love and affection she might desire. 
As did the ever imposing Jaruna. 
With everything under the careful watchful eye of Syl, the first among equals nevertheless took her due. She was generally content enough to hog him at night, or share with one of the other 'confirmed' wives, but Syl still wanted to be spoiled. Still wanted affection, and Jerry still wanted to give her every ounce of love her foxy heart could handle. 
They eventually reached a sort of equilibrium, with the sisters slowly starting to integrate with the family that they wanted to join. Jerry's unique desires aside, this was the way of the galaxy after all. They were just doing things fast even by galactic standards. 
Then Eymali came home. 
Complete with the preserved head of a Nagala, what she said translated into galactic trade as 'Razor Maw'. 
With at least three mouths that Jerry could see on the damn thing's head, all filled with glittering razor sharp teeth, he couldn't disagree with the name. 
That had led to an interesting day. First, they'd needed to watch the footage of Eymali's successful hunt together. With Eymali claiming Jerry's lap as her throne to bask in her victory, naturally. 
Then instead of a wedding or similar ceremony to ascend to her slot as third wife, they'd done a family meal out. 
It was probably a sign of things to come that all eight of the Volpir sisters had been brought along, as naturally as if they were full members of the family already. 
After an enjoyable evening, Eymali had taken Jerry back to her apartment, she'd called it her lair, for her wedding night. Which oddly included lessons on how to be invisible, a rope snare or two, and had ended up with more than  a few scratches on his cheeks from Eymali's mouth pincers. 
Things kind of cascaded after that, and nine marriages followed in short succession as Wichen and Syl's sisters all joined the family, one after another. 
It wasn't all easy of course. There were misunderstandings. Disagreements between newly minted sisters, and blood sisters alike. 
Jerry stepped on a few toes, literally and metaphorically. Sometimes out of pure ignorance and not knowing his way around the galaxy, but a few times by not quite having outgrown his capability to put his damn foot in his mouth. 
For all that though. It was... not easy. It was damn hard work, to the point that Jerry was looking forward to the in residence portion of the command and staff college course he was going to be taking just to get a chance to focus on only one thing for a little while. 
Still it all came together marvelously. Enough so that Jerry really didn't have the heart, or the will, to protest. Save to comment on the state of the galaxy. Something that never ceased to strike him as an injustice. He was offered so much, so freely, and so little was even hoped of him in return. That thought alone made him want to work even harder, dig even deeper for each precious spouse, no matter how recently she'd joined their family. First, last or somewhere in between, they were precious to him, and he'd drive himself to the breaking point to make sure his girls knew that. 
In the end, the day he was due to begin attending command and staff college was a day of parting for all of them. 
The newly married Bridger girls from off world who'd decided to stay civilian were leaving. They needed to go pack up their own lives, tender resignations, and so on, and return to Centris, where in around a month's time, the Den would be ready for occupation. 
They'd also be looking after the household goods of their sisters who, like Evie and Mina, had taken military postings, while their sisters attended their own crash courses in being part of the growing Undaunted naval forces in their various positions. 
So with thirteen fresh kisses making his lips tingle, they said their goodbyes at the Dauntless, warmed by the knowledge that parting in this case... just meant they got to come home all the way when they returned.
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Evelyn
"Shit." Evelyn, Evie to her friends, sisters, and new husband, curses from her post on the bridge of the UCV Crimson Tear. Two hectic months had passed since she got married. Two months and seeing her husband was far from as frequent as she would have liked. 
Some of that had been her own choices of course. She’d stuck her hand up and taken the Oath of the Undaunted, volunteered to join humanity’s armed forces in the galaxy. Which meant she had needed to go into training. With her prior background she’d gone through an abbreviated Officer Candidate School, and then into aggressive training to serve as the Crimson Tear’s senior sensor operator and the head of that department.
She’d eaten, slept and breathed nothing but the Crimson Tear’s sensor equipment 
Now though, it was time to put that training to use.
The Volpir woman runs through a few different scans, switching between various forms of sensors to confirm the information on her screen. The sensor systems on this beast of a ship were beyond what you'd find even on a modern capital ship. The Captain had been very serious about upgrading them along with all the other modifications made to the Tear in her overhaul and modification to prepare her for Undaunted service.
The Tear's sensors could track space junk on the other side of a star system, never mind a fast moving combat vessel. Just one more trick up their sleeve. Their class of mass conveyor would normally have a third the detection range and nowhere near the resolution.
"Captain! That corvette we were tracking just started a hard burn, scans are showing they're moving at flank speed for a ship that size, maybe a bit faster. They probably have a larger engine mounted in that death trap like some of the EFL's pirate corvettes."
Captain Jeremiah Bridger steeples his fingers in the extremely comfortable captain's chair on the bridge of his new star ship and her heart skips a bit. She knew he felt like a bit of a stereotype, sitting there with one leg up like he was lounging on a throne. Still, having watched some Star Trek with her husband and sisters, considering the sheer number of alien women he was married to, Evie thought he did have a bit of a right to a little of the Captain Kirk swagger.
That it was downright enticing didn’t hurt either. 
"Right... put it on the main screen... Do we have a visual yet?"
"No Dar-Captain." 
Evie resists smacking herself across the mouth for that slip. She was a professional soldier dammit! She could be professional, even if her new CO was her husband. 
"They're coming up quick though, by the time they hit visual range we should have a response waiting for them."
Jerry considers the screen for a moment, watching the ship close as potentially precious seconds slip away. 
"Comms, try and hail the bandit once they hit normal sensor range for our class of ship. Sensors label the contact as Bandit One. All hands to battle stations. Run out the guns Ms. Wichen, and get civilians and dependents to the Redoubt. Ship's company not otherwise engaged are to arm themselves. Mech suit and power armor teams to their preassigned rally points. Helm keep your course and speed on our current heading, we need to clear this gravity well so we can jump clear, but we don’t want to give away that we’ve noticed them."
The red flashing lights that trigger and the loud alert klaxon immediately send the occupants of the heavily modified mass conveyor scrambling through its maze-like confines. There's rumbles as vacuum tight doors seal themselves, and even more firm rumbles as the armored blisters that hide the ship's turret mounts smoothly retract. Save for one. Triggering an alert at Wichen's Gunnery station.
"Plasma turret Alpha's cover isn't retracting completely, drones are responding externally, maintenance teams are suiting up in case something exposes them to vacuum and will respond once they're ready... repair ETA... five minutes. And that's Mrs. Wichen thank you."
Jerry shot Wichen a look. Evie knew he'd explained the differences of the two English honorifics, and also explained "Ms." could be used differently in the naval context. It didn't stop the playful Feli from needling him about it at every turn though, even in a crisis situation it seemed. 
"Sensors, how long till they reach us?"
"Four minutes."
"Tell your crew they better have that turret unmasked in three minutes or we're all peddling vacuum. Comm, any response to our hails?"
"No response Skipper! Bandit is not emitting on any known frequency." 
The human comm officer was apparently an old friend of her husband, Lieutenant Commander Sharon "Zombie" Graves, and at last someone on Jerry's bridge crew that he wasn't married to. 
Zombie had gotten her nickname for her love of classic human horror movies, and her preference for dark clothing and makeup, what Jerry had told Evie was called a ‘Goth aesthetic’. 
"I've tried universal hails in eight hundred and seventy languages to include galactic trade. I've switched to a warning indicating if they break our perimeter they will be fired upon."
"Good... keep that broadcast up. We've warned them, they want to step on the snake, it's their own damn fault now."
Wichen chuckles. "Dumb bitches probably don't believe this beast has much in the way of fire power. I think they'll be very surprised... they're well within laser range, and they're almost at the edge of missile range. Shall we launch a surprise for our guests? Also gunships one, two, three, and four are reporting space flight ready."
"Hold the gunships. We might need to jump in a hurry and I'm not about to leave anyone behind. Save the lasers like we planned. Launch an anti-ship torpedo. One of the stealth models I think. We need to test them."
"Aye aye... one second... solution ready! Weapon ready!"
"Shoot!"
"Shot, aye aye sir. Torpedo launching in five, four, three, two, one... launch!"
An external camera switches to the broad hull of the Crimson Tear, as a carefully concealed armored panel moves away, revealing a series of launch tubes that resembled footage of missile carrying submarines from Earth, though Evie thought that the sleek black weapon the hatch opened to reveal was a great deal meaner looking than the traditional ICBM from Earth. 
The pointed nose was designed to better handle hypersonic flight in atmosphere, and to better pierce shields and armor to ensure its plasma based warhead chewed up something sensitive instead of just mucking around on the surface of an enemy vessel. In a flash, the weapon leaps from its launch tube and vanishes into the black.
"Torpedo away. Initial burn complete in three, two, one... we have primary booster separation. Weapon has gone dark. We're blind to it on sensors, so they should be too... it'll still show up on ultraviolet if we need to see it." Notes Wichen.
The stealth torpedo was an early innovation of the brilliant Feli and the rest of the Bridger family, along with some very creative men and women from the Dauntless who wanted to make sure humanity had some more party favors to share with any hostiles out there in the black.
The torpedo was simple in a certain sense. It got almost all of its velocity at launch, then jettisoned its primary engine along with its heat signature. It would make course corrections using small puffs of inert gas. It couldn't make violent maneuvers per se, but it was fairly agile in testing. 
Guided by a warhead with a predictive simulated intelligence that made the weapons rather pricey even before its other modifications. Remove any form of communications to report its telemetry back to its mother ship, add a thick coat of radar reflective paint and suppressants to hide its electronic signals and you had a torpedo that most ships wouldn't see coming. 
At least till its second stage booster fired to begin its final acceleration, and by then it would be far too late.
"Plasma turret Alpha is unmasked, all weapons ready!" Wichen grins to herself. "Two minutes, forty five seconds repair time. All guns ready, calculating targeting solution for optimal range."
Evie leans in a bit unconsciously on her sensor screen. The optimal range to open fire with various weapons varied wildly based on numerous factors. What was in space around them for example. If there were foreign objects between them and the target for example. In this case however, they were engaging with pirates and not dueling with an enemy battleship. They didn't want to play their hand too early, or a theoretical pirate could hang off and, if properly equipped, swarm them with small, fast missiles mounting warheads ranging from explosives, to plasma, to medium sized axiom burst weapons, what Jerry had referred to as 'pocket atomics'.
They had good point defense weapons, but the Tear still wasn't a warship, it would only take a few solid hits through their shields with a suitably heavy weapon to really put the hurt on them, even with all the armor the humans had added to the Fleet Auxiliary Cruiser Crimson Tear. 
After some work with the fire control systems, a band marked itself out clearly on Evie's sensor screens. The pirate however was starting to maneuver. Ducking and weaving in general, throwing off easy firing solutions for the plasma weapons in particular and making things slightly more complicated for their laser weapons.
What it wasn't doing however, was making things complicated for the predictive targeting software of the stealth torpedo.
No sooner had she registered a launch of what had to be boarding torpedoes from the corvette, the stealth weapon ‘went hot’ and raced forward on the sensor screen till its blip merged with the blip of the corvette. 
"Incoming boarding torpedoes. Stealth weapon has impacted the bandit, beginning battle damage assessment" 
Evie calmly announces before activating the internal public address system that her husband said was called a 1MC.
"Attention all hands, vampire, vampire, vampire! Boarding torpedoes inbound, stand by to repel boarders."
The code word could make any human crew member with a certain background's blood run cold, but Evie still hadn't found the right time to ask what a vampire was, and what it had to do with inbound missile weapons. 
Instead of pondering the strangeness of human linguistics, she switched to another set of sensors and brought up a visual of the enemy for the first time. The ship was moving unevenly, it appeared the torpedo had slammed square into one of its propulsion mounts, leaving the smaller craft unsteady at best, even as it gamely started to spit out lasers.
"Bandit damaged but still active and hostile Captain. We scored a solid hit on her propulsion with our stealth torpedo."
"Excellent work people, seems our new toy works. Ms. Graves, if you could begin electronic warfare operations please. If one of those boarding torpedoes damages my hull I'm going to be very displeased, so do what you can to make them extra easy prey for Wichen's guns."
"Aye aye skipper, I'll start some protocols on the bandit as well, see if I can't mess up their shooting a bit."
Jerry turns his head to Wichen who's leaning over her console. The Feli is practically drooling; she's so eager. Then again, his darling wife hadn't had much of a chance to throw capital scale weapons around prior to marrying him, and she leaped at the chance whenever it presented itself to her. 
"Ms. Wichen. You may fire when ready."
Wichen's smile is all fangs as her bright blue eyes gleam with what almost appeared to be plasma fire. 
"Stand by. Firing pin cushion pattern."
Pin cushion pattern was a volley of naval grade plasma weapons that weren't actually aimed at the bandit, but around the bandit. They moved fast enough that the enemy vessel had to react to them, but they could be dodged. At close ranges like this, their reaction time was extremely limited, hence why they'd brought the corvette in relatively close in terms of naval engagements. It opened them up to being hit by boarding torpedoes, but it also meant they could box the bandit in with plasma fire.
Their helmsman was good, Evie thought to herself, but not that good, Wichen had their number. The plasma rain boxed them in just as intended, and a full volley of capital scale lasers slammed into the enemy vessel. What shields they had were torn through in seconds, and raw energy melted the hull, distorting it until the vessel's reactor went critical, briefly becoming a new star.
Wichen however doesn't have time to celebrate as part of the bridge's crew lets out a cheer. Her hands fly across her board, checking the status of her point defense weapons, and seeing if she had time to bring her capital scale weapons to bear on the boarding torpedoes. They were already too close, but even as she watched one of them veered wildly off course and slammed into another torpedo courtesy of Sharon's defensive EWAR efforts.
The rest of the flight was efficiently dispatched by their point defense weapons. The mix of high speed kinetic shells and rapid cycling laser and plasma weapons make for a wall of lead, light and star stuff to brutalize even the most heavily armored boarding torpedo.
Jerry stands up from his chair, a big grin plastered on his face.
"That's enough I think. All hands, end exercise, end exercise, end exercise. Comm, get me the Tiger." 
Her husband’s smile was infectious. Evie knew it had cost an astronomical amount of money to arrange these long distance simulated engagements with various Earth Foreign Legion pirate ships, but the money for interstellar near instant communication had clearly been worth it to train Tear's crew against something with a bit more teeth to them than high quality simulations.
This had been their second run against the EFL Tiger, or the Claw by its usual designation. They'd refrained from using some of their more experimental toys and tactics last round and the Tiger had managed to duck some more conventional maneuvers and land a full spread of boarding torpedoes, with the fight ending in something of a draw as simulated soldiers battled each other in fierce hand to hand combat in cyberspace.
The main screen lights up, revealing the Lopen Pirate queen Agenda Lilpaw and her husband, along with the Tiger's bridge crew, a motley mix of individuals even by pirate standards from what Evie had seen. The massive canine alien wasn’t so much sitting as she was lounging on a large command couch that had plenty of room for her and her spouse.
"Captain Bridger, it seems you've managed to kill us." Lilpaw grins ferociously, displaying a muzzle full of bright white teeth. "Best of four maybe? I'm sure the girls will be down to try and get a little payback for that sneaky, underhanded trick you beat us with." Her face softens. "I wish I'd thought of whatever it was. The damn thing slagged part of our propulsion and knocked a couple of our boarding torpedo launch tubes out of the fight. Considering speed's our primary defense it was pretty much over after that."
"Captain, no, Admiral isn't it? Lilpaw, Captain Brent, or do you prefer Duchess and Duke now?"
The Pirate queen indulgently waves a hand in a manner that Jerry would later tell Evie reminded him of some of the more arrogant nobility left on Earth. 
"Your Grace will suffice Captain."
"If Miles thinks I'm calling him that, he's got another thing coming. I don't care how badass his first wife is."
Both bridges break into giggles and even the man her husband called Miles can't keep a straight face despite his best efforts to keep up a piratical scowl.
Lilpaw silences her crew with a wave. "Seriously though Bridger, level with me. What the hell did you hit my ship with?"
"Stealth torpedo. Can't say much more than that, the designs are being transmitted by paper only to make life harder on spies. I'll see about transferring some to the EFL if you're interested... but it'll cost you. They're not cheap to make to say the least."
"If you can sell'em I'll buy'em. I’m not one for anything with ammunition most of the time, too much of a pain logistics wise when las and plas’ll go till your engine dies but that? Hell any pirate would sell her left tit to get her hand on that sort of tech. Stealth goddessdamn torpedoes. You nasty little monkeys and your clever tricks."
"You can smack your chief engineer for revenge by proxy on this one actually Duchess. Wichen, my weapons master, is Mabby's sister and an absolute mad genius when it comes to weapons systems ranging from personal to naval scale. The stealth torpedoes are her baby.”
Jerry looks down as he consults his log for a second, making a quick note. 
“Vucsa Five's our first port of call, we'll be sure to send you the specs on her smaller weapons too in case any of your girls are tempted to do some shopping. For example, we have some new auto cannons that can be rigged up for back mounts suitable for Cannidor or similarly strong women that are showing extreme promise. For us mere mortals, they come in a crew served variant."
"Emphasis on the "mad", I'm sure. Send the information along, some of the girls will almost certainly be happy to part with their ill gotten gains. Especially if they can make custom orders. Pirates get off on that sort of shit. We might also pick up some things to supply the local defense forces with depending on what you’ve got for kinetics. Make sure you mention your weapon services when you’re operating in areas with EFL ships, I bet you’ll make a small fortune over a year or so of cruising. I'd tease you for being a merchant, but then, so are pirates, and you've more than shown us you're a capable naval officer Bridger. I'll look forward to meeting you in person when the Tear is done fitting out. Speaking of which, we’ve sent you a little ship warming present. Enjoy the new toys. Claw out."
Evie watches as Jerry rises from his command chair and stretches as the screen goes black and normal lighting returns to the room. Taking the moment to just... admire him. To savor him in a hard won moment of victory.
"Alright ladies and gentlemen, I think we've earned ourselves a celebration! The galley's done, we have staff down there... let's see if we can get enough pizza to feed everyone on board and get some beers, everyone not actively involved in construction or feeding the same is on a twenty four hour pass starting now."
Evie beams warmly at her husband from her station, resisting the urge to go give him a celebratory hug even as Wichen launches herself at him like she was an artillery shell. 
Life was good. So damn good. She was back in uniform. Married, to a man in uniform even. She was reunited with her dear little sisters, and had worthy new sisters at that! She was getting to fight the good fight for a stellar nation that actually had some ideals worth fighting for. And she’d just helped beat a crew of very talented space pirates black and blue. Yes. Today was a very good day to be Evie Bridger.
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Sylindra
Syl looks up from her new desk as the battle stations alarm tears through the ship outside of the Redoubt. The klaxon was harsh and grating on her sensitive ears, by design of course, it certainly managed to get everyone’s attention, even when it wasn’t sounding in most of the ship. 
For all the simulated danger occuring on the bridge and in the gunnery spaces they were still safely in port, guarded by a large contingent of ground troops from the Dauntless who were keeping an eye on things as human and contract alien workers continued to modify the Crimson Tear into her final form.
“Hmm... seems there’s another drill. I wonder if they’ll win this time?” 
She remarks aloud, not really addressing any of her staff, but they all nod and make some form of response anyway. Syl reaches down and gives Mikasa some reassuring scratches as the pup wakes up from her nap at Syl's feet only to settle down again as Syl soothes her.
The battle drills made the new civilian staffers nervous. It was the nature of space flight and space travel, especially as you left “civilized” space as they were intending to. But it was one thing to know that... and be excited about an adventure in space, allying yourself with a newborn stellar power on the rise, and another to be subjected to human style discipline and training on the subject.
The Tear was unique in that sense. She was the first major vessel in the Undaunted fleet, between the Dauntless and the rag tag privateers of the EFL, to have a mixed human and alien crew and be under human command. Which meant human style discipline and training, even for the civilians. 
Luckily Jerry had a variety of advisors alien and otherwise to draw on to ensure he wasn’t pushing his alien shipmates too hard compared to their usual work cycles, but their determination to ensure even civilians could perform damage control duties or protect themselves in the absolute worst case scenario was unfamiliar to even experienced spacers. 
Still the mix of doctrine, thought and tactics had resulted in some fascinating innovations so far.
The Redoubt was one such innovation. 
The design of the Volxtara class Light Mass Conveyors was quite normal for large space borne vessels with minimal intention to spend time in the atmosphere. Even in a dry dock like this, mass axiom fields and a specialized cradle kept the ship cushioned as opposed to truly landing as the Dauntless did in the bay next door.
The exterior of the ship was four massive rectangular modules that were arranged around a central pillar that formed the core of the vessel. The external modules extended out past the bridge of the vessel and ended where the drive core began. The gaps between the four modules and core had originally just been a latticework of supports and heavily reinforced passageways leading from the modules to their neighbors and to the core of the ship. The space was mostly used as “cold” storage. 
The humans had covered over these gaps with thick armor to protect what could be vulnerable spots in a more serious fight that your average cargo ship didn't have to think about.
The core itself was made up of three modules. The first was a small separate module forward that held the bridge and a wide variety of sensor arrays. The human modifications had also included much heavier armor and a series of point defense weapons systems, protecting the “nose” of the vessel and the entrance to the interior of the ship in case something slipped past the ship’s exterior into the open space between modules.
Behind that was a long cylindrical shape. This was what was now called the Redoubt. Originally just the crew section of the vessel it had been expanded, fortified and turned into a combination of its original purpose and something of a bunker for civilians and dependents that were slated to travel aboard ship. With an independent sick bay and its own small dedicated power plant and life support systems, the Redoubt could be isolated in the event of an emergency and serve as something of a life pod. There’d been talks about giving it its own engines, but they couldn’t figure out how to make such extensive modifications.
They'd settled for designing a system to explosively decompress the accessways to the Redoubt and adding a variety of automated anti personnel weapons. More than enough to spill a bunch of power armored or mech suited pirates into vacuum and render them into carbon waste. The EFL had been consulted extensively to make the Redoubt a prize that simply wasn't worth taking... and that was before they made it inside and had to fight whatever crew had made it there before separation and were ready to defend their families to the last man and woman.
The third module was the primary power plant and engines, which sealed off the aft end of the vessel with their size. The Tear was generously equipped by most standards in terms of power generation. The original design intent of the Volxtara class had been that the outer modules could be easily removed and replaced, so the power plant had been selected to give it enough juice to cover all the conceivable needs of a very flexible vessel.
In practice very few people converted the Volxtara class from its base configuration, instead opting to modify the massive modules it came with internally as the Undaunted were doing now. 
The gravity system was set up so that the core of the ship was “down” to the modules, even the fourth module that was presently located beneath her feet. It made moving from the Redoubt to some of the modules a rather stomach turning experience if you weren’t prepared for it. Even if all you had to do was stand on a floating platform.
Syl smiles into her mug of tea for a second as she finishes laying in work orders and ordering supplies for her new cloning labs. They’d be taking up large portions of modules 2 and 3, which made up the port and starboard “sides” of the ship relative to her, extensive to be sure, but considering their scale of potential work just from the preliminary orders they’d received and the contracts they were negotiating with the Undaunted colonial authority they couldn’t get the labs finished soon enough!
Not that the cloning labs were the only thing on her plate. She’d found herself named as her husband’s Director of Operations and more or less in charge of the non military parts of the ship. It was thought that a civilian face to the operation as opposed to a purely military one might be more friendly to alien commercial partners, and there was no doubt that Syl was a highly qualified business woman to survive running her specialist service on Centris for as long as she had. But there weren't just commercial things to consider.
No, she had to review the plans for things like quarters for civilian staff, galley facilities to feed them, storage for the same. The sick bay was under military control, but with the Chief Medical Officer, Commander Joanna "Bones" McCoy, being human, Syl had been asked to help supply the hospital with appropriate modern medical equipment worthy of a major hospital on Centris. 
Each module would have a small sick bay for daily concerns, but the Undaunted had determined that module 1 would play host to a full hospital, complete with multiple operating theaters and recovery rooms. Special care had been taken to include an extensive maternity ward and appropriate specialists in that budget.
“I wonder how long it’ll take for a human woman to require the services of our maternity ward? Surely they like sex and desire children in most cases like anyone else.” Syl wondered aloud, thinking about the human women she’d met recently.
She rather liked Sharon “Zombie” Graves, the younger woman was quite charming, and had a close bond with her husband because of their mutual service in the United States Marine Corps, an elite branch of the military of the nation they were both from, America. Graves was a talkative, energetic woman and apparently an absolute expert on electronic warfare. Sharon had been a pilot flying a fighter aircraft called a “Super Hornet”, but an injury had left her unqualified to fly.
Rather than lose her wings, she’d “cross decked” to the Navy, the ocean going kind, and trained as an electronic warfare officer. In her time in the back seat of a specialist aircraft without an ejection seat, she’d flown several missions where she’d even supported Jerry while his unit was in the field, albeit without either of them knowing the other existed. It was a shame really, if Sharon hadn’t been human, Syl would have practically been begging her to join their marriage. She was the kind of girl a family could always use more of!
Commander McCoy on the other hand... Syl shudders slightly. That one was a piece of work. Cold. Calculating. Ruthless was perhaps the only word Syl knew to describe her interpersonal skills. Her bedside manner was lacking, but Syl had seen first hand after a work site injury when McCoy was interviewing for the job of Chief Medical Officer that she was incredibly proficient at her work. Both with axiom and traditional human medical techniques. She’d been in awe of how quickly she’d taken control of the situation and gotten the injured woman patched back up. Still. She was standoffish at best, and detached from most of the rest of the crew.
Syl couldn't rightly characterize her as a man hater, a mysterious mental malady that Sharon had told her some human women suffered. If only because Dr. McCoy seemed to treat everyone and everything with equal disdain. 
Dealing with her had been quite hard on Nadi, who'd been looking forward to a new human colleague in the field of medicine.
She finishes another electronic document, this one a requisition order for the new gunships the Undaunted had designed with the help of their newly selected human and alien pilots. It was technically a military matter, but Syl had quietly taken over that type of paperwork too in the last week or three. 
A few more clicks on her computer routes the document  to the Undaunted’s new and admittedly very minor bureaucracy for approval as Sharon herself drops into the chair in front of her desk with a cheery smile on her face.
“Hey Syl!”
“Zombie! Is the exercise over already? I mustn't have heard the 1MC call.”
“Yep! We won! The stealth torpedo Wichen came up with? Tore the guts out of the Tiger’s propulsion and knocked half their boarding torpedoes out. With their mobility reduced they were easy prey for our guns. I hear Wichen won a month’s pay off of Mabby over a bet on the outcome of the rematch.”
Sharon chuckles, clearly rather pleased with the outcome herself. “Probably gonna snag us an unholy amount of money in custom small arms too. Skipper wove the advertising for Wichen’s other side gig flawlessly. Like dangling a fresh cooked steak in front of a... dog actually. Though I wouldn’t call Captain Lilpaw that to her face.”
Sharon thinks for a moment. “Honestly I really wonder about this being a “galaxy of thirst” like some of the boys call it. All of you seem normal enough, even the pirates seem pretty normal.”
“I've always thought that was a bit uncharitable ever since Jerry explained what it meant to me. Did you ever take a tour off the Dauntless sweetie? It's a very different world from the ship.”
Sharon cocks her head for a moment. “No actually, I never did take shore leave. I volunteered for the Tear before my leave rotation came up and I’ve been neck deep in our EWAR and other electronics systems ever since. I have a couple centuries of catching up to do. I know this one gal, Harriett, she’s okay, a bit high strung. Vanished a while back after coming back from liberty. Had an encounter with a Deep Craig Nagasha, went from plain Jane to... well. Like everyone else in the galaxy. Mega stacked.”
Sharon gropes her own fairly humble, even by human standards, breasts for emphasis.
“Could go for some of that. Maybe not the watermelons you girls all seem to be smuggling, but get up to a nice set of all natural double ds. Breast envy no more! That’ll show those bitches in the locker rooms back in high school and college!”
Syl cocks her head. “I’m sorry, breast envy?”
The raven haired human woman nods. “Oh yeah. Human women are absolutely vicious to each other when it comes to personal appearance and the like. I opted out of that somewhat by becoming a Marine. Most civilians won’t mouth off to your face because you’re the kind of girl they simply can’t understand, and boys like a badass bitch who manages to keep herself looking even vaguely cute. The Michelle Rodriguez effect, an actress who did a lot of action movies and stuff. She actually partially inspired me to be a pilot. Anyway, if you end up as a “have not” in the genetic lottery on things like the size of your tits, it can be a bit demoralizing. I got teased a lot in high school, but none of my boyfriends ever complained.” Sharon shrugs. “Guess it doesn’t really matter out here, even Doc Nadi has jugs that’d make a plastic surgeon back home cry they’re so big.”
“...A what?”
“...Oh right, I guess that wouldn’t be a thing out here. Cosmetic surgery’s a thing though. Back on Earth the most popular form of cosmetic surgery for women is breast enlargement. Since we don't have axiom, various mechanical techniques have been developed over the centuries.”
“To compete for men?” 
Syl’s very confused now, the thought of having to surgically enhance one’s breasts beyond what axiom provides was an alien concept indeed, but then, Cruel Space was as about an alien environment for her as could be imagined.
“Partially.” Sharon shrugs again. “Honestly I think a lot of the competition between women in Cruel Space is more to do with dunking on other women so much as appealing to men. A lot of women, feminists they’re called, try to either completely ignore the process or divorce it from its traditional role of making oneself more attractive to attract a higher status male and get them to compete for you.”
The Volpir vixen erupts in giggles, laughing into her hand. “I-I’m sorry Zombie, I really am, I’m not laughing at you or your culture, but having to display to have men compete for you. It’s just... out here it’s so different! You’ll see once you take some proper liberty here on Centris. It’s even worse out of the core worlds. I mean, goddess love them, but there’s many women even here on Centris who haven’t even seen a man in years! Possibly their entire lives. I know a few girls who haven’t had a woman in their line impregnated the old fashioned way in generations!” 
Her hand drops self consciously to her stomach. She was still nice and trim, not even close to showing yet, but she was very conscious of the little lives growing inside her.
“Perhaps it’s wrong to laugh. It’s tragic on some level in your cruel space, and a tragedy in stark contrast to out here. That’s the galaxy you live in now... I know the human men, even Jerry, find it a bit funny, the... thirst as they call it. But imagine, having grown up without a father, because there was no father. Or even a grandfather, maybe not even a great grandfather, imagine having the dreams of any little girl... of having children. Of having a family. I know our clans are strange to humans but everyone wants safety, security, to have people to raise their children alongside people they can rely on at least. Even those hundred girl marriages are out of reach for a lot of women in the galaxy.”
Sharon nods, the totality of the galaxy’s situation really hitting her as she just listens a bit.
“What Jerry told me is called lesbianism is quite common. There’s little stigma, because you’re unlikely to get romantic or even physical comfort any other way... your menfolk are special in that regard. To get to love someone. To be loved. It’s a miracle for me. That he’s got enough love for my sisters too, and our other sister wives is even more special. He works so hard for us, to be a husband and lover to us. To be a father to our children before they’ve even been born! I deeply appreciate human culture for giving him that drive. I hope if our clan produces any sons, they’ll learn the right lessons from their father in that regard, and maybe the galaxy will end up just a bit more gentle. One thing remains the same however, women most certainly dress up and otherwise work to “dunk on” other females. Albeit with a slightly different intent.”
“Yeah... hadn’t thought about it all like that. It’s easy to pass it off as a bunch of over sexed, or under sexed rather, thots or focus on the biology involved. But there’s cultural factors from centuries, thousands of years of things being like this, and that’s post reaching galactic civilization too! I suppose my sociology professor would be rather smug. There’s really reasons for why things are the way they are, whether they make sense to you as an outside observer or not.”
Sharon wrinkles up her face, clearly trying to switch subjects to a lighter topic. 
“Well, at least being bi won’t be too weird out here, what with it being common and all.”
Sharon grins and shoots Syl an unmistakably lewd look which makes the fox woman blush a bit.
“Zombie!”
“What? I can look. Kinda hard not too with all the beauties walking around these days. You included. Jerry’s a lucky guy... thirteen times over, weird as that is to say. I’m just lucky I like curves... I suppose I dig what I don’t have myself. Still, I feel bad for the guys who like smaller breasts, the wider galaxy’s hell for them and feminists.”
Syl snorts “Hmph, I suppose you’re not wrong, but I am someone’s mother now you know.”
“Everyone likes MILFs. Though the idea of you thickening up even more is kinda terrifying, even if the opposite apparently happens out here. Sides, if I wanna get handsy I just have to join the marriage right? Wouldn’t even need to go straight girl on girl then, three ways are hot, and guys love a little bit of lipstick lezzing out. Be a bit weird cause Jerry’s my CO, but he’s a hell of a Marine. Never thought about straight up polygamy either, but if that’s the way the galaxy works...”
The human woman breaks into laughter and sticks her tongue out at Syl. 
“Kidding. Not sure I’m ready to be wife fourteen for anyone, never mind the skipper.”
Sharon rises and composes herself quickly, straightening out her uniform.
“Anyway, I was coming to get you for lunch. Jerry’s ordered a 24 hour pass for anyone not actively involved in construction and he’s having the galley whip up a pizza dinner for everyone. Pizza’s a disc of bread covered in a sweet vegetable sauce and cheese then baked. Usually you add toppings. Apparently the cooks have figured out an alien safe version they’re calling moon pies.”
“Why pies?”
“I’ll tell you as we go! Come on, let’s get the rest of the civilian staff and go have some fun!”
Syl rises and smooths out her blouse. “Alright, one more thing, where’s Jerry?”
Sharon snickers. “Oh he’ll be along shortly, Evie pounced him into his ready room the second Wichen was distracted and tried to lock the door. Wichen got in via an access vent. Both of them apparently get all revved up by combat and Jerry doing his whole master and commander thing. So he’ll be tied up dealing with them for a bit.”
“Hmm... maybe I’ll take that galaxy of thirst thing back under advisement... if the behavior of my sister and sister wife are anything to go by.”
“And yours. Considering you’re pregnant, not once, not twice, but six times! Good god girl, clearly you must get up to some serious fun in the bedroom to get knocked up like that! Or is that normal for Volpir?”
Syl can’t resist a smug smile spreading across her face. 
“No, I am very blessed, and very lucky. Now let’s hurry up, I am eating for seven after all.”
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Tyler


The hatch seals behind them as the flight crew quickly goes through their start up checklist. The spacecraft was new, but the ritual was familiar to the one experienced aviator and his experienced spacer companion.
The young man in the forward position, the pilot’s position, was Lieutenant Tyler Sarkin, and joining him for this flight was his new Weapons Systems Officer, commonly called a Wizzo, a Seramali woman, Flight Officer Cascade Verderian who preferred to be called Cassie. She stretches her wings happily just in the corner of his eye, clearly still getting used to the new equipment the humans called a flight suit, and the small set of survival gear that came with it. He’d expected a lot of weird things when he’d signed up, but crewing with a literal angel wasn’t one of them.
The blonde beauty he was splitting a cockpit with was BMC 2/100 #3, and what it translated to in English was freaking angels! Tall, universally gorgeous, even by alien standards, women, with massive feathered wings. With mostly fair skin and light eyes, if you hid the wings, tail feathers, and legs that transitioned from smooth looking skin into scales and a pair of brutal looking raptor talons you could almost convince him they were a very lost tribe of Amazon warrior women. 
Except. For one small detail. Four eyes. Arranged two to a side, the outer pair was optimized for viewing objects from far away, and were either matched to their inner eyes, or in what the Seramali consider a desirable trait, a golden color that reminded Tyler of Earth hawks. The inner eyes were optimized for close viewing. He’d asked Cassie to explain how her species’ vision worked, and the complexity of the imagery her mind processed from its four optical devices was more mind bending than FTL navigation.
Tyler shakes himself back to reality and quickly finishes his checklist, ending on powering up their engines. 
“Three lit and in the green. Cassie, how are we looking?”
“Weapons coming up, passive sensors coming up, holding off on active sensor activation till we’re clear of the hangar but all systems are optimal. Activating heating systems for mechanical components. About half of our munitions are loaded... primary weapon’s spooled and ready."
Sarkin nods to himself. “Right, let’s see what this bad girl can do Cassie.” He flicks the switch to bring him onto the frequency for the flight control for the UCV Crimson Tear. “Tear control, Valkyrie 101 checking in, loading ordnance now.”
“Copy Valkyrie 101, your call sign is Ghostrider 1-1. Discontinue loading ordnance. Scramble and interdict hostile small craft. Vector is 310 from the ship. Your SWACS controller's call sign is Raven.”
“Scramble and interdict enemy craft, Valkyrie 101.”
Red lights flash in the hangar outside of the brand new Huscarl class gunship. It was an inspired design, lead by some of the Dauntless’s science team and Wichen Bridger, it was very much a human design, but it incorporated numerous alien tech and weapons to produce a peerless combatant craft, all built around an update of the venerable GAU-8 Avenger cannon. Now firing an ultra high velocity 40mm shell, the heavy autocannon was more than prepared to shred through the hulls of light combat vessels, and carried a variety of energy and missile weapons to ensure they had variety to play with when they weren’t at appropriate ranges for the big cannon.
The gunship was a mean, slightly bulky design that retained a S/VTOL capacity. Heavily armored, its most distinctive feature besides the massive rotary cannon was the complete lack of a visible cockpit. The shape was there, but there was nothing but armor. Instead the cockpit view was provided by cameras that gave them a nearly 360 degree view, even letting them look through the hull itself, a major benefit in the multidimensional world of space combat. Then there were the dorsal and ventral turrets, a quad arrangement with a pair of laser cannons paired with a pair of plasma cannons. Small balls marked the location of laser point defense systems at the wing tips and four various spots along the fuselage.
Finally, the heavier plasma and laser cannons were mounted under the short wings and more of the heavy energy weapons were mounted directly into the fuselage. Then, if all that wasn’t doing the job, there was an internal weapons bay with a pair of rotary racks that could carry a wide variety of ordnance ranging from heat seeking missiles to sensor guided missiles optimized for anti-spacecraft or anti-ground target work, though some of the latter weapons were 'muddy', meaning they could only be launched in atmosphere.
Hellfire IIs were another new human weapon for Cassie to learn about. Based on an anti-tank missile from back home, the large Hellfire IIs were optimized to bore through armor, using a concentrated plasma penetrating charge to open the tender interior of a ship or station up to the penetrator behind it and its explosive payload. All of which made them rather intriguing to the talented warrior woman turned investment banker turned WSO.
There were even provisions to carry truly heavy ordinance externally, space for a pair of either anti-ship torpedoes, or cruise missiles, including ones rated for orbit to surface strikes. A magic volume of fire power if you asked anyone involved, and one that had Captain Bridger’s special operations troops rubbing their hands with glee at the thought of calling in CAS.
“Looks like we got two of the Great Phoenix and two Super Sidewinders. Not exactly our full payload, but we have a full load of cannon ammo, and the power plant will give you plasma and laser fun till your trigger finger gets tired. External power is disconnected. Confirmed launch ready.”
Their eyes glow green briefly as their HUDs light up, beamed directly into their eyes and overlay everything around them as a button on Sarkin’s console lights up. “Control, Valkyrie 101 is space flight ready. Launch us asap.”
“Copy 101. Venting atmosphere. Opening the external doors... stand by... launching.”
Sarkin throws the throttles forward to the firewall as an unseen controller triggers the magnetic accelerator that flings them forward and out of the Tear’s hangar bay. They could have taken off normally, but when launching small craft into battle, velocity was everything. So launch rails were the name of the game in most of the known galaxy where fighters and similar combat craft were used at all.
The acceleration briefly slams them into the back of their chairs until they find themselves in the comforting embrace of the void, racing away from one of the military hangars at the aft end of the Crimson Tear.
“Data link from the Tear’s hot, our sensors are live... tally six bandits.” 
Tyler can practically hear Cassie smile quietly to herself.
She’d told Tyler earlier how excited she’d been to find out she’d have a chance to link up with humanity in the guise of the Undaunted. Considering how much fun she’d been having so far it was an excellent choice clearly. She’d been a gunner among other things in her home world’s military, running weapons on slightly larger craft than this mean little gunship, doing smuggling interdiction and the like before she’d been mustered out.
One career as a banker later and she was more than ready to be a warrior full time again. Banking had been good work, and done well by her, but it didn’t satisfy her warrior spirit, and Tyler could certainly understand that. That she was finally ready to settle down and do some husband hunting was unspoken between them, but Tyler assumed it was on her mind. 
Even if he believed her when she said it was the Undaunted’s ideals that appealed to her most. That those ideals came with a hunk buffet from her perspective probably didn’t hurt her decision to take a much lower paying position at the bottom of the military totem pole.
Clicks fill his ears as her fingers fly over her keys as she starts to index targets and work their weapons systems, slaving the direct fire weapons and missiles up to Sarkin’s control console and its associated joystick before she starts working her magic with the Huscarl’s turrets. Her chair spun and rotated in line with said turrets, with her control panels moving with her, an ingenious set up that apparently was a human standard from further back in their history.
“Ghostrider 1-1 to Raven, tally six bandits, we’re engaging. Keep the home fires warm for us.”
“Copy Ghostrider, give’em hell.”
“Talk to me Cass, what am I looking at?”
Cassie scans her screens, flipping through a few controls as she starts priming the ship’s offensive and defensive energy weapons. “Looks like two gunships, Yagona class, and four escorting fighters... looks like Uglies. They’re a clusterfuck of parts that somehow manage to function together, keep it tight, the type of pirates crazy enough to fly those things love packing in weird surprises.”
“In that case, let’s even the odds a bit. Because outside of birthday parties, sex, and free guns or bottles of decent booze I hate surprises.”
Tyler swings his gunship through the void, using maneuvering thrusters to allow him to move laterally in ways that mere conventional aircraft could never dream of, even as the inertial dampeners that were one of many blessings of axiom allowed him to soar as if he was in atmosphere. He cycles through his weapons with a practiced ease. The stick wasn’t that different from the one he used to play flight sims, and that in turn had been based on the fighter he’d been flying back home before he’d volunteered for the Dauntless.
He indexes the appropriate setting for the equivalent of a radar guided missile that had its own seeker head with a flick of his finger. Just like the simulations. Albeit the tech in the new weapons made the old AIM-120s look like bottle rockets. 
He picks out a fighter he likes the look of least, and waits for a hard tone before gently caressing the trigger.
“Ghostrider 1-1, Fox three.”
The advanced seeker head locked on immediately, pit bull, the stage at which the weapon had locked on to it’s target and was handling all it’s own guidance was theoretically as long as it had fuel, though it would exchange telemetry with its mother ship to increase accuracy unless the data link was shut off to prevent electronic warfare interference. A quick manipulation of the controls locks up another target and a quick press of the trigger drops another missile free of his craft’s belly as he gooses the throttles forward.
“And fox three again.”
Freed from things like the friction or drag found in the atmosphere and with massively increased ranges common to stellar warfare, the new missiles had ridiculous engines that let them move at incredible speeds. They’d been working on jump missiles, but the sizes involved rendered those more into the cruise missile range. These missiles were more than fast enough anyway, crossing through the void in a blink and slamming home into two of the Uglies and rendering them into clouds of shrapnel. .
“Splash two. Looks like they didn’t have much in the way of axiom shields, not that those do much against kinetics in the first place. Warheads tore through whatever armor they might have had, like it wasn’t even there. I think some of the shrapnel might have even damaged one of their wingmen. One of the other fighters has slowed massively and seems to be maneuvering erratically. I... shit! Splash three.”
“Hah! That’s what I like to see! Yeah baby yeah!” 
Sarkin grins viciously as the third fighter explodes into a small star after taking critical damage from the death of its wingman and quickly fades as he cues his weapons systems over to lasers. 
“Highlight one of the gunships. I want to give them a light show as we come in to give our new cannon a try.”
The system locks up the faster of the two incoming gunships with a deft manipulation of the controls by Cassie, and Tyler drags his cross hairs onto it and switches to the heavy laser cannons. 
“Sunbeam” 
With a word, and a slow steady squeeze, the cannons begin to stream coherent death down range, stitching it across the enemy’s hull as they continue to maneuver closer.
Tyler begins to bounce their gunship around, using the maneuvering thrusters to keep them changing their orientation and angle, probably leaving Cassie very thankful for the artificial gravity and inertial dampening keeping her stomach from rebelling violently. He knew from training together she was gutting through aggressively. It simply wouldn’t do to “punk out” as some of the humans called it. Certainly not in front of a man! That would add to the shame greatly.
“Cass, BDA.”
A quick glance at the sensors and the angelic alien switches over to a visual sensor. “No penetration, the target gunship is very heavily shielded as expected. I expect the fighter will be too. It looks fairly heavy and could easily mount the appropriate equipment.”
“They could stand to make it look a bit less ugly while they’re there, I know it doesn’t have to be aerodynamic if it’ll never enter planetary atmosphere without crashing, but blood of the Marne that thing’s hideous.”
The enemy heavy starfighter looked more like what helicopters had always been called when he was in flight training back home. A million parts rotating rapidly around an oil leak waiting for metal fatigue to set in.
With all it's random jutting angles and hard edges the only way he could think to describe it was the results of the Goth kid in high school assembling a spaceship entirely out of safety razors then letting it sit outside and oxidize a bit before hitting it with some random sprays of gaudy colors.
"Shit, it just lit off a booster of some kind!" Cass nearly shouts.
Tyler would have called it adrenaline getting to her, but apparently aliens didn’t have that. What she was, was excited.
The unseemly creation burned hard towards them, moving significantly faster than it appeared capable of. If they had been in an atmosphere Tyler suspected that it would tear itself apart entirely.
It comes in fast and it comes in guns blazing, its various energy weapons pulsing merrily in the dark and doing little to harm their shields till they hit plasma range. That pirates avoided using ordnance based weapons had been an interesting piece of tactical information confirmed across the bulk of the EFL and more than a few captured pirates that weren’t on such good terms with humanity.
Energy weapons had theoretically unlimited ammo, missiles and the like could be expensive, and no pirate wants to cut into their bottom line. Which of course gave the Undaunted some extra things to play with courtesy of being part of an actual stellar military. He attempts to take a few return pot shots with a half hearted report of the brevity code “Solar flare” to indicate he’s discharging plasma weapons. 
‘Good manners’ like brevity codes were even more important in the stellar environment when even light laser weapons could reach across a solar system under the right conditions, as was a very, very good targeting computer.
“Cass, set’em up with the turret.”
The gunship jostles slightly as plasma grazes the outer shields and Tyler throws them in a violent series of maneuvers that would hurt to watch for the controllers back on the Tear. Eventually cranking the gunship through an impossibly tight loop that involved using maneuvering thrusters to rotate the ship on its lateral axis as much as actually physically looping around.
All the while Cass blazes away with whichever of her turrets can get its guns on the enemy, automated systems and the natural limits of the turret mounts preventing the gunship from trying to fire through itself. At one point in their rotation Cass takes the opportunity to blaze away with both turrets simultaneously ripping through the shielding of the heavy fighter and mulching a large chunk of its hull.
Tyler indexes a super sidewinder, the space intercept missile that uses a very updated infrared heat seeker. Back home they were for close range, but with how heat worked in space you could make hits at a surprisingly long range by stellar standards provided you could guide the weapon part of the way in like the old radar guided weapons systems used to need. Immediately the gunship’s cockpit is filled with the tone of a hard target lock.
“Ghostrider 1-1, Fox 2!”
The missile is launched free of the ordnance bay and streaks home with a vengeance, it’s axiom enhanced warhead turning what had once been a hideous collection of spare parts into the heart of a miniature sun for about half a second before fading to reveal a shower of minor particles and waste metal.
Immediately Tyler adds a little engine power to increase their momentum and swing the heavy gun onto the closest of the two gunships per his more limited sensor station. 
"Guns guns guns!" 
He calls across the radio as he depresses the trigger on his stick and the ship begins to vibrate.
Long bursts of high velocity 40mm cannon rounds scream through the void, silent, for all the violence of their motion. The experimental Trytite/tungsten alloy armor penetrator serves its purpose brilliantly and shreds through the shields and the hull of the powerful gunship. The explosive charges flash boil metal to liquid and detonate the atmosphere within the small craft, tearing the gunship open like hitting a tin can with a .50 cal.
“Shit they must have been running nearly pure oxygen. Cass, get me a vector on the last gunship, I want...”
“No, I think that’s enough. End simulation.” 
An unfamiliar voice from nowhere says.
The universe goes black before the cockpit canopy starts to lift and bright white light fills the simulator cockpit. Tyler rubs his eyes a touch, letting them adjust to see Captain Bridger and some of his staff waiting for them.
“Shit sir, did we do that badly?”
Captain Jeremiah Bridger grins down at Tyler and Cassie, broad smile framed by the beard he’d been growing recently.
“Not at all Lieutenant, I just felt like I didn’t need to keep both of you from liberty any longer to continue to prove a point you’ve already made. You’re easily the most proficient theoretical flight team across the Undaunted in the Huscarl class gunships, and it pleases me you haven’t let a little thing like the first one not being finished...” 
Bridger theatrically checks his watch. 
“Until tomorrow sometime, slow you down. Incidentally that gunship will be the one you just simulated, Valkyrie 101, and I suspect she’ll be your ride going forward. Effective immediately Tyler Sarkin, you’re promoted to Commander, and unless you have some reason to decline, will be taking command of the 103rd Gunship Squadron, Valkyries. Flight Officer Verderian, I don’t have such lofty command authority to offer you, but I will be progressing you in grade to full Lieutenant and offering you the management of the 103rd’s Wizzos.”
Cass reacts before Tyler gets a chance to, smoothly stepping out of the cockpit and stretching her carefully folded wings for a moment before snapping to and saluting the skipper. “It would be my pleasure sir, but was my performance really good enough to skip Lieutenant Junior Grade?”
“I’ll be honest Lieutenant, your prior experience alone was good enough that we were intending to promote you expediently as is. Barring some flaw or conflict between your previous training and our own standards that has yet to present itself we are underpaying you by a massive amount. You’ve so far proven to be an exemplary spacer and a very talented Wizzo. Some of that is certainly natural raw talent, and an approximate fifty years of prior experience as a gunner and whatever your home world’s naval militia calls a wizzo, I’ll be honest, I looked it up, but I can’t pronounce that after an hour of trying. Regardless, we’re lucky to have you, and I remain honored to be the first human to receive one of your people’s warrior oaths.”
“It is my pleasure, Captain.”
Tyler takes the moment to consider the weight that had just casually been dropped on his shoulders. A promotion from full lieutenant to commander, his first command leading a squadron of brand new gunships off a modified freighter in deep space with an angel running his sensors and operating some of the more complex weapons for him. A smile slowly starts to creep over his face. Like hell he was going to miss out on a chance like this! The young pilot extracts himself from the simulator and comes to the position of attention, snapping off a parade ground perfect salute.
“Commander Sarkin, commanding the 103rd Gunship Squadron, Valkyries, reporting as ordered Captain.”
“Commander Sarkin, it’s a pleasure to have you aboard.” 
Bridger returns Tyler’s salute, then firmly shakes his hand. “Your first task is to select the rest of your pilots and wizzos for your squadron besides the three other teams we already have. Currently we’re anticipating six Huscarls, but I’m lobbying for eight total birds. Plan for whatever number of craft we have plus four complete flight teams. So if we get eight, I want twelve ready and able flight teams who can roll at a moment’s notice. To keep life interesting for the off crews, you’ll also be doing more normal flying in various shuttle craft. Maybe even provide pilots for the spec ops teams going on infiltration on a volunteer basis only. That’s an evolving discussion with the Admiral, but keep all that in mind when you’re making your selections. I’ll forward the appropriate dossiers to your personal terminal. However... do all that tomorrow, you’re both on a twenty four hour pass as of now... and we have the galley throwing together some pizza for everyone. Seems we all did damn well in our sims today.”
Both human and alien snap to this time, saluting in unison with a crisp “Aye aye sir!”.
Pizza was a good motivator like that, even if the alien had no idea what it was. Yet anyway.
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This truly was the high life. Jerry basks in the pooled affection of most of his brides, a group cuddle having broken out in the massive bed that dominated the master suite of their chambers. The chambers themselves were palatial, each wife had her own suite of rooms, with a few more left empty by Syl's careful planning... for when more wives join. Jerry had questions about that of course, but Syl knew her business and on a ship the size of the Tear... well. Why the hell not?
It wasn't uncommon for several hundred woman strong clans and their husbands to run mass conveyors like these. There were also a couple barracks like rooms and nurseries already set up. The former for children once they grew past the need of a crib. Personal cubicles were a part of those designs. For the normal crew such personal space was needed for the lowest rank or rate of wives or spacers as the case might be, and that was just as important for children.
Syl and some of her sisters delighted in arranging things in the nurseries and the children's quarters to make them warm and homey, appropriate to their likely ever growing brood. Jaruna, Wichen, and Evie weren't quite as maternal, but with most of the family pregnant, such matters were an all hands on deck affair, especially with Jerry working to increase bonding and affection with and between his wives. 
They were a family as he saw it, and he intended that they act like it. The clan concept wasn't unfamiliar to him, nor indeed entirely objectionable in some senses. But it simply wouldn't do for him personally. Not his family. Not his wives. Not his children.
Jaruna had been the only one "upset" by that concept, and that was more that she saw that kind of affection as an incredible luxury that was almost certainly going to make her soft. Coming from a Cannidor mercenary clan, she'd only seen her father a few dozen times, birthdays, first combat drop, that sort of thing, and they'd never been close. 
The same went for her mother, who loved her... but had high expectations, and demanded only the best from her favorite daughter. Jaruna had confided in Jerry that her mother still wasn't speaking to her after she'd left the clan to do things her own way. Clan by laws demanded it, but now she was part of a new clan, and would hopefully have a grandchild on the way.
"That'll bring the old bitch around, just you watch. Nothing mends fences and crosses lava fields quite like grand babies to spoil. Might even get you some new Undaunted. I'm sure a new military power's caught Mom's eye. Even if I hadn't quietly forwarded her the security footage of our first date."
"Does that shoot out really count as our first date?"
"Bet your delicately sculpted ass it does baby."
Jerry stifles a chuckle as he shifts in bed. The giant wall of muscle that was Jaruna was holding down the far end by the door. Wichen was curled up by his feet, looking for all the world like a very large pet cat. The rest of the girls were scattered through the bed, with Evie and Syl having claimed his back and his arms respectively. 
A quick scan of the room reveals Mikasa taking a nap herself in the corner, the Alsatian pup was growing quickly, and was shaping up to be a massive beastie. Jerry quietly extracts himself from the loving embrace of two of his wives, and quietly manages to evade others before making his way to the bathroom, practicing stealth movement as he goes.
When he exits the room after relieving himself, Firi is waiting for him. The shyest of the Volpir sisters he was wed to, Firi had suffered greatly at the hands of her mother and clan for her lack of... well. Everything a Volpir should pride herself on per the worst depictions of their culture. Save for her exceptionally fluffy tail even by Volpir standards. She was sweet, kind, and wore her heart on her sleeve. Her maternal instincts were the strongest of all Jerry's wives, and despite her usually timid nature, she had gracefully come into her own and taken the lead on those projects, and considering she was carrying eight little blessings, that was probably a good thing.
It was a hell of a number by almost all galactic standards. A near miracle by Volpir standards, with six being considered a ‘very large’ litter for the vulpine aliens. It was almost frightening... and hinted at what an animal Firi could be in bed. Then again, it was always the quiet ones wasn't it? Jerry mused to himself, smiling down at Firi.
The petite vixen quickly snuggles up against her husband. Firi had also adapted to the human way of doing things like she was born to it, seemingly feeding on the positive emotional feedback she was being provided with instead of a lifetime of neglect and near abuse. 
She wasn't cunning. She wasn't bold. She wasn't aggressive. The only things she felt strongly about had been the idea of being a slave to her biology and throwing herself at some random man without love... a near fantasy for many Volpir in a pre human contact galaxy, and that she wanted so very badly to be a mother.
She'd even gone into education as her field so she could work with children even without having any of her own. Firi had decided to set up the daycare and educational facilities for the tear... and if Jerry's little slice of paradise was anything to go by, they'd need to be hiring specialist staff for that particular job sooner rather than later. No one aboard was showing just yet... but it was clearly just a matter of time as more and more marriage documentation crossed over his desk for his review.
Jerry banishes thoughts of work from his mind and kisses the crown of Firi's head gently as she holds him. Sometimes Firi had nightmares. Calling her birth mother unkind was a significant understatement. She'd been the least liked of his Volpir spouses' mothers, an irritable old cunt with a cruel streak a mile wide. She'd been the smuggler of the family, though she liked to play pretend that she was far more of a criminal and a threat than she actually was.
Most of her daughters had followed in their mother's footsteps, becoming bullies and thugs, mostly working for their mother's small little smuggling fiefdom, but others finding their way into more serious trouble. Fighting for food, fighting for toys, fighting for even a hint of love or affection from their birth mother... all to make a "stronger" daughter in a way that made even Jaruna gnash her teeth. 
Her own mother had been strict as hell, but Jaruna had never questioned that the Cannidor matriarch loved her, nor had she gone without food... except when she'd earned it by being a sassy little shit.
"Sorry..." Firi whispers, finally breaking the silence. "I uhm... needed to recharge my cuddle battery. Evie and Syl might be senior, and they deserve their love, they're both pregnant too after all, but I..."
"You deserve my love too, Firi. You all do. Pregnant or not. You're my wives. You're all precious to me. Even if one of you says she doesn't want to have kids for a few years. If you want attention, or even just want some alone time, just us..." Jerry's hand traces down to her still trim stomach... would she even be able to walk in a few months? "And our babies of course. All you have to do is ask."
Firi trills happily, almost more like a songbird than the fox she resembled. Jerry couldn't imagine being cruel to such a beautiful creature, couldn't imagine raising a hand to the shining beacon of light that was Firi. She was the biblical ideal of love personified into a petite beauty from beyond the stars. 
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.
"Well... in that case, I hear the park is done being refurbished. They added all sorts of Earth plants and trees. Even some birds and something called a squirrel."
"They're big fluffy rodents that live in trees. They grow quickly for one, which is why we thought to add them. Especially with the light axiom force fields keeping them safely inside the park. We have some songbirds growing in the tanks too."
"Mhmm. I was thinking... could we maybe have a picnic? I want to try more safe earth foods with you. Egg salad sounded really nice..."
"Alright, let's have a date then. Just the ten of us."
Firi beams up at him, a little ray of sunshine as they head back towards bed together. She gets up on her tiptoes to steal a kiss before passing him off to Evie at the door, affection sought, affection received, and a date penned in for the next day. Even in her quiet way Firi managed to seek out and get what she desired. 
Those who wanted, and asked, received, was the basic rule of the clans in this galaxy it seemed. Be it asking for physical affection or asking to be impregnated. Jerry had been surprised at how his taking the initiative had almost confused his loves. Save Jaruna.
Apparently Cannidor men were made of slightly sterner stuff in smaller clan settings... but once a marriage hit triple digits, it was almost impossible to truly see to your spouses as a human would want to. Which made him all the more determined to limit the membership in their growing family. 
He'd have to put his foot down eventually, but growth seemed to be inevitable. Hell he'd started with two, then practically ballooned to fourteen over a few short weeks! All of them are beyond beautiful. All of them are wonderful in their own unique ways. An embarrassment of riches for any man to his mind... and such wealth was almost casually ignored!
Jerry snorts with indignation for a moment, drawing a low chuckle from Evie. 
"I woke up to find you gone and worried after you, forgive an old soldier for her instincts. Penny for you thoughts oh captain, my captain?"
"Don't call me that. Not here. My rank stops at our door."
"Beloved then."
"Beloved's better. Hubby, darling, "my stud", and whatever other silly pet names you girls can think up also work. Anything more personal than my rank. You can even use my name for a change if you like."
It's Evie's turn to snort this time, stifling laughter. 
"Penny for your thoughts my love? Your face was stormy as Firi returned to bed."
"Mhmm... just thinking about her mother... and then about how wrong the galaxy is."
"Wrong how?"
"Each one of you girls is a treasure, and with almost anyone but me, it seems you'd be an afterthought almost, not appreciated for the gems of womanhood that you are."
Evie considers that for a moment. She was older than her sisters by a few decades, and was more thoughtful than all save Syl. Her hand almost automatically comes to rest on her own stomach, his words seemingly making her conscious of the far more manageable pair of kits she was carrying.
"I worry about this all being a dream you know."
Evie almost whispers, her tone encouraging Jerry to shut up and listen.
"You humans don't understand just how special you are. Your best are all something out of story books and fairy tales. The worst of you will be no worse than the worst of our galaxy's menfolk... and even they will still be appreciated and valued, for so rare are men that they must be. Women are commonplace. Run of the mill."
"I'm going to stop you right there... we're all commonplace on the galactic scale, even men. And for all that, each of you girls is a unique, individual gem of the cosmos, and I pray nightly to the gods of my ancestors to thank them for the great bounty I have received, for even were I penniless with all of you, I would be rich beyond the ken of mortal men."
"That's exactly what I mean though... you don't understand completely just the effect you have on us you know. To be married. To have the chance to have children? That's wonderful. Many billions of women will not be so fortuitous as we. To be loved like you want to love us? To be valued as you value us? To be seen as you see us? My love, as we make you wealthy beyond the ken of the men of your world, so too do you make us rich beyond the wildest dreams of all the women of the galaxy. And while I have never been spiritual..."
Evie takes a breath, steadying herself as silver teardrops brim in her eyes. 
"When it became clear who you were, how you wanted to be to us... once I returned to my hotel room... I wept. With joy. To have such a boon. Wept with sorrow for all those girls who will not get the chance to truly be loved by any save their mothers and daughters. Wept for the growing seed of love for the man who looked deep into my eyes and his every word and deed made me feel like a princess in a fairy tale, and that every thing I'd sacrificed and worked for was worth it. I still have the rose you gave me. Perfectly preserved. We all do. I want to be buried with it when I finally become one with the universe. An eternal testament that I was once Evelyn Bridger... and I was loved with all of someone's heart... and to whatever gods will listen I thank them for that gift beyond gifts. So let us remain humble for the gifts we have received beloved... if we can do that, then our love will truly endure."
"Heh, and you call yourself crude Evie, that was beautiful."
"Poet in a... what did you call it? Fox hole?"
Jerry suppresses a giggle at the unintentional double entendre. 
"Yes fox hole poetry's a classic of soldiers... all over the universe it seems."
"Mhmm." Evie snuggles into Jerry's arms. "If we pray, my husband, I think we should pray that you humans, for all your strength, make this galaxy a more loving place."
"By your wish, so shall it be."
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Jerry kicks his boots up on the desk of his ready room. The smart, calf length polished black leather gleamed with the special shine job Wichen had done them up with. Apparently she'd invented the perfect tool for the job, a little shine bot robot with just enough intelligence to analyze and build the perfect shine profile to input parameters. 
They were already getting mass produced on Jerry's orders and were selling fairly aggressively even outside of the Undaunted. It was a nifty little gizmo, especially when it could modify the polish with axiom to more or less make the layer of polish just shy of bullet proof while retaining its flexible qualities.
It seemed like there was a new brilliant idea every minute around here, and while they weren't war winning or lottery busters in their own rights, as a quick examination the family's personal financials showed, little things could add up quickly in this galaxy, especially things that made one look better in the fashion obsessed Centris. Double especially with military chic being the next hot trend, likely courtesy of the Dauntless and her crew it seemed.
While that was mystifying to Jerry, he'd reached out to a few design labels Syl liked and offered them some patterns and other information on the wheres, whys and hows of uniforms and military style outfits from Earth. One label had gone absolutely gaga over old school European martial splendor, and were going to market the outfits and their styling free of unearned decorations in the military sense, but with extra gilt and embellishment. 
They’d also worked out an adaptation method to do alien martial awards up in the human style. It’d been an exhausting set of meetings, but the idea of, say, Speaker Ticanped turning up to a Council meeting dressed like an early 20th century Russian Czar had amused Jerry to no end.
Another more "urban" brand had gone hard on field uniforms, adopting various aggressive camo patterns and the infantry man's best friend the combat boot. They'd been extra thrilled to find out what a "gaiter" was, letting them have a footwear option for those who didn't want to show off a bunch of top of the line polished leather, or for those who simply couldn't wear boots. 
Another set of deals that had net the Bridger family a tidy profit... and ongoing profits too. They'd be getting a percentage from the sales of those lines, as well as selling the boot shining tool in their stores.
A chime at the door interrupts Jerry's musings. "Come!"
Sharon "Zombie" Graves marches in smartly, coming to attention before his desk and saluting smartly. 
"Reporting as ordered, Captain." 
She manages to keep a straight face before breaking down in giggles for a moment. 
"You just had to say "Come". Dammit Jerry if you keep this up I will be bringing you Earl Grey tea on the regular."
"I've always seen myself as more of a James T. Kirk than a Jean Luc Picard, and not just because of my apparent fascination with seducing alien women."
"I'm a Kirk girl myself, so I certainly endorse you going that way. I hate the memes about the man frankly. Shatner's Kirk was always a thoughtful, emotional, intelligent commander who made level headed and sound tactical choices, even if he didn't have time to listen to his team. He fucked up occasionally yes, and was a bit of a horn dog, but he was only human. Besides he had that cocky smile that could really make a girl's heart melt, so it's only natural he'd be seducing green skinned beauties left and right."
"Hmm... fair point, I can't call myself a Kirk type without a green skinned woman in my harem can I? That'd be failing Kirk 101."
Sharon chuckles. "Well I wouldn't give you advice on your love life sir, but I do happen to have a possible opportunity to find yourself some lean, mean and green love if you want."
"Well if you're offering Zombie I'd have to say I'm flattered."
"Not me! I mean. Well. Uh." Sharon stamps a boot. "Oh no you don't. Just because I'm one of your bridge bunnies doesn't mean I'm letting you get me off track. We actually have work to do dammit!"
"Damn, foiled again, though by the description I was figuring you actually did mean you. I mean, who else is leaner, meaner or greener than a genuine, certified US Marine?"
"Well in the literal sense half the damn galaxy it seems. More specifically in this case we have a communique from the Dauntless several actually, the first of which is that green situation I was speaking of. The short version is that a large company of combat trained Horchka want to join the Undaunted. They're a hardened merc unit with a few decades of combat experience. They'd like to stick together as a fighting force, and while the Admiral's fine accepting their oath, he doesn't have an immediate task for leg, mech and power armored infantry. Considering our mission, and how we could absolutely use more fighting women, he's sending the leader, Ghorza I believe, over to meet you. You have sole discretion on whether or not you want to accept her troops. You'll then be responsible for training them Undaunted style."
"Thankfully we are building the facilities for that, albeit they were mostly for training special forces teams, but we had been intending to carry a company of line Marines already."
"These girls would basically give us a rump battalion of infantry. Call it a Marine Expeditionary Unit without the armor when you consider our Aviation Combat Element and the combat power multipliers of the new axiom tech we're already using. Plus we'd have more experienced power armored infantry to play train the trainer and help us develop our own power armored infantry forces. Which I happen to know you've been selecting Marines for the line infantry with future "upgrading" in mind."
"Going into mind reading as a sideline Commander? Or have you been practicing your axiom use?"
"Call it women's intuition... or knowing my boss."
"We haven't worked together all that long."
"But you're a Marine, and a Raider at that, plus I know you're as big a sci fi nerd as those nerd squad kids. No way you're not going to get as much power armor on the field as humanly or alienly possible."
"You have to admit, it'd be a hell of a rude surprise for any of our enemies who potentially attack us... or if we send down troops to stomp them a new mud hole."
"Damn skippy sir. Though I admit... I'm not 100% certain on the differences between power armor and a mech suit. But the file we got on Ghorza's troops made a very clear distinction between her eighty mech suit troops and twenty power armored troopers, not counting the woman herself."
"I think I can help with that."
Jerry fiddles with his computer and brings up a holographic display on his desk, showing an experimental model of Undaunted mech suit, based off one of the more popular models among the EFL.
"This is a mech suit, they're relatively cheap and extremely adaptable to a wide variety of tasks. They're as common in civilian life as they are in the military or the wrong side of the law. While they generally run more effectively when adapted to one person, they can be easily adapted to most body types barring extremely large girls. Something of a one size fits all set up. They're suited for all manner of work and are purely focused on tech based axiom use instead of more esoteric styles. Anyone can use a mech suit, no adept training required."
"So you're just as likely to see one in a mine or doing construction work as you are to see one carrying a suite of heavy weapons into a gun fight."
"Correct."
"So how's that different from power armor?"
"Mech suits are piloted. You have a full set of controls, and when well set up, you can be pretty quick on your "feet"... but power armor's a bit more organic and dynamic."
Jerry flicks through a few blueprints and brings up one of the more popular Cannidor power armored suits.
"Power armor you just wear. There's a few controls, but for the most part it's entirely integrated, and controlled via a mix of your body motion and latent neural feedback from the not inexpensive telemetry units you need to have surgically implanted into your body. Mixed with a computer jack, you can integrate with the power armor entirely... and as said you just wear it. In every way power armor should make you more you. You but, stronger. You but, faster. You but, with a variety of scanners you don't normally have. You but, very, very heavily armored and shielded."
"You but, carrying a shit load of vehicle grade weapons with enough juice for the same if you're Cannidor."
"Exactly... and that's not even the scary power armor if you ask me. It's just the common style of kit."
Jerry triggers a switch to another mark of power armor. 
"This is the top shelf stuff. It requires a decent amount of axiom mastery and an integrated axiom totem. The suit itself is in effect an axiom totem. So it's literally bonded tightly to its wearer." 
Jerry triggers another view of the blueprint and the words ‘Axiom conduits' flash up in galactic trade before a network through the armor and its undersuit begin to spread out.
"This stuff can theoretically go forever instead of needing a full on power pack. It's got passive axiom absorption to keep it moving and it's all spread across the system, no weak points in terms of energy generation theoretically. Instead of just using axiom energy for power though, the armor can actually be infused... this isn't revelatory I know, but when I say it can be infused I mean you can infuse it like you can infuse your body on the fly... and it should do that as naturally as you breath."
A sequence of power armored combat begins to play, the woman wearing the high end suit leaping and dodging before a Cannidor catches her flat footed with a massive war club. A telemetry readout flashes up on the bottom left of the screen, showing the woman instinctually infusing her body with axiom to try and take the hit... and the armor itself mirroring her with axiom from it's battery pack, toughening up the metals and false muscles as if they were the warrior's own flesh and blood. 
She blocks the hit, and the clip fades to the company's logo with a little jingle as she leaps towards the Cannidor with a vicious uppercut that was glowing white hot with axiom.
"All purely on instinct. You don't have to think about it any more than any other axiom infusion. You don't even need more energy as the suit's internal batteries absorb axiom passively specifically for just such a situation. For a serious fight there's a backup generator that can kick in when you need sustained large volumes of energy, such as firing energy based heavy weapons. But unsurprisingly the wearers of this kind of suit tend to stick to axiom based attacks..."
"...We gonna send one of these bad girls to that Franklin guy in the EFL?"
"Honestly in his specific case I think power armor would just slow him down, that man's a fucking monster. For the rest of us however, power armor of both variants offers a significant tactical advantage. Especially if we introduce human style heavy weapons with some of the miniaturization options we're developing."
"Sounds promising, you'd make something like that look good, boss."
Sharon flashes Jerry a wink, momentarily stunning the man. Was she flirting with him? Jerry had thought he'd picked up on a vibe like that earlier in their conversation. Still she presses on like it hadn't happened.
"Wichen's autocannon project looking exciting then?"
"Very, high velocity 25mm round with a variety of projectiles, we have two versions, one's a triple feed single barrel so the wearer can index specialist munitions as desired. The other’s a multi barrel gatling design.”
“When in doubt, apply brrrt till the target changes shape or catches on fire.”
“Exactly the idea. Wichen has a mix of HEDP, AP and AD munitions worked up as well as practice shells and good old FMJ. She's gotten in with the working groups on things like the AVE rounds that showed such great results at my little shoot out... but as expensive as those are, they probably won't be used in cannon grade shells."
"Makes sense. Though imagine the damage a twenty five mike mike one of those could do when your little 6.5 AVE painted the fucking room with that Brute Archana."
"Some of that's their biology but I know your meaning. Past the cannons we have a variety of fun small arms ranging from axiom enhanced and back mounted miniguns to more traditional automatic weapons. There's a still very much under development 88mm recoilless rifle that takes its rounds from a miniaturized magazine, letting someone carry theoretically hundreds of missiles. All controlled with the eyes and some cuing. It's pretty damn impressive, but the magazine and feed system need work. Anyway, what else is on the table?"
"Well speaking of toys, I have the final tally in gifts we've received from various Undaunted elements, both for your weddings and what the EFL pirates are calling a "ship warming". Most of their notes end with ‘Even if you didn't steal it the right way.’"
It's Sharon's turn to connect to the holo display, bringing up what amounts to a loot table. It's a significant pile of stuff.
"From Vucsa 5 we have the specs and designs for axiom silencer rings and the tools to make them. I figure we'll standardize those for a lot of folks, if not everyone. Wichen is already itching to start producing them I'm sure. Speaking of things that go bang, the crew of the Chainbreaker, who also commented on us acquiring a ship ‘the wrong way’, sent us blueprints for what they call pop guns. They're an anti-material rifle mated with an elephant gun, and a light howitzer and they used them to hunt something called a Carnex."
"What's a Carnex?"
"Imagine Godzilla but with a meaner disposition, and covered in chrome."
"Really? That's so vaporwave it hurts."
"Extremely, but the chrome also makes them naturally plasma and laser resistant."
"Sounds like a nasty piece of work on the whole. Continue."
"From Octarin Spin, we have specs on a variety of "less lethal" modern small arms. Still plenty killy plasma and laser weapons in all due reality, but far less likely to puncture a space station hull, which, as you can imagine is a big deal on Octarin Spin. I figure they'll be good for internal security and if any civilians want to carry a personal defense weapon outside of breaking out the big toys for an active boarding action. They also sent design specs for badges that act as emergency axiom powered devices that should keep you alive for around an hour without further axiom charge if you get spaced, and a couple crates of Vulbaa cuisine."
"Makes sense, get the weapon designs down to Wichen if you haven't already. We'll want a full set for internal security and a pistol of either type for whoever wants one. The badges... Hell make'em standard issue, every crew member and civilian, even Mikasa. Better safe than writing a ‘Deeply regret’ letter. As for the food… It’s that meat jelly the wasp like aliens make right? Super nutrient dense? It keeps well as I recall, but snag a sample out for my family and yourself if you want some and turn the rest over to the quartermaster."
"Finally we have your Captain's Yacht."
"I beg your pardon?"
"Exactly what I said sir."
The view changes again to a fairly elegant spacecraft with great lines and a shape that was extremely appealing to human aesthetic tastes.
"Where did she come from?"
"A little group gift from the Undaunted Captain's Association, informal an organization as it might be. This is a prototype luxury shuttle that was designed alongside the Huscarl class gunships. It's being considered for mass manufacture and sale. The first one went to Admiral Cistern. As the second commander of an actual human owned and operated ship, and extremely likely to be conducting diplomatic negotiations on behalf of the Undaunted, I guess everyone figured you were next on the list for one of these bad girls. Should be big enough to fit most if not all of your family for an excursion and then some. Bring me if there's space to spare, I could get used to that kind of class."
"Careful Zombie, keep that up and Syl might just do the paperwork to drag you into my harem."
Sharon mutters something to herself that Jerry can't quite hear before snapping back to business.
"Anyway, that's the majority of the big ticket items. There's a mix of other resources, money, information, equipment and other miscellany to sort through, along with numerous well wishes. Apparently the Undaunted are excited to have a big naval operation under way that isn't the Dauntless. I wouldn't say we're as envied as the Chainbreaker, but for people who want to get out there, we're definitely leading the way in style."
"Just where I like to be Zombie. Is that everything for our situation? What's the status on the cloning tank install?"
"We're almost at full immediate capacity for what's available on the market. It's a small market so we can only get so much equipment at any one time. It's not like the stuff grows on trees."
"Fair enough, and the orders have been coming in pretty aggressively."
"Yes, though it'll die off a bit in the immediate term, the Admiral's ordered a temporary moratorium on new pet purchases for the Dauntless and her crew. Syl was telling me there's plenty of meat orders to sustain your business however. Apparently that flash grown cow with a butchering guide you sent to the Cannidor ambassador really did the trick. Something about it being one of the most flavorful things she's ever devoured in the last several centuries?"
"Glad we can impress our Cannidor friends in all sorts of interesting ways. Did the Apuk councilor get hers?"
"She did. Her message of thanks was significantly more refined. Both have sent in orders for large orders of meat, and the Apuk councilor ordered nearly a ton of A5 Wagyu for transport to Serbow, a gift for their Empress."
"Don't charge her for that one, it can be a gift from both of us."
"Syl's idea exactly. Next... there's an odd one that stood out in the message traffic we've been getting applying for positions on the Tear. Great Plains Nagasha, talented Adept, which we've been wanting more of. She's a rated instructor in both major disciplines."
"I sense a but."
"But intelligence thinks she might be connected with the Seven Tails of the Nagasha and wanted to give you a heads up in case she's an assassin or something."
"I doubt she's an assassin, you don't pay blood money to people you intend to kill."
"Not in any logical universe Skipper, but this is not a logical universe."
"Fair point Zombie. Have her come in any way... no changes or special handling. I can handle myself against one Adept. My own training's going along decently. At the very least I should be able to hold out long enough for Jaruna to stomp in and kill her. Speaking of which, transmit a message to this Ghorza once you get back out on the bridge. I'd like to meet with her as soon as it is convenient for her."
“Copy that Skipper. Last order of business for the day, Admiral Cistern would like to see you after you deal with Ghorza and her people one way or another. The message was vague, but probably working out the last additions to the crew.” 
“Maybe he even has orders for us. Guess we’ll just have to see, thanks Sharon.” 
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She certainly made a statement. 
That was Jerry's first thought as he considered the very large, very curvy Horchka by the name of Ghorza. He found himself surprised at how dolled up and feminine by earth standards she was. She wouldn’t have looked out of place in a human city. Save for being well over six feet tall and green any way. The Horchka warrior woman looked resplendent in a rather conservative dress, tight enough to be decent for fancier parties that aren't full black tie, but with a cut that made it fit for a board room.
Her tattoos peeking from her collar and the incredible muscles displayed on her arms and legs are the only things hinting at her profession of violence. The Horchka's tusky smile had an edge to it. She was clearly trying to smile as sweet as can be... but there was an animal fierceness behind her smile there that made Jerry shiver.
Ghorza was a skilled mercenary and the leader of a fairly large merc company. She wanted to bring her entire company over into Undaunted service. While the pipelines for training and recruiting were coming into being, they didn't quite have the facilities for it here on Centris, and the Admiral directed his staff to send Ghorza over to Jerry, who could easily put a few hundred hardened troopers with void experience to work on the double.
His eyes flick down to the pile of data pads before him, reviewing the strength of women at arms being more or less handed to him on a silver platter. 
Ghorza offered two hundred standard women at arms, all blooded with combat experience, a further eighty mech troopers, all with their own kit and again, and finally, twenty elite power armor wearing veterans, not including Ghorza herself. He flicks through to the set of dossiers again, reviewing them quickly.
"Well, I think I'd be a fool to refuse such a skilled body of fighting women wanting to come work for us, and being put under my command specifically. You're on Ghorza. Send whoever works as your right hand to see the quartermaster so we can get detailed dossiers on your people and start doing up all the paperwork to make your Horchka Undaunted. We'll also start out rank transfers with the Undaunted Marine Corps."
"And what about little old me specifically?"
Ghorza flutters her eyelashes and plays the question off coquettishly, an affection that must have taken a lot of practice for a Horchka. Her flirty smile once again ruined, or perhaps “enhanced”, by her impressive tusks.
Still there was an edge to the question that Jerry caught loud and clear. She had a lot of pride, and Jerry considered his words carefully.
Many Horckha had a strong honor based culture. Far different from the benevolent supremacy a lot of Cannidor had, the Horchka instead cultivated themselves as warriors, and more or less worshiped the profession of arms. The main line of the species looked down on the members of their species that became thugs or bandits, though certain linguistic nuances made them a bit more affable to full on pirates for reasons too culturally complicated to be explained. Sell swords were about the lowest tier of Horchka warrior society, but they were still warriors.
If Jerry gave her too much in the way of rank, she'd potentially see it as a slap in the face because he's trying to butter her up or salve her ego. Put her too low and he's insulting her abundant experience in a century of armed conflict.
"Ghorza I'd like to make you a Major. I don't have a commander of my ship's troops right now, so you'll be in command of that department, both the Marines aboard, and the actual military police detachment who will provide law enforcement services. Your current second will become the mech armor company commander or power armor company commander as a captain. We'll get you a human XO, a fellow Marine major, who will also teach you how to do things Undaunted style. While you're all already trained... but we need to get you trained up on our weapons, tactics, language. We will also have to work something out for you all to be made Marines."
"I know the word marine, but you're putting an interesting tonal emphasis on it." The green woman seemed quite pleased with what she'd been offered, accepting with a simple nod and a request for more information, but her posture relaxed considerably with that test of their newfound professional relationship settled.
"On our world, to be a Marine means something a bit more than just a job. It's a title. Something that has to be earned. The hard way of course. There's no easy way to get a truly worthy honor, as I suspect you and your girls know. For centuries the Corps I joined has maintained a reputation as the premier assault troops of our world, specializing in doing more with less on the nastiest jobs available. All while developing a unique cultural identity that sets us apart from even our own countrymen... and once you become a Marine, the change is forever. The only way you stop being a Marine is getting the title stripped for dishonoring yourself. The Undaunted Marine Corps has a lot of members of the United States Marine Corps in it, along with a bunch of guys from other global Marine Corps they trained. Like the Republic of Korea Marine Corps."
"Are those tribes?" Ghorza inquired, she's leaning in now, clearly extremely interested in rare tidbits on the mysterious planet in deep null straight from the horse's mouth.
"Full on nations. We also have a few Royal Marines in our complement, but they're with the special operations division, once we get your girls in place and trained up, they can test out for special forces if they want to."
Jerry straightens his collar and gestures to the Eagle Globe and Anchor insignia that glittered there. "This is the emblem of the US Marine Corps. The UMC doesn't have its own emblem yet, but I am sure it'll be quite similar to this. I earned mine in a place called Quantico, as did a few of my officers. Knowing what I know about aliens... I suspect we'll be able to give you girls an appropriate challenge."
"Sounds interesting. So we're being inducted into a warrior cult..." Ghorza grins, all bright white teeth and tusks. "I knew I liked you humies. We're in. What happens to girls who flunk out?"
"Well you're already trained soldiers, so we'll send them to either improve physically or mentally till they do pass. Worst case scenario they join the Naval troops. Nothing wrong with them... but they're not Marines, and I figured your girls would be more in the mood to drop onto planets and be the Undaunted's iron fist than just defending the ship." 
Jerry grins, clearly challenging Ghorza in the most gentle of ways.
Ghorza barks with laughter. 
"Oh hot damn I really like you humies! Alright boss man, you send us where you need us. You got a deal... but I want one more thing before we cut palms or however you humies sign your contracts."
Jerry arches an eyebrow, inviting her to continue with a nod.
"I want a piece of you."
"I'm sorry?"
"What, you think I went through a couple hundred gigs of human culture and got all dressed up like this for nothing? I want to face off with you in the squared circle, and depending on how that goes I'll either propose marriage like a blushing school girl or I'll throw myself at the feet of your first wife and beg to be let in."
Jerry considers the green skinned beauty across from him and mentally shrugs. She was pretty, intelligent, and had some interesting things going on with her personality for a Horchka. 
"Well that's all pending approval from Sylindra, my first wife and the others, but I'm open to the idea." 
The fact that he'd adapted to the galaxy so readily in this regard was probably related to his dirty little secret. Jerry had always enjoyed harem animes, and while he was far happier to have a group of mature, intelligent women around him than Herbert Jameson's high school class of a marriage, he had to say he didn't mind this one bit. 
"Just for you right? I'm not marrying your entire band."
"Just me. The rest of my bitches can find their own husbands. They're big girls. Hell that's half the appeal of the Undaunted. Tough, feminine men who can fight like demons and fuck like gods? Shit. Sounds like a particularly hot porno. The type of stuff aimed at Horchka, Cannidor, Snict and Apuk among others. I hope you boys know you're moistening some of the most dangerous panties in the galaxy... I'm sure your own Cannidor has told you, her people are developing all kinds of new fetishes at the thought of "tiny" males who have the sheer level of insanity humans seem to bring to the table as a matter of course.”
"Granted on the Cannidor in particular... they're not used to being surprised by things smaller than they are. But I thought Apuk girls were all about tenderly jilling off through silk sheets to the idea of rescuing a handsome prince from a tower or some shit instead of actual beef cake and violence with their smut."
The green beauty nearly chokes with barked, hyena-like laughter. 
"Hot damn I knew you boys could fight, but I didn't expect you to banter like a chick! Damn. Some Apuk nearby's tail must be burning up at that one. Yeah they really do all go for that stuff huh? Cultural thing. Makes for fun movies though. There's a new one out, The Tale of Varg’Terra that I hear's good. One great thing about the rest of the galaxy compared to your movies? What is a ‘special effect’? Well. Some makeup and costumes, but with axiom on hand, especially for the Apuk, you get some high quality battle scenes. In one movie they actually had two real battle princesses go at it, no hold barred! It ended in a draw and both women apparently needed a minor healing coma in real life, but in the actual flick they both kinda do this knightly salute thing, recognizing each other as worthy opponents and stagger off. Good shit."
"Wait wait, you've been watching human movies?"
Ghorza's smile is all fangs now as she leans in a bit more. "Yippee Ki Yay Motherfucker." She intones in passable English.
"You've seen Die Hard? Fantastic, that's a classic, and a favorite winter holiday movie where I'm from. I..." 
Jerry's face goes through a series of contortions as he realizes what the hell he'd just heard. 
"Wait you speak English?"
"Oh no. The Gravia have been dubbing human movies and stuff with subtitles. No idea if they're accurate, but for one liners that don't really need translation they tend to emphasize them and let it speak for itself. The Die Hard movies are fucking great. If this Bruce Willis guy's still around and wants to get up to his neck in warrior puss he can leave Cruel Space at any time."
"Your type of guy huh?"
"Nah, never been big into actors, I like guys who can kick ass for real. Kinda unique, and an under-served fetish till you boys turned up." 
Ghorza all but licks her lips, her eye contact with Jerry going from intense to scintillating. He didn't have to be a mind reader to guess the identity of at least one human she was into more than Bruce Willis. 
"Back to the Tale of Varg'Terra though. Admittedly, it's long, probably better as pay per view. Assuming your wives are fine with me joining and you give me a good show in hand to hand, movie night could make for a good date or some family fun."
Jerry nods, the heat under his collar dissipating for a second. Apuk sword and sorcery flicks admittedly sounded like a good time. 
"We do have the space for it, and the entertainment system. Wichen likes to tinker with. Well. Everything."
"Wait. Wichen. Like... Feli weapons engineer? Likes to stab things when she needs to make a quick buck? Shit I thought she died in a shootout on some spire! And you married her? Nice. Guess you have plenty of brains in your marriage as well as brawn if that Cannidor out front's anything to go by."
"That was me on the spire actually, I almost killed her but managed to save her life. Some dumb gangster snake wanted to avenge her sister after she died in a robbery gone wrong. So she ambushed me and my pregnant first wife coming back from the hospital."
"Fuck me they attacked a pregnant woman!? Shit and you fucked'em all up good too. Didn't get all the details on that, but yeah sub clan of the Seven Tails of the Nagasha right? Apparently the mother got her daughters corpses back from the meat wagon and put their fucking heads on a pike in her headquarters. The Seven Tails are okay as far as stupid powerful criminal organizations go, civilized to an extent, but their boss doesn't take kindly to failure, especially from her own kids."
"Yeah she paid significant blood money for saving her having to either hire someone or dispose of her wayward offspring herself."
"Word on the street says she's got kids to spare. She's very old, like hundreds, if not thousands of years, very happily married and is pregnant often enough you'd think she was part of an extremist gravidist sect. Not all her daughters go into the family business either." 
Ghorza shrugs. 
"Not the type of folks my crew does business with normally, but it pays to know who's moving and shaking in your area. Plus, if the Seven Tails wanted us for a legit contract, say pulling security for some of their above board enterprises... well. As long as they're above board with us, I'd have at least considered dealing with them. No need to worry about that any more though! Assuming you kick half as much ass as you say you do."
"Shall we go find out then?" Jerry extends his hand to Ghorza and she takes it firmly, turning what had been intended as a hand shake into some open hand holding.
"Let's."
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Sylindra 
"Syl! Over here! I got us good seats!"
Syl walks through the hangar bay briskly, heading towards the familiar voice of Sharon Graves by her hearing alone. The throng of people was getting large, and cargo pods were being pressed into service as bleachers. 
For the Skipper's family however, ring side seats had been reserved, and some nice chairs had been fetched by someone or another for any of the pregnant wives that decided to attend a battle that would see a new wife joining their ranks.
Syl chuckles to herself as she takes her seat, idly noting that Sharon had included herself in the clan seating for the Captain's family. To sit with Syl and her other close friends of course. Sharon had gotten close with Evie and Wichen as well... but Syl couldn't help but wonder if there was something more to it.
The vulpine alien quickly sets the intriguing mystery of Sharon 'Zombie' Graves aside and turns to the more pressing matter at hand. Their new sister wife. For someone with the sobriquet of Gutripper, Syl had been expecting a barely restrained animal that she'd have to rely on Jaruna to put into her place if not just outright rejecting the other woman's request to join their marriage.
Jerry had been no help there, studiously refusing to say anything about Ghorza save what was in her profile from Intelligence and that she'd requested a marriage interview with Syl. Jerry hadn't wanted to color his first wife's opinion of her possible new sister.
This choice had been vindicated somewhat, as Syl had been very surprised for all her apprehension. Ghorza had been a perfect lady and highly amusing in the interview. The warrior woman didn't lack charm that was for sure. And being able to conduct herself in such a dignified manner pleased Syl greatly. She had a slightly higher standard for the family she had found herself matriarch of than some pirate rabble.
She mentally ticks off all the boxes in Ghorza's life story. 
Born to an actual warrior house on the Horchka homeworld, but one that was in disgrace and dropping rapidly. Ghorza had barely managed to maintain her family's status by becoming a mercenary, and even that had been close. Ghorza had moved between a few more professional mercenary companies, Horchka lead war bands and a Cannidor merc clan that Jaruna had spoken highly of before she'd started rallying her own unit.
She'd gone home, struck her name from her clan's records then stuck up her banner in the slums, pulling women and girls in similar circumstances and giving them a chance to at least die gloriously if not earn some coin and get a modicum of honor back on their names. 
While she maintained a lot of the traditions of the Horchka warrior culture, her unit was strictly modern and professional. Just as likely to turn up in well tailored suits with concealed armor as they were to turn up in power armor or full battle rattle.
All tallied up Ghorza had over sixty years of combat and command experience, having just undergone her first healing coma. She was a self made woman, a self taught business woman and marketing professional who'd taken enough classes on the side in her spare time to be rated as a junior grade of lawyer on a few planets, just so she could better negotiate contracts. A good sense of humor, a strong sense of responsibility for the people beneath her.
All excellent traits in a senior officer, Syl could certainly see what the Undaunted saw in Ghorza there. That all those qualifications happened to make her an excellent wife candidate was another story entirely. Ghorza had related to Syl that she'd just decided it was time to settle down a bit, do some husband hunting when humanity had shown up and turned the universe on its head.
"And I just had to get me some of that!" Ghorza had said with an infectious grin.
No, it wouldn't be a hardship to bring on someone with Ghorza's credentials. She was a boon to the family, and with Jerry being so serious about limiting the size of said family, Syl was determined that each woman would pull more than just her own weight. Be it inside the home or or out, working in the family business, that is, the operation of the Crimson Tear, or on their own projects. 
Her own sisters were a decent yardstick, half of them taking commissions or enlisted positions within the infrastructure of the military side of the ship, Evie most prominently, and the others save Firi taking positions within the civilian apparatus or joining Syl’s cloning operation that was the actual point of this wild venture.
Firi had blossomed beautifully already to Syl’s mind, the “weakest”, shyest of her half sisters, had been born to be a homemaker. None could challenge Firi’s mothering instincts, and her profession as an educator left her uniquely qualified to take the position that was generally called a ‘Den Mother’ in Volpir society. The Den Mother rounded out the trio of wives that ran the operations of a Volpir clan. 
The First Wife was matriarch and ruled the roost with their husband, and was the final word in most business for the clan. The second of the trio was the Sky Mother, who handled daily operations outside the home. Previously before the Volpir had made it to the stars, this had been a martial role primarily, organizing the security of the clan and its holdings. The third and final leader of the clan was the Den Mother. 
While birth mothers held final sway over their individual kits, just like the rest of the wider galaxy, the Den Mother ran the daily operations of the core household, the care, feeding, raising and education of the family’s kits was her primary task. Second to her task was the maintenance, provisioning and other details connected to the den itself, the traditional Volpir clan home.
A mix of underground fortress and large communal family dwelling. It was a deeply respected position in Volpir society, because it generally meant surrendering your personal ambitions for the good of the clan. In practice of course the vixens who became Den Mothers or their subordinates generally had their ambitions focused on doing just that, or were simply naturally inclined towards the care of children. 
Firi had already been goddess sent. Syl probably wouldn’t have thought about converting part of their quarters into a small kitchen with a full size walk in refrigerator till they needed it. But with nearly twenty children currently on the way, the tools and equipment to pump breast milk and sufficient storage for both it and formula were a must.
Syl pulls her pad up as people continue to filter in, reviewing the last of Ghorza's information and the assets she proposed to bring to the clan, not counting her former mercenary unit, as they were now purely Undaunted military troops, but quite a bit of other equipment to include a venerable large transport named Old One Eye after a particularly vicious critter Ghorza had hunted on and off.
Speaking of Ghorza's troops, a large number of them were in attendance. Syl's eyes briefly sweep the crowd of tough looking former mercs. The vast majority were indeed Horchka, and many of them had already added crude Undaunted insignia onto their armor or clothing, a sign of respect to their new clan no doubt. 
No markings to specify the Crimson Tear's embarked troops yet, but then, such markings didn't exactly exist yet either, and they'd only been formally brought on a few hours ago.
Syl flicks through a bit more of Ghorza's resume, numerous contracts for everything from fighting wars, special operations work, to VIP security. Ghorza herself had demonstrated proficiency per her previous employers, in small and large unit tactics, strategic operations, demolitions, the list of military skills blended together as they scrolled past Syl's nose.
Only one really stood out to a civilian like Syl. Power armor. A rare skill set to say the least. Being able to afford to purchase then maintain power armor was a mark of considerable status for a mercenary outside of the Cannidor clans and merc groups, where such training was part of becoming a fully fledged Cannidor warrior.
A flare of bright white wings catches Syl's eye as Cascade Sarkin flies in with a few of the other Seramali huntresses who'd followed her lead and joined the Undaunted, then ended up assigned to the Tear so that they could benefit from having an officer of their own species in their organization... and to ensure the skilled warrior women were put to work immediately. 
Such assets were not to be wasted, and the Crimson Tear was about to be the tip of the spear.
A shape drops off Cascade's back, revealing Tyler Sarkin, looking a bit frazzled after flying on his new wife's back. Syl can't help but grin. Another happy beginning on her family's ship. Such occurrences pleased her greatly, as if she was the mother of the young men and women involved... though that was almost certainly her pregnancy hormones talking.
The shrill call of a bosun's whistle cuts through her thoughts as the room snaps to attention to a shout of; 
"Captain on deck!"
Syl's heart flutters when she hears Jerry bellow a "Carry on!" command. Sure, it was more Jaruna, Evie and Wichen's thing, but they weren't the only ones who liked it when their husband threw his weight around a little bit.
The room goes from silent to a low murmur as a man from the ship's company dressed up in what Syl would later learn is called a tuxedo walks to the center of the space marked out for the fight. She leans over to Sharon
"What's he doing?"
Sharon's eyes glimmer with a smile. 
"You'll see. Time for you xenos to get exposed to some classic human culture."
The dressed up sailor produces a microphone, and with a sonorous voice like something out of the trailers for movies Jerry had shown her begins to speak.
"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us for this afternoon's event. A match that's the first of its kind in all of galactic history. The first regulated bout between Horchka and Human since we left Cruuuuuuuuel space!"
The humans in the audience gamely cheer when prompted by the announcer, and the more martially inclined of the aliens present quickly pick up on what's going on here. Every good scrape needed a hype man right?
"It is my pleasure to introduce to you, the defending champion of the UCV Crimson Tear's hand to hand community, standing at a muscular 1.8 meters tall, Captain Jeremiah Briiiiiiiiidger!"
The ship's company really goes nuts this time. The aliens are in on it now and they certainly know to cheer on their boss when it's coming down to a fight.
Jerry himself makes his entrance from the far end of the hangar. Someone had scared up a crimson robe in a material that looked like silk from here, and he was wearing it over his standard duty uniform without the blouse that went over top.
As he passes the family seats she can see that someone hastily emblazoned the back of the robe with the word 'Skipper' in English. 
Jerry, ever Syl's dream come true, makes sure to offer Syl a wink and blow a kiss to her and the rest of his wives.
Jaruna is clearly more than a little excited by the prospect of some good old fashioned ultra violence. 
The massive warrior calls out, "Break that green bitch in stud, if she can't handle the squared circle she'll goddamn die in our bed."
Drawing a chorus of cheers mixed with cat calls from the ship's company and jeers from the new recruits.
The announcer takes the lead as Jerry comes to a halt by the ring, passing the robe off to Top, the ever smiling Ghurka acting as Jerry's corner man.
"And now, coming to us from, and I quote, every war zone this quarter of the galaxy's spawned in the last half century, standing at a solid two meters tall and just shy of 160 kilograms, please welcome our challenger, Ghooooooooooorza Gutripper!"
The bulk of the ruckus was very distinctly from the new recruits this time, but the ship's company still gamely welcomed the green skinned redhead as she strides through her people. She's wearing nothing but a set of black compression garments that clung to her musculature and curves so tightly it's like they were painted on, and a set of knee length combat boots.
The compression garments were normal workout gear of course, and from what Syl understood, pretty standard to wear under power armor but with Ghorza's chiseled musculature and considerable curves, the effect was just shy of pornographic. 
Ghorza grins at a few cat calls from enamored men in the audience, and leans into the announcer's microphone.
"Getting cat called by men, now that's a damn new one. Well you boys play nice now, I'm about five minutes from being a married woman, but I'm sure some of my girls would be more than happy to help you out if you want a little green in your diet."
The announcer does his best to keep a straight face and regain his pacing.
"Up for wager today is not in fact the Skipper's title belt, but his hand in marriage! I..." 
The man stops for a second reading his cue card. 
"Hey wait a second sir. This says you're marrying Ms. Ghorza whether you win or lose."
Jerry nods "Yep that's the deal."
A mild look of confusion crosses the other man's face. 
"...So why have a bout if you're as good as married already?"
Ghorza leans in again, projecting her voice to make sure the microphone catches. "Because it's hot. Duh."
The announcer bites his lip, refocusing. 
"The rules of tonight's competition are simple. No weapons. Axiom generated or otherwise. Including improvised weapons. The fight will continue until one fighter can no longer continue, as determined either by pin, knock out, exhaustion or one fighter yielding. There will be no maiming or intentionally lethal blows practiced. All other holds, strikes, martial arts techniques, axiom fueled or otherwise are legal. Are the fighters ready?"
"Let's do this. Wouldn't want anyone to get bored waiting for us."
Ghorza strikes a pose, waving to her mercs to get a chorus of cheers and battle cries from them. 
"Come on, let's get this show on the road, I have a date with a bed that's in serious need of breaking for my victory lap."
"In that case... Ladies and gentlemen, leeeeeeet's get ready to ruuuuuuuuuuumble!"




28


The assembled crowd, led by the human component, proceeds to collectively lose their shit, revved up properly by all the smack talk and prospects of what was certain to be a good fight. The ship's company knew their boss's background after all, and Ghorza's rep had been doing the rounds on the gossip circuit before she'd stepped foot on the Tear. 
This promised to be one hell of a fight, Axiom or no Axiom. The cream of the Undaunted special operations crop against a literal green space babe who looked like an even hotter and more built She Hulk with tusks.
“Alright, I want a good clean fight.” The announcer drops his hand and a bell rings three times. “Let’s get it on!”
The two fighters firmly bump knuckles before Ghorza offers Jerry a hand shake. He slowly reaches out... then casually tosses her over his shoulder in a lightning fast throw that turns Ghorza into a green blur momentarily.
Ghorza hits the ground rolling instead of getting laid out flat. The Horchka warrior does a quick kip up to regain her feet and roars out a battle challenge, only to be met by a drop kick hurtling in from the left. 
Jerry was bleeding in a little axiom to up his speed, but nowhere close to the maximum he was capable of, which did its absolute best to pretend to be straight up teleportation.
For the most part he was unaugmented so far, then again when it came to putting a pair of size 12 boots into someone's rib cage, velocity was the real weapon. Jerry kicks off of Ghorza propelling himself back the way he came before landing with an almost artful flip. Axiom was really too much fun.
Jerry can't help but grin as Ghorza chuckles darkly.
"Oh you've done it now lover boy. I'm going to goddamn smash your pelvis when we get to the second bout of this fight."
"Oh we've got a second bout?"
"What do you think consummating this marriage is gonna look like after all the foreplay you're putting me through right now? You keep this up and I might pin you down and ride you right here." The green beauty gives him a lewd look, outright licking her lips. "Be a fun way to establish dominance."
"Well you're certainly welcome to try... but don't count your chickens before they're hatched."
"What's a chicken?"
"Ask me later, are you done catching your breath? I thought we were fighting."
The response to his taunt is an explosion of energy from Ghorza as she taps into her axiom to ramp up her own speed and acceleration, she crosses the gap between them in a blink and unleashes a flurry of blows that Jerry can only block so many of.
Axiom floods his body as he reinforces himself to take the body blows Ghorza was laying into him. She wasn't pumping much, if anything into her strength at the moment, but she hit like a truck regardless. Jerry drops to escape the flurry of punches and throws himself through Ghorza's leg, popping up and rabbit punching her in the kidneys... or where the kidneys would be on a human anyway.
On a Horchka the blow was just a mild punch to a random part of her back, more confusing than anything else. So Jerry pulls in Axiom and sweeps Ghorza's leg while shoving hard through her center of gravity. Ghorza easily rolls with the motion, popping back up just in time to get clotheslined at near light speed. Firmly on her back this time Jerry gets her into a choke hold and reinforces with all the axiom he can get.
"How the hell did you do that?" Ghorza gasps out.
"Fuck you, that's how."
"In front of all these people? Well. If you insist." 
Ghorza gets to her feet like Jerry's weight doesn't even begin to bother her.
"Still this is gettin interesting. None of that Apuk bullshit where most of the fight's farting out fire balls or vomiting lightning. Just clean, proper violence. If I didn't want you before you'd never get rid of me after this Jerry boy."
Jerry grunts in frustration as he dangles behind Ghorza like a cape, thinking to himself; 'I guess chokes are out...' before releasing his hands and riddling Ghorza's side with fast jabs around where the floating ribs would be on a human, putting axiom into each strike. Ghorza had apparently been so busy monologing that she hadn't expected Jerry to actually punch what was likely not a target on her body.
Years of power armor and being the boss bitch in almost any given room she was in had dulled her brawling instincts just a bit. One blow finds the floating rib just right, and Jerry's rewarded with a pained sound from Ghorza as he springs back and takes up his fighting stance again.
Far from being slowed down by the pain, Ghorza wheels on him... and if anything the word Jerry would likely use to describe her now is 'aroused'. This fight had been partially for fun, but there was a pecking order at play here, both for his family, and his new recruits. He needed to beat Ghorza, or at least come out fairly evenly with her before she lost her shit and actually started riding him like a prized warhorse in front of his entire goddamn crew.
That level of exhibitionism was a bit much, even for a man who had recently felt he couldn't have anything but a three way at the bare minimum any more with the sheer volume of wife around. 
Not that the girls wouldn't get privacy if they asked for it, but on the contrary they seemed to welcome tag ins to help in their continued efforts to tame Jerry's raw endurance, and that was before he'd really figured out what axiom could do in the bedroom.
Endurance. 
The word stuck in Jerry's head for a minute before he started grinning like a maniac. Ghorza was in damn good shape by galactic standards, but based on reports from the Undaunted even hardcore alien exercise fanatics would lose steam pretty quickly by human standards.
New plan made instead of dodging and weaving, Jerry meets Ghorza head on, his arms coming up to block her blows as he weathered the storm, occasionally taking a step back or dropping an elbow to punish her for trying to kick him in the ribs. 
She didn't need much encouragement to stick to punching and trying to grab him, her blood was up in both ways now and with Jerry sweating like crazy he could tell Ghorza was more than a little distracted. Good thing he was going to cover over this particular gap in her armor a little later today, he'd hate to lose a wife to being distracted by a minor facet of her own biology and getting shanked for it.
Jerry ducks under a lunging attempt to grab and sinks a hook square into Ghorza's gut. If the rippling eight pack she had could rightly be called a gut. The axiom and body mechanic enhanced blow took the wind out of her sails anyway, and Jerry's on her like a lion on a lamed zebra. If the lion was just harassing the zebra into attacking it more so it could ensure its meal was well and truly exhausted. 
The occasional jab aimed at her temple to keep her off balance and distracted, ensuring she couldn't concentrate long enough to really pull in any axiom to get her energy back up.
It struck him that it was likely that the aliens didn't store much energy in their bodies the way humans did with the constant flow of axiom available to them. Which would only make them even more sprinters in the energy use sense than all the other factors that went into making human endurance hunting a down right unique evolutionary quirk. Something for the boys in the lab to have a look at for sure. 
Jerry ducks another haymaker of a blow, noting that Ghorza was getting a bit sloppy. Another few minutes or so and he'd be able to wrap this up properly.
Block, block, block, jab, block, hook. The rhythmic dance of Jerry and Ghorza beating on each other can't be heard over the roar of the crowd. Jerry couldn't really hear them. His hearing had tunnel visioned, everything was locked onto the 'threat' before him... but Ghorza was fading fast.
Jerry seizes the moment and steps forward and under Ghorza's guard, spearing his shoulder into her stomach and sweeping her legs out from under her. She's out flat this time, no immediate kip up, she's trying to catch her breath, or focus enough to pull on axiom with intent instead of the passive draw that was the alien normal. It was time to finish this, and there was only one way to do this rightly that Jerry could think of.
The crowd cheers wildly as their skipper pushes axiom into his leg muscles and jumps into the air, drawing in more energy to reinforce himself... and dropping down on Ghorza with a brutal elbow drop square in the stomach as the sound starts to bleed into the world again.
"The people's elbow! An authoritative statement from the commanding officer to his new subordinate and spouse! Guess she's not picking how they fold the towels. Let's get a ref in there!"
A referee runs up and starts the count as Ghorza tries to get up before collapsing back to the ground, panting and struggling to get breath in her lungs.
"And it's over! Ladies and gentlemen! Marines and sailors, I present to you, the defending heavyweight champion, the one, the only SKIIIIIPPER!" 
Jerry lifts a fist into the air before reaching down and offering Ghorza a hand up, a hand infused with axiom energy that gets her back on her feet and down right perky.
"I don't know what you just did with your hand there, but I feel like I just woke up from a good night's sleep."
"Good. You're going to need the energy for later."
Ghorza cocks an eyebrow at him, her lopsided smile speaking volumes of her mood at the moment. She was controlled. Playful. For now. But Jerry clearly needed to get her somewhere private for some special alone time, because the burning arousal in her eyes from earlier was miniature suns now.
"Oh? What would I need energy for?"
Jerry pulls Ghorza down into a deep, hard kiss, letting the Horchka woman savor their first smooch after an aggressive fight, a young Horchka girl's dream come true obviously.
"Right. That. Not that I could forget..." 
There's a low growl to Ghorza's tone, not threatening, just needy, more like a cat's purr than anything hostile.
"Mhmm, come on, let's go sit down for a bit, we're not going anywhere till the mob disperses. Then we'll go enjoy that victory lap."
Jerry and Ghorza collapse into chairs with the rest of the family, Jerry's wives all tensing up a bit on getting such a direct dose of his pheromones from all the sweat slicking his body a touch before collectively forcing themselves to relax a bit.
Wichen speaks first. "Easiest credits I've ever won in my life. Sorry Ghorza, you don't mess with our husband! Hell, he didn't even throat punch you."
Jaruna joins in with a hearty chuckle. "Damn good fight, we need to spar together Ghorza, I finally have someone I can get a proper workout with around here besides Hubby."
Syl leans over and plants a kiss on Jerry's cheek. "While I am pleased by your victory my love, don't you think your opening move was a bit treacherous? Ghorza offered a handshake and you threw her over your shoulder like a rag doll. How did you even do that? Was that axiom?"
Ghorza and Jerry give Syl a wide eyed look for a second, both clearly a bit confused and trying to remember what she was talking about. Jerry puts it together first, snapping his fingers as the memory comes to him through the haze of adrenaline.
"Oh that. No sweetie, she was going for a wrist grab and throw, it was in her stance, so I decided to make a point to start things off and throw her instead. No axiom required purely messing with center of gravity and body mechanics there."
Ghorza nods quickly. "Yep, I was totally going for a throw to see if I could end the fight early and get to the fun stuff. When he countered me though, oh hell it's like he slapped a frenzy patch on my ass! I was all about this fight after that... though you can bet your sweet ass I'm going to pay you back double for every minute we spent in that ring tonight."
"Hmph, that a promise?"
"Definitely."
Syl clearly resists rolling her eyes, before her ears wiggle in a Volpir blush. No doubt remembering that her flirting with Jerry probably sounded pretty silly to everyone else too. 
"Just try not to break the furniture."
"I think we can promise to try... but then you and I did break the bed our first time out Syl."
The prim and proper Volpir looks away from her husband, somewhere between slightly embarrassed and very, very smug. 
"That doesn't count."
Jerry leans in "We can always have another go for our second litter and make it count."
Ghorza saves Syl trying to recover enough to respond as thoughts of proper bed breaking sex like they'd shared their first few nights together clearly flood her mind, making her ears wiggle violently.
"On the plus side, I'll fix or replace what we break, with a Horchka and a Cannidor in a marriage alone you really need to be buying the industrial grade stuff anyway."
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The master bathroom of the part of the ship known formally as ‘The Den’, was truly something else. A significant facility to be certain, it had been designed to accommodate almost the entire clan at once. Separate bathrooms had been set up in or near the children's "barracks", but they lacked some of the nicer features of the master suite.
This was for Jerry and his wives only, and certain luxury accommodations had been retrofitted in. 
For example a replica hot spring bath was behind a secured door at the far end of the rectangular room, the entry controls DNA locked and safely away from little hands. 
From the entrance fine wood and stone flooring gave the space a warm, homey feel. The left side was a series of heads, proper enclosed rooms like a dignified lady deserved, and a series of ten double sinks. All had mirrors set up for makeup, and all had personal storage for the wife it predominantly belonged to for grooming purposes.
Jerry's side of the jack and jill he shared with Syl was relatively unadorned, save for the magnetic holster that housed his shower gun. 
He had a few grooming tools the girls didn't, including a laser hair cut device that gave him a perfect high and tight in about a second every morning. It was the most frivolous use of what had to be close to weapons grade lasers he could think of, but damned if he didn't look good. 
The other sinks with active residents had everything ranging from special seats or stools to flowers or family photos. Anything and everything to make the space theirs.
On the right side was a series of shower stalls. The furthest from the door was floor to ceiling as opposed to open top like the others, and was built large. Where the normal stalls could comfortably have Jaruna use them, the 'fun' stall was sized for group showers. Be it for mutual grooming and intimacy, or more sensual acts, it even had a little marker on the door to indicate if whatever wife had dragged Jerry in there was amenable to other wives joining them or not.
Today it was decidedly set to 'do not disturb'.
The door slams shut on the stall and locks itself on a mumbled code phrase from Jerry as he and Ghorza eagerly paw at each other. Admittedly, he'd pushed the green skinned woman longer than he probably should have. He'd teased Ghorza mercilessly while they waited for the crowd of people who'd turned up for their bout to dissipate. 
He'd paid her all manner of subtle attention, playing footsie under the table, casually resting a hand on her, complimenting her physique and her feminine curves, and how the contrast complimented each other in very visually appealing ways.
Doing that while not actively making the rest of the wives say "Fuck it" and drag him off for a reverse gang bang that Penthouse Forum would have rejected as being both too fantastical to believe, and too raunchy to print, had been a challenge of the diplomatic skills he'd been polishing at his improvised naval war college courses. 
So Ghorza was absolutely boiling in her hormones by the time he'd finally motioned her on. It was clearly literally all she could do to not throw him over her shoulder and haul him into the nearest vaguely private space and get down to bruising his hips. The battle of self restraint and her base needs was intriguing... but Ghorza wasn't the only one interested in a good time.
Now however as they aggressively grope one another, he figured they were at a perfect simmer for some very explosive sexual activity. Her muscles were incredible under his hands, corded steel and supple flesh. He was enjoying feeling up her chiseled abs, delightfully trim waist, her sculpted arms and shoulders, resisting the bounty of her curves even as Ghorza ground those ample curves against him mercilessly.
The sheer difference between her heavy breasts, curvy hips, plush ass and her woven steel bulk was delightful. 
She was more defined than Jaruna, and slimmer to boot. Like some exceptionally horny deity had sculpted the perfect porn star bodybuilder and given her green skin. Jerry continues to explore, grabbing a handful of firm, muscular rump and giving her an experimental smack. Ghorza groans softly, a darker green spreading across her face with what appeared to be a slightly embarrassed blush.
"My my, Warlady Ghorza Gutripper, sounding all delicate like a fair maiden." Jerry teases her, closing in for a kiss.
"J-just a little. Hah... fucking hell did you juice your scent with something? You smell so damn good... and you actually kicked me around pretty good." 
Ghorza's growling purr is back, a throaty sound from deep in her chest that was very clearly a sign of deep arousal on her part. 
"Mhmmm. Fuck. Your boys say every alien gal they see walked out of a porno from what my girls have been saying just hanging around before the fight, but I'd say it's you boys who walked out of a smut magazine or a very, very dirty book. Makes my snatch do a decent impression of a waterfall just thinkin bout what you can do to me with all that man... and it makes my thighs squeeze together like a Tret school girl who just got unmonitored internet access."
"So you want it then?"
Ghorza leans in and bites Jerry's lower lip, gingerly working around her tusks. 
"I am going to give you a chance to take me like men of your culture apparently do, but I swear to you husband, if you don't get that dick out and into my guts in the next minute or so, I'm putting you on your back and riding you till you need to see the doc for a broken pelvis, and I have to go on maternity leave from actual combat duty in a couple months."
"And here I thought getting you on maternity leave was the plan."
Jerry tenderly bites Ghorza's lower lip. The slight amount of pain has the intended effect, distracting Ghorza as Jerry focuses a small amount of axiom on the tip of his index finger's nail... and slices her top off, her massive bust practically detonating the compression garment that had been struggling mightily to contain it. Her perky and full gargantuan breasts bounce merrily into position, each topped with a stiff, dark green nipple. The bounty of any young man's dreams if he happened to be a She Hulk fan once upon a time... or paid a little too much attention to the orc gals in certain pop culture.
A firm grope of her right breast draws another groan from Ghorza, as Jerry takes his time exploring her tits. This was important... and if she snu snu'd him for not going fast enough? It was a good day to die. His hands dig into her supple flesh, the unimaginable bounty of a woman who made porn stars look flat, bodybuilders look weak and managed to stand out even in Jerry's marriage of absolute knockouts. 
This was important. Not just because Jerry was consistently in awe of the utterly monstrous racks he found himself surrounded by on a daily basis, but to feel out Ghorza's sensitivities. Some gentle working of her nipples and a light slap to each breast confirms that Ghorza likes things a bit rough, and that her breasts are more delicate than one might otherwise expect.
The human commando spins Ghorza around, and she unintentionally palms the controls to get the water going as he rips the shorts off her body and quickly strips down. The firm slap he delivers to Ghorza's muscular backside echoes in the room as he seizes her hips and pulls her into position.
"Yeah that's it, manhandle me you son of a bitch. Sounds funny to say it, but fuck it let's go already! Fuck your whelps into me before I really feel my blood and I take them from you the hard way."
A much firmer smack of her ass draws a needy little groan from Ghorza as Jerry lines himself up. 
"Save it for the next round, gorgeous, we can take turns leading." 
A firm thrust of his hips cuts off any further comment from Ghorza, and Jerry locks his eye on Gorza's reaction in the nearby glass. He'd seen this moment a couple times now, and it was always interesting to see what happened the first time he thrusted into a new wife. Something about human pre cum basically being the sexual equivalent of doing a couple rails of Peruvian marching powder from what the docs said, and from the wide eyed look on Ghorza's face Jerry believed it. She howls for him as her body shudders with what would have been a dick crushing orgasm if Jerry hadn't been on top of his axiom game, quickly hammering home into her warm depths to hilt into her.
That first moment of his hips pressed firmly to her green back side, their bodies locked together drew a mutual shudder from both of them... and after that... well. Ghorza had called this the second bout of their ‘fight’, and anyone watching save perhaps Jaruna would consider it a fight to say the very least. A kinetic, aggressive sexual encounter that filled the room with the loud, wet slaps of two very athletic people giving it their all to sate their mutual passion.
Jerry only seems to be picking up steam as he grabs hold of Ghorza’s hefty breasts for leverage. He could have stayed with her hips, gone for her hair, but with his hands practically vanishing in the green flesh of Ghorza’s breasts, even as his thumbs work her stiff, sensitive nipples, Jerry is perfectly satisfied with his selection as he pistons into Ghorza with long, hard and fast strokes.
Lightning flashes up Ghorza’s spine and fireworks flash before her eyes as the absolute beast of a man that she’d just married herself to does his absolute best to break her mentally with his cock, and she was clearly loving every minute of it, even as her eyes go hazy. Her body doesn’t skip a beat even as her higher brain functions go on a little vacation. Pushing back into Jerry’s thrusts and aggressively milking his cock, her incredible interior musculature trying to force an orgasm out of her husband right the hell now.
Ghorza's conditioning proves it's worth by the standards of the wider galaxy as she goes in hard, gamely pushing back or switching positions for a solid thirty minutes of high impact rutting before announcing her triumph with a soul rattling roar as Jerry fills her for the first time on the marble tiles like some base animal mounting it's far more meeker and submissive breed of female.
Holding each other under the warm water, laying out on the tiles, Ghorza finally finds her actual words instead of bestial noises and growls. "F-fuck. That was. That was pretty damn intense."
"Mhmm, glad you enjoyed it." 
Jerry's hand freely wanders her body, tracing the clefts and trails of muscle and curve alike, tracing the pattern of her tattoos.
"I didn't expect you to have ink for some reason." 
Ghorza notes as she happily snuggles into Jerry's embrace.
"Seems it's a common thing for warriors of all kinds of cultures... Cannidor even do brands. To show belonging, celebrate victory or survival... to mourn the dead."
Ghorza's hand shifts to Jerry's shoulder, where a rifle had been depicted, bayoneted into the 'ground', with a pair of boots at the bottom, a helmet resting on the rifle butt and seven or eight little disks. A small eagle globe and anchor symbol of her husband’s warrior cult and a few markings of human numbers completed the piece. 
"Is that what this is? I’m guessing the little disks are ID tags of some kind?” 
Jerry nods quietly. "Yeah, it's called a soldier's cross. Grew out of expedient field burials with the rifle, helmet, and one dog tag left to mark the location and identity of the body for the guys who'd come and exhume the fallen and take them to a more fitting final resting place. Hasn't happened like that in a long time in a lot of places on Earth thankfully. We've gotten a lot better at saving people for one."
"Mhmm. I can see that. You have a lot of scars on you."
"Yeah, you should see the other guy."
They chuckle together, both clearly enjoying the shared intimacy.
"All my ink's fresh. Healing comas are kind of a bitch like that... but sometimes I appreciate the fresh canvas." Ghorza offers. "Healed now, but new. Mostly belonging. Got a few for some of the girls that have died with me or under me. On my back, or I'd show you."
"I think I picked out what you mean. The bit with the knife right?"
Ghorza nods quietly. "Yep."
"Tell me about them sometime?"
"Yeah. I'd like that... not after sex though."
"Heh. No. Definitely not after sex."
Another communal chuckle as Jerry gently kisses Ghorza's neck.
"So. Ready for round three?"
Ghorza's eyes widened. "What? Three? What do you mean three? You were serious about that? I thought you were just talking dirty."
She can just see Jerry's lopsided grin out of the corner of her eye.
"Well yeah. I'm not anywhere close to done, and I have a lifetime of neglect to start making a dent on for you."
Jerry rolls up on his side and leans over, looking Ghorza deep in the eyes as he playfully bites her lower lip again.
"Sides. Someone wanted me to "give her my whelps" and that someone might not be pregnant just yet."
A dopey smile spreads across Ghorza’s face, even as a burning hot blush fills her cheeks, her entire body clearly heating up in an instant. 
"Well... let's do something about that shall we?"
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Jerry comes to a sharp halt in front of Admiral Cistern's desk and offers a crisp salute. 
"Captain Bridger, reporting as ordered, sir." 
Cistern returns the salute before gesturing Jerry to one of the seats in front of his desk. 
"At ease Captain, and please, take a seat."
It was just Jerry and the Admiral today. Not even Sir Philip was present, though he did make his presence known by having a hot cup of coffee waiting for Jerry in front of his seat, just the way he liked it. 
"You wanted to see me sir?"
"I did Jerry. I got the latest update on the Crimson Tear's refit and the start of her final fitting out. I want to discuss some changes I'd like to make to your embarked troops, discuss the Horchka, and then brief you on some initial stops I need you to make.” 
"As soon as we're space flight ready we're on it sir."
Cistern nods. 
"I know you are. Which is why I'm going to give you the extra personnel required to make the embarked unit aboard the Crimson Tear a full battalion, and I'll be commissioning that unit as Marine Battalion Crimson Tear. Getting the Horchka on board was well played on your part... even if your... ah. Recruiting methods for their commanding officer was... unique. Though based on my interviews with the woman I have full confidence in her as a senior officer. She'll be a capable leader for your troops." 
Jerry chuckles. 
"I can't help but agree sir, I think Ghorza's a very talented woman. As for the unique... call it team building method Ghorza asked for. Well. Way of the galaxy unfortunately, sir. I admit. I can't say I was extremely surprised when a warrior woman from a warrior culture decided to take her shot on a warrior man when presented to her. There was also an aspect I believe, of tribal dominance at play. Proving your worth as a commander, that sort of thing."
"So no further problems with Mrs. Ghorza Bridger now that you've 'asserted' yourself?"
"She might be a saber tooth tiger to a lot of people but she's a pussy cat in the house. Bit rough around the edges, but she's treating Syl and my civilian spouses properly. It's nice to have a relationship with a mature, intelligent, gorgeous woman."
Cistern gives him a wan smile. 
"Which one?"
"All of them, and for that I am deeply blessed." 
"Your marital bliss aside, you're sending the Horchka into boot camp soon, correct?"
"Yes sir, and as you know getting as many Marines off the Dauntless as possible to help was part of my personnel requests."
"I noticed, and have mostly approved those requests. I'm sure now Gunnery Sergeant Ramos and the others will all be rather relieved to get back into our new Marine Corps uniforms where they belong." 
"Damn right, sir. Just a bit sad I can't join them, but I'm getting used to Navy white. Gunnery Sergeant though? I was trying to get Isabella Ramos her equivalent rank of Staff Sergeant."
"I approved a pile of promotions to fill out your chain of command, however now that we're moving things up to battalion size, and... the other changes I'm making. There will need to be more promotions on top of that to fill out the full and proper rank structure for a battalion. I'll leave it to you to work out who you want where, but based on the current ranks of your enlisted Marines, I think the promotions follow logically. To that end, we'll brevet Major Ghorza Bridger as a Lieutenant Colonel on her completion of boot camp. She's got the experience. Hell she's got enough experience to be a full bird colonel or general and then some! Over sixty years of combat experience and leadership! So she'll serve as battalion commander... and she'll work out with the other Lieutenant Colonel who's actually in charge of the Marine Aerospace Ground Task Force over all." 
Jerry nods slowly, running through his options. 
"Does that mean I'm getting Sir David as I requested?"
"Yes. Loathe as I am to give the man up, Commander Sir David Forsythe will be back to Lieutenant Colonel Forsythe in the immediate future. I'm leaving the selection of his unit to him with more or less free rein besides a few individuals seconded to Sir Philip's intelligence people. You'll have a full Joint Special Operations Company. You'll also be getting First Sergeant Gurung... who I believe I have convinced to accept a promotion to Sergeant Major." 
Jerry resists smiling, the Admiral and the Gurkha arguing, no matter how politely about the tough old warrior finally taking that last promotion must have been a verbal battle for the ages. Getting Gaje Gurung to take the promotion to First Sergeant had been hard enough as it was. The man was adamant about not taking a role that would keep him out of the field. He was a warrior, and he would fight till his time was done and he was withered and old. 
Then, and only when, would he consider a desk job. Thankfully, out of Cruel Space, you were only as old as you wanted to be, which meant more senior personnel could certainly stay in the field longer if they wanted to, and there was no stopping now Sergeant Major Gurung. 
"Sounds excellent sir, more than I could have hoped for."
"Quite, we got a hold of some quality alien talent that Sir David's putting through the mill for their commando daggers right now, so it reinforced our ranks nicely, meaning I do have bodies to spare. I know you’re going to do your best to not rush things for the Horchka’s training, but time is of the essence.”
"Not to worry sir, I believe we have the time. The Horchka are already talented soldiers who've seen the elephant. Which means we just need to make Marines out of them. As for command of the MAGTF, I'll assume Ghorza will be running the show. You and I both know Sir David's got no patience for a battalion's worth of paperwork and little interest in conventional operations. He'll be a commando till he dies or retires and even then he'd not return to being a line animal."
"Quite. So that's the ground forces more or less sewn up. Which brings me to changes to your Aerospace Combat Element. We were going to have your gunship pilots pulling double duty on their flying in other small craft, and while that will probably still happen I'm giving you a second squadron. I don't have a designation yet, but the squadron will be solely focused on special forces insertion and related operations. Like the 160th SOAR or the various special boat units back on Earth. They'll also have the Combat Search and Rescue flight you requested attached to them. All up, it should be a respectable ACE." 
"Sounds excellent. Did we get the remaining two Huscarls I was asking for?"
"You did as a matter of fact. Do you have any requests for pilots for the new squadron?"
Jerry considers for a second. "I want Collen "Rowdy" Rowley as the squadron's commander. She's one of the hottest hands on the stick on and off Earth and we'll need talent like that to keep up with Sir David and his boys. I'll leave the rest of her squadron’s roster to her."
"...Normally I'd be loath to let such a talented and experienced pilot go, but frankly she's almost as much trouble on planet as you are sometimes. Thankfully sans the regular gun fights in the city."
"My wives have been remarkably good at keeping me out of trouble recently, sir." 
Cistern arches an eyebrow. 
"In that case maybe I should try and get my more troublesome soldiers and sailors married off to Cannidor more frequently, as it seems Warrant Officer Bridger has quite the deterrent effect on anyone who might want to cause trouble."
"Screwing with Cannidor's generally considered a bad idea to be sure sir. Back to the point though I do have some further personnel requests after going through the last batch of dossiers." 
Cistern nods and holds a hand out for the files, which Jerry dutifully hands over. 
"Right on the top's a husband and wife duo actually, Mohammed and Melari Ahmad, one of our first pirate turn coats. Mohammed will be a boon to the Marine battalion, the man's an inveterate brawler, and Melari's a sailor of good experience, if questionable background. She might be a good pick for Commander Rowley for the special operations squadron as a former smuggler as well." 
Cistern flips through the dossiers for a moment before setting them aside. 
"What's this note about personal property for Melari?"
"I remembered Melari Ahmad had a custom laser rifle and a plasma pistol when she was captured, I'm sure they're still in an evidence locker, I'd like them returned to her if possible."
"I'll see what I can do. Already looking out for their people when they aren't even your people yet, eh?"
"You know as well as I do that little touches like that are what make a soldier or sailor truly feel valued and appreciated. It costs us nothing, but will mean the world to Melari."
"More than the affections of Sergeant Ahmad?" 
"Probably not, but she'll appreciate it anyway." 
Cistern nods, then pulls a folder of his own out and passes it over. 
"On a final recruiting note, I have a possible pilot for your gunship squadron, the Valkyries, in fact I think she'd make a good XO for Commander Sarkin."
Jerry flips the folder open to find a photo of an redhaired Apuk woman with dusky skin, in a dark colored military uniform paper clipped to the left side. On the right was a detailed profile of one Masha'Nelindra, marking her out as an experienced star fighter pilot and officer with seven kills to her name. 
"What's she doing out of her parent military? And why not keep her for some other unit?"
"Apparently she ran afoul of a mix of family politics and being a bit too 'wild' for the Apuk military, which is apparently rather hide bound on a good day. As to why not keep her... her dossier was more or less specifically forwarded to us, for you, from one of the senior Apuk diplomats on Centris, Masha'Nelindra's older sister, Mari'Nelindra. Apparently Mari'Nelindra reviewed a lot of human combat footage in the wake of the Vernon Shay incident and was impressed in general, but also with you specifically. She considers you a worthy commander to entrust her kin to." 
"...This isn't some strange attempt to arrange a marriage is it?"
"While I doubt that would be an unwanted outcome, our man who spoke with Mari'Nelindra did in fact ask that very question point blank. Madam Nelindra said her sole goal was to help her sister, who has suffered greatly for going against her family to become a fighter pilot in the first place. She's apparently been quite worried about her since she was drummed out of their military. A chance to be a fighter pilot again, would 'save' her sister as she put it."
Jerry nods slowly, taking that on board. 
"I'll forward the dossier to Commander Sarkin with a recommendation to bring her aboard, and your suggestion that he consider her for his XO." 
"Excellent. Mari'Nelindra also seemed to imply that Masha'Nelindra might just be bringing her own ship with her, and an extra combatant craft on the Crimson Tear's roster certainly wouldn't be a bad thing." 
"You won't hear me complain sir, not if you're sending us deep into wild space like we've discussed." 
Cistern rises from his chair, stepping over to bring up a map of the galactic disk.
"That's exactly where I'm sending you as it happens Jerry. I have your orders. You're expected and indeed encouraged to visit worlds en route to your destinations, chart anomalies, investigate, discover, and look for any opportunity that's ripe for the Undaunted, but I do have some stops I need you to make. Vucsa 5 is currently scheduled as your first port of call. After that, I need you to head for the world of Lakran."
"Lakran, sir?"
Cistern nods, and manipulates the map, zooming into what was presumably the world of Lakran, which appeared to be deep in wild space. 
"We recently had an incident where a memory retention head band was stolen after a healing coma before the data within could be disposed of. The memories of one Horace Blue were then imprinted onto an alien body, and dumped on the lost colony world of Lakran. Now calling himself Jasper, this cloned mind of Sergeant Blue has reestablished contact and is requesting we rescue the colony. They're experiencing extreme genetic degradation for one, and have regressed to near literal barbarism. Early Human middle ages technology wise at best."
"Damn, sounds like they need all the help they can get."
"We're sending a fast relief force immediately. The Crimson Tear will bring the second wave, and large volumes of supplies to support the colony. They're our people now and we will see them cared for and defended."
Jerry manages to keep his face blank instead of reacting to the sheer scale of the Lakran situation. It was... concerning to say the least. 
"We'll get them there sir, you have my word on that."
"I know I do Jerry. Next on your itinerary, I want you to carry an embassy to the Yauya, on their home world of Awauynis. It was either send you to the Yauya or the Dzedin, and I decided that since you have an expert on Yauya culture in your family, it would be most efficient to send you there." 
Cistern takes his seat again, briefly preparing a cigar before setting it aside. 
"We've recently confirmed that the Dzedin and the Yauya are due primary credit for our 'rescue' as a species. The Yauya and Dzedin were core to a psychic probe of Cruel Space. That probe found us... and also gave us our unfortunate twisted visions of the Yauya and Dzedin people. So we need to properly extend our thanks, and recognize their friendship, even if they're both culturally obligated to not take credit for a rescue. I'll be clear, I want them as allies. Not just friends. We could do far worse than the culture of responsibility that is the core of Dzedin society, and the honor bound huntress culture of the Yauya alongside humanity." 
"I'll talk about it in detail with Eymali, sir. We'll make sure that we get everything squared away." 
"See that you do, I'm leaving it in your hands. You're special forces and the commander of a deep space vessel, if I can't trust your judgment, I can't trust anyone. The experience with the Yauya will be an important test however... After Awauynis, I'll be sending you to Serbow as an envoy to the Apuk. You'll also deliver the Undaunted embassy to that world. I will have my aide forward you the contact information for Mari'Nelindra, she's offered her assistance in ensuring we make a smooth formal first contact."
"I figured Vernon Shay marrying that princess of his and becoming a cultural phenomenon was our formal first contact sir." 
Cistern gives Jerry a minor glare.
"You know as well as I do that some of the nerd squad living in a village in a forest is not formal diplomatic contact between allies. Impressive as it might be that we’ve been invited to live on another species’ cradle world in any capacity. This has to go off perfectly Jerry. The Apuk Empire is a very valuable friend in the galaxy for us, and they're our first new friend at that. I want them to celebrate our friendship, for more than just adding some sorcerers to their world to make getting a boyfriend easier."
The Admiral breaks off, muttering under his breath for a moment before striking a match and lightning his cigar, taking a long drag. 
"Cretinous, shallow behavior from certain parties aside, the Apuk government seems properly keen on us as economic and military allies. Do everything you can to highlight just how good a friend we can be, both as a species, and as a stellar power." 
"Yes sir. Anything else?" 
"Yes, long term I will need you to make port call at the world of Bruel. It'll be host to the first human colony soon enough. I have some contractors preparing the continent for habitation now... but that'll likely be awhile yet. I'll want the Tear on station for a month or two when the time comes, both for morale, those cute little critters of yours, laying in large amounts of supplies, and delivering livestock. We'll pay your standard market rates plus a premium for monopolizing you for a time." 
"Have the colonial authority send the contracts over, we've been waiting for them." 
Jerry hesitates for a second, hanging up a bit on one of the first off world human colonies. 
"Sir... Do you think it'll happen soon? Getting more people, civilians out of cruel space?"
"I can only say we're doing everything we can. As of right now, the best thing we can do is prepare a place for them. So they have a new place to call home. You don't need to worry about those efforts though. You do your bit, and I'll ensure everyone else is doing theirs.” 
"Aye aye, sir. Is there anything else Admiral?"
"No Jerry, that will be all. Keep me informed on the status of your ship's refit." 
"Yes sir. Not too much longer. I'm honestly itching to get off the ground." 
Cistern nods, taking a puff on his cigar before giving Jerry a knowing, almost fatherly smile. 
"Quite the adventure isn't it?"
"Quite the adventure indeed, and I want to see what's out there." 
"Then I won’t keep you from getting back to work. Dismissed, Captain, and luck go with you." 






31


Tyler


The Huscarl class gunship was proudly emblazoned with a crisp 101 on her nose. The Huscarl had been a good looking aerospace craft on the drawing board, but she was all cold steel and sex appeal in the flesh. The aggressive cant to the wings. The gleaming barrels of her built in weapons. The ominous lack of a visible cockpit. 


The gunship exuded speed, strength and raw lethal potential and she looked good while doing it too. 


"We're professional killers. That means we have to look professional whenever we go kill people." 


The phrase from one of his Marine Corps Drill Instructors at Navy Officer Candidate School in Rhode Island comes unbidden to Tyler Sarkin's mind as he makes his first walk around of his squadron's first physical aircraft.


The maintainers would arrive with the rest of the birds in the next few days, along with the bulk of the flight crews, swelling his command from six to around one hundred people. It was a heady feeling. It still hadn't quite caught up with him yet. It's not like the nerd squad were the only sci-fi fans among the Dauntless's crew. He'd played video games and watched movies as a kid too. 


He'd even bought himself a plasma sword from Wichen Bridger so he could have a lightsaber dammit! And now he was commanding one of humanity's first aerospace fighter squadrons, preparing for deep space deployment, further from home than any human could have ever dreamed of being.


A firm squeeze on his butt brings him back down to reality as he smiles up at Cassie. The Seramali huntress was now his wife as well as his Wizzo, and for an angelic looking being, she could be damn dirty in bed. 


That was another thing he'd have to work on how to tell his family when he sent a message home. 


He'd expected this trip to be one way, and here he was, a commander of a gunship squadron with a wife who, and he couldn't stress this enough, looked like a cross between a normal angel and a biblical angel! 


He imagined images of the Seramali warrior woman who had firmly taken her place behind and beside him would make some serious waves among certain religious groups back home.


"Sorry, was I drifting?"


"Yes, but it was cute, so I couldn't resist giving your back side a squeeze." 


She smiles down at her lover. He's not short by human standards, but standing at just over two meters tall, she was massive in several dimensions, even without including her wing span.


Tyler considers her for a moment, savoring her beauty even in an olive green flight suit with the same intensity he had just been savoring his new ride with as they continue to walk towards the nose of the spacecraft. 


His eyes slide along the skin of the flying machine, the usual human markings denoting intakes, places to step, not to step, where explosives for the ejection system were and rescue access are joined by some neatly painted words in English approximately where the cockpit would be. They had managed to get his little surprise for Cassie in place. The words were simple, just their names.


CDR TYLER "SK" SARKIN, and LT CASCADE "ANGEL" SARKIN.


A blush colors his cheeks as he remembers hearing his new callsign for the first time. SK for ‘Starkiller’, the original name of Luke Skywalker. 


Sure he probably deserved it for his obsessive plasma sword training, but goddammit he had a fucking lightsaber! As for his beloved, her call sign was a bit on the nose, literally and figuratively but who was he to argue with the opinion of the flight room when she was his angel now?


"Oh! Is this normal for human spacecraft?" Cassie remarks, lightly touching the paint.


"Mhmm, more or less, for small craft like this anyway. Once we get assigned a plane captain as our chief mechanic his or her name will go on the nose landing gear door by ancient tradition. Not sure how it started honestly, but it's just how things have been done in the Navy back home ever since it did start. I suppose the idea of having 'your' ride, even if you don't always fly it is powerful, both for flight crews, and for mechanics. There's a pride there you can generate."


"Mhmm, reminds me of sword polishing back in my home world's military. Every woman was issued an honor blade. It wasn't an offensive weapon, but more a badge of office. They were used for honor duels, so they needed to be kept sharp, but more important was polishing the material by hand. It took me a decade to truly master it! By that time I was applying for my first officer's commission! And hazing fledglings for not having their honor blades honed and polished properly of course."


Cassie chuckles at the memory even as the age gap between them swings open for a moment for Tyler. A decade just to master polishing a damn sword, and that wasn't even the crux of her extensive work and life experience. She'd had two full careers, both in the military and out, an entire lifetime of experience... it made him feel very, very young in comparison.


"...Cassie, I... uhm. I'm worried."


"Whatever about my love?"


"Aren't I too... young for you? You've done all these amazing things. I can't help but feel like a kid around you sometimes. Like a boy with a crush on his teacher or something."


Cassie beams down at him. "Oh my sweet man, you needn't worry about such things... age means very little in this galaxy of agelessness. Experience is what really counts, and while I have plenty of that, you have experience in things I don't, and as we walk together, we shall face new experiences and learn as a pair... and perhaps eventually more... and when you're a century old and I a mere century your senior, you'll truly see that a bit of an age gap means quite little when we shall be just as young and vibrant as you are now. It's all about what you've done, not how old you are, and you humans have done quite a bit in your lives already."


"Ah yeah, we have a phrase for that back home. It's not the years, it's the mileage."


"Mhmm. Indeed. You humans by that metric are quite high mileage indeed, the youth of the galaxy, and I include myself in this, tend to be quite... sedate, for their first lifetime. It's a critical flaw of the universe as my people see it. It's one of the reasons we push our daughters so hard. It's so easy to just... drift. To go play pirate or bounty hunter. To join a gang and cause trouble. To not better oneself and seize all the true advantages of not aging besides living fast and staying young forever... hence why I have allowed myself to age more or less normally. To remind myself of the years. Of the time."


Cassie brushes at her hair, graying slowly, and her feathers. Though extremely well taken care of, Tyler can see that both have likely lost their luster a bit as Cassie's body has aged. "I shall soon undergo a healing coma. Both for the sake of my new duties, high g maneuvers are no place for old women after all, and to better handle the rigors of having a young, healthy, and virile lover."


Tyler blushes as the angelic beauty gives him a lewd look, a blush racing across her cheeks in turn.


"You almost broke me after our victorious simulator run. I had always thought such men were fantasies, but you humans are made of sterner stuff indeed. So aggressive. I would have thought you were trying to impregnate me."


Now it's Tyler's turn to blush harder still. "I... uh. Was. Actually. A little. Hoping. Maybe."


Cassie's laughter is like the ringing of bells. "You flatter me greatly, my love. I am very glad I waited for a worthy male to present himself. I could have found my way into a marriage before... but with you, I feel a joy in my heart that I had not known was possible. Worry not about your heirs, I shall provide them for you. After my body has returned to a more youthful, fertile state more appropriate to child bearing... and perhaps after our first tour aboard the Tear. Missing out on flying and fighting with you by my side because I can't see my own ankles would make me very sad indeed."


"True, though knowing you're aboard the Tear and I need to keep you and our children safe would make me capable of killing capital ships in nothing but a space suit through sheer force of will alone."


"Mhmm... Is that so?"


"It is very much so, my lady."


The silence between them is comfortable as Tyler takes Cassie's hand, their fingers interlacing automatically as he leads her around the nose. If the first surprise was there, hopefully they'd managed to get the other surprise done too before sending 101 to her new home. 


Luck, and the generous bribe he'd offered the guys painting his bird had been with him however. As the aircraft of the squadron commander she was due to be the "color bird", which meant she needed a bit more than just her CT tail flash and ident number like a normal plane. But no squadron patch and colors yet limited what they could do for 101.


While 101 didn't have her final paint job yet, Tyler had a degree of latitude with nose art, something he'd agreed to allow and even encourage in his new squadron. And as they move around the nose 101's nose art is waiting. 


A beautiful depiction of a Valkyrie on horseback, a full set of wings spread on both rider and steed as the woman prepares to throw a spear from the saddle. That the woman bore a striking resemblance to Cassie was only somewhat coincidental. He'd only specified that the Valkyrie be blonde, but apparently the techs had seen Cassie on one of their inspection tours and decided to go all the way.


"This is..." Cassie's voice catches in her throat a bit.


"I figured I wanted a way for you to be flying with me even after you're taken off flight status for laying our first clutch."


The empty hangar goes quiet, and Tyler worries for a moment that Cassie's actually upset. The silence is broken by the sound of a zipper traveling down, as his angel frees her generous bust from her flight suit. She normally wore a sports bra arrangement of some kind to keep her girls under control, but clearly she had other plans when she got dressed this morning.


"If I can inspire such feats of valor in you, inspire such dedication, devotion and love in you to always want me by your side when you go into harm's way, even when I am kept out of the fight... shall we christen our cockpit with a feat of lovemaking? I might not be ready for motherhood just yet, but making new life is an art form, and I would practice that art with you, over and over again, until we're certain when the time comes, that our children shall be masterpieces."


Tyler's not sure if his manhood or his heart is throbbing more. The mix of lewd and sweet overstimulates him slightly by attacking different desires at once. His lizard brain takes over however, perfectly sure of what it wants to do with its mate, even as the higher brain functions try to sort themselves out. It seems their inspection of Valkyrie 101 was going to take a bit longer.
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Eymali
Eymali sprawls out across her new bed with a deep and satisfied sigh. 
The head of the Nagala mounted across from her bed completed her trophy wall perfectly. The toothy maw of the most lethal predator of the Yauya homeworld of Awauynis gleamed in the light of the flame emitter she'd set up for her meditation. The same flames cast shadows on other trophies of beast and sapient life alike.
While she didn't take heads from sapients as some huntresses, She never failed to take a trophy from a difficult hunt, be it as a bounty hunter or when she was hunting beasts. 
A collection of weapons were her predominant trophies from her time as a bounty hunter, a trade she had been happy to surrender to take up her new family's banner.
"Though I suppose I can hunt again with the special forces units. Jerry's troops were quite surprised when I accompanied them on their exercise... most of them didn't even notice me. Save the little one Jerry calls "Top"."
Eymali considered the mysterious man the others called a "Gurkha". Their status as a celebrated band of warriors had been explained to her, and Jerry even found her a video and watched it with her, translating the narrator's words into galactic trade as they went. 
They honestly sounded like huntresses to Eymali! Men who could move without being seen, walk without noise... and as Eymali had been taught, and was now fully approved to teach others, doing so without a drop of axiom.
Invisibility was a natural gift of her people along with other camouflaging axiom abilities. Near necessary to survive on Veyen Prime before the Yauya had tamed their jungle world. But without the skills to support one's natural gifts, one was really only relying on luck... and Eymali was of the opinion that she would rather be good than lucky. Luck ran out after all. The one time she'd been caught flat footed by a bounty's minion for example.
She'd been crouching in the open instead of properly finding cover. Fine enough to her young mind. The quarry was... unintelligent at best, unskilled in the arts of axiom or battle. Eymali couldn't be seen... but she could still be walked through. Which is exactly what happened. Someone had walked right into her, triggering a confused gun fight and Eymali having to cut a few more throats than she'd really wanted to.
Admittedly it didn't change her pay, but she'd still been disappointed with herself when she cleaned off her wrist blades and hauled the meat off to confirm the bounties. The leader of that little band of bandits' rail pistol was kept close to the rack for her wrist blades... to remind her that she can always make a stupid mistake.
Eymali had made no such mistakes with Jerry's unit on their training. She'd just wanted to observe them in the field, but Top had called her out, and used her to lambast his troops for a lack of awareness. So she'd come down to join the group, and ended up giving an impromptu class on stealth and tracking. 
The memory drew a smile from the huntress.
She enjoyed that part of her work, and working with Jerry's elite soldiers was like a dream come true. 
Professionals. True professionals. The galaxy was filled with so many fools, amateurs and other forms of miscreant that the sheer average level of incompetence kept people alive far longer than many deserved.
Getting access to war bands and organizations where true professionals lived either went against Eymali's morals, joining up with higher tier mercenary units for example, or impacted her lifestyle too much, hence why she'd never joined her people's military. Now though, she had all the benefits, a very receptive, even eager, audience for her well cultivated skills.
She quietly pinches herself by the wrist. "Honestly this is all too much, I'm married. I'm a Huntsmistress. All within the span of a few months. I thought for sure I'd only be able to hunt for a husband after being certified. Instead I found a husband and the greatest prey a Yauya huntress could ask for in a single fell swoop."
The door to her door slides open with a quick rush of air, and Wichen wanders in with a smile.
"Talking to yourself again Eymali?"
"What? How in the goddess's veil did you get in?" 
Eymali wasn't exactly upset to see her sister-wife... but she rather liked the security of her bolt hole.
Wichen cocks her head, confusion written across her face. 
"Oh the door. Right. Yeah security flaw, don't worry it's on my list to fix it. I only just noticed on my way to return these bad girls to you."
The Feli weaponsmith reaches into her axiom enhanced pocket and withdraws the familiar cases of Eymali's wrist blades, and all thoughts of annoyance or concern of Wichen being to so casually waltz through her door are immediately forgotten as she leaps up from her bed, crossing the room in a flash.
"They're done?"
Wichen nods smugly.
"Damn right they are. I'll go so far as to wager that they're the best set of Yauya hunting blades on this half of the galactic disk... and probably the other half too, but there always could be someone more genius than I am. It's unlikely, but it's entirely possible."
Eymali straps her weapons back on, flicking her wrist to test the extension and retraction of the hunting blades.
"Balance is good. Incredibly smooth motion."
"I did a little more than you asked for actually. You just wanted a blade upgrade... but these are a little bit... special."
Wichen holds up her wrist comm and projects a hologram of the wrist blade unit in the air, the model spinning lightly as Wichen highlights different spots.
"While completely functional without axiom, the wrist blades have a variety of axiom upgraded components now, including a passive axiom cleaning field on retraction, that doubles as a molecular deburring unit. So every time you retract the blade, they'll be cleaned, preventing any mess getting into the mechanism. The blades themselves are the alloy you requested, with a slight addition of a few more elements so I could produce you a true mono-molecular blade. Hence why you need the deburring unit. You should be able to slice through armor like butter, but in the event that you catch on something somehow, the deburring unit will true and resharpen the blade, repairing it's structure and keeping your lethality and combat efficiency on the weapon's end in such a state that you're the only limiting factor on combat performance.”
The model rotates again and highlights a control that then simulates the flow of axiom into and around the wrist blades.
“To avoid breaking stealth, the passive axiom for the deburring and cleaning units mean they're just drinking out of the environment at a slow and small enough rate as can only mean zero. To even a talented adept these bad girls should read as unpowered. I took the inspiration for that from Hubby actually. That whole human thing where they appear axiom inert is tricky as hell."
The hologram rotates and shifts again, bringing up an image of the second half of the pair.
"The left wrist blade is as you requested in terms of special equipment, about two hundred meters of extremely light high tensile cord for weakness at the narrowest gauge I could find. You should still be able to suspend a light armored vehicle with it if you need to for some reason, and it's made of a clear material that's really annoying to see if you don't train yourself to do so. Winding this thing was a massive pain in the tail let me tell you! There's also your throwing knives, and a couple noisemakers in an easy access dispenser, and I crammed a miniaturized electronic warfare module in there too. Hacking, jamming, signal tracing. The only limit is range."
Wichen fiddles with her unit, and the hologram highlights a new module on the right gauntlet. 
"On the right gauntlets you have your primary blades, and I decided to work up a small plasma grenade launcher. Natural point of aim, or you can integrate it with a HUD. Trigger is on the outside of the right gauntlet, so you have to reach over with your left hand to launch a grenade stock. You want to set it up for one handed operation, I can work that for you, just tell me what hand gesture you want. All of that is of course connected to an axiom purge system by the way, so you can use powered equipment on a quick plasma charge or imbue the blades and then discharge it relatively quickly. You'll have to vacate the area fast, as the local axiom will be disturbed, but that might actually give you more cover."
The Yauya woman's mandibles wiggle a bit as she takes in everything Wichen just spit at her at light speed. 
"Goddess of the Hunt. They feel even lighter than before! Not heavier."
"Yep! Optimized all the internals, remade most of them from high quality alloys and I..."
The chime of Eymali's comm unit interrupts them. The alien huntress quickly triggers it, and Nadi's face pops up on the vid screen panel on the wall.
"Eymali, could you come up to the cloning facilities nearest the den? Your new pet cat is ready, and it's best if you're there when the kitten is decanted."
"On my way!"
Eymali is practically sprinting down the hallway in a flash, with Wichen hot on her tail.
"Wait wait, did Nadi say kitten?"
"Yep. That's what baby cats are called on Earth."
"Huh."
Wichen falls silent as the two women quickly make their way through the halls of the Crimson Tear, heading up and forward a few decks to make it to one of the primary cloning labs. Nadi greets them at the door, the small Kohb looking extremely professional in her lab coat with a set of glasses perched on her snout. 
"Sorry, I was in the middle of finishing my thesis."
"So you'll be Doctor Nadi soon?" Eymali asks as Nadi shows them over to the tank.
"Yes." Nadi grins, clearly pleased with herself. "I should have done it sooner, but Ms. Sylindra paid me well, and I didn't have a desire to open my own practice... or indeed go into space of all things! I'm not some brave or adventurous Khob. I just have my little dreams, my little hopes, and my little wishes. And in the meantime I can make other wishes and dreams come true."
The little reptilian woman's smile lights up the room as she claps her hands and draws Eymali and Wichen's attention to the tank.
"Now, the actual star of today's show, one Savannah Cat, a small Earth carnivore, this is an F2 hybrid, a blend of a domesticated cat and a wild cat, of the second generation. They're prized by their owners for their size and intelligence, as well as their attractive spotted coat. She'll weigh around seven to eight kilograms once she's full grown. In addition to all the usual items which I gave you yesterday, you'll need things for the cat to clim..."
"I'm sorry. I. What in the actual fuck."
Eymali and Nadi look curiously at Wichen, who's wide eyed as she looks at the kitten in the slowly draining tank.
"That looks just like a Feli!"
"Well. Minus the thumbs. Different legs and shoulders. And hips. And significantly smaller."
Nadi gets waved off by Wichen as the Feli continues. 
"That's. Sure details but it still looks just like a Feli kitten! I bet they're ambush predators too!" Wichen rocks back on her heels a bit. "Holy shit. I know Syl said that humans have been bonding with animals that look like our precursors for thousands of years but holy fucking fuck! I mean it's obviously a Feli kitten, just look at it. Eymali can I hold her once she's out? She's just so precious and I..."
As Wichen goes on at length, exalting the glory and beauty of the kitten that might as well be a Feli for all intents and purposes, Nadi strokes her chin, leans in to Wichen and takes a light sniff of her scent. A little more thinking and she pulls out the bioscanner she keeps on her belt, calibrating it and scanning Wichen.
"Ah, that's it then."
Wichen stops mid sentence.
"What's it?"
"Wichen, you're pregnant."
Nadi flips the bio scanner around to show the excitable Feli. 
“That’s why you’re fixating on the kitten, it looks just enough like a Feli kitten that it’s hitting your instincts just right while your pregnancy hormones are ramping up.”
There’s a pause.
A silence.
Then all hell breaks loose, quickly drawing in Syl and some of the other sister wives who were working nearby.
In the ensuing chaos, the tank flashes red, and Eymali quickly retrieves her kitten, vanishing under a cloaking field after a quick check of the kitten’s vitals by a nearby aide. 
She tickles the tiny creature's stomach as they ghost through the halls together, leaving the joyous chaos of her sister's good news behind. It was a bit too... loud... for Eymali. She was a quiet woman by nature. Introverted perhaps. 
As she makes it to the door of the Den Jerry calls out to her.
"Eymali."
Surprised, she drops her cloak, stepping to her husband.
"How did you manage that? I didn't even sense you use Axiom."
Her heart flutters as he gives her that damned crooked half smile of his.
"I've been practicing doing it by eye. I figure it'll help me as I keep practicing disappearing. Is this the kitten?"
"Yes, I named her Espirit."
Jerry steps in close, tickling the creature's belly to an adorable "mew".
"Always been a dog person myself, but it's a cute little critter I'll say that."
"She won't be little for long, Nadi says up to eight kilos I think."
"That's a big damn cat."
Eymali grins as she watches her husband playing with the little kitten as it slowly becomes more active. She was a huntress. Her prey was already captured.
"Husband. Speaking of your training in the arts of stealth. Would you perhaps... care to disappear with me for a little bit? I have felt myself... lonely for your companionship, and I'd like you to tell me more about these cats."
Jerry's answer is to vanish before her eyes, the soft sound of boots on metal deck plates heading towards her quarters as she quickly pursues.
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"Priority comm message coming in sir, it's marked as eyes only."
Bridger suppresses an annoyed snarl, he'd literally just gotten his interviewee settled into the couch arrangement preferred by Nagasha and gotten her some herbal tea. 
"I'm terribly sorry Ms. Cascka, but can I ask you to please return to the outer office for a few moments? I have to take this."
The red haired beauty bows her head in a genteel manner, smiling pleasantly as she lowers her eyes. The Great Plains Nagasha woman's emerald scales glitter delicately in the light, making her look for all the world like a heroine in a movie under a spotlight. Her movements are nothing but graceful as she slides out of the chair and heads for the door with her tea cup perfectly balanced on its saucer, dragging her long tail behind her.
"Of course Captain Bridger, I understand completely, please excuse me."
Bridger hits the button to activate the message as the door slides shut, and immediately has to crane his neck as a massive hologram fills the space before his desk. 
Instead of Admiral Cistern or someone who should be using the priority channels, he finds himself face to face with what appeared to be an absolutely massive Nagasha woman. She had striking red hair and the multiple arms of a Desert Nagasha but was... different. She was covered in glowing axiom infused markings, a mix of what appeared to be natural markings, and obvious gang tattoos for one, but there was something about her that Jerry couldn't immediately put his finger on species wise.
"...Well, I can't say I was expecting this, but... I'd assume you're the mother of the girls who attacked my wife and I?"
The snake woman offers Bridger a feral grin. "Oh my, very on the ball are we? Yes Captain Bridger, I am Rikaxza, I have the honor to be the clan mistress of the Seven Tails of the Nagasha. You killed four of my daughters, and for this I still owe you thanks."
"...So the blood money was a serious thing?"
"Of course, I have many, many daughters, killing off the stupid is quite literally doing me a favor. They did an incredible amount of damage to my reputation. Your killing them ended a lot of police inquiries immediately... After all, they were dead, problem solved. I still had to pay out twice what I paid you and your family in blood money to ensure some idiot prosecutor or "ambitious" cop didn't try and take a chance to go for my throat."
Rikaxza's tail thrashes, rage bleeding onto her face for a moment. 
"Though you did take the chance to kill those little slags myself! Attacking a pregnant woman! The fucking gall. Attacking a man on top of it. Even if you humans are built slightly differently than the rest of the galaxy. Never mind roping in useful assets like Jaruna and that Feli engineer Wichen. Both of which are now no longer of possible service to me."
"I take it your criminal organization has... standards, shall we say?"
Rikaxza leans into the camera a bit. "Most certainly Captain Bridger, we are not mere bandits. Nor mere drug runners. Or any of the other industries I busy myself and my minions with... but the actual members of my clan? We are warriors, and we shall comport ourselves with some modicum of honor when engaged with peers or normal citizens. They, you, do not belong to our world. Killing a pregnant woman is the type of thing I'd reserve for sending a message to utter trash like the Dark Cabal, not some random civilian who foiled a stupid robbery attempt gone wrong."
Bridger raises an eyebrow. "I'm far from a civilian."
"By our terms you are, unless you're looking to join a clan? You have such a fine ship, I could get quite a bit done with a beauty like this, especially with all the warriors you have under your command now. Ghorza the Gutripper, wed at last, and her clan all becoming a higher grade of professional soldier, who would have thought? I don't think you quite understand what you've done there Captain Bridger."
"Enlighten me."
"Moving up in the Horchka warrior castes is rare. You took them from mercenaries, the lowest of the warrior caste... and not only made them proper warriors, the word is they're being inducted into a human warrior cult."
"You're very well informed. So what's that all equate to in the Horchka culture?"
"It pays to be informed Captain Bridger, something you might want to remember. As for the Horchka... you more or less raised them... three, maybe four levels of status, then offered them membership in a warrior cult, the cream of the crop as far as Horchka are concerned. You told the galaxy that they, who were nothing, were worthy of being recognized as skilled and lethal warriors. As more than just mere cannon fodder. As elite, lauded, and most importantly, again that very special word, worthy, soldiers. Those girls will follow you into your human hell and back if you ask them. They may even come to think of you as a father. Many of them no doubt see Ghorza as a surrogate mother."
"Respect and courtesy are high value coin for those who receive little of it."
"Quite. One of your human philosophers?"
"Admiral Cistern actually, he's quite the diplomat."
"Yes, a fascinating man... his first wife has always been an interesting woman, and now I hear he’s wed Speaker Ticanped..." Rikaxza scowls. "Well. I wish your Admiral luck, I have little time for the Pavorus species, and even less time for our dear speaker of the council."
Bridger sits back in his chair a bit and decides it's time to push this conversation forward, this chat was far too casual for his taste. 
"Madame, while I appreciate this fascinating conversation, I would like to get to the purpose of your call, I have a potential staffer waiting for me."
"Oh don't you worry Captain, my daughter is a very patient girl, and she is very excited at the possible opportunity to go on something of an adventure with you."
Bridger puts two and two together in a heartbeat.
"Wait, Ms. Cascka is your daughter?"
"Why yes, don't you see the family resemblance?"
"...Yes actually now that I think about it. She's got your eyes, hair and scale colors... but you have six arms, your other daughters have six arms... so you married a Great Plains Nagasha? But that doesn't work, those would just be your sons..."
The crime boss allows herself a throaty chuckle. "I do like you humans. Your curiosity, your bright eyed fascination with the universe is very refreshing. My husband is in fact a Cannidor."
"Interesting, but how does that explain..."
"I am what is called a Primal Nagasha. The species from which all Nagasha are born. Under the right circumstances I can give birth to any of the Nagasha subspecies."
Jerry's mind processes that information and immediately spits out a memory from his education. 
"You're an Echidna."
"A what?"
"Echidna, the mother of monsters, a figure from one human culture's mythology... she looked a hell of a lot like a Nagasha as it happens."
Rikaxza's eyes narrow, clearly considering that information.
"Echidna... and she looked like a Nagasha? Fascinating. I like the title of mother of monsters though, I might add it to the ones they announce me with."
"Echidna gave birth to many legendary monsters in that mythology, of many shapes and sizes and configurations."
"Oh I do like that!"
"Would you be willing to share genetic information on your species with us? The idea of being able to actively reproduce into multiple species alone is... fascinating."
"I'll forward some research I've commissioned on the subject in return for everything you can give me on "Nagasha" in humanity's collective history or mythology. The Primal Nagasha are rarely studied and more kept in superstitious awe by most Nagasha. Many things in our culture are unfortunately. I like the stories as much as any other Nagasha worth her tail. I was there when some of them were written, but ye goddesses and little fishes, the treatment of things like mental illness alone..."
That has Jerry's attention. "You have a deal, but if I might ask... how do the Nagasha treat mental illness?"
"Well, it depends. If I develop a traumatic stress disorder, I would be treated and sent on my way. Same with things like depression. Certain developmental disorders however... well. If they're missed in vitro, and they are, due to incompetence, or the defect being very subtle or presenting differently, people being unwilling to pay for high level analysis and so forth. Because one is born that way, many say they should not be treated, but helped to live their best lives in their own way. Because many such disorders are baked into the DNA, a healing coma can't really help without taking a child back to pre-infancy, which would be quite traumatic to say the least, especially for a child."
Rikaxza sighs. "There are treatments of course, some even help, but Nagasha culture refuses them. We're proud, perhaps even protective of these individuals, so called "Jingays". Yet not so protective as to not indoctrinate them with their own saga and instead help with modern medicine. Even one of my own daughters was taken in this way, despite my best efforts to clandestinely get her treatment. The priestesses had their hooks in her before she'd finished her first year of education.”
The matriarch lets out another aggrieved growl rubbing the bridge of her nose as if trying to relieve a headache.
"Still... my little Jingay, while like her other sisters in that title, has never been anything but bold. She ended up as a crew woman on a pirate ship." Rikaxza cackles gleefully. "A pirate ship you're familiar with actually."
The serpent woman's grin has Jerry feeling a bit unnerved. Like she's about to swallow him whole. Still he considers the pirates he's come into contact with recently... many had Nagasha crew women... but... his mind jumps to the bridge crew of the pirate ship ‘the Claw’, also known as the EFL Tiger. Hadn't Lilpaw or Miles called one of the bridge crew Jingay?
"...On the Claw, correct?"
"Very good." Rikaxza's smile widens a bit. "Who could have guessed that my little Jingay would be one of the most successful of my daughters? She cut her own path in the universe. Went her own way, and now she's happily married to a clan that rules a goddess damn planet! Hah! Admittedly I rule a few star systems myself, but it just goes to show, even when hobbled from birth my daughters all have potential if they can either be smart enough, strong enough, wise enough, or, like Jingay, tenacious enough to seize it. Such a charming son in law too. I'll have to visit Vucsa 5 soon... I'm sure I can find some business opportunities for the clan."
The massive snake woman preens herself, clearly as pleased with the successes of her daughters as she was wrathful over other daughter's failures.
"On another note. Excellent memory retention and analytical skills... yes... I think I'll propose putting you to work to your Sir Philip. We share some interests, your leaders and I... and you shall make a fine instrument of our will when our wills overlap."
Jerry sips his tea slowly, he was learning all sorts of interesting things from this conversation. The mention of Sir Philip was also interesting, but not surprising. Especially considering the recent operations against the Dark Cabal. If Rikaxza loathed said group... Jerry puts the thought aside. Time to change subjects to something slightly less dangerous.
"How did you meet your husband by the by?"
"Oh that? I "liberated him" from one of those warrior sisterhoods the Cannidor like to put together after they challenged me. He was most grateful, and after a few months of realizing he wasn't a prisoner anymore, he did his damnedest to seduce me! Me!" 
The massive Nagasha woman cackles happily.
"Man is certainly hefting some. Easily the most feminine man I've met till you humans turned up. He babies our girls a bit, but I couldn't ask for a better father for my children. He's raising our sons tough too... I imagine at least one of them will follow Cascka in joining your Undaunted. Such a male positive environment is a young man's dream. Male companionship, encouragement in learning the arts of war. Actively stomping every stupid bitch who thinks she's hot shit and doesn't approach with respect."
Rikaxza licks her lips. "It's delicious. You humans don't know what you have... well. Sir Philip and Cistern might, but Cistern won't exploit this opportunity... his honor won’t let him. you are going to have many recruits to your Undaunted. Women yes... but where there are so many men... Men will come. Many men will drag their families over for a chance to be more than just a man. Boys will flee intended first marriages for political asylum with the Undaunted. Political and business alliances will be shook up... or the Undaunted will become party to those alliances through their new recruits. Entire clans will join you at the word of their husbands, desperate to escape their gilded cage by any means necessary.”
Rikaxza gestures, and a sigil that looks like the logo of a business appears in the palm of her hand.
“For example... There's a clan of mostly scientists and researchers. They operate an independent cutting edge axiom research collective I have influence with. Eighty girls strong or so. Their husband plays cards with some of my sons. He is ever so desperate to work out bringing his family over. One example of many. Warriors, scientists, business women, gangs, pirate crews, hell, military units could potentially defect! You could wield this newfound power through these men and end up with your hands in the guts of a thousand fold worlds. But as cagey as he might be, I don’t think Cistern will use such leverage as I would. But the Undaunted shall ascend all the same."
Bridger sits back in his chair and considers the consequences of all that chaos. "We could end up connected to some very powerful people."
"Oh my dear Captain Bridger... you already are, and men haven't even begun to join you en masse yet. For example, I have one daughter married to a senior Undaunted officer. If my luck holds I’ll have a second soon enough. That’s just one example. You have connections in places you cannot even begin to imagine yet. You’re all thinking too small still, that you see the big picture as you do, or rather your leaders do is admirable. To come from nothing onto the galactic stage is no small feat.”
The serpentine woman gestures and brings up a map of the galaxy, letting the hologram spin in her palm.
“And yet, there is just so much more. You humans have made quite a splash amongst the real circles of power in the galaxy. The good news is the impression Admiral Cistern has made is an excellent one, welcomed with more or less open arms. Even if some of those arms still have weapons close to hand. A new long term thinking stabilizing factor in the galaxy, an apex species... and an opportunity for those like me to send our sons to a positive place for them to become mighty in their own right."
"I uh. I feel like this is way above my pay grade."
"Perhaps Captain, but as the second commander of a human ship in the wider galaxy... it very much will be something you'll have to deal with. Prepare for that."
Jerry stifles a gulp, keeping his face still and free of emotion. "On another note... I feel like you'll tell me if I ask. Is Cascka a spy? We don't really have anything to hide and I'd rather she be a known factor on my ship."
"Why would you ever believe what I say on the subject?"
"Because you promote yourself as an honorable woman, and I'd rather meet you as an equal on this subject."
More laughter.
"Goddess, look at the pair on you! I almost wish I was a few centuries younger and unwed, I'd have done just about anything to get my coils on you."
Rikaxza leers down at Bridger and he finally reaches out and adjusts the size of the hologram so he can stop craning his neck.
"Cascka is not a spy. Sort of."
"How is one sort of a spy?"
"Because she is absolutely going to gather information for me, but she's not ferreting out that information or doing anything subversive or untoward. She might not even know that she'll be doing it. She'll write to her father and I regularly, in the course of that correspondence she'll tell me all about her daily life with humanity. If I'm very lucky she'll end up married. I imagine she'll likely be quite attracted to you, specifically Captain Bridger. Her best friend growing up was an Apuk girl, and the love of fairy tales involving powerful men rubbed off on her."
"I'm no sorcerer, madame."
"Neither is her father, but she's had examples of strong men before her her whole life, a man commanding a spaceship, possibly even a warship? Whatever clever things you're up to in that dry dock. I imagine that'll get my daughter's fantasies running wild. It's one of the reasons I've encouraged Cascka to join you actually. My sweet daughter is not meek per se... but she's no desire to be like the failures you killed. She's not interested in the family business. I worry about her meeting a man. I worry about her growing an actual spine. She seems to think that not being a limp noodle means being a crime boss like her successful big sisters, and that's simply not the case. It's just her other successful sisters don't live at home. Plus with all the men around I imagine even she can find a husband who's hefting some even if she isn't, and I'd at least like my grandchildren to have a little fang to them."
Rikaxza snorts happily and leans into the camera, all teeth.
"Though as I said, I'd greatly prefer it if she managed to get her coils around you, if only because it'll prove my sweet and innocent princess finally got ambitious and excelled at something besides studying axiom."
Another lewd grin, but this time Jerry can tell she's actively trying to throw him off. Rikaxza had been testing him this whole time.
"So what's the end goal of this research that isn't research?"
"To decide if I want to actively make friends with humanity in general and your Undaunted in particular past occasional collaboration. I have no need to make enemies with anyone, and your removal of the stain on the universe known as Darla Swipe has earned you quite a bit of credit from me as a species. Anyone who opposes the Cabal's heiresses and their butchers will get nothing but support from me. I believe in a higher standard of organized crime. I also like some of the power plays your Admiral Cistern's made, and the activities of some of his spies... you humans really do deserve the title of Apex. However, I don't think I'd marry my organization to the Undaunted, like the pirates in your EFL... I have more girls on Centris than your species has humans outside of Cruel Space, but there's other ways we can be friends. I'm a businesswoman after all."
Rikaxza settles back into what can only be called a throne. "There, all the cards on the table. I hope you give my daughter a fair shake Captain. I've seen how you fight, and you handled our little chat perfectly. I won't negotiate a marriage for my daughter, that's not how you humans or I do business after all. But I will say I quite approve of the match. I imagine any of my granddaughters you sired with Cascka would be some of the toughest little monsters in my family not long after birth. Rikaxza out."
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Cascka returns to Jerry's office, still perfectly preened and perfectly composed. Now that he had a firm grasp of who Cascka's mother was, Jerry was evaluating her with different eyes. 
This wasn't just manners. This was a lifetime of discipline and a very, very careful upbringing by a mother who, if she was even half honest, had slithered through the halls of power in the galaxy since before the Current Era in human history. Thousands of years of skill and experience.
He almost found himself wishing he could see her conversations with Sir Philip and Admiral Cistern. This was a being who could give both men a run for their money, and a tantalizing glimpse as the real power in the universe... and for all her possible malice she was still a doting mother, clearly out for yet more in what had to be a legion of grandchildren. Not unlike his own Catholic mother before she'd passed come to think of it. How big was Rikaxza's dynasty? Would her own child even know? Would she tell him?
Jerry busies himself making green tea for his guest. He'd found that many aliens would stand, and even enjoy the stronger green tea brew known as sencha that he'd picked up a taste for during his time in Japan, and some, like Nagasha, were generally just fine with the yet higher grade matcha. 
Jerry quickly whisks together some of the frothy beverage, handing the cup to her with the same western style saucer she'd been using earlier. Purely a practicality in an office situation that was semi formal like this. It wouldn't do to have one's guest spill on themselves.
Cascka bows her head. "Thank you for this, I must say, I find your humility and willingness to serve one who would serve you most... enlightening about your species. I have heard many things about humans, but it seems there are as many facets of your kind as there are stars in all the heavens. A most... vibrant and fascinating vein of life, an undreamed of diversity I imagine has been brought around by the harshness of your cruel space."
A strange look crosses Cascka's face as she slowly sips her tea, as if trying to decide if she should say anything further before settling on silence.
Jerry took his place on the other side of the desk and considered the young woman before him. Measured, considerate... but he was getting an interesting vibe from Cascka. Like she was consulting some sort of play book. Almost like... she was a nerd squad member. Once the thought occurred to him, it all fit. 
She managed to make her social awkwardness into a virtue via grace and restraint, an altogether different technique than Sir Phillip had taught the nerds. She simply would not let others rush her... at least in a controlled circumstance. She was clearly putting her best... coil? forward, as part of a job opportunity. Jerry would be interested to see how Cascka would react when she was caught off balance or was rushed by circumstance... her mother did say she lacked a spine... but to Rikaxza that could mean all manner of things such as not being willing to kill or make hard calls like Rikaxza clearly could.
They continue to sip tea in silence for a moment. She doesn't feel the need to fill the air with meaningless talk, and so they sit, slowly evaluating each other, until the tea is drunk, and Jerry refills both their bowls. Finally, he begins to speak.
"Thank you for your patience madam, I felt I needed a moment of respite before properly continuing our discussion, and I did not want to leave you waiting in my outer office, you are an honored guest, and a candidate for my senior staff after all. Plus you enjoyed the tea previously. Or you seemed to. Is it to your liking?"
When Cascka smiles it's with her eyes as well as her mouth, the serpentine woman could light up the room, and that, at least, was a behavior that seemed all Cascka and not whatever coaching she'd received.
"Yes Captain, it's excellent. You called it matcha? I do hope someone is growing this glorious plant off Earth, I'd like to consume it often, and I'm afraid shipments from cruel space will be outside of my budget even if you do select me for this position."
"I think we're all in that boat for now, but yes, I've had the appropriate plants added to our hydroponics facility, and there's plenty in storage. Many men and women aboard the Dauntless take comfort in this simple tea as a way to relax. It and other creature comforts, along with necessities like the drink we call coffee were laid in for a very long journey, longer than we've been through even now by an order of magnitude. which is a good sign considering we were pretty much expecting to all die on the trip."
That got Cascka's attention, just like Jerry had hoped. "Oh my. You all... came out to the wider galaxy expecting to die?"
Jerry nods "It was a near thing too, if we hadn't armed the Dauntless we'd have been in serious trouble when the pirates pounced on us. The galactic government's about as toothless as the closest thing we have to a comparable global organization back home on Earth. One man got taken, but managed to escape his captors."
"Pirates." Cascka practically spits the word. "I had heard that humanity had some run-ins with their ilk on the news. Not that I had much of a chance to watch the news, but it seemed to be all anyone could or would talk about for some time there. Humans in general too once word about your species' unique features came to light."
"Not you, though?"
Cascka's skin grows dark in a way that Jerry knows to equate with a blush in Nagasha.
"Well, this is not to say I wasn't interested or curious... but I try not to be a gossip, Commander. It's an unpleasant trait in all people. Besides, the gossips didn't actually know anything of substance, they only had vague ideas and guesses. Like, there was a summary about humanity after your initial classification that suggested your people had been attacked shortly on leaving cruel space, taking dozens, if not hundreds as slaves. Now we know only two men have been captured, and both were only captured temporarily."
"Still seems like a lot of information for random office gossip."
"I... didn't say it was in my workplace did I?"
Cascka's nerves seem to be getting the better of her, her grip white knuckled on her mug of tea before she takes a steadying sip of tea.
"Captain, I must ask a small favor of you."
Jerry holds back his sigh of relief. If she'd lied to him, he'd have given her a second chance on revealing he knows her lineage, but she'd have been on thin ice for getting the job. Thankfully, Jerry found he had indeed had a good read on the young woman. If you could call someone potentially centuries older than you 'young'. 
Jerry sets that nightmare rabbit hole aside of wondering if he qualifies as jail bait for most of his wives, and gives Cascka his full and detailed attention.
"Anything for my crew Cascka."
"I must ask for your discretion. What I'm about to say, it mustn't leave this room."
He nods quietly, and Cascka withdraws a small device from her purse, quickly triggering it.
"This is a scrambling unit. Generally I don't recommend them for all but the highest of security conversations, as it can clue people in that there's something worth listening to happening if you are under surveillance. I am aware you will almost certainly ask me for blueprints for your intelligence officers to use, and will gladly provide them for you, regardless of the outcome of this interview. They are not available on the open market, as my mother's... organization, designed and built them."
Cascka takes another slow sip of tea.
"My mother's name is Rikaxza. She is the mistress of the Seven Tails of the Nagasha, of which you have had a brief clash with one of its sub clans. While I regret the deaths of my sisters, they were cruel without restraint or discipline, unlike my mother, who wields cruelty as a weapon. She is an... extreme woman. Some of my sisters fail to learn the whole breadth of her lessons on how to... more or less rule part of the galaxy."
"So you're a princess of a sort."
"Of a crime family I suppose, but I have foregone all claims to the ‘throne’ so to speak. I am a civilian by the terms of her organization. I do not even have a family name anymore. I ah... this is quite personal, but I would not hide it from you if you're to trust me and command me. I... am squeamish about killing. I am a skilled adept. Skilled in the axiom battle arts among others, it's why you seek me after all, but when I was small, some women from a lesser clan that did not understand the power they nibbled at attempted to kidnap me. I was scared. Terrified. Calling on the power has always been easy for me. Easier still than it was for some of my sisters after decades of study. I snapped their necks without even a blink."
"Sounds like a perfectly clean instance of self defense to me."
The Nagasha woman offers Jerry a mournful look.
"It was. Mother's lawyers didn't even need to "lean" on anyone. It was barely investigated... and it made my heart weep. Not for my assailants, they made their choice, and were I not capable even then, goddess only knows what fate could have awaited me. I likely would have been rescued... but if the math didn't add up for the expenditure of resources..." 
Cascka shudders. 
"I mourned for the loss of innocence I experienced, and I mourned for a galaxy that could let life slip through its hands so easily. It's so easy to kill... so many barely even bother living it seems. I'm not a pacifist... but my mother's work is... beyond what I can do. I respect her, but I joined the monastery to seek inner peace. Now. With you and your ship, I hope to see something of the universe, and perhaps do a bit of living."
Well, that more or less settled things for Jerry, the woman was either a phenomenal actress or entirely in earnest, both could be entirely valuable.
"Well it's nice to hear a sensible voice about killing outside of Cruel Space."
Jerry's comment was simple, and designed to get a bit of a reaction, he wants to know what she knows about him... and Cascka didn't disappoint. 
It was a good thing that the young lady in question didn't want to go into her mother's line of work, because she wears her heart on her sleeve. Jerry's smile draws a flustered expression from the serpentine alien. His axiom senses weren't great still, but he could see the energy shifting around her.
"I... am very pleased to hear you say that Captain, but I'm rather surprised as well. I have... well."
"Seen the security footage of my shoot out in the plaza with your sisters I assume."
Cascka does her best to look apologetic. "Yes."
"Rikaxza getting them for you doesn't surprise me. But allow me to further comment on the contents. I took a staggering amount of life there, along with my wives. I'm still not quite dealing with killing, or abetting the deaths of that many sapient life forms. Killing should always be hard. Life is cheap in this galaxy where immortality is but a short nap away. I share your concerns that people in the wider galaxy end lives too easily... but then, there will always be people who kill with ease. Whether here, or in Cruel Space, and that is a tragedy."
"I am... relieved to hear you say that. I know my mother was saying that you'd surprise me, but the martial record of humanity since leaving cruel space is... impressive to say the least."
"Better to be a warrior in a garden, than a gardener in a war. I like to believe the Undaunted at least as a faction of humanity only offer what we are given. Open hands are met with open hands. Closed fists with closed fists. I'm no pacifist, but I'd like nothing more than to live a peaceful life. We will do what we must to protect ourselves, our shipmates and our families. I respect your positions Cascka, you are not joining us as a soldier... but I'd like to know I can count on you to defend us as we'll defend you."
A small riot of emotions plays across Cascka's face, settling on a firm, mature conviction. "Yes Captain, you can count on me."
Jerry nods slowly, considering her words. "Good. You know all the details about the position, but I have a question about your application. It says here that you have been certified a master in more axiom techniques and methods than I knew existed. Albeit that's a low bar to clear."
"Yes, I have mastered numerous axiom disciplines in my time at the Grand Monastery. I am most adept at the weaving of Axiom energy, but I wield it as efficiently as any other axiom user." 
She waves her hand and conjures a bright blue flame, briefly illuminating Jerry's office. 
"I have even been afforded the opportunity to study Apuk warfire in detail, though I am pledged to keep that secret by the battle princess who instructed me. It's rather difficult without the natural way that the Apuk interact with axiom, but it's entirely doable with enough talent and discipline."
"I see, that's excellent, exactly what we really need. All Undaunted troopers are to receive basic Axiom training, and I fully intend to make a full go of it. I've always enjoyed martial arts, and I'll not miss a martial art that allows me to throw fireballs around and punch through tanks."
"You're quite competent from what I saw of the security footage. Crude. But perfectly serviceable. I'm sure with careful refinement I'll be certifying you as master within a year or two. Many of you humans have shown incredible growth in axiom. The leading theory is you've all got something of an imagination for it... and because you've lived without it all your lives, you can more easily sense and pull on axiom. It leaves you with something of an internal weak point as you're limited somewhat to axiom in the environment, but in many ways that's a benefit, and will balance out over time."
"Really? Only a year or two?"
Jerry raises an eyebrow and Cascka eagerly nods.
"Oh yes. I'd have to observe you in person of course, but your acceleration ability alone, while hard to perceive, shows some excellent technique already. If I may ask, what inspired such movement? I'm fascinated to learn how you reached this stage in training without formal instruction."
"Oh. Uh." Jerry blushes. "There was a TV show I really liked where a lot of the abilities I tried were showcased. I also enjoyed sci-fi and fantasy novels like many of the men who came on this mission. While I'm not nearly as methodical as say, Franklin Smith, whose exploits I'm sure you've heard of, once we had the basic techniques and ideas of what we could do thanks to Smith and his colleague Vernon Shay, it was just a matter of taking the tools and working my way there. I've spent most of my life training with various skill sets and weapons. This is just another tool."
Cascka nods slowly, deep in thought. "Yes, a mix of visualization, prior ideation and as you say, being a student of skills... Yes, I think I see where some of the prodigious talent humans show for axiom is coming from. Not so much a natural gift so much as a consequence of extensive training in multiple disciplines. Sensible. I'd like to see this TV show as well." There's a gleam in her eye now that Jerry doesn't fail to notice as Cascka departs on a tangent about visualization and axiom use.
A scratch of Jerry's pen on paper interrupts her train of thought as he passes her a contract. "Well, based on all this Cascka, I'm prepared to offer you the title of Axiom Master for the Crimson Tear. No military rank, and you will receive due compensation as a civilian specialist. However the five year commitment remains, and I understand if you..."
Cascka immediately picks up the pen and signs the contract. "Shall I swear my oath now Captain? I've made my choice. I have stood alone for long enough."
"No, I think we'll save it for a mass swearing in of new civilian staff in the near future if that's alright with you." Jerry takes the document and runs it through a small scanner built into his desk for electronic filing.
"Captain, I do have one other thing to address with you, now that I'm in your service."
"Go on."
"My mother has heartily encouraged me to make this move, and has reminded me extensively to write to her and my father. While I would like to, as I love my parents. I suspect that she's using me as something of a spy. I am... not quite sure what I should do about that."
Jerry takes that onboard, perfect. Exactly what he'd hoped for. Not only did she know, she brought the potential compromise to his attention.
"No secrets here Cascka. Your mother was that priority transmission that came in just now."
Cascka lets out a groan familiar to teenagers with overbearing parents the galaxy over. The young woman had clearly been expecting this, but was still frustrated.
"Goddess's veil. Do I even want to know what she said?"
"Nothing bad. We had a frank conversation about a variety of things, you were one of those subjects. I asked if you were a spy, and she said no. Mostly. She was very clear that she hoped to gain a better understanding of humanity through your daily life with us. I have no desire to keep one of my people from writing to her parents, and our culture is hardly anything we need to hide."
"Ah. Phew. I had thought she might have mentioned my love life or something."
"Oh... she uh, mentioned she thought you and I would be a smart match romantically. Several times actually."
"I fucking knew it!" Cascka delicately holds a hand to her lips, clearly embarrassed after that outburst. "Oh. Excuse me Captain."
"No, I think that's fair enough under the circumstances." Jerry grins. "Well, Master, care to join me for lunch? I can introduce you to some of the other senior staff, then we can see about getting you a billet so you can go retrieve your things and embark."
"Muh-master?"
"Well you are going to be my instructor, that is the appropriate title from student to instructor if I was studying under you at the Grand Monastery is it not?"
"I. Well. Yes. Uhm. Lunch. Lunch sounds good."
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Firi's beaming smile felt more like sunshine than the sun lamps that provided the artificial park aboard the Crimson Tear. This had been a part of the ship that had been extremely easy to finish. The things that made soil fertile were fairly universal, and while complex life took a bit more care, aging with axiom for plants was surprisingly straightforward if one wanted some decent sized trees in a hurry. 
The selection of Earth flora and fauna had been intentional, this ship would be something of an ambassador for humanity, in addition to needing to care for its human crew. Already there were some small squirrels running through the trees and through the grass, perfect for Mikasa to chase. 
The pond had some koi in it, which many aliens found they enjoyed almost as much as their human counterparts. Jerry hadn't been sure about bringing fish genetics along, but he'd been rather glad that he did in the end.
The park was large, around the size of a football field, and contained plenty of space for recreation and play. It was quiet for now, but as Jerry wandered through the grass hand in hand with the now clearly very pregnant Firi, he reflected this place would almost certainly become one of the busiest parts of the ship in the future as various families continued to grow and expand, his own included. 
Firi nuzzles into his side, clearly eager for the quiet, gentle affection she preserved compared to the greater enthusiasm of her blood sisters and sister wives alike. As Jerry always thought, Firi is patient. Kind. But she was firm, and growing seemingly more confident along with the litter in her womb as she grew into the role of den mother.
Shortly Firi picks out a perfect spot near the pond to spread their blanket out, and food is retrieved from the basket... including a secure container with Jerry's camp shaker in it. Just in case.
"Mhmm... it's almost as nice as going to a real park. Nicer perhaps because I don't have to share you with anyone... I probably couldn't go out alone with you like Jaruna, or big sister Syl can."
"Why do you think that, love?"
The pet name puts a wiggle in Firi's ears and a wag in her tail as she folds her legs beneath her and snuggles up to Jerry on the blanket. "Because Jaruna, now Ghorza, Wichen, Evie. They're all strong. Warriors. Syl has always been bold and courageous in her own way, standing early to help her mother, and protect her from well... my mother."
"Is it really so competitive in your family?"
Firi's face drops a bit, prompting a gentle, reassuring squeeze from Jerry.
"Yes. My father is... not a bad man, but he's... not like you. He's quite... soft. Gentle. Evie calls him weak. I think that's a bit cruel of her."
Firi stops for a second, taking a deep breath to focus herself.
"Syl's mother was one of his favorites, but she held very little sway in the clan for all that because our clan was very... modern. Influence past the first wife was determined by financial contribution to the clan. Never mind that Syl's mother raised most of the kits in the clan once they were weaned. My... mother was one of the only ones that really took an active hand in raising her children..."
The little vixen's face drops further as her husband pulls her into his lap, embracing her.
"It's okay, she's not here. I've got you. We've all got you."
"No."
Firi seems to look startled at the sound of her own voice for a moment as she cuddles deeper into Jerry's arms.
"I want to tell you. Need to tell you. You love me. So you deserve to know. I know you know bits and pieces... but it was. Not great. Mother thought struggling was good for us. In a world where plenty is available for most. So she created scarcity for us to struggle with. Older sisters, younger sisters, litter mates. Toys. Food. Affection of any kind... and many of my sisters learned precisely the wrong lesson, fighting each other for a scrap instead of coming together against her cruelty. It is part of how our clan lived down to the stereotypes about our species."
Firi takes another steadying breath before continuing.
"Volpir are known for many things... our ambition is one of them. It's a cultural trait as much as anything else. The ideal Volpir is clever, cunning, and ambitious, whatever she seeks, she seeks it aggressively, albeit by cats paws, cut arounds, and the great game that is the lifeblood of much of Volpir space. Politics, both of the governmental and underworld kind, ever swirling together in a vortex of alliances and back stabs. In the old days, Den Mothers gave up their ambitions, and were honored or rewarded  for it.” 
Firi starts to count, holding out a finger each time as she explains the three positions. 
“The first wife was the mind, the sky mother the claws, and the den mother the beating heart of a proper clan. Its moral center if you will, and so Den Mothers generally gained quite a bit of soft power if they sought it, even as rivals saw it as them being eliminated from the game. More like taking holy orders than a true vocation per Volpir society. For many though what being a den mother meant was safety and freedom. Few would turn their claws against such a vixen, fewer still would survive the kind of wrath doing so would engender from all parties."
"Surely all of Volpir culture can't be a constant vortex of politics and the like."
"No, not all of it. Low level clan members just plug away and try to gain power if they so desire... but many are simply happy to practice their trade, raise their children. Support their clan and family. But that was not to be my destiny, much as I wished it. Not with my mother ascendant in her sphere. It's tragic in a sense."
Firi gazes across the park for a moment, watching as a small squirrel races across the branch of a tree.
"For all her petty cruelty, for all her ill temper, for all her wrath, we have more now as a clan than my mother has ever been able to accumulate for herself and we’ve barely gotten started. For all her self importance and bluster, she will never be a leader within the clan, she was simply tolerated because of the wealth she generates. And even that has run out after Syl's mother..."
"Something happened with Syl's mother?"
A pained look crosses Firi's face. "She... it wasn't. She's okay. I want to stress that. Inara was a light to all of us in our little band of rebels. She infuriated my mother, witch that she is, because for all her insults and bullying Mama Inara never once broke or showed strain. She took all those insults with grace like they didn't even phase her. When the time came, when Evie decided enough was enough, she encouraged us to leave the clan and strike out on our own. Told us she was proud of us. Even helped the other girls get me out... mother wouldn't give me up without a fight, so they smuggled me out instead. Faced with the mockery of having her own child smuggled out from under her nose, from my rejection of her cruel ways, my mother... hurt Mama Inara. Badly. Bad enough she couldn't bear children again without a healing coma. She hurt her a few times. Bad enough for a coma each time. She even sent one of my elder sisters to try and destroy the memory retention band."
Jerry shudders at the thought of so casually destroying a person's... personhood like that. "Ye gods and little fishes, that's disturbingly callous. Your mother was a sister wife to Inara and she was willing to go that far!?"
"Not just a sister wife, but a blood sister and litter mate too. My mother's pettiness knows few boundaries, and decency is something she considers a problem for commoners, peasants, and those of no standing or value to whatever she considers society. Hence why she demanded the strictest manners out of me while letting my sisters do as they pleased. To underline that I was lesser. If I was worthy I would have simply ignored her... to a point. It's one of her many contradictions. Obey her without question, but don't bow to authority or social moors. 
Firi lets out a sad little sound, clearly remembering unpleasant things, prompting Jerry to embrace her all the more tightly.
"As for the memory band incident. Evie... won't tell me what happened to my sister who tried to destroy Mama Inara's mind. Simply that Evie dealt with it. I can only imagine she killed her. Evie never had much sympathy for blood shared as opposed to blood chosen as she puts it. Inara vanished after that. Evie took her somewhere, used her military contacts and called in favors to have her vanish from the world... She's apparently joined a monastery somewhere, raising orphans. Still a mother after all attempts to rob her of that."
"Being a mother isn't what's in your body, or what's come out of your body. A vixen may have birthed you, but she was hardly your mother."
Firi sniffles a little bit. "No. She wasn't, was she? Inara did that. For all of us."
"Well considering I've married nine of her daughters I can safely say she did a phenomenal job."
"Oh you! I was being serious!"
Firi playfully shoves her husband, breaking down in giggles at the sudden lighthearted jab from her husband.
"We should probably eat before we lose track of time and ruin our dinner. I know Syl's making something special!"
"Right. Let's see..."
The basket is quickly opened, and a small spread of meats, cheeses, fruit and other delicacies is brought out. Jerry had been researching human style meals his wives could eat safely, besides Jaruna, who was up for anything. 
Today's main course consisted of sandwiches. Fresh bread was a fairly universal delicacy, though the type of grain, texture, flavor and other details had as much variation throughout the galaxy as the forms of alien life that baked said bread. This loaf had been baked human style using wheat and was absolutely perfect for sandwiches. Two boxes reveal a set of egg salad sandwiches, and the other a set of pork cutlet sandwiches.
"What are these again, husband?"
"So the first one is the egg sandwich I told you about."
Firi's ears wiggle, tickling Jerry's chin. "Oh! The one made of eggs in a sauce made of egg."
"Pretty much yeah. I normally season it a bit more than I did, but I used some alien safe herbs as opposed to any spices to give it some subtle flavors beyond the egg it..."
The vixen tears into the sandwich eagerly, far more ravenous than her delicate nature might imply. Apparently she'd been rather hungry. Jerry can't help but wonder if she'd skipped breakfast to ensure she was hungry enough for lunch so she didn't offend him or something. It seems like something Firi would do.
"This sauce, this mayonnaise? It's very rich."
"Funny, most people think of it as being rather bland, but I made it with only the yolks of the egg, which changes the flavor profile quite a bit."
"Mhmm. Well I certainly appreciate it darling. What about this other one?"
"This one's focused around a type of meat called pork."
"Oh! Oh that's the one bacon comes from right? Is it bacon?"
"No, this is a different part of the animal, and prepared a different way to bacon, which is generally smoked and preserved. This type of cut is more meat than fat, where bacon is fatty intentionally. It's seasoned... usually. I held off this time. Then covered it in egg and flour, and deep fried it with a bread crumb called panko. Then there's a little mayo, some cabbage, all on bread. It's nice. Yours are in this box, mine are over here in the red one. Don't mix them up."
"What's the difference?"
"I added a sauce to mine that I'm not sure is safe for you to eat. I'll probably experiment at some point and try to figure out if I can start matching some of the flavors we like in human cuisine with things that you girls can eat. I want to share my cuisine with more than just Jaruna."
"That would be nice, though I'm not sure you're ever going to be able to make things like "hot sauce" and ground pain kernels palatable. These, on the other hand, I like quite a bit!"
A pleasing giggle rings out from Firi as she chomps into a cutlet sandwich. In a blink the entire box is gone, and Jerry's handing her a second he had in the basket.
"Don't worry, I've got plenty for you."
"Oops." Firi gives her husband a bashful look. "I guess I was hungrier than I thought darling."
"Well you are eating for nine after all sweetheart."





36


"Alright... hold on. Jaruna, how's the HUD integration?"
Wichen looked up at the towering Cannidor, her tail swishing eagerly even as Jaruna tapped a toe with irritation.
"It's fine. Can we get this show on the road already? I haven't gotten to dump a couple mags down the range in a week! A girl has needs, you know!"
"No! This is for testing, not just playing with your new toys. Anyway, Hold still, the armor integration's the most important part of this whole thing!"
The Feli engineer clambered up Jaruna's back, making her way up the power armor with a few tools jammed into her belt and jumpsuit. She quickly started tearing into the wiring around the integration mount on the new auto cannons themselves. 
The ports to connect were standard enough but making sure everything was wired right on the end of the new weapon could be a bit fussy, especially with bespoke power armor like the unique, customized suits built and made by the Cannidor.
Merging all the related subsystems from the mechanical integration actuator, the mixed mechanical and software targeting system, back around to the weapon itself. Routing all the controls you needed to make it function right to the power armor’s control surfaces. Then finally making all of the above play nice with the armor’s computer was a daunting task, but once you had it down for one mark of power armor, generally adapting it to other power armor was relatively easy.
A small charge of electricity makes Jaruna tense, and Wichen quickly reaches into an exposed access panel and triggers a fuse, killing power to that part of the armor.
"Oops. Sorry Jaruna, didn't expect it to do that!"
Jaruna resists face palming, clearly taking a second to consider reaching back to smack the feline alien.
"Whatever. Just get it done so I can start smashing targets up. Hubby. Talk to me about something."
Jerry looks up from the tablet he'd been reading.
"Mhmm. Anything specific?"
"What are you reading so intently?"
"Notes from one of the Chainbreaker's crewmen. He had part of the surgery I'll be having tomorrow to get ready for power armor. Apparently it's barely what a human would consider a surgery. If that. Might be a bit weird since everything is along or next to the spine I suppose, and the actual interface itself is a bit disorienting, but you can be using it effectively and efficiently within minutes it seems. Impressive if true, which I must assume it is considering Commander Engel got his work done on a pirate station with whatever passes for medical care out there. I've got the top of the line power armor implants from the Cannidor home world lined up with an expert surgeon."
Jaruna nods. "Just like I told you to get. Good. No sense fucking around when you already command hundreds of troops. Going for lower grade gear is for when a girl's working her way up, and even then most clans spring for as good as they can afford for their daughters. No sense limiting combat potential... and they're really not that expensive in the grand scheme of things. Heh, this is kinda fun though. Like you're hitting puberty in the Cannidor clans, I'll have to bake you a cake for when you get out of surgery. Always a good event to celebrate when a girl or one of our rare menfolk is armor ready. What's that about surgery though? What's so different about human surgery?"
"Well we don't have axiom normally. So most of human surgery consists of using sharp things ranging from knives made of a special kind of volcanic glass called obsidian and high quality metal to what amounts to a circular saw, and all manner of other implements to force your way into the body, do what needs to be done, and put it back together again. Then we heal over a period of months that are relative both to differences in natural healing factors between individual humans, and the severity of the surgery. To handle the pain we have a variety of drugs ranging from topical painkillers to anti-inflammatory medicines, to full anesthesia, which more or less consists of putting someone in a medically induced coma... and always carries the risk of being lethal. That's pretty recent in our history though. We were doing surgery long before we had any painkillers more potent than alcohol."
Jaruna's eyes widened slightly as Wichen pulled herself up over the other woman's armored shoulder to stare at Jerry.
Of the two, Wichen spoke first.
"You gotta be fucking with us."
"Nope."
The Feli gracefully drops to the metal deck and slides up against Jerry before nuzzling him with a happy purr.
"Lover mine, father of my kittens, warrior-man god from the darkest hell of this universe."
"Yes darling?"
"Please tell me you're messing with us about human surgery basically consisting of a mechanic that works on meat going to town."
"I'm not."
Wichen considers that statement and all that it implied for a moment.
"...I guess that explains why that human doctor's such a terminal bitch all the time."
"Doctor McCoy has been patching up Marines and sailors for a long time. I am reliably informed however that she was a massive bitch even when she was a brand new Navy Corpsman before she got out of the service for a few years to go to medical school. So don't blame the delicate art of surgery."
"So she was born with a stick up her ass." Jaruna snorts with laughter. "I'd say she needs to get laid, but she smells like she's got a man. I bet she's a freak too. All the weird kinky shit like hand holding. The works!"
"Wait, Bones is seeing someone?" Jerry gapes at Jaruna a bit. "How do you know?"
"Smells like man. Like any other woman after she's spent the previous evening getting the good D. Old battle ax might play a hard ass but she's getting dicked. Bet it's one of the junior types too. The ones that are normally off limits from what you humans tell me. Anyway, enough bullshitting. Wichen? Are we good?"
"Yep! Should be! Try the new mental control and load FMJ into the left autocannon, and you should find the... yeah perfect, the sequence to get the rotary autocannon spooling itself up!"
There's a series of mechanical noises as the chain cannon on Jaruna's left shoulder loads ammunition through its link-less feeding system.
"Nice and easy, looks like I've got APSE, FMJ and APDS right?"
"Yep! The AD rounds are a little expensive for just range fun, we already know they work and cycle appropriately. Can you see how many rounds you have in each ammo supply?"
"Yes, nice and clear on the HUD. Looks like I've got two hundred FMJ, one hundred APDS, one hundred APSE, whatever those last two are. Also got five hundred of the mix for the rotary autocannon. Three FMJ to two Raufoss. Again, whatever that is."
Jerry stepped forward. "APSE, or Armor Piercing, Special Effects ammo is armor piercing rounds with explosives. APDS is Armor Piercing, Discarding Sabot, commonly just sabot, or silver bullet, it fires a high velocity dart  made of extremely dense, self sharpening metal that will rip through any armor you can damn well dream of. We're working on a cheap way to ensure they can rip shields a new asshole too. Probably a trytite tip. Raufoss is an armor piercing high explosive round that also carries an incendiary compound. FMJ, also called "ball" ammo, is lead with a "full" copper jacket. We don't normally use FMJ rounds in cannons, but they make for affordable training ammo, and the galaxy doesn't have many options for dealing with kinetics, so in the immediate term at least they can get work done in the anti personnel role. Your combat load in the field will be as is for the rotary cannon, 200 FMJ, 200 APSE, and 100 APDS for the standard cannon. We also have an air burst projectile in the works, but it's not ready yet, so that'll be an option for you in the future."
"You humies really are just full of surprises. Can I carry more ammo for the rotary? This shit ain't weighing on me too much and 1000 rounds would give me more than a couple heart beats of breaking things and killing people."
Jerry looks to Wichen who does some quick math on her claw tips and nods.
"Yeah we can probably rig that up. Either a bigger ammo drum or secondary ammo drum. Not like a big brute like Jaruna can't take the weight."
"I suspect I'll use only one of these cannons at any one time and mix'em with a laser cannon and plasma cannon. Probably throw the plasma cannon on my tail. Plus whatever I'm carrying in my hands. Got some ideas about that actually Wichen. Found this cool shotgun in one of the games Jerry gave me that apparently used cut down anti aircraft cannon barrels. I want that, but bigger and mag fed with all the bells and whistles a girl can ask for from that sort of thing. I like shotguns in theory but those 12-gauge pop guns ain't doing it for me."
That got a laugh out of Jerry. He forgot to appreciate just how damn big Jaruna was at times. She didn't even notice the recoil of all but the most powerful human weapons, and now she'd discovered the KS-23. He held up a hand to forestall any response from Wichen.
"Save it for later girls, we're burning daylight. Ears on. Range is going hot!"
A bright red light flashed and a siren screeched into the open air. An axiom field shimmered to life to act as their backstop. Down range, targets had already been placed, vehicle grade armor plate over the local equivalent to concrete.
The destructive potential against infantry targets wasn't in question. This kind of cannon was for pulverizing vehicles and aircraft... or ensuring that receiving infantry have an incredibly bad week.
Jaruna's faceplate lit up a bit as the suit went from standby to combat ready, the full suite of sensors going live and picking out the various ‘hostiles’ in front of her by a variety of methods.
The sheer complexity of the display set up for power armor was always impressive to Jerry. Numerous layers of detection, surveillance, observation. Wind speed, atmospheric pressure, the ballistics of the weapons system. All of it blended into a smooth, clean and easy to use visual interface that needed nothing more than a thought to control. Of course the really impressive part was the effect on moving targets, but they'd get to that testing eventually.
"Alright. Here we go. Fuzz tail. Your ears on yet?"
Wichen empowered herself with Axiom and bounced her way up towards a catwalk above, normally for maintenance, but today repurposed for Wichen's observation post.
"Ready when you are, big girl."
"Right. Gonna start with the single barrel, indexing FMJ. Stand by... firing!"
The rhythmic thud of a chaingun cycling mixed with the brutal report of the actual round firing that was akin to god slamming a car door heralded a stream of rounds heading down range, hammering home into the heavy armored slabs of concrete they were using for their light artillery testing, denting metal and shattering stone alike.
Without a word, Jaruna switched to APDS rounds, and the slightly "faster" sounding sabot rounds screamed down range and slammed through the block Jaruna was targeting, leaving some visible holes Jerry can see through.
Then Jaruna switches to APSE. The armor-piercing explosive rounds finished the job the other rounds started, pulverizing the block and reducing it to scrap metal and chunks of masonry with a series of hard hitting explosions deep in the slab. Finally, Jaruna let off the trigger.
"Hot fucking damn! This kinetic shit's great! And look at the range! I was thinking Wichen was messing with me when I saw that on the targeting software but damn!"
Jerry nods. "It'll hit further than that by a long shot, but this is weapons testing not long-range marksmanship practice. We'll have to get you set up with a space for that before we start putting power armored troopers through their paces, it'll be good data for developing our training program."
"Speaking of training."
Jaruna turns to face Jerry, the cannon barrel smokes gently from the heat of sustained firing as the weapon swings back up over her shoulder and locks into its carry position. 
"When do Ghorza and the girls start boot camp?"
"They're going live tomorrow. Gonna have to get dressed up for "Black Tuesday" ceremonies."
"Black Tuesday?" Wichen hops back down, joining them on the deck before she pulls up a holo display and goes to work on fine tuning part of Jaruna's new system.
"Right, it used to be that all boot platoons would be picked up by their drill instructors from the receiving company on Tuesday, never a good day for the recruits involved, so it became known as Black Tuesday over the decades."
"Sounds like fun, almost sad I'm missing it. Bet Ghorza will be mad she can't smash your pelvis if you're breaking out your dress uniform for that one. I'll just have to take care of you on her behalf."
All three of them chuckle. It wasn't really a joke, more a promise, but sexuality was casual when group sex with any number of your wives was a daily affair as opposed to a special event.
"I think Ghorza will be too focused to actively want to ride me in my dress whites. This is a big deal for Horchka, so I imagine she's just as keyed up for this test as the rest of her girls. And everything I hear from the barracks is that they're so eager they're practically chewing on the bulkheads."
Wichen sticks a hand up for attention. 
"Should be good to go, we were seeing some slight accuracy issues, but the armor should be learning properly now and will develop an appropriate profile for the individual weapon and its different ammo types."
Jaruna smacked her breast plate and settled back into her firing stance. 
"Alright, enough chatter. Now the rotary cannon. You fuckers wouldn't let me see this one in testing. And you told me not to search for it on the ‘net. So this better be damn good to make up for all the anticipation."
"No sense delaying, you remember the control set up?"
"Yep, different levels of pressure for different results. Little latch under my thumb can flick the settings through various burst limiters, starting at a five-round burst and going up in increments of five to twenty five round bursts. The sixth setting is full rock and roll where this thing will go till the ammo pod is dry or I let up on the trigger. Shame about the whole ammo thing, laser repeaters are a hoot specifically because you can just hold the trigger down and go till whatever you're aiming at changes shape or catches fire."
"Sounds like you’re ready to go then. Let'er rip!" 
Jerry calls out, excited to see how Jaruna would react to what he considered to be the most fun you could have with your pants on.
"Wait! I gotta get... yowch!"
BRRRRRRT
Wichen dives clear of a shower of brass as Jaruna laughs like a maniac.
"Oh hell the fuck yes."
BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT
BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT
The bursts of rapid cannon fire grew longer as Jaruna grew more confident with her weapon, the shells violently erasing the remaining targets down range from a mix of high explosives and pure kinetic force until the ammo drum ran dry. It only carried around eight seconds of firing for the rotary cannon's slightly slower rate of fire than was common for such a weapon.
Jaruna shucks off her helmet, clearly thrilled with her new toy. The Cannidor warrior woman announces her triumph and joy with a bone shaking roar as she surveys the damage.
"I hope you know I'm going to fuck a daughter out of you tonight after foreplay like this."
Jerry glances up at his spouse, he'd planned for this, but it didn't make his odds of survival any better.
"No, that's my line. You're going to get on your back, spread your legs, and I'm going to spank that muscular ass, call you a good girl and make a MILF out of you."
The room went silent, Wichen's jaw hit the floor and bounces slightly before it finally settles. Jaruna just grinned.
"I'm going to put you in a goddamn wheelchair if you don't impregnate me properly, and you can consider that a promise."
"Challenge accepted."
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The sharp click of Jerry's heels coming together echo slightly in the thrown together squad bay for Recruit Platoon 1001, A Company. He'd just finished administering the Drill Instructor's oath, and laying out his expectations and intentions for training. Now it was time to hand things over to the professionals and make this group of mean, green soldiers from beyond the stars into Marines.
"Chief Drill Instructor."
First Sergeant John Hightower snaps to and steps forward crisply, coming to a perfect position of attention. "Reporting as ordered sir."
The men formally exchange salutes, parade ground crisp with every motion.
"You have my orders, carry out the plan of the day."
Jerry turns on a heel and marches out of the squad bay as the tension starts to grow behind him. He can almost feel it... and heads into the Drill Instructor house through its outside entrance so he can listen in and watch the show.
"I am Marine First Sergeant John Hightower, I will be the Chief Drill instructor for A Company, including Platoon 1001. I want to make something perfectly clear to you ladies. Some of you have perceptions of men in general and humans of all genders in particular. As weak. Soft creatures. We are smaller than you on average after all. You will unlearn this the hard way.”
First Sergeant Hightower begins to walk the ranks, heels clicking sharply with every step.
“This man's Marine Corps does not care for race, species, or gender. You are either a Marine, or not. You have come to earn this position with us, and we have accepted your desire. To that end, we shall give you what you desire. This will not be fun. This will not be easy. I have trained thousands of Marines. Some of them came to me as proficient killers and warriors, as you no doubt are... I broke them all the same.”
On reaching the end of the group of recruits, Hightower performs a sharp, parade ground perfect about face.
“I don't have to train you how to fight, and that's good, because we need more Marines right the hell now and not having to teach you maggots which end of a gun is the one you point at the enemy will save my Drill Instructors untold amounts of time.”
He starts looking into the eyes of various recruits, his steely eyed gaze making more than a few of the Horchka blink, cowed by what they saw in the man’s eyes.
“This means I have much more time to make Marines out of you... and when I'm done, rest assured, you will feel you have earned your place in the warrior culture your war chief has pledged you to join. I have studied your culture. My drill instructors have studied your physiology. All the easier that most of you are Horchka."
Hightower smiles, a grin that wouldn't be out of place on a wolf.
"You girls think you're strong, but you use axiom. All of you. We are going to make your bodies worthy of the muscle a lot of you have on you. You'll be fighting through null like it's a goddamn weekend on the beach when I'm done with you.”
Hightower comes to a stop by a wooden panel with a polished brass bell. Something they’d borrowed from the SEALs, but something the Marines had decided would be a useful bit of pageantry for the Horchka.
“The first woman to wimp out and actively use axiom to enhance their strength or endurance will be peeling tubers for the next meal with the cooks. The second and every girl after her can go slum with the naval troops instead. You'll still be soldiers. Still be Undaunted. But you won't be a Marine, and if I've learned anything about your culture... every last damn one of you wants one of these."
First Sergeant Hightower's hand gestures to the Eagle Globe and Anchor insignia on top of his campaign cover.
"My sole mission is to ensure every last one of you earns it with blood, sweat and tears. If at any point you decide you don’t want my emblem, you don’t want to be a Marine, you just ring my bell, and you can go on your way. I bet the naval troops won’t even train you. Just put you in a uniform because you’re experienced fighters."
Hightower crisply turns on a heel, slowly moving the length of the seated platoon, heels clicking with every perfectly measured step.
"For those of you with the guts to stay however, you will learn the customs, courtesies and history of the United States Marine Corps, and some of our sister Corps from across Earth. I would provide more variety, but we're still in the process of building things up for the Undaunted. Maybe some of you will help us with that in the coming years... but some things are universal to Terran Marines and by God as my witness you will learn."
He stops crisply at the door Jerry had just departed from, another perfect about face letting him face the room.
"Your Senior Drill Instructor will be Gunnery Sergeant Isabella Ramos. Senior Drill Instructor."
The familiar face of one of Jerry's most accomplished protégés emerges from beneath the shadows of her campaign cover as she tilts her chin up and steps forward, fire burning in her eyes. The average Horchka towered over the petite Latina woman, but she radiated presence, as did the green belt drill instructors behind her, who leaned in slightly now, like attack dogs waiting to be let off the leash. 
"Yes, Chief Drill Instructor."
"Senior Drill Instructor, carry out the plan of the day."
"Aye aye, sir."
And with that, First Sergeant Hightower departs... and quickly joins Jerry in the drill instructor house.
"Fancy meeting you here sir."
"Top, masterfully delivered as always."
"It's a pleasure sir, now let's see what Gunny Ramos does. She wouldn't share her speech with me."
Out in the squad bay, Gunny Ramos had already introduced herself and was pacing the rows of recruits. The Senior Drill Instructor comes to a stop in front of Ghorza.
"I have authorization to be especially hard with this platoon. Most of you are slated to be part of the command cadre. Officers and NCOs in the making. Including the commander of the Marine detachment on this ship. My Drill Instructors and I are aware of your records, and we respect your previous accomplishments. But we're still going to scream at you like a bunch of shave tailed recruits because you want to be Marines and not only do you want to be Marines, you want to lead Marines... there's a price to be paid for that desire, and we will collect it from you.”
Ramo’s heels click as she comes to a stop in front of Ghorza, looking directly into her future commanding officer’s eyes. She was speaking to the platoon, but this particular part of the message was for Ghorza specifically.
“If we fail. If we slack. We'll all pay the price down the line. So expect no mercy. Because the enemies you are expected to lead us against have none.”
Ramos's head snaps to the left and to the right, eyes burning with an intensity that could pierce tank armor as she begins to walk again.
"To that end. The following standards are what is expected of you. Whatever rank you are slated to have is nothing. Whatever rank you had is nothing. Here you are nothing. Just... creatures. You'll earn the right to be a Marine, or you can go take your old identity back and be whatever you were before but in a normal Undaunted uniform instead of the Marine uniform you're here to earn.”
Ramos makes a slow loop around the platoon, making them crane their necks to keep an eye on her without breaking their seated position.
“To that end, when addressing a Marine the last word out of your tusky mouths will be ma'am or sir. When speaking, you will not use any form of personal pronouns such as "I". You are "this recruit" from now on until told otherwise.If I or one of my drill instructors calls out "Ears", you will respond with "Open ma'am!" and give the Drill Instructor your full attention. If you hear the command "Eyeballs!" You will immediately look at the Drill Instructor in question and respond 'Click ma'am!'"
She was getting into her groove now, and Jerry smiles as he switches his attention to his newest wife, her shock of long red hair tied back in a tight braid. Ghorza was sharp, she didn't know what the fruit salad on Gunny Ramos's shirt would mean, but she would know they represented accomplishments and seniority. Jerry didn't know Ghorza all that well, but he could almost hear her wondering just how many would be Marines Gunny Ramos had trained in her time before she volunteered for the Dauntless.
"If you are asked a question, you will reply cleanly and quickly with yes ma'am, or no ma'am. If you are given an order you will reply with aye aye ma'am and do it post haste. In fact you will do everything we do here with a quickness. I want to see nothing but amphibious green blurs when orders are given during your time in recruit training.”
Gunny Ramos seems to be punctuating her statements with sharp clicks of her heels now as she walks.
“If a drill instructor gives you a task and begins to count, at the end of the count on "zero" you will freeze immediately and call out "Done ma'am!", or prepare to receive incentive training for being too slow to do what needs to be done properly. Furthermore, if you hear "Zero!" as a command in any context you will freeze until released. And by freeze I mean exactly where you are, the split picosecond you hear it. If that means hovering in mid air you will do so.”
Finally, she comes to a halt in front of the platoon again, facing them with a parade ground perfect right face. 
“Your final standard orders will be on line, and count off. If you hear on line you will drop whatever you are doing and get your toes on my goddamn red line, on either side of the inboard foot locker next to your racks, before the countdown is finished. On "count off", you'll stick your hand out and a drill instructor will pass by, as fast as you can, you will crisply count your number, which is marked on your footlocker in the event you're too damn dense to remember a single or two digit number. Everyone got that?"
The freshly demoted mercenaries respond with a ragged chorus of "Yes ma'ams." drawing a snarl from Gunny Ramos.
"What in the name of Chesty Puller's green earth was that? Was that supposed to be a response?"
Gunny Ramos visibly rubs her forehead, clearly becoming angrier to any of the recruits who could see her.
"Shit sir, they're pissing off their black belt for real day one. Black Friday is usually simulated just to make the recruits sweat, but she might actually turn the kill hats all the way loose."
Jerry smirks. "Well, she's got every right to, we did tell her to hold Platoon 1001 to the highest standard possible. As Isabella just said, these are officers and NCOs in the making. They need to be a cut above."
"Bullshit, I still can't hear you!"
Gunny Ramos's voice was full of Latina inflection now, to Jerry and Top Hightower's ear they were half expecting the Gunnery Sergeant to shift back to the thick Chola accent they both knew she'd grown up in South Central LA with. 
That her voice was still perfectly clear and her language precise despite the slight accent slipping in to distort her words in Galactic Trade let both men know their colleague was still acting and not actively intending to put a boot up the recruit's collective asses yet.
"Were you mercenaries actually breaking things and killing people or were you just particularly aggressive door to door cookie saleswomen? Because frankly I'm not sure I believe you're all hardened bad ass bitches from across the stars. The only decent volume I'm getting out of any of you is your boss... which just goes to show the ship's commanding officer ended up with the pick of the litter. Hear me now ladies. You will all learn, I will make Marines out of you or kill you trying. But, since you don't want to do this the easy way... Get on line!"
The room explodes into motion as the recruits race for their bunks, occasionally getting a bit lost in sheer confusion that was figuring out where they belonged in the squad bay.
"Five, four, three, two I... Zero! What in the hell do you think you're doing over there?"
Three recruits were trying to figure out their positions by one of the racks towards the end and more or less pushing and shoving at each other instead of actually making sure they were where they belonged.
A lip curls on the tiny human woman in charge of this mob, a sneer of sheer disgust.
"...Really? I just. Fine. EARS!"
"OPEN MA'AM!"
"EYEBALLS!"
"CLICK MA'AM."
"Better volume, but it's clear to me that you ladies need to learn the hard way. I was going to give you all the benefit of the doubt. Show some degree of credit because I'm a bleeding heart and I respect your combat records, but we can do it the way we did it down at MCRD Parris Island.”
Ramos steps up to the guide’s rack, the sole bunk in the middle, and Jerry swears he can sense Ramos consider dumping the thing and starting the Black Tuesday festivities herself. Instead she continues to speak.
“Just know, whatever happens to you. Whatever is inflicted upon you in recruit training, the only person inflicting it on you is you. My Drill Instructors and I will never punish you for sport, or for our own amusement. You're not that interesting. We are here to make you learn, and if you are not learning then we will make you strong via the quarterdeck, where my law will be carried out until your bodies burn with the desire to learn.”
Gunny Ramos performs a sharp about face and stalks her way up the squad bay, anger evident in every step.
“So. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Either you learn, and you perform. Or by whatever god you ladies believe in I will make you stronger than any Horchka has ever been before. As The Chief Drill Instructor said I will have you girls doing combat drills in null by the time my Drill Instructors are done with you... and that's just part of the standard plan for our little exercise regime. I have no issue with my Drill Instructors going further and rebuilding you into warrior demi goddesses because you're too stupid to learn any way but the hard way."
Ramos spins on a heel, the sharp clicks of those heels coming together echoing through the squad bay as she marches back to where the green belt drill instructors wait.
"Drill Instructor."
"Yes, Senior Drill Instructor?"
"Carry out the plan of the day. Today, they've decided they want to become stronger, not smarter. Oblige the recruits."
"Aye aye ma'am."
The squad bay is dead silent except for the clicks of Gunny Ramos' heels as she completes her parade ground perfect march into the room labeled as the DI house. The second the door closes behind her the squad bay explodes into a tornado of movement and sound as the Kill Hats tear into the recruits like sharks into a school of oversized green guppies.
Ramos nods curtly to her superiors. "Gentlemen, I assume the 'show' was satisfactory?"
Jerry chuckles, watching as the first few recruits are told to start beating their faces against the deck till the stupid falls out after failing to obey an order properly. The push ups and other incentive exercises would be brutal today.
"Gunny remind me to never get on your bad side. That was textbook perfect with your own flair. If you want recruit training duty in the future, say the word and I'll cut the orders to send you back, but I'd rather you give me the excuse to hold on to you till Cistern pries your orders from my cold dead hands."
The smaller woman smirks. "Someone's gotta show these aliens how Marines do business sir, but frankly I'm hoping this is the last recruit platoon I put through its paces. There's far too much to see out here than to have to worry about putting boot to ass in anything but the fleet again. Especially now that I’m back in a Marine uniform where I damn well belong!"
"Fair enough Gunny. On that same note... did I detect some actual anger there? What triggered that?"
The Latina woman stops for a second, contemplating. "I suppose I was a little angry sir. I could smell it."
Now it's First Sergeant Hightower's turn to contemplate. 
"Smell what exactly?"
"Except Ghorza, who I assume you briefed, skipper, these green and gray skinned bitches aren't showing me proper respect. It's common enough for human women dealing with xenos. We look childlike to them because we're not hauling twenty pounds of tits and ass around, and if there's one thing people ignore more than a perceived sexual inferior, it's a child. I'm sure you boys are learning all about that since we left Cruel Space."
Jerry nods slowly. "I’ve seen it. We get underestimated quite a bit as men because we're the weaker gender, meant to be coddled and protected."
"Well the other thing you coddle and protect is a child, and I look like a little girl to Xenos eyes. Doesn't help that I wasn't exactly the tallest girl back home, and these fucking Horchka all happen to top out over six damn feet. I'm going to start sweeping legs to get in their damn faces if I have to."
"With my full blessing Gunny, they're big girls, they can take a little rough housing, and if it takes an ass beating or two to 'communicate' your qualifications to them... well. I’d prefer you not but-"
Ramos holds up a hand. "No sir, I was just being colorful with my language, I don't think we need to do things 'Nam style. They'll learn the modern way just fine. If I have to beat one black and blue... err. Darker green. It'll be subduing them for the MPs, not establishing dominance."
Now that puts a smile on Jerry's face, always good to know your subordinates were on the same page.
"Excellent Isabella, I’m damn proud of how far you’ve come since you were a pissed off Lance Corporal in my unit, and I'm damn glad you're running 1001.”
Isabella Ramos, freshly returned to a Marine uniform, and ascended to the mythical rank of Gunnery Sergeant purely based on Jerry’s confidence in her, a confidence born of long years of working together gives Jerry a megawatt smile he knew the recruits wouldn’t believe she was capable of, eagerly drinking in the praise.
“You got it, Skipper. Damn though. Just kinda reminded me how damn far we’ve come together though. You, me and Johnny.”

“It’s been awhile to be sure.”

The trio start to head into the corridor, when Isabella suddenly stops short. 
“Hey Skipper, you’re an actual Skipper now right? Captain of a ship?”
“Yep.”
“...I gotta talk to Johnny, but you’ve… been there for us for a long time. Would you be willing to perform a wedding service for us? Been thinkin about it since the fraternization reg basically got tossed. Can’t have any green skinned bitches trying to jump my claim.”


“It’d be an honor Isabella. Now... shall we check in on Platoon 1002?" 
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Jerry growls at the unicorn look alike that he now knew was called a Mrega on the comm screen. The pastel alien looked like she'd jumped out of a children's cartoon if you stripped away her scrounged armor and barely covered breasts. That she had the gall to threaten him just made the whole conversation that much more surreal.
"No Captain, let me tell you what YOU need to understand. I am an officer of the Undaunted Navy. I understand you have some inbuilt gender bias because of galactic culture, but I swear on all that is unholy to your people, if this ship is attacked and you survive, if I can trace it back to you and your crew, we will go to the ends of the galaxy to kill every last one of you. Because if there's one thing you should learn about our species it's Humans. Don't. Stop. Not ever." 
And with that, he cuts the call, blocking the comm address of the startled Mrega pirate captain. 
These unsolicited vid calls from various pirate captains and admirals offering "protection" or other methods of not so subtly asking for protection money, had started to roll in after they'd registered the Crimson Tear as a commercial vessel. 
Her second registration as the second human warship outside of Cruel Space had quietly gone through the process while a well bribed media had made a fuss about the start of the Undaunted merchant marine. 
"Goddess damn them all, we really did get the cream of the pirate crop when we formed the EFL didn't we? These bimbos can't all be this brain dead can they?" 
Jaruna chortles, clearly amused from where she was leaning against the wall of Jerry's office. "Heh. You ain't seen the half of it babe. Don't get me wrong, that stupid twat would still gut you if given the chance, but piracy is a wide field of endeavor, easy to operate on the fringes, and there's too many fires to be put out all at once by the time you hit the frontier. I'd say humanity's taken out almost the entire top 10% of the field with the EFL. At least on this half of the galactic sphere. You literally got the hardest bunch of bitches in the galaxy in terms of riff raff, flotsam and jetsam. Pretty much the entire who's who of the rebel faction that took out the Dark Cabal. I'm looking forward to meeting Agenda Lilpaw in person, that bitch was on a lot of wanted posters the last decade or so. It will be hilarious to see her all gravid and soft." 
"Careful Jaruna, you're liable to end up gravid yourself you know." 
Jaruna leans in, all big toothy Cannidor smile. "Oh you don't gotta tell me twice. If it wasn't date night for Eymali I'd be riding your lap till you knocked me up already after that little display. I think that Mrega just about pissed herself when you leaned in to threaten her. Teeth bared, fire in your eyes. Damn near set my snatch on fire, and probably looked like you were about to come through her screen and tear her fucking throat out with your teeth before carving her up for steaks to her." 
Another rumbling chuckle from the massive shark-like woman. 
"Still amazing anyone ever mistook you humans for just pretty faces. Now that I know what to look for... well. I'm damn excited to get MILF'd up and see what kind of world shattering war ladies you pump into me."
Harsh words to most, but Jerry had grown accustomed to the uncouth way that Jaruna showed her affection.
"We'll make life takers and heartbreakers out of them." 
"You can consider that a promise." 
"From both of us." 
Jaruna leaps back as Eymali decloaks, gracefully dropping in from the ceiling. 
"Gah! How the hell did you manage that? I didn't hear the door or anything! I know you and the damn Dzedin can be invisible but silent too?" 
"Trade secret sister.” Eymali says with a wink before turning to Jerry. “Husband, I believe the hour is nigh... shall we go out for the night? I thought we might enjoy dinner and a walk, just the two of us." 
Jaruna double takes.
"What, with no security? I'd ask if that's safe, normally in the clans a husband doesn't go out without at least two wives, but around here... heh. The only people who need protection is anyone trying to hurt our man." 
Eymali chuckles into her hand daintily. "Dear sister, you are correct, between myself and our husband, the only people on Centris needing protecting, need it from us... besides, I was thinking we might play a little game. And if we play right, no one will ever know we were there." 
-Later- 
The couple walk unseen across the spires, the occasional person looking askance as they triggered fares on shuttles or bought drinks from vending machines. Eymali's invisibility was advanced even by Yauya standards. Far from just being nothingness... She's adding background information back in, mimicking the breeze as if her body wasn't in the way, erasing the tell-tale shimmer of light that gave away most Yauya using only the gifts nature had given them without training. 
To be a huntsmistress was to be one with one's environment. To disappear utterly to all eyes. Eymali had been teaching Jerry her special blend of invisibility, and found the human commando to be an apt student. 
Finally they reach their destination, cloaks dropping as they walk into Defenestration Nation without a care in the world. The Yauya owner looks up from her desk with her usual greeting, before her little grabber claws go wide with what Jerry had come to recognize as surprise in a Yauya. She clearly recognized the markings on Eymali’s hunting leathers that proclaimed her mastery to those who understood them, and she quickly bows.
"Ah, huntsmistress! You honor my establishment with your patronage, and that of your husband."
Eymali returns the bow gracefully. "I thank you for your hospitality, shown now to me, and shown to my blood previously. My sister and her sister wives are regular customers of yours. They rather enjoy stretching their legs here. My husband and I thought we might play a bit ourselves." 
Jerry nods affably. "We've heard a lot about the place from Eymali's sister and her husband... the Tret lad, what was his name?" 
Eymali feigns a shocked face. "Goddess I was focusing so much on the walk that I seem to have forgotten. My sister will never forgive me. It's in my datapad however dearest so we can cheat." 
The owner nods sagely. "I admit if I remembered even half of my sisters husband's names I'd remember nothing else. I must ask though dear customer... would you perhaps be one of the humans?" 
"Ah, it seems I've been caught. Yes, I'm surprised you haven't seen some of the trouble I've been involved in on the local news." 
"I don't put much stock in the news though I..." Her eyes go wide as she leans in a bit. "Wait! You're that man who took on those Nagasha gangsters and their thugs!" 
"That's me. Just here to relax today, but I am checking the place out to potentially bring some of my troops for training. Do you do group rates?" 
The older Yauya's eyes light up. "Hell I'll close the whole place and install some safety gear to allow for live fire training if that's what you humans are interested in." 
"I have an entire pack of commandos who could use some free range axiom practice. Live fire training would be a bonus." 
"Well we'd be happy to cut you a special rate, and for all Undaunted units for training. Maybe even an exclusive deal on this spire?" 
"You'd have to talk to the Dauntless's contracting office, I'll put you in touch with them. For me however I doubt I'd take my troops anywhere else." 
"In that case..." She slaps a wrist band on each of them. "I'd been intending to comp your visit anyway, having a huntsmistress visit alone raises my profile a great deal, visiting with her husband? Even more. Visiting with her human husband? Hah! You're practically worth your weight in credit disks just for the word of mouth." 
Eymali's pincers clasp as she gives the other woman a conspiratorial wink. "And the opportunity to marry off some of your daughters perhaps?" 
"I'd never put it in such crass terms huntsmistress... but if my daughters and other staff members happen to... be wearing their extra tight hunting leathers when the commandos come to train and just... happen... to snag themselves a human husband, I certainly won't complain. I have a lot of girls whose hearts would flutter at the thought of male commandos on staff. My daughters of course, other Yauya, Dzedin, a few Panseros girls. You know the type." 
Jerry chuckles, imagining a Panseros, a black furred pantherine alien that was theoretically a quadruped like a Lopen sneaking up on one of his commandos for a surprise make out session.
"Well I can't say the lads wouldn't be interested in such women... plus it'd make maneuvers on the course more interesting if they suddenly get pounced by a panther woman." 
"Hell if even one of my daughters or staffers ends up married I might have to pay you! You're every little Yauya girl's dreams come true, you know that? A whole lot of other species aside. I heard there's all sorts of interesting stirrings among the Cannidor over humans." 
"More than you'd believe I think madam. Eymali? Shall we?" 
The couple start to walk towards the entrance only to be stopped by the shopkeeper again. 
"Wait! I almost forgot. Huntsmistress, though I normally maintain discretion for my clients... your sister? her husband, and some of her sister wives are here. I'm not sure if she's with them." 
Eymali and Jerry immediately share a wicked smile as they walk through the doors into the park proper. 
"Are you thinking what I'm thinking, husband?" 
"That we need to mess with your sister, her sister wives, and Herbert? Oh yes." 
"Excellent, the usual tac channel?" 
"Encryption code Sierra 7 9 Gamma, they're probably not running comms, but we might as well get some training of our own in." 
With a kiss, the two lovers vanish from sight, and the game is afoot. 
"Think you can nab Herbert?" 
Eymali's voice comes over the comms system the Bridgers had all started to carry out in public as standard loud and clear. Jerry had mandated the gear along with some other pieces of equipment after getting annoyed with having to improvise under fire one too many times. 
Besides the comms, each woman now sported an axiom shield ring, an emergency beacon, small trauma kit and some other surprises, including a firearm for the girls who weren't armed as a matter of course. 
No one fucked with the Bridgers. 
"I can nab Herbert. He's good, very good in fact, and Sir Philip's one of the best, but I was doing black ops in the sand box before Herbert's balls dropped the first time. Kid's good,  and I’m sure Sir Philip’s training him into a terror, but he's got a whole new kind of learning to do when it comes to wet work." 
"Why is the idiom wet work?" 
"Considering you're the mistress of killing things and people with sharp things darling I thought that would be fairly self explanatory." 
"Ah I see, I... eyes on. Seems the girls are doing a proper search pattern now. My sister told me Herbert was eluding them more often, and I offered them some... minor assistance in tightening up their search patterns, it requires some practice, but I can see they have indeed been practicing." 
"Going to throw a wrench in their plans?" 
"Oh yes. I taught her how to do this pattern after all. It's called the weaving archna. It's rather complex, but pulling at the threads of the web in the right spot can ruin the coordination it requires. Herbet will spot it eventually, I'm sure." 
"I'll make sure he's too busy this time. I... ah. Got him I think. Check left, 210 degrees off the beacon from the ship. He's perched himself on, not in a building." 
"Ah, I have him. He is very good, well into the advanced stealth techniques, in good practice with the more mundane kinds too." 
"Too perfect actually. He's practically a hole in the air. Even merging with the background axiom, he hasn't faded away completely, he's got the opposite issue now. That was a problem with human stealth my homeland had to solve." 
The couple begin working their approach, with Eymali leaping across the rooftops as Jerry bounces from wall to wall like a hyperactive gecko, "running" the entire time, a mix of momentum and axiom keeping his feet steady on the vertical surface. 
"Oh? How did that work? I thought humans couldn't use axiom in Cruel Space." 
"We can't, so stealth was even harder. One of our greatest applications is a submarine. They tend to be quite large, and instead of research are generally warships. They fight predominantly by stealth, whether hunting other warships or merchant vessels. Early on, a counter was discovered, sonar. Active and passive sonar can both detect a sub." 
"Ah, yes I'm familiar with the concept. Both in the technological and natural forms, echolocation and such."
"Right, so the issue is my homeland's submarine stealth got too good. So skilled sonar operators began to be able to find them by what wasn't there, a lack of noise, water flowing, fish swimming, that sort of thing. So to fix the issue, they basically set submarines up to play background music to any pesky sonar operators around." 
"That's ridiculous, but it makes sense without axiom at play both in the name of sensors, propulsion, and stealth. I... wait. Patrol to your two, only one girl out alone." 
Jerry grins. "Oh that's just perfect. It's time we got started throwing wrenches in the works. I think I'm going to take a leaf out of the books of my Sioux ancestors and drop down for a visit." 
"Oh? What do you intend to do?" 
"I'm going to count coup. Counting coup was the measure of an elite warrior, getting close enough to the enemy to land a blow, but doing him no harm, and escaping unharmed yourself. It was one of the tasks required of a brave to earn the right to become a war chief. The last man I know of to do such was Joe Medicine Crow. Hmm... just a touch isn't enough though..." 
Jerry runs straight down the building, leaping across the gap to a tree and arresting his fall with axiom to drop feather light on a branch. "Do you have eyes on Herbert?" 
"Yes, near where you first spotted him, it seems he's gone to ground. Looking for a hole in my sister's search pattern no doubt. Smart boy. Well trained indeed." 
Jerry slowly advances, swinging under the branch and slowly crawling behind the prowling Dzedin woman. 
"Throw a rock for me, just to get her attention. I need to be able to drop without her noticing, I should be able to deaden the sound but just in case... three, two, one..." 
THWOCK! 
The rock slams home hard into a nearby wall, instantly getting the prey's attention and leaving Jerry with a perfect fall right behind her. He jumps her swaying tail a few times before slowly removing the bow she had tied just above the massive blade at the end of her tail... and re-tying it into a much prettier and more ornate bow.
"A lady should always look her best, you know."
He whispers before leaping away, already one with the environment, leaving the confused Dzedin girl to call for one of her sister wives for back up. 
"Perfectly done husband. I've gone ahead to prepare a few traps. Nothing lethal, but plenty silly. 290 degrees off the beacon. My sister will know it's a "gift" shall we say, to encourage her and her sister wives to be better. Shame I don't have some trytite manacles, we could truss Herbert up like a turkey for the girls.” 
"I'm not sure they're into bondage and frankly I don't want to know. They can catch their husband themselves. Moving right, I'll flush the game your way."
Jerry switched from leaping to ever so quietly scaling, inching up the side of the building they'd last spotted Herbert on like an oversized gecko, his lessons with Cascka were already paying off. The Nagasha woman was a real master of her craft, men like Vernon Shay and Franklin Smith might be beyond powerful from sheer nerdy enthusiasm, but a natural nack for a martial art couldn't always make up for decades, or centuries, of faithful, attentive practice... and Cascka was no slouch in the natural talent herself. 
The Nagasha master adept had ensured he focused on studying pin point manipulation for a while, mostly as a focusing practice. A few hours of what amounted to axiom-fueled mediation had led to something of a eureka moment, and after some experimentation, Jerry had been happily scaling walls in a far more subtle way than Eymali's usual method. 
Another moment to focus reveals Herbert's position, the breeze flowing around him as he crouched in his dark corner. Herbert settled for longer than he should have, perhaps thinking he was more or less out of his wives' search pattern for the time being, and taking the moment to breath and observe. 
Good instinct, and falling back on observing wasn't a bad trait in a spy. However when they were already hunting you, you should never go to ground for too long except in the most secure of circumstances, and as Jerry was about to prove, Herbert wasn't nearly as secure as he thought. 
Throwing his voice with Axiom a bit, Jerry says at a normal speaking volume 
"Bad form Mister Jameson." and is rewarded by Herbert nearly jumping out of his skin. 
Jerry quickly reaches out and grabs Herbert by the collar, tossing him across a gap and through a break away wall to make a little noise for the girls below to find before following Herbert into the building. 
"Who the hell are..." 
Jerry drops his cloak, unable to keep a smirk off his face. The smirk would be a good motivational tool for Herbert too. 
"Captain Bridger? What are you doing here? And how the hell did you detect me?" 
"I was out for a walk with my wife, who happens to be your sister in law. As for how I detected you, consider that your homework, from me if not from Sir Philip, but I'm sure he'll have the assignment at your personal terminal by the time you get home. But just remember kid, like Sir Philip has shown you, experience and guile go for a lot. I had you in that department when you were a grown ass man, and I'm still running on all that experience now that you're a teen again." 
Jerry chuckles. "That said, you've definitely gotten laid more than I have ever have. So at least you can hold your head up high in the "draws tail like a champ" department. Even if they are all horror movie monsters straight out of the world's weirdest strip club." 
Herbert goes through a few facial expressions before relaxing a bit. "I guess you have a point. I mean... weren't you... you know. A company man?" 
"Maybe. Even if I was you know I couldn't tell you. I never left MARSOC once it was established as far as my records show, and the Marines have their own black teams within MARSOC. Not everyone working for the United States as a field spook has to work for SAD." 
"Fair. Say... mind if I ask you a question?" 
"Sure, shoot." 
"...Do you think this whole de-aging thing has... done anything to me? Like. Changed me in a fundamental way?" 
Jerry stops dead from where he'd been pacing between various look out points, keeping an eye on Herbert's wives. 
"That's a heavier topic than I was expecting on a fun night out with the wives." 
Herbert had been caught up in a political play. He’d intentionally gotten caught up by an arrangement system, with the expectation that Cistern and his people would spring him, then use the political leverage to get a change to arrangement system laws to put an exception for men on active duty in a stellar power’s military. 
They’d gotten that… but political enemies of the Ambassador of the system they’d selected for the operation had gotten ahold of Herbert. Instead of holding him for going through a state sponsored matchmaking service Herbert had woken up in the middle of being more or less raped by predominantly two alien species that looked like horror movie monsters. 
Disoriented and more than a little frightened, Herbert had run for it. Right out a window, and landing himself smack into a healing coma that left a man in his thirties in the body of a fourteen year old, with a hundred woman strong harem made up of some of the more dangerous aliens available, Yauya and Dzeden to a woman.  
He’d since made up with his wives, they’d both been used after all, and they were making their relationship work. Hence why he was out playing mating hunt with some of his girls. 
Undaunted Intelligence had also taken advantage of Herbert’s new age and status by training him as an intelligence agent, trained specifically by Sir Philip himself. 
With all that in mind, Jerry could feel the sheer weight in the young man’s voice as he pressed forward with his question.
"I'm usually too busy to have a heart to heart with just about anyone. Just all the shit happening with my wives. Training, actual missions. I don't really have any trauma from you know... the incident, I don’t even remember it. But the healing coma thing. I dunno. I lost scars. Tattoos. Parts of myself. Parts of my story." 
Jerry nods, clasping the now much younger man on the shoulder.
"And now you'll have all new scars, and you can always get the ink again if it was truly important to you. You're asking a fundamental question Herbert, and no one can really answer it for you. But if you ask me, you are your memories. If you'd gotten a mind wipe, like those victims they rescued on Vucsa 5 from that organ harvesting operation... Well, brand new man. Back to your baseline. Whatever you were born with. Nothing more. Nothing less." 
"Not going to tell me anything about my immortal soul? Sounds like a set up for that." 
"Wrong religion for that kind of talk, but from my own faith and the faith of my mother's people, souls aren't just... us. Not just you as you are now. It's complicated. Too complicated for your wives being about forty seconds away from catching us flat footed, but I wouldn't fuss about it too much. You are Herbert Jameson, soldier, spy, husband times a hundred, and shortly father many times that. Makes me feel glad I've set a hard limit on twenty. That's a lot of diapers to change." 
"You ever thought about getting a healing coma? You're what? early forties? You have to be slowing down a bit." 
"Early fifties..."
Herbert’s eyes go wide. 
"Bullshit, you don't look it." 
"Clean living and lots of exercise, as to the coma... I have, and I am. Gonna turn back the clock to my mid twenties, maybe try to keep some of my more distinguished features. I'll lose some ink. Lose some scars. But I gotta be there for my wives. My babies. My crew. My troops. A fully rejuvenated Jerry Bridger's a bad day for the enemies of humanity... and so's a very much alive and still going strong Herbert Jameson, even if you'll need to learn to shave again in a year or two." 
Jerry whirls and lashes out with a kick, forcing the surprised Herbert out a window where he pushes off the frame and towards a secure ledge by pure reflex. 
"They're here. Break left! I'll go south and try to draw them off! See if I can give you a head start."
Herbert bounces out of view, invisibility sliding back into place as Jerry races across a few roof tops after ducking out an open window. The spike of adrenaline should have Herbert obeying orders instead of thinking he might not notice he was being herded... and that means he'd go right into Eymali's forest of quickly arranged traps, and bring the twenty or so Dzedin and Yauya women with him. 
Unbidden, a mental picture of Herbert catching a spring loaded pie to the face comes to mind, and Jerry escapes into the night, stifling a giggle as he heads towards his meet up point with Eymali, a chorus of shocked shrieks echoing behind him.
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"Yes, just like that. Open yourself to the axiom and let it flow through you. Don't control it. Ride the current as it carries you." 
"Be like water..." Jerry says, mostly to himself as he takes up a crouch. He's blindfolded in the middle of the room Cascka had claimed as her dojo, balancing on one foot as he works on mixing multiple axiom techniques into one "motion", what Cascka referred to as part of weaving. 
Jerry had thought of weaving as different when he first heard the word, but she was the expert in the end, and her technical knowledge of axiom was unsurpassed so far as Jerry could tell. 
She'd been studying this particular subject her entire life. Humans had an edge in some respects, being able to find axiom was easy for a human once they tuned into the concept to start with for example. But in many other respects it was hard to top raw experience and study.
Jerry continues to flood reinforcement into his body, leaving him comfortable, relaxed, and stable enough to snipe as he starts to manipulate other energies while maintaining the former. He could do big pretty well. So Cascka was working him hard on subtle, and on multitasking. 
Reinforcement and an attack of some kind was the start of multitasking, but a true, and well educated adept should be able to manage self defense, offensive direct attack, and battle space manipulation all at once. For example keeping one's defenses stable to ward off an attack, while returning that attack, and filling the battle space with a thick fog to blind some of the opponents. 
The fog begins to change in density, thickening to the point of practically being solid as Jerry mentally adjusts the elements that make for a nice thick pea soup of a New England fog, then runs Axiom through it to practically jump start it into a wall of ice. Another snap of energy, and the delicate ice structure collapses onto the floor where the liquid slides down a drain. 
"A beautiful display, I imagine you could make the ice much more solid and thicker besides, perhaps completely immobilizing an opponent. Dousing a flame. What technique did you follow to get that effect flowing so smoothly?" 
"A human one. I visualized the atomic composition of the cloud and slowly modified it. I understand how water is structured, and how it changes in different states, so with axiom I can guide the material into the shape I want it to be in. It underlies a lot of our early experience with axiom, even for less educated soldiers. For example when making a shield charm you just have to visualize the atomic structure of some very strong metal, and then put it in a repeating honeycomb pattern mentally and bring on the axiom. Even the dumbest boot knows it's strong... and that shield can take hits from vehicle grade weapons with that kind of reinforcement."
"Scientific visualization... fascinating. Most people approach axiom from either a strictly spiritual or a strictly technical perspective. Humans seem to have a unique capacity to mix both in a variety of intriguing ways. It's not that it hasn't been done before or couldn't be... but for those of a technological mind set, or those of a spiritual mindset, they don't like looking into each other's gardens so to speak. They have their internally developed biases, be they cultural or what have you, and especially with axiom it can be hard to see past those blinders." 
"Hmm. Well, I think it's because axiom is a mix of both to humans. It's science and can be understood scientifically, but for all intents and purposes to us, it's magic. It's both esoteric and grounded in the world we live in. Mix in human pop culture that has dreamed of such powers from our earliest days, and we've had a lot of time to come up with ideas on how we could use magic... and considering Axiom responds to thought and intent... well as long as we can figure out how to make it work in Axiom's rules, then we can make it happen. Which is why Franklin Smith is doing a fairly decent imitation of Jesus when the gloves come off out on Vucsa 5, and Vernon Shay is at the center of at least two new Apuk religious sects that promote him as the messiah... and humans as a long lost Apuk colony or something." 
"Isn't there a similar number of religious sects that consider him something of a villain?" 
Jerry nods. "For as subtle as he likes to think he is with axiom use, the man doesn't do anything in half measures. Hell, even when it's not quite intentional, or in the heat of the moment. Look what he did to that girl in the tournament who tried to poison him. She's a nasty piece of work, and earned her just deserts but he nuked the site from orbit. She won't be fit for impolite Apuk society for at least a century from what one of my new Apuk officers told me. Polite society? Longer than I want to think about." 
"Commander Shay is a good lesson in just what one person can do without axiom... timing is everything, regardless of the tool you're using, and axiom isn't always the tool. He could have killed her with a word, but he destroyed her in a more total way than I think anyone could have even imagined as it happened. On our original note however, I have been very impressed with some of the human media I've seen, is there anything else I can read up on regarding the Terran style of axiom use for lack of a better term? Or perhaps a recommended viewing list?" 
"I'll get all the documentation about the human method of axiom use released to you once I get back to my desk. It's somewhat classified, and it's not something we're moving around much even among members of the Undaunted. Not the advanced material. It's only being transmitted by hard copy text, and for long distance collaboration, by teleportation of isolated electronic systems. Shouldn't be too hard to get you read into the program. I bet they'll invite you as a collaborator quickly... and once you're in, the nerds will fall all over themselves to give an expert who just happens to be a beauty all the show and movie recommendations you could want." 
"It would be my pleasure commander, both to read of the Undaunted method of axiom use and to collaborate with my compatriots." Cascka smiled warmly, clearly enjoying the offer of trust Jerry was extending to her. "But why would you trust me so readily and so early in our professional association?" 
"Well the basics have already been stolen honestly, and it was discarded just as fast, the galaxy at large has too much inertia to really change. Why worry about the humans and their weird hybrid axiom style?" Jerry shrugs. "But as to why I'd trust you. Because I want to be able to trust you Cascka. You're a member of my crew, and while I don't expect you to cut off your mother, or stop talking to her, or not visit when we're on Centris and you have shore leave, your loyalty needs to be to your chosen family, not your birth family."
Cascka nodded, and took a slow, deep breath. "My loyalty is to you Captain, not the ship, not the crew, but to you. You are an honorable, courageous man, I know you will use my powers wisely for the betterment of others. I am Cascka, I was born to be a living weapon of axiom... use me well Captain." 
Jerry raised an eyebrow for a moment. "I appreciate that oath Cascka, but know this. I will not wield you. You are not a soldier, nor are you a slave. You are a valued member of my senior staff. As our relationship develops I hope you'll become one of my advisors, my expert that I can turn to with confidence on the matters of axiom and other disciplines you've studied. Your mind. Your multiple doctorates in history, sociology... those are just as valuable to me as your axiom abilities. You're an equal here. Got forth with confidence." 
"Hmm. Careful Captain, such strong words would charm anyone, man or woman. Though I question your statement of equality for yourself. Are you not a man apart, even among your own kind where men are plentiful? Your soldiers salute you for example and show deference in the passageways." 
"Courtesy I have earned based on my rank and experience... but I'm still just a man. I have been entrusted with the burden of command. Entrusted with their faith in me. But I don't see myself as greater than them. I just have more mileage. Anyone can get where I have." 
Cascka's gaze is nearly hypnotic in its intensity as she gazes deeply into Jerry's eyes. "Your humility does you credit Jeremiah Bridger of Earth... but you should not sell yourself short. I'm sure your wives would agree with me." 
Her body sways slightly as she slithers a bit closer. As she draws nearer, Jerry can't help but wonder if she's intending to kiss him or rip his throat out with her fangs. 
"Yes... a destiny woven in the stars. I can see it all... hear it all... I..." Cascka has a tremor run the length of her body, and most of her goes slack, catching herself by seeming instinct on a nearby table. "Oh goddess my head... I'm sorry Captain, I'm not sure what just came over me." 
"Sounds like we should take a longer break, we're about forty minutes into a 90 minute training session after all." 
"Yes, I've been steeping an herbal tea for awhile now, this is a perfect time to sip at it a bit and assess what we've covered so far."
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Jerry and Cascka seat themselves at a low table near the room Cascka had claimed as her training space, what most people were calling her dojo, and a few nerds were calling her praxum. Jerry had liked Star Wars as much as the next guy, but he'd had to have that particular one explained to him. 
The waiting tea had a pleasant, fruity smell, different from the green teas Jerry preferred, but refreshing in the extreme.
"We were talking about blinders just now, do Nagasha have such biases?" Bridger asks, slowly blowing the steam clear of his mug before taking a delicate sip. 
"Oh many hundreds if not thousands, broken up by subspecies, homeworld, clan, faith, both our own and the faiths of other species, and so on to an outright absurd degree. And that's without accounting for further cultural drift from marriage and the like. Some try to study these facets to an alarming level of detail. While I remain aware of them, I generally set them aside beyond seeking to eliminate or challenge my own. In the end, each individual approaches axiom in their own way. Their biases could fit one of the larger archetypes… or mean they can only do axiom after imbibing certain kinds of food due to cult religious indoctrination or something.”
Cascka chuckles and takes a long sip of her tea. “My mother was very strict about challenging my sisters and I's biases about axiom. If we had the touch for it, if we approached it via technology and science, we would be confronted with matters of faith, and vice versa, all to ensure my sisters and I had minimal blind spots from which we might be struck. Speaking of human cultural biases... is your pop culture perhaps why so many of your adepts carry a plasma sword? I notice you do as well." 
Jerry lets a guilty smile spread across his face, Cascka had caught him flat footed with that sharp observation. "Well, not just our adepts. Plasma swords are very popular with pretty much everyone, and the reason behind that is pop culture based. Remind me at some point and I'll set up a ship wide showing of Star Wars. Back to the more salient discussion, my theory on what you’re noticing with how humans interact with axiom is that the combination of a firm grasp of how the world works mixed with an imaginative mind fed on a steady diet of scifi and fantasy media is what has made so many of the nerds such powerful adepts. They know the rules. So they can quickly find how axiom will let them bend the rules. They have imagination in spades, so when given a power that runs on the mind..."
"They take to it like fish to water, birds to the sky, or void whales to... well. The void." 
"Exactly." 
"That would indeed explain Commander Smith and Sorcerer Supreme Vernon Shay." 
If Jerry had been drinking anything, he'd have spewed it across the room, his surprised cough turning into a barked laugh that had Cascka all tangled up in coils of confusion.
"I'm sorry, what title did you give Vernon?"
"Sorcerer Supreme, one of your human adepts told me that was Vernon's new rank." 
"Ah." Jerry makes a mental note to remind people not to mess with aliens who don't actually know human culture. "He was joking, Sorcerer Supreme is the title of a comic book character from back home. Though the comparison is fairly apt if I recall the character right. Dr. Strange was more about subtle uses of power, using only as much magic as he needed. His opponents were usually like Franklin Smith if he had less self control and were raging dickheads. Achieving their goals through brute magical force." 
"It sounds like an interesting series! And another to feature what amounts to ritualized axiom use! To think so much human media would basically feature adepts long before first contact. A lot of this appears to be rooted in your mythology, so we can't even explain it away with contamination from the psychic probe into Cruel Space Lady Eymali mentioned to me. I'll have to check the network and see if this Dr. Strange was in the massive data dump humanity has ‘shared’ with the galaxy.”
"I'm sure the comic books are out there. While you're looking at human media I'll have to send you the files for Dragonball Z and some other goodies from my personal stash."
"Excellent, I'm looking forward to it, Captain." 
A slightly odd look crosses Cascka's face... so human, right up till one of her more serpentine features made itself known, like a motion that drew Jerry's focus to her reptilian eyes. From the waist up she was a woman of considerable beauty, you wouldn't guess she had a snake tail. Till you got to the eyes. Cosmetic contacts were one thing, the eyes of a human sized snake were something else entirely, and with the right emotion behind them, made the hairs on the back of Jerry's neck stand up. 
A frequent problem for humans with Nagasha it seemed, despite the owner of said eyes being far more likely to want to snog the human she was looking at instead of snack on them. It cut right to the old instincts, a fear very different from the more practical concerns of an amorous or angry Cannidor... or even the hellish existence that were any of the various spider looking aliens to the Humans unfortunate enough to be arachnophobic. 
Fearing a Cannidor was sensible, fearing a giant spider when you had a psychological hitch about spiders was compulsive. Some aliens though, in the right lighting, in the right setting, or just the right look on their faces, went straight to humanity's most primal instincts. 
That had had unfortunate side effects a few times, primal fear, and in fact just about any emotion from a human outside of active violence being readily mistaken for arousal or desire. One man had ended up at the center of what he called a "breeding ball" of Nagasha more or less by accident after a hard shiver caused by random eye contact. 
He was happy with his wives. Very happy considering the vast majority of the thirty or so serpentine women he'd gotten involved with were gravid. Still he'd confided in Jerry that the girl's eyes still wigged him out occasionally. 
The moment passes however, with Cascka's facial expression moving more towards ‘shy teenage girl’ than ‘large fanged predatory reptile’. 
"Would you... perhaps, be interested in watching some of these together? I'd be interested to hear your commentary on the context of some of the shows and movies I've been viewing." A flash of panic crosses her face. "Purely platonically, as a movie night with your wives. I'm certainly not trying to make a move on you Captain, though I'm sure it might seem that way. I just thought it might be fun. I assure you my mother's words haven't had any serious impact on my mode of thinking about you." 
Jerry resists calling Cascka out for lying, considering the circumstances. Did it really matter if she was interested in him? There were plenty of men around, any of which might catch her eye. Why squash a harmless crush? And if the crush didn't fade... well. She did work for him, but she was senior staff, so it's not like private or some random blue jacket was hitting on him. He could always just... let her join the family. 
The absurdity of that thought makes Jerry bite his lip to suppress a giggle. Alien men truly didn't appreciate the sheer opulence they had. He could go pick up wives by the dozen if he wanted. Adding Cascka to his marriage would have likely been a two sentence operation... and that bothered him, even as it amused him. His mind settles quickly on his choice, if Cascka actually was interested, she'd just have to come get him. No sense making it too easy on her right? 
"I'd like that Cascka." Jerry says, more or less on autopilot as his brain finishes processing his thoughts. "I think Wichen has the Den's media room all wired up and ready to go. She was hauling in all manner of ridiculous equipment in there, so I'm expecting something pretty phenomenal from my favorite wild eyed engineer." 
Cascka clasps her hands together with a 1000 watt smile. 
"Wonderful, I'll look forward to it. I admit, I am rather looking forward to having a look at your quarters, some of the crew say the Den is something special indeed." She cocks her head for a moment, setting her fiery hair shimmering for a moment. "Hmm. I just had a thought. I've never really done much space travel outside of relatively brief passenger hops. How do crew accommodations work on the Tear for other large families? Surely they can't all have facilities like the Den." 
"That's a good question, they don't. First of all, most full clans don't ship aboard someone else's vessel. That's quite a rarity from what I'm told. In fact the only time I've heard of it was the men of the Earth Foreign Legion. They married the entire original crews of their new ships, more or less to a man, so we took a degree of inspiration there for billeting people on future Undaunted ships. The Tear's a bit different again, but we're a civilian vessel first, and more specifically, this is my family's property. When a clan hits 100 girls or more, they generally are in the financial territory to elect one of their number as a skipper and get their own ship instead of crewing for someone else." 
Jerry takes a moment to take a long sip of his tea. "We basically decided to set up mini dens. Husbands will maintain a larger state room, designed for himself and the first wife or two. That'll be all they have if it's just them, with an adjacent large nursery room if the family has any children. If there's more wives, they'll be assigned to the nearest general barracks with the normal quarters for their rank or position. Apparently that's pretty normal galaxy wide in the rare cases that women take their menfolk and children to space with them. Which is to say it's rarer than a Cannidor gardener, but it's a functional balance of making sure everyone has the space they need without burning all our budget for space in the ship on personnel. We also have set up a series of "clan halls" that a family can reserve for group meals and the like. Family time is important to humans, no matter how big your family is, and as a human starship, we'll at least provide the option for all of that to our crewmen and women." 
"Yes, perfectly sensible... though I suppose children could become a limiting factor."
"They very much are, but most clans joining us, the few that are full clans any way, are split clans to start with. In the sense that only a few of them will be, say, crewing on a starship and the children will mostly stay home. It's our understanding that most military spacecraft don't have provisions for dependents, certainly not like the Rear does, but we aren't just a warship. We haven't decided where to home port the Tear yet, quite possibly on Zalwore, it's centrally located, off Centris, and the Undaunted are trying to secure rights to build our own arcology there complete with supporting orbital facilities."
"Not a bad spot at all to keep one's children safe. I had heard the Undaunted had opened offices on Zalwore, I didn't know they were lobbying for city foundation rights. Very exciting."
"I feel like I've been dominating the conversation though, tell me some more about yourself Cascka, it's not often you get to talk to an axiom prodigy."  
Cascka rests a hand on her upper chest, clearly fighting down a proud expression in an attempt to remain demure. 
"Prodigy? You flatter me Captain, but I'm afraid most of what I have gained in the axiom arts is from hard work and discipline." 
"Surely to be an axiom master in so many disciplines at your age, you had to be something of a child prodigy. Or at least training from a very young age." 
"Hmm? Maybe, I did have a leg up from my parentage I suppose, but I struggled like any other novice once upon a time. I have since gained all the will and discipline I need to do anything in my estimation. I first became a student of learning, and once I learned how to learn effectively, there was nothing left to stop me from devouring libraries of information. Especially while I was at the Grand Temple. Master instructors tend to take several decade sabbaticals to and from the Grand Temples, both for a change of pace, and to continue their own studies. I've been blessed with excellent timing to study with almost all of the masters at the Grand Temple on Centris normally, and around several dozen visiting masters over the time I've been there." 
"How many masters are usually in the temple at any one time?" 
"Depends sometimes, but the actual grand master teaching staff that I took instruction with is usually only around twelve to twenty masters strong. With a total roster presently of some one hundred women and maybe a dozen men." 
Cascka gives Jerry a look a bit like Jerry was suggesting they both evolve to walk on land, as Jerry starts to mentally run the math in his head. He quickly finds his assumptions are not adding up at all. He didn't expect Cascka to be quite as young as she looked, his first wife was just shy of her 150th birthday after all, Cascka...
"I hate to be impolite, master, but if I might ask a blunt question... how old are you?" 
"I've been studying at the monastery for well over two centuries after finishing my advanced education. I was of course a student at a smaller monastery near my university while I was taking my various doctorate degrees." 
"Two centuries!?" 
"Yes, I'm 335 on the galactic standard calendar I believe... hmm. Birthday... three months from now... yes. 335 years old." 
Jerry, caught flat footed by the oldest alien he'd met besides her own mother being as fresh and youthful as a girl decades his junior, defaults to what the Marine Corps taught him to do best besides copious amounts of violence. Being a smartass. 
"I guess even a snake can be a cougar huh?" 
"What is a cougar?" 
"...Let's get another pot of tea on and we'll talk about it." 
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“Fuck me running this is so freaking weird!"
Sharon takes another look around the plaza, jumping up on a nearby bench to really get a decent look above the crowd. 
"I swear it's like an old twilight zone episode. Jerry is literally the only man I can see and there's thousands of people in this plaza. I can see clearly to the end of this throughway as long as I'm enhancing my vision with axiom. And there’s just… no one. No one male that is. The only people under 20 kilos of titty besides me are daughters out with their moms.”
"There’s more people than that Zombie, don't forget there's branches off of this type of plaza and it goes for almost the entire level of the spire. There's likely tens of thousands of people shopping in this one part of the plaza, and it's of average size for a spire on Centris." Syl chimes in.
Jerry frowns, considering the implications of the admittedly rather pleasant landscape before him. 
"And really not a man in sight... honestly I feel for the men of the galaxy. It's a bit lonely out here for me, and I get to go back to the ship and the company of men. I can't even imagine how hard it would be if my only regular male contact growing up was my own father, if that. Cruel Space has its problems, but at least with gender parity you're not deeply isolated like a lot of the men of the galaxy seem to be... small wonder that male ‘obsession’ is a thing. Your life as a man means you barely get a chance to be... well. Anything. Never mind an actual man."
"Oh, and what would an actual man be, oh daring, bold, and cocksure starship captain?"
Sharon's sing-song tone teases as she hops to another bench, seeming far younger and carefree for a moment than the talented aviatrix and electronic warfare specialist Bridger knew Sharon to be.
"Well it's whatever you want it to be really. Manhood's a bit funny like that. So long as you set your own course, what that course is doesn't really matter much. Not everyone can join the Raiders. Not everyone can go to space. You can however, challenge yourself, strive to be something more as a man, as a husband, as a father. To stand tall on your own two feet, contribute to your family if not outright provide. In the wider galaxy, men are not allowed to be men, they can barely escape from their mother's apron strings before they're corralled by their loving and well meaning wives."
Syl watches with some concern evident on her face as she watches her husband deflate slightly.
“From gilded crib into gilded cage, and anything outside that cage is generally slavery and horror like that poor kid Pukey Schmidt adopted, or about half the sorcerers on Serbow that Commander Shay’s done profiles on. Pampered, protected, cared for. Offered endless luxury and pleasure unending at the drop of a hat… and you don’t have to do anything but be born."
Jerry stops for a moment, casting his eyes around the spire.
"Unearned ease and comfort, not even being allowed to do more than be a glorified sperm donor in my own home. Thor's beard, I'd lose my mind in a heartbeat if someone tried to do that to me."
“Hmph” Syl huffs. “I know things are strange out here by human standards, but really you’re being a bit hyperbolic darling. Most cultures give their menfolk roles and authority, soft power frequently, but power all the same. Especially in the family unit. Honestly the girls you’d think would be the most aggressive about “dominating” and sidelining their menfolk tend to be the exact opposite. For example Cannidor make their menfolk more or less priests and soothsayers to their clan matriarchs. They guide their people, and are consulted on all manner of things, as well as being one of the first words on child care. Horchka warrior houses on the other hand have the first husband in the clan as the keeper of the family honor. Judge, jury, and if need be an executioner if a warrior in their ranks, wife or not, fails their honor or disgraces their house. Seramal space is much the same, their judicial system is composed almost entirely of men. Enforced by women of course, but they wield the… what did you call the things human judges use, a gavel?”
"Yep, you got it Syl, a gavel.” Sharon nods. “Nuance in the wider galaxy aside, I think you’re safe from being enslaved by anyone Skipper. Never minding the bevy of badass and beautiful women you’ve surrounded yourself with that a would be slaver would have to survive, so far you haven't met a woman in the galaxy that can whip you in a fight."
"I haven't met one of those Apuk Battle Princesses yet. Though from what the Chainbreaker reports and from what Vernon Shay and his boys are saying... I think I can even the odds. Sorcery or no sorcery. I’d still have to use axiom, mind you, but I don’t need a tree as back up to deal with an admittedly very bad bitch in a tiara and a prom dress."
"...Zombie, is this one of those moments where he's joking and I don't understand it?"
"Nope, Skipper looks dead serious to me."
Syl shivers from the top of her ears to the tip of her tail. 
"I can't decide if I'm frightened... or terribly aroused. You humans really are Apex."
"I haven't backed down from a challenge in all of Cruel Space, don't see the point in starting now."
"Well when you put it like that Jerry I know which one I am, and it definitely isn't frightened, I..." Sharon stops dead in her tracks, covering her mouth. "...Shit, I said that out loud didn't I?"
Jerry and Syl exchange a look as they move into a little garden off to the side of the path. 
"Something you want to share with the class Lieutenant Graves?"
"I uh. Fuck."
The deer in the headlights look playing out across Sharon's face is host to a riot of emotions, all so wonderfully readable to Jerry. No axiom required. Just good ol human emotion at its most chaotic.
"Son of a bitch." Sharon takes a breath, settling herself. "I uh. I've been. You know. Thinking about stuff. About the universe as it stands. About you... and me. And Syl. And the rest of the girls. I uh. Was thinking maybe I wanted in on that. Your marriage, that is. Seems like the thing to do these days, and it's an exclusive club apparently so better to get into the VIP now right? Besides, as the cocksure captain of a spaceship, you need to be nailing at least half your bridge bunnies right? Haha."
On second thought, Sharon looked like she was about to puke, but there was some palpable relief in her eyes at having gotten all that off her chest. Before Jerry can say anything however, Syl, ever the comforting, caring, matriarch, has sprung into action. She slides her arms around Sharon's shoulders and guides her to a nearby bench.
"Well that was very brave of you to say Zombie, I know Jerry and I are both flattered... but you seem more sickened than happy. I'm not adept at reading human emotions entirely... but you almost seem scared. Not exactly the Marine I've come to adore as my dear friend. I know you're being honest. Speaking truly with what you want... but if your whole heart isn't in it, if you aren't giving us everything without reservation as we will give you everything without reservation, then as first wife, I must refuse your request. You're not telling us everything Sharon. What troubles you?"
"I... it's silly. This is just how the galaxy works but it's not... how I work. I'm. Afraid of being left behind I guess. Of being forgotten. Of being just another face among dozens. That was always the nightmare after I realized what the world looked like outside of cruel space, knowing full well I hadn't ever planned to go home. I had been crushing on Jerry since that stupid Marines only launch party for the Dauntless. You know why Syl. Same thing that's charmed the panties off all you girls. Solid. Dependable. Reliable. Charming. Funny. Not bad looking if you squint a bit. I thought I might take a crack at Jerry, assuming, you know, we didn't get eaten by horrible space monsters."
Sharon chuckles, a slightly bitter look passing over her face and fleeing as quickly as it came.
"And then well. I mean fuck it kinda does a girl some damage you're keyed up for a fight to the death and instead you find out that you've literally been moved to the bottom of the galactic food chain looks wise. Then the guy you like gets jumped by not one, but over a dozen beyond busty babes with centuries of combined life experience.. They're all these great warriors, talented engineers, or strong leaders like you Syl. It’s one of the reasons I want to join the family honestly, but it’s… everyone’s amazing and I... I'm just Zombie. Just Sharon. I'm not used to being this self critical. This... out of sorts. I'm a Marine for chrissake! Arrogance is one of our founding principles."
The raven haired beauty sighs. "I dunno, I don't think I'm all that scared. Just. Anxious. Self conscious, it's such a weird change from how most humans do business. Not just sharing with one, but as many as a hundred wives... it's just. A lot."
Jerry nods solemnly "Don't I know it. That's why I've put a hard limit on twenty wives. A lot maybe, but still few enough that I think we can all still be a proper family. Not some clan, but a family." 
Jerry slowly reaches out and takes Sharon's hand, with Syl mirroring him and taking the other. 
"As for forgetting you... even in a family of hundreds Zombie, that's simply not possible."
"Quite right darling, we're only taking the best in this family after all, and one simply doesn't forget the best do they? We're all in this together... if you want to be."
Sharon pushes a little axiom into her limbs and pulls them both into a hug, anxiety turning to giggles as butterflies clearly continue to churn in her stomach.
"Okay. Phew. That's uh. Fuck. Okay. I uh. Hmm. This hug's kinda distracting actually. You both smell great. Pheromones? Cologne? Perfume?"
The group separates a bit, still standing closer than friends would as lingering hands rest on each other's forearms.
"So uh... I guess this is happening then."
"If you want it to happen."
"Yes."
"Then you're in. That easy. Assuming the boss agrees."
Jerry jerks his head at Syl, who quickly nods. 
"No Jerry, you’re the final word on this type of matter. That said, we would be honored to have you join us."
"Well. That's. Great. That's great! Holy fuck that's a load off my chest. Even if I'm not smuggling watermelons like the average girl around here I..." Sharon stops dead for a second. "Uh. Stupid question... but uh. What comes next? I don't actually know what happens after this whole 'Hey I like you, and apparently that's how the galaxy kicks off relationships?' part."
Syl nods sagely, now this was a subject she knew a fair bit about. 
"Well you can perform an oath dance, sign a marriage license, have a ceremony with the religious officiant of your choice, or one of a few thousand other recognized nuptial rituals, and provide that documentation to the appropriate galactic and Undaunted agency. Then we move your things into the family quarters. You can pace most of this as you please, but once the marriage is consummated, galactically it's all pretty much done and dusted."
"Oath dance... yeah I remember the briefing, it ranges from a full on stage production to a straight up lap dance in the most scandalous lingerie money can buy. My singing voice sucks so I think I can skip the stage production. Fitting a chorus in a bedroom seems challenging on a good day and... Shiiiit."
Sharon's eyes boggle a bit at the realization that the situation she's gotten herself in will go 0 to 60 in the literal blink of an eye. 
"That's all... kinda intense. Maybe we can date... just a bit first?"
"Heh. Not going to try to get into the baby race? You have good odds of presenting my first son to me."
"Pfft. Oh god no. I'm not ready to be a mom just yet... though I dunno. If you're as good in bed as I think you are, I might ‘accidentally’ leg lock you and catch a hot shot anyway. Actually. I'm lying. I'm definitely leg locking you. You'll just have to see if your swimmers can beat modern chemistry.”
Jerry smirks, Sharon was clearly still nervous, and taking refuge in audacity as only a Marine can. 
"I have been getting a lot of practice these days."
Syl smirks, resting a hand on her now visibly doming stomach.
"I'd say he knows how to get the job done."
"With six damn kits on board I sure as shit bet he does."
A strange look crossed Sharon's face as she considered that number for a second.
"Syl, how many babies do Volpir have in a go usually?"
"Six is the high end, but happens regularly enough. Two or three are standard in a litter, single births happen, but usually calls the health of the mother into question, eight like Firi is almost completely unheard of. Why?"
Sharon let out an exaggerated sigh of relief. 
"Whew. Okay. I was wondering if all the insane baby on board numbers was a Jerry thing or a you thing. One kid at a time turning me into a blimp is enough I think."
Jerry softly socked Sharon in the shoulder.
"Heh. On the plus side Zombie you'll finally get bumped up a cup size or three. No boob job required."
Sharon blushes red hot. "Shit I forgot you were there for that particular drunken rant at that damn party."
"Tequila does terrible things to your mouth."
"Shut up, sir. Err. Honey?"
Sharon gets a kind of confused look on her face, and the three all break into laughter.
"Seriously though Zombie don't worry about your tits self esteem wise. B cup Zombie's plenty pretty if my opinion counts for anything."
"It does actually considering we're dating now. Or something. Or getting married. I guess it's getting married by galactic standards. Hooooo fuck that's gonna be a hell of a video home. "Dear Mom and Dad, I wanted to tell you all that I'm getting married! I'm really excited and my fiancee is a great guy. I'll be wife number... what number am I?"
"Let's see..." Syl makes a show of counting on her fingers. "Fifteen."
"Wife number fifteen, in a universe where having only fifteen wives might as well mean Jerry's still a bachelor. My sister wives include what appears to be an orc war chief from a video game, a giant ten foot tall shark woman who uses vehicle scale weapons like I use pistols, a bunch of painfully pretty foxes that have learned how to walk, a tiny dragon with a medical degree and the fucking predator. Literally and figuratively."
"To be fair, fifteen wives does more or less make Jerry a bachelor!" Syl protests with a smile. "We have an embarrassment of riches few women could dream of outside Cruel Space with Jerry, especially because he's intent on closing applications as he said."
"You girls have no idea. Boot camp is keeping the Horchka busy but even with them reduced to snail mail letter writing I've gotten more marriage proposals than we have Horchka by a factor of at least two."
Sharon nods. "I mean you did kick their leader's ass in hand to hand combat in front of them. Considering they're a warrior culture, that'll moisten some panties. Hell, I thought it was hot too."
"Well you're from a warrior culture yourself Zombie."
Syl holds up a hand. "Actually I found it extremely enticing as well, displays of martial prowess from one's mate are... oddly feminine, as so many things with you humans are, but very enjoyable all the same. Plus you do that sweating thing..."
"Forget our own spaceships, we need to invent a better anti-perspirant." Jerry grumbles.
"Nah, we need to work out a way to get you boys to sweat more. Look at Syl, strong independent businesswoman, entirely wrapped around your finger. Sweat is the secret to conquering the galaxy for humanity." 
Sharon offers, dodging a playful swipe from Syl in return.
"Back on my tits for a minute."
"So to speak."
"Shut up Jerry. Anyway... I think I'm going to talk to our new master Adept. Cascka right? Maybe she can help me open myself up to axiom... without ending up mega stacked. Like. The Apuk reshape their bodies more or less at will right? Surely I can do that to just be pin up model grade Zombie instead of bimbo Zombie."
Sharon gropes herself again for emphasis.
"I know the axiom helps and all that, but my frame just isn't made for galactic standard issue F cups. I'd look ridiculous."
Syl nods solemnly "With only human F cups? I've seen your sizing charts, you'd look like you'd just finished puberty, so slightly ridiculous for a woman your age."
Sharon groans slightly as Jerry gives her an appraising look. Her new fiancée neatly sidesteps the blow as she lashes out with a half hearted kick.
"What?"
"You thought about it!"
"I mean, guilty as charged, but you wanted to talk about your breasts, so I'm thinking about your breasts. I think you could pull the Galactic standard issue off."
"You just have a bimbofication fetish."
"If I didn't before the galaxy certainly seems to be trying to encourage one... and then I run into something like a Mrega and realize there is definitely such a thing as too much of a good thing."
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Ghorza
Ghorza gritted her teeth, whatever she did, however she did it, what came next was going to hurt. A lot. Red lights start to flash, and a klaxon sounds. The one Gravia who was occasionally on hand as part of the shipyard staff had been sent on a month-long vacation, all just to more safely use the galaxy's most dangerous substance.
For training.
Ghorza resists breaking bearing to let herself have a victorious little snicker. Damn if she hadn't hooked herself and her girls to one hell of a band of soldiers. Casual null use, not even on the enemy but on their own? Shit the most hard core space pirates Dark Cabal didn't pull shit like that.
Admittedly, those witches didn't want strong warriors. They wanted compliant, dangerous slaves. These Undaunted wanted something far scarier. Not machines who could only obey orders, but hardened men and women, sharpened to a razor edge of ferocity, tempered by discipline and passionately loyal to their new nation and their brothers and sisters.
"Stand by! Null!"
The Drill Instructor's call precedes a series of disks of malevolent hatred being flung into the room. They'd been trained on the basics of tactical light null launchers. They made the girls nervous, but the humans handled them with impunity. It was one thing to hear or even know humans didn't really interact with null like most species did. That they grew up, even evolved drowning in the stuff, it was another thing to see them do it.
"Ghurk!"
Then the null hits Ghorza and drives the thoughts from her head as it puts the proud warrior woman on her knees. Her body was heavy. So very heavy. There were new itches and aches as the world swam before her, firebugs dancing in her field of vision. She knew null’s measure now, but for some reason it seemed like null had been hitting her harder than her first exposure a few weeks ago. She could almost feel her body shutting down as her vision swam for a moment, threatening to go black.
Ghorza bites her lower lip with a snarl that probably sounded more like a whimper. She couldn't pass out. She had to set the example for the sake of her new position as commander of the Undaunted Marines aboard the Tear... and to show her worthiness as Jerry's wife. Not that she felt she had to prove it to Jerry, but she wanted to make sure the whole crew knew exactly who the latest Mrs. Bridger was and what she was about.
Ghorza wouldn't settle for anything less. She'd refused to settle for anything her whole life, and she didn't feel a desire to change that particular tenet of her behavior any time soon. She was a mercenary commander who would sell her sword no longer. She had a clan to defend, Marines to train and enemies to fight. Soon there would be daughters and nieces to raise. A husband to keep safe and happy, and all of that lay on the other side of this fucking null. 
Ghorza would be damned to one of the twenty seven hells before she let this mere element get the better of her!
With another snarl, Ghorza regains her feet and surveys the area around her. She's first up, which pleases her. Several girls are right on her heels. A few others are still fighting it, and some more axiom sensitive individuals are still flat on their asses. They had a ways to go with null drills, but they were getting there, and everyone was conscious at least.
Quickly, Ghorza rounds up the standing women, and gets them to assist the others. Then she forms them all up, and sets them to calisthenics in the Null even as it finally starts to dissipate.
Through it all, Gunnery Sergeant Ramos watches like a hawk. She hadn't interrupted Ghorza's moves to organize the platoon and carry out physical training, which meant that Ghorza had carried everything out according to Ramos’ intent.
This platoon was a bit different than the others, and as a future leadership cadre of the Undaunted Marines on and off the Tear, Ghorza and her other veterans were expected to show a bit more initiative than just your average shave tailed officer candidate or enlisted recruit.
The physical training to get to this point had been grueling. Ghorza knew exactly what the human Drill Instructors were up to. They'd identified where the majority of the galaxy were weakest, and were hammering them there over and over again till they broke or got stronger. They would all be born again hard... or they'd go roll with the naval troops or some other still martial role in the Undaunted. Though Ramos did regularly threaten candidates or recruits she thought of as slacking by sending them to be a cook or something.
The idea was almost enough to draw a smile from Ghorza, even as she called the cadence of the exercise with an echoing boom. After the first couple weeks of training, they'd have all preferred death to even being naval troops or an MP. With the constant stories of legendary warrior saints like Chesty Puller, Dan Daly, John Basilone, and Jason Dunham. Now legendary to them, battles like Derna, Hue City, Chosin and hundreds more.
It would put fire in any would be warrior's veins, that was the intent of such oral history teaching in training. To make a civilian a Marine, and just because Ghorza knew the score didn’t mean she was immune to the indoctrination of First Sergeant Hightower and Gunnery Sergeant Ramos. Most of their team were former DIs too. 
They had combined decades of experience of making Marines out of everyone from gang kids to hardened combatants from overseas out to earn citizenship with the only real skills they had to their name.
All that said, it was the stories in particular that made Ghorza's band of bitches want what the Corps offered. Horchka warrior culture was big on boasting and tales of courage or impressive feats of skill or daring. It was part of the hierarchy, how a warrior made a name for herself to her fellows. To be honored amongst your brethren and community was an important part of Horchka outer honor. Inner honor was how you carried yourself. Not murdering non combatants. Dealing fairly with people. Not stabbing people in the back in an honor duel. That sort of thing. Outer honor on the other hand was how the world saw you, and perception was reality.
The complex interplay between the two drove most of the soul of the Horchka warrior culture. It left all of them with a deep want. They want to be recognized. Want to be known as worthy. To be elevated to a celebrated band of warriors for their skill and feats. It's what most of them had always wanted as the have nots of the Horchka warrior caste. Few were the mercenaries that made their way up the hierarchy from being mere sell swords.
Now they had all been offered a chance to prove themselves. Been given a standard to measure themselves against. It was a tantalizing opportunity, enough to distract all but the most disciplined just a touch. The excitement that such a chance had happened... and the fear of not measuring up. Well. Some of the girls.
Ghorza didn't have that problem.
What she did have was a painfully hot desire burning in her chest, not for the chance at title and membership in an elite warrior cult, but to ride her man's hips till they broke, heal him with axiom and then do it all over again. The distracting memories of steamy make out sessions and some very kinetic sex carry Ghorza through the rest of the morning calisthenics. Once you got past the null it was just working out, even without using axiom to reinforce yourself. Ghorza was no stranger to hard work and sweat. Even before the humans had shown up, she had made a point of training her flesh, not just her magical muscles.
The tickle of desire, the giddy school girl joy of being married, the warm sensation in her core that made her want to do terrible, wonderful things to Jerry Bridger all damn day and night were with her on the march back to the barracks, into the showers, into her duty uniform for the day, and marching back down the corridor to the firing range. When her rifle was pressed into her hands, she slipped out of her mental auto pilot, and cleared the weapon.
It was a small example of rank having its privileges. The rest of the recruits had been issued their rifles, and would be permitted to change things up once they'd mastered the weapons. Ghorza on the other hand had been shooting with her husband regularly prior to joining boot camp, and had been allowed to use her intended service rifle, an MDRX like Jerry's, and her sidearm, one of the oversized hand cannons that seemed to be a staple of the Bridger family.
It was good to be the boss, even if she was still earning that position.
The rest of the girls had been handed a rifle called a Robinson XCR, which had been chambered for the same 6.5 Creedmoor round that Jerry favored. The ship's command staff had decided to standardize for their primary ammo, and standardizing on the preferences of the skipper seemed like a decent enough idea considering they were manufacturing their own ammo. 6.5 Creedmoor was the battle rifle and DMR round. Bigger girls like Horchka had all been given battle rifles, to take advantage of their larger size and stature.
The more human sized crew members, Marines, naval masters at arms, sailors who wanted more than sidearm, and so on had adopted the latest gen X99A7 upgrade to the now somewhat venerable Tavor assault rifle. An almost tiny little package of ballistic violence that still had a full length 20" barrel, and made moving through the tight confines of a spaceship significantly easier. 
The Tavors came in 5.56 for most folks as standard. The elite FAST breaching teams, or the ship's security response team, had their weapons changed over to .300 Black Out, a round optimized for suppressor use. The slower subsonic rounds had been discarded pretty much immediately on the new suppressor rings being installed but the heavier .30 caliber ammo remained.
Standard issue pistols were in 10mm post suppressor rings, the power of that round considered optimal for last ditch use against most aliens in the galaxy. Ghorza believed it. The issue Sig Sauer pistols kicked like an irritated Mrega without the rings active.
Pistols were where the humans of the Tear showed off a lot of their individualism, using unique models and set ups for those models. Then having Wichen modify them, either with runes, or mechanical upgrades ranging from the mundane to the insane.
One man had gotten Wichen to make him a pair of bespoke revolvers in a massive round called .454 Casull. Not revolutionary in itself, though the man had claimed that the round was used for killing 8' tall terrestrial carnivores that weighed as much as a Cannidore back on Earth. What made the pistols interesting was the under barrel plasma launchers he'd had Wichen add. Being able to fire powerful kinetic rounds and either lead or follow up with a hefty plasma based punch was appealing indeed.
Wichen was building Ghorza one to add to her own kit when she graduated. It's matching twin was being customized for Jerry as a belated wedding gift. He'd gotten her a couple guns after all, so Ghorza wanted to return the favor.
The usual safety brief goes on in the background of her mind, shouting when prompted to respond as she reviews her weapon. Like all the recruit's weapons, the optics they'd normally be using had been stripped, and iron sights had been mounted, then zero'd by the ship's armorers. Jerry was normally a 'practice how you play' kind of man, but it had been decided that learning with irons was best for rank amateurs to really pick up the theory of marksmanship.
Once they'd all gotten used to the sound and recoil, Ghorza's girls hadn't so much picked up the theory as they'd passionately embraced it. The loud, aggressive weapons might have had weaknesses in requiring you to bring ammunition with you, but they were so goddess damn fun that there wasn't a woman worth her tusks that wasn't an enthusiastic convert. While they knew the utility of rifles, most of Ghorza's former mercs had fallen in love with the loud, metal spewing monstrosities that Jerry had taught her was called a shotgun, and the belt fed, high rate of fire machine guns.
There were a few would be snipers in the ranks, mostly using 20mm anti-materiel rifles and similar woman portable cannons. Not exactly stealthy, but then, you didn't really call Horchka, or most Marines for that matter, for stealth. Not the regular grunts. Loud was just how both tribes did business.
Ghorza's string is called to the firing line, and she dives into her firing position, quickly building her shooting stance. While the others shifted their slings to a shooting sling, Ghorza deployed the built in bipod to her rifle. It was actually something of a disadvantage, it was hard to beat the stability and tension afforded by shooting prone with a sling.
"Shooters on the firing line! Loooooooad! One full magazine! Maaaaaaaaaaaaaaake ready!"
The Primary Marksmanship Instructor's voice rings out across the line as the two dozen women shooting this round lock magazines into place and charge their rifles before resettling their shooting stances. The anticipation was palpable. This wasn't practice. This was the actual qualification course. 
They were getting close to the end. 
Getting close to the Crucible. 
Ghorza could practically taste it. They just had to keep pressing.
"Shooters! You may commence firing when your taaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarget appears!"
A silhouette target pops up at the far end of the range and Ghorza starts to regulate her breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Half out... squeeze. Bang. The round hurtles down range and rips the center out of the so-called "T box" in the silhouette's head. Perfect. 
Ghorza begins to make minor adjustments, using the next rounds to neatly remove the T-box entirely from the target. Right up until a boot lashes out and strikes her on the soft armor over her ribs. Gunnery Sergeant Ramos looms over her, an odd sensation considering how short the woman was.
"Candidate, the hell do you think you're doing?"
"Firing the required string ma'am!"
"Well quit showing off and shoot center of mass. You're already married, you don't need to impress anyone. We're grunts. We shoot center of mass. Leave the head shots and the like to your squad’s designated marksman or the black ops guys like the skipper, you get me?"
"Yes ma'am!"
"Good, keep killin that paper."
The begrudging amusement in Gunny Ramos' voice was a reward in its own right. The tightly wound human woman had been relaxing a bit more with her platoon now that they were past some of the initial training and "forming". The raw material needed to be heated and prepared, then shaped... and in the crucible would come the forging. Ghorza fights down another smile, she couldn't wait to really test her metal by the standards of her new community.
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Tyler 


Tyler gazes down at the angelic beauty laid out before him... and suppresses a giggle. 
Angelic. 
He loved calling her that in any possible context. She was his angel after all, and with Cassie around he wasn't sure he could be afraid any more. Not of mere temporal threats any way. A pissed off Seramali warrior might not be a Cannidor or an Apuk battle princess, but they make up for the raw force of the others in their own way, and their martial culture was second to none. 
The presence of several Seramali huntresses in the ranks on the Tear was already having an effect on the crew. 
Oaths for example were being taken much more seriously. A lot of the guys were also on significantly better behavior when a Seramali woman was in ear shot. 
Was it the angel thing? Or just that the Seramali tended to be a bit more "proper" than some of the literal pirates they'd picked up and no one felt like aggravating a woman with massive talons on her feet that could penetrate light armor?
It was an odd mix of emotions, sitting here with Cassie in the somewhat dark room. They'd been in plenty of dark rooms before after all. He'd slept with her pretty much nightly after they'd found themselves running the gunship squadron on the Tear. Her rhythmic breathing was familiar... and it was that steady rise and fall of her chest that kept him from a very dark place mentally. 
It almost felt like she was lying in state. 
They lacked the 'proper; facilities for healing comas just yet, which consisted of what were essentially shelves in high density environments like aboard a starship as opposed to anything as wasteful space wise as a bed. Instead Cassie had a hospital room and had been neatly placed in a bed. With the dark lighting it almost felt like she'd died on the table during an operation or something. 
It was an emotion easily ignored, between Cassie's breathing and a host of readouts that displayed exactly how his wife was doing in excruciating detail, but the sensation still lingered. The fear of losing Cassie was very real while he sat here, 'alone' in the dark. It made him reflect on what it all meant. On going out into the unknown, and finding something, someone, as incredible as his Cassie. 
Well. Tyler Sarkin considered himself the luckiest man in the galaxy. She might not be an actual princess, battle or otherwise, but Cassie was more than princess enough for him. Tyler doted on her endlessly, to the point of embarrassing her in front of the other Seramali warrior women in her aerie. 
Still, Tyler can't ignore the other change about his darling Cassie. She was looking much, much younger. He actually delighted in her mature form. The marks of age were carried well by his angel. Even the silver in her hair only made her more radiant and beautiful in his eyes, like a fine wine. Or perhaps a very well aged whiskey. 
She certainly went down smooth enough on his tongue to be whiskey. Tyler convinces himself he can practically see years melting away as the strange device over her eyes and forehead plays out her life to her, flashing with memory recordings being placed back into Cassie's refreshed mind. 
Further... there was an edge of anticipation. Cassie would be ready to have their first child together after this. She would have been safe earlier, but a younger body promised less complications, especially when they were going to be in remote areas for much of the time. 
That thought made his heart race like he was being hunted by the powerfully built winged woman. 
Fatherhood. 
Was he really ready to be a father? He wondered sometimes. It was part of his concerns he'd expressed to Cassie in the hangar bay on taking their first walk around of Valkyrie 101. Sometimes next to her he just felt so... young. 
It was a doubt he shouldn't have. Here he was the commander of an aerospace gunship squadron, a married man... but then, it was at this moment he really felt his own father's absence. 
The old man dying was part of what led Tyler to volunteering for the Dauntless back on Earth. Running away from the pain perhaps... but also wanting to honor his father's memory. 
The old man had been thrilled by first contact, convinced mankind's destiny was out among the stars. His mother had been less understanding. She was a grounded creature, focused on material things in her own little world... and the children from her second marriage. She didn't have much time for her eldest son. 
"If only you could see me now Dad." Tyler sighs. "At least I don't have to wonder if you're proud of me. I know you are. Or would be. Hell, Cassie could be one of those giant spider women or a hive of bee girls and you'd still do nothing but cheer me on and tease me about what the next wife would be. You're still my biggest fan, have been since little league... but damn I wish I could talk to you one more time. Not a lot of paternal guidance available out here... maybe I'll see if I can find First Sergeant Gurung. Talk to him about fatherhood. He's got a couple kids back on Earth. I think he said one of his boys is trying out for the Royal Regiment of Gurkhas this year..." 
Tyler shakes his head, trying to steady his cascade of confused thoughts. 
"Talking to yourself is the first sign of insanity you-"
BEEP. 
A little jingle plays, and the machine on Cassie's face goes silent. 
The program had finished. 
Almost immediately the angelic beauty begins to stir, returning to the waking world from her long, rejuvenating sleep. 
Tyler's mind locks onto just the right thing to do in this unique situation. He leans in, and kisses Cassie deeply on the lips. 
She comes to life around him, her arms wrapping around his back, and her wings curling around the both of them, their own little world made of their embrace and her feathers. She smiles up at him, eyes still obscured by the memory retention band. 
"While I appreciate the kiss, my husband is going to be very cross with you, you know." 
Tyler laughs. "Well you're certainly still my Cassie, that's for damn sure." 
"The very same. Forever and a day my dear. Restoring my youth won't make me any less me. Make me love you any less. If anything it's making me love you more... a week incapacitated away from you is a horror not borne by my conscious mind, but ah, my heart aches for you ever so dearly." 
"Are all Seramali as dramatic as you are? Or is that just you?" 
"It's just me, lover mine, I'm one in a billion, and don't you forget it." 
She teases as she pulls the memory retention band off her head, blindly setting it aside as she strokes Tyler's cheek lovingly.
"Cassie dearest, I can safely say there's no risk of that at all. Still... you're a bit more... impish. In your 20s." 
"The light and energy of youth is rather invigorating I will say." 
She bites her lower lip, all four eyes looking deep into Tyler's and a blush spreads across her cheeks. It didn't take a genius to guess what was on her mind. 
"Invigorating in all sorts of ways. You know... we have a bed right here. We could get started on our first clutch right no-"
The door slides open and light floods the room before Cassie can finish her sentence, all four of her eyes dilating violently at the influx of bright light as Tyler scrambles back to his chair. 
"Alright, let's get this over with." 
Tyler suppresses a wince as the recently promoted Captain McCoy, known as 'Bones' in every circumstance but to her face strides into the room. The blonde human woman had a severe hair cut, what Tyler would call a ‘I'd like to speak to the manager.’ special, and it seemed to only make her blue eyes sharper. Meaner.  
Clipboard in hand she immediately begins to examine Cassie, taking her vitals both off the machines and the manual way, then asking her a series of cognitive checks in both galactic trade and Seramal, the ‘high’ language of the Seramali peoples, which visibly shocked Cassie. 
"How do you speak Seramal? Our language is not known to many outside of our eyries. We are… a private people." 
"I don't speak Seramal. Your language has been studied like most others, so I looked it up and did some basic research so I could do cognitive function tests and try to calm you down if this damn thing scrambled your brain." 
Bones hooks a thumb at the memory retention band. 
"Speaking of which. You seem like you're fine... and have full memory retention. With your permission, I'm going to slag this thing." 
Cassie nods her assent, confused, and Bones snaps her fingers, turning the memory retention headband to dust. 
"New security protocol, we're having another Jasper Blue incident over my dead body." 
And just like that, she's back to examining Cassie, who's now actively trying to puzzle out the strange human doctor examining her. 
"So do you speak any other languages besides English, Galactic Trade and Seramal?" 
"I told you I don't speak Seramal. I just have a good tongue for language. I've also studied Volpiri considering the sheer number of fox women running around here like some damn Japanese anime and I'm actually taking the time to learn some Horchakasha, it's a bit of a guttural language, reminds me of Russian." 
"What's a Russian?" 
"A human equivalent to a Horchka." 
Tyler offers, finally getting a chance to get a word in edgewise between the two women and immediately earning himself a glare from Bones. 
"I hate that you're not wrong, Sarkin. Now shut up, I'm treating a patient." 
"You can't speak to my-" 
"You shut up too. I'm treating you damn it. This is a hospital, not a daytime chat show for housebound women."
Cassie's mouth clicks shut as if she'd just been slapped, clearly not used to the utterly brusque manner of the doctor. She's poked, prodded, and then gets what the Doctor describes as a quick vitamin shot before being given a final once over. 
"Well, you're the picture of perfect health from what I understand from my review of Seramali medical care." 
The cranky look on the old battle axe's face is just too much now that they have an official nod on Cassie's health, he can't help but make a move to needle her a bit. 
"Is something the matter Doctor? You almost look... upset." 
The withering glare he gets in return is legendary in its own right. 
"I am upset. I'm stuck handling the pointy end of medicine that doesn't require my skills as a doctor as much as magic. I exist in a universe where the majority of my skills and talents are redundant completely because everything can seemingly be healed by raw faith. I'm a doctor not a priest!" 
Bones snarls and shoves a pamphlet into Tyler's hand. 
"If she has any of the side effects, bring her back on the double. Unless you have any questions for me you're free to go Lieutenant. Commander." 
And with that, Bones stalks out of the room, leaving an amused Tyler and a confused Cassie in her wake. 
"Husband, I thought Dr. McCoy had embraced axiom use." 
"She has, with all the cold, autistic logic of someone who can dissect anyone and anything with nothing but her mind. She's like the mirror universe evil twin of the Nerd squad."
"I'm amazed she's managed to be a doctor so long with such a terrible bedside manner." 
"She started her career as a Navy Corpsman, did a couple combat tours. That little badge on her left breast is the Fleet Marine Force badge, so she rolled with the jarheads like the skipper, and got deep into the weeds I have no doubt. Some of her other stuff in full dress uniform like jump wings suggests she might have even been a Raider or moved over to the SEALs before she went to med school. Her manner might not be great, but it's probably not how she started, just how she ended up after pulling shit like surgery while under fire to keep some young PFC from buying the farm." 
"Really? From enlisted sailor to full naval captain? Extremely impressive. As is finding time to go to medical school in all of that." 
"Not quite a full naval captain. She's not a line officer like we are." 
Cassie cocks her head. "I've heard line officer used before, but I'm not sure what it means." 
"Line officers are officers in the mainstay of the military. The combat arms branches to talk more like a ground pounder. Specialists like doctors deserve the compensation and respect accorded to officers, but they lack the same command authority. They're expected to do their jobs and be experts in their fields, not lead men into battle or command warships."
"Ah, I see, so a non line officer exists parallel to the proper chain of command." 
"Correct, if something happened to the Skipper and XO, god forbid, and I was left as senior line officer present, it would be on me to take command, and I could issue binding, lawful orders to Captain McCoy, and it'd be her responsibility to execute. At the same time as Chief Medical Officer she has a significant amount of authority in her own right. Bones in particular's been doing an awful lot of research and has really pushed a lot of things forward... all while volunteering for the Tear so she can get out into the wider galaxy without skipping a beat. I have no doubt that's why she got promoted. Admiral Cistern is pretty consistent with the officers he advances and supports." 
"People who get results." 
"Precisely. Meritocracy all the way up. Look at Vernon Shay, he's been promoted significantly, not because of who his wife is, though admittedly, scoring an Apuk Battle Princess is impressive, but because he turned that opportunity into a literal river of gold for the Undaunted. Our alliance with Serbow is a diplomat's wet dream, and his research into axiom based combat is absolutely insane. Hellspawn, he got human colonists invited to Serbow herself! Another species' cradle world! That has to be fairly rare." 
"Oh it is." Cassie stands slowly, flexing her wings. "I suspect humanity will have several such invitations and alliances before long. The Yauya and Dzedin in particular almost certainly wish to befriend humankind in a deeper way, even if they generally refuse to take credit for pushing the effort to 'rescue' you. The Horchka hierarchy might go the way of the Apuk. And the Cannidor. Well. Honestly I think they're developing a cultural fetish for your species. Apparently that new sitcom with the human soldier in it is getting top ratings in Cannidor space." 
"I wonder what an alliance with the Cannidor would look like?" 
"They go where their grand clans go, so initially it would mean a very large body of Cannidor joining the Undaunted, then some sort of formal recognition of the Undaunted as a worthy warrior "clan" in its own right. Possibly even gain the senior Cannidor in the Undaunted a non-voting seat on their Council of Matriarchs. Gain enough Cannidor warriors in your ranks and you'll be surprised at just how much influence a non-voting seat can wield. If the Cannidor and humanity grow close enough, I could see the Undaunted Cannidor matriarch getting voting rights one day.” 
"That'd be huge." 
"You humans tend to do things big darling, and you inspire others to meet your own standards for insane overperformance." 
"Speaking of performing..." 
Cassie hums softly to herself, wings wrapping around Tyler. 
"You know husband... technically, I'm a virgin again. Would you... how did Lieutenant Graves put it... pop my cherry again?" 
"Yes. Hell yes." 
"Then let's hurry back to our quarters, we have nothing to attend to but what matters most today, and I intend to enjoy my freshly recovered body." 
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Nadi
"You expect me to talk?"
"No Mr. Bond, I expect you to die!" 
Nadi giggles and snuggles in against Jerry's side as the confrontation with the villain plays out on screen. The old spy movies were cheesy, but a wonderful kind of cheesy that required very little localization for most people in the galaxy to enjoy. Nadi had selected movie night in her lair for date night. Her eggs were safely tucked away in their incubator, and a variety of monitoring systems would ensure that if the slightest change happened, she, Jerry, and a pediatric nurse would know about it in a picosecond. 
She had been watching a lot of Bond movies recently, had been studying them for a fun way to engage with her husband's culture... and pick up some interesting ways to dress or seduce based on human culture. Nadi was patient, Nadi was kind, but Nadi had plans. She had a great many plans, even as she was happy to sacrifice for her family, and happier still to see that family grow in terms of wives. That didn't mean she wasn't going to compete for her husband's attention. 
The silky high cut dress she was wearing, what Jerry told her was called a qipao, was part of that. Sure, on her short stack body it wasn't quite as amazing as the slender, leggy women that seemed to wear them in human content, but the way it hugged her curves rivaled the most clingy of body suits... and drew Jerry's eyes like a Cannidor to meat. Nadi resists smiling to herself as she strokes Jerry's chest idly. When he saw what she had on underneath this hot little number, she had no doubt she'd be getting everything he could give her for the rest of the night. 
No one suspected Kohbs of much of anything nine times out of ten. They were beneath notice. Or just faded into the background. Nadi had no doubt that Undaunted Intelligence was going to make great use of her kind and the Gohbs. Small, everywhere, and usually in critical... but uninteresting trades. Nurses were important, but people didn't "think" about them. Mechanics were important, but lost in the background. Maid. Janitor. Secretary. Handmaiden. The list of the galaxy's scut work went on. 
Even in the context of a marriage, of their marriage, as second wife Nadi had more authority by tradition than she bothered to try and enforce. It was easier to redirect the more energetic wives with little pushes and gentle guidance, pure soft power. Firi was her constant ally in this regard, the two women had quickly become fast friends. That both women were united in the desire to have very large families was just one more happy coincidence in their desire to play homemaker together. Even if it really was just play for Nadi, she was a doctor now after all.
In truth, while Firi was den mother, Nadi's ambitions were a bit more wide spread. She wanted to spread her family name far and wide. Not just for the sake of numerous children, and a big, healthy family, all of which delighted her, but also the chance to influence parts of the galaxy in her own small way. She would do that in the traditional way. While Kohbs moving around clanless had become so common as to no longer have a word in their native language, and it was indeed the situation Nadi herself had been born into, she desired a return to tradition. To found a new Kohb clan. It, and it's members would carry the name Bridger-Dan'los, her own surname, now retired in the human tradition, and it would have its first members hatched very soon. 
Such clans owed allegiance to their matriarch, the woman or women who birthed their members. Males would generally marry into a newly formed clan ideally, and make it self-sustaining, and then it would generally take on a new, third name. The Bridger clan was unique in this regard, with the male taking a far more commanding role than was common in Kohb society. A patriarch. 
Nadi titters to herself and nuzzles Jerry again. She really had lucked into the most wonderful mate. She could only imagine what her daughters would be like. Soon she would be matriarch, and Jerry couldn't begin to guess just how many daughters, and hopefully a son or three that Nadi would present him with over the decades. 
Decades. The thought twigged something in Nadi's mind, a strange look on her husband's face in the labs earlier when he'd been discussing his procedure tomorrow, a healing coma. Normal for almost all the galaxy, but so very, very alien, and just a little scary for humans. It meant a lot to them. Eternal youth. Effective immortality. The very powers of the gods themselves now perfectly easily at hand. Much of the crew from the wider galaxy was having comas done now before they left port. The time was drawing near. While healing comas were perfectly available anywhere, and not even particularly resource intensive, being at your best for heading out into the black was a priority for many people. 
"Are you worried about the healing coma?" 
Jerry flinches at the words. "...A bit. Am I that obvious?" 
Nadi climbs her husband a bit, gently kissing his cheek. "Not to anyone but me, maybe Syl. Kohbs are culturally and biologically primed to seek out hurt or disruption within our family, clan, and community. It's why so many of us end up in medicine. Biologists have described the Kohb community healing instinct as almost like a body reacting to damage, the whole coming together for the one. So tell me, dearest of my heart... what troubles you so?" 
"Fear of the unknown I suppose... I'm walking into a lot of weird things for humanity tomorrow. But it also has me asking questions about myself. My age. My experience. Am I really not good enough any more? That I really need to be younger? I feel like I should do this. I've been told I should do this, but am I really slowing down? I was wondering about it before the Dauntless came up. Aging. growing old. I had staved things off well enough by eating well and working out... but I ache more in the mornings. There's gray in my beard in some spots. It... I'm not sure what it is. Maybe I'm just facing up to the fact that I'm mortal. I thought I'd figured that out a long time ago, but apparently it never quite sank in the whole way." 
"Mortality is nothing to be ashamed of. Even the Primal Nagasha and other near divine creatures are, in the end, mortal, no matter how long they may live. Your experience. Your age. Your survival. These things do you credit, especially in the extreme circumstances you found yourself in. Your age is not a liability my husband. Your revived youth however, will be a blessing. One thing being positive does not make the other a negative... and the true benefits of age, wisdom, experience, hard won through your life, will still be yours." 
Nadi gently nibbles at Jerry's earlobe. "Besides, it's silly to worry about if you're too old. Too old for what? Is there anything at which you have failed? Or even stumbled? Even at your current age, which is quite young in galactic terms, you have fought all challengers to a standstill or outright defeated them. You've fathered a great many children..." 
Jerry finds his hand drawn to Nadi's stomach, trim once again after the reptilian alien had laid her eggs. 
"Mhmmm. Which I can certainly attest to. Virile, many would call you. A stud perhaps. And my what a stud you are." 
Nadi's voice takes on a husky, breathy tone that most would not have imagined the petite lizard woman capable of that sends a shiver down Jerry's spine. 
Nadi was normally upbeat and cheery in word and in deed, but something about her husband's insecurities had flipped her switch. She wanted to show him just what a beast of a man he was, whether his body was in his 50s, or in his 20s... and if she happened to get another clutch out of it... well, the more the merrier right? She did want a strong, healthy clan of Kohbs after all. 
"Why, were I a pirate queen, I reckon I could stud you out to wealthy women and buy a solar system with the royalties from your seed." Nadi licks her lips lasciviously. "If I wanted to play honest, and not just build you a harem of the rich and powerful, making myself even more powerful in that way that is. That's how it normally works for sperm donations. Certain pheromones are removed, to save the woman the pain of separation from a mate she's never met or seen. A bond that never was. Or trouble for the man for that matter. Someone unscrupulous leaving those chemicals in could have the unmarried power players of a planet or even a star system or sector at her feet on their knees in the blink of an eye. It's not just the downtrodden that end up husbandless after all. The perception is less, but you'd be surprised how many women of power appear with a rented male escort, because a man "worthy" of their epicurean tastes hasn't arrived. Say what you will of Lady Ticanped, but until Admiral Cistern arrived, she never once pretended at having a husband or male suitor. Perhaps that displays her arrogance all the more? But that my dear is neither here, nor there..." 
Nadi's tongue flicks against Jerry's neck, drawing more shivers as her hands run down his body. With practiced skill she seeks out all manner of places to touch him, getting his heart racing in a moment. 
"I ah... appear to have been tricked." 
"Not tricked, it's your own fault for flipping my switch, appearing so vulnerable for a moment. It makes me want to heal you. To remind you of what a grand male you are. Besides, I thought a movie or two and some steamy love making was a human tradition." 
Nadi's fingers slide to the knots of rope holding her Qipao closed as she slides away from Jerry, slowly undoing the garment, making sure his eyes follow each and every one. The silk garment pops open, displaying mouth watering curves and soft, silky scales. All contained by a straining sling bikini that didn't even manage to preserve Nadi's modesty, instead making her curvy figure even lewder and more appealing than just being naked might have. 
The skimpy little sling certainly has its intended effect on Jerry. Her husband leaning in and practically drooling over her barely covered and very erect nipples and visibly damp mound more than enough to draw a wicked smile from Nadi. Sweet she might be. Loving and a friend to all. But she was still a woman herself, and Nadi knew exactly how to get her man... and have her own needs met. 
Perhaps it was instinct. Perhaps it was some base perversion of the need to reproduce, but for whatever reason, Nadi craved the idea of being bred over and over again. To be near constantly gravid with her lover's offspring. She would soothe her lover's heart, and tame the flames of need in her own body, in a single night of passion. 
"I want you to put another clutch in me lover mine. Right here. Right now. On this couch. A last hurrah for this mature and handsome body... and then you can do it all over again within your new, revitalized form. Because whatever age your flesh is, my spirit, my heart, loves your spirit, and your heart... the desires of the flesh are servant to the desires of the spirit, and my spirit aches to feel you make me a mother once again." 
"Ah... our first clutch hasn't even..." 
"All the more reason to start on the second now. Or is that bulge in your trousers just your side arm?" 
Jerry gives her a sheepish look. "I suppose not." 
"See? Perfectly healthy... Now come give me more of your children."
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In the dim light of the hallway Jerry Bridger checks over himself one more time. He'd had to have his uniforms retailored slightly. He'd been slack in some areas he hadn't known he was slack. Had apparently grown a few inches of height back. There was no denying that the healing coma had left him a brand new man. 
The philosophy of it wasn't quite resolved, that was certain, but the mechanical effects. Well. Jerry couldn't complain. He checks his neatly groomed beard with a smile. He didn't quite have as much of a show to put on today as Black Tuesday a few months ago... but this was nonetheless an important moment. His first duty appearance after his healing coma. He settles his uniform, and triggers the door in front of him. 
"Captain on deck!" 
"As you were!" 
Jerry barks as he strides into the simulator command room, joining the command team of his little hip pocket boot camp. First Sergeant John Hightower and Gunnery Sergeant Isabella Ramos, have broken out the black belts of authority from their drill instructor days to make the Horchka into the first non-human Marines. 
The sharp campaign covers complimented the crisp patent leather belts that marked them as senior drill instructors. Mother and father to their extremely green would be Marines. Their lead green belt drill instructor, a man of African heritage, Staff Sergeant R.E. Swann, was clearly in the middle of briefing the senior SNCOs. 
"Top, Gunny, Staff Sergeant, I hope I haven't missed the show." 
First Sergeant Hightower grins wickedly. "You're just in time for the initial fireworks, Skipper. Your spec ops guys and a bunch of our other opfor volunteers are taking their positions now."
Jerry nods. "Brief me on the plan of the day from the top if you don't mind." 
"Of course sir. Staff Sergeant." 
"Aye aye sir, aye aye Top. Skipper, this is the final training exercise in our little abbreviated boot camp. Since they're combat trained already and highly experienced they can skip most of boot camp, and we instead focused on breaking them down and giving them challenges to conquer. Limiting axiom use to bare minimums, and focusing on the alien weak spot, endurance, gave us a wide degree of latitude in this regard. Thankfully we also have the danger room. As you know skipper, the training room in the Tear is set up for company scale exercises with shifting terrain and holograms. Some of the more technical minded Marines and some of the intel guys prepared something of a greatest hits list for the Horchka to fight their way through, with Marines providing the opfor so they have something besides shadows to fight."
Bridger watches intently as Swann brings up a series of video clips from previous training exercises ranging from the march to the fortress of Derna during the war with the Barbary pirates to fierce urban fighting of a decidedly more modern vintage. 
"Kinda surprised they didn't break out the lava monster for them to fight." 
Swann offered his commander a toothy smile. "It was considered, but we figured actual events were a bit more important." 
"How long have they been in there?" 
"Bout a week more or less sir. We have a bivouac set up in a set of rooms that enter into the danger room. It'll be a locker room, storage and some other things eventually, but it was a tertiary modification job to be completed en route within the next couple months, so we decided to borrow it for the time being." 
"Right. So what have you thrown them through?" 
"We started with the March on Derna. Just an endurance march with an easy fight at the end. Then we ramped things up with Phantom Fury 2. That was more of a combat skills test than anything. We wanted to ease them in with something that'd be hard... then ramp up the challenge for endurance's sake. They did okay in Fallujah once they figured out that sim rounds hurt like hell and the boys we had playing Johnny Jihad were absolutely doing their best to 'kill' them. Corporal Malik Shakir-Mussah did an admirable job playing our terrorist leader, and our local friendly tribal elder. He also did an excellent rendition of the Adhan and other related broadcasts so we could set the mood properly." 
That got a curt nod from Bridger as a storm of emotions briefly raced across his face. He'd done tours in the sand box once upon a time, and the ever present sound of the Muslim call to prayer had ended up being oddly comforting after a long enough time in country. 
"Make sure that the Sergeant
receives my compliments, and congratulations, both on the successful exercise and on his promotion. What after that?" 
"Chosin." 
Bridger winces. "Fuck. Chosin?" 
Swann grins.
"Chosin. With Chesty Puller himself giving the brief. Heh. Sure it was mostly an SI algorithm fed all his speeches and writings, video, audio, and so on, but damned if he didn't have the Horchka's attention like he'd grabbed every last woman by the short n' curlies. I bet they're praying to Chesty now." 
"Like any good recruit should." 
The four Marines chuckled together and intoned "Good night Chesty, wherever you are." with the same energy as a group of Catholics would cross themselves.
"Make sure the Chesty SI gets refined further and passed on to Recruit Training Command. The Army guys might not want it, but the UDMC absolutely needs it." 
"Already working on that angle Skipper. Back on the exercise, we've been focusing on battles that either teach specific skills we want to evaluate them on, changes in fighting style to get them doing things our way, and engagements with a significant need for all the endurance training we've been forcing them through."
"Hence the march on Derna and Chosin." 
"Nothing quite like a route march through hellish hot and freezing cold to really make you appreciate what their forebears went through right? As you know, they're about to start the final  training evolution. It'll be another couple of days... maybe shorter if they really kick some ass. We've been telling them stories about this one to prepare them properly. Living the history of their new warrior cult has them all keyed up enough to chew through battleship armor. Major Bridger's a hell of an officer too. She’s got them all whipped up to a fever pitch. We’re gonna have to have the OpFor cheat like hell to make this a proper challenge." 
"Glad to know the missus is living up to her new family name. The Corps has had a lot of Bridgers in my line, only seems right a Bridger leads a brand new type of Marine into the loving arms of Mother Corps." 
"Heh, and these ones are literally green, not just metaphorically green." Gunnery Sergeant Ramos grins. "Now that these girls know you don't need watermelon sized jugs to be a woman, and smaller than you doesn't immediately mean 'Can't beat your ass into new shades of green'. Well. Frankly sir, for all the bitching some of the girls on the Dauntless have done, I'm appreciating living in a properly female dominated world. Girl power all the way and I'll slap my husband's ass and tell him to make sure dinner's ready on my way out the door. These girls just needed to learn a little... respect."
Another round of chuckles.
"So what's the final simulation?" 
"See for yourself sir." 
Staff Sergeant Swann offers Bridger a pair of goggles, and he suddenly finds himself riding on Ghorza's shoulder. 
The world shifts around them as holoprojectors kick in, and the sounds of naval gunfire echo in his ears. They're all crouched in what Bridger recognizes as Higgins boat. 
"Alright you dumb bimbos. We know what this place is. What it means. We want what the Corps offers us, it's at the top of that mountain." 
Jerry's point of view swings as Ghorza gestures to the mountain in the distance. He didn't need to see more than an outline to know exactly where they were. He knew this island. This battle. Every Marine did. They were heading towards the black sand beaches of Iwo Jima. 
The Eagle Globe and Anchor device that these alien women who were born so far from Iwo Jima's sulfur sands desired awaited at the peak of the towering Mount Suribachi. 
"I'm still not entirely sure about making aliens Marines on some level sir. I get why, and I've seen them drill, these girls kick ass. But can we really make them... well. Us?" 
Swann expresses a moment of doubt. Of concern. One every Marine on this detail shared. This was new territory after all. It would either make them all legends within the traditions of human Marines... or villains for all time. Or at the very least equivalent to unprintable army types.
Jerry leans back for a second, considering the holo display a moment before he finally spoke. 
"Well Staff Sergeant, that's just a matter of ensuring our standards are high enough and we're tough enough." Jerry smiled softly. "In the end, people have been saying Marines aren’t human since long before we left Earth. We all know the old saying, and I'll amend it for the circumstances. It doesn't matter if they're the old breed or the new breed, the human breed or an alien breed, so long as they're the Marine breed." 
The assembled NCOs watch as their boss sets the viewer aside, noting the grin gracing his now much younger features. 

“Top, there room for one more in the sim? Maybe a spare uniform kicking around? I speak a decent amount of Japanese so I can yell at some people realistically enough.”

Top Hightower glances at Gunny Ramos and the two exchange a nod. 

“Actually skipper, I was going to go in and take command as Rikugun-Chūjō Kuribayashi Tadamichi. However you have more experience with commanding troops in the field than I do. Would you like to take command of the defense?” 
Jerry’s face lights up with an almost childlike glee. “You have a katana for me I assume?” 

“And whatever other gear you might want.” 

“Let’s do it. Get me a comm channel while I’m changing, I need to brief the troops and issue orders and they’re already heading in.” 

“Maybe ten minutes till they hit the beach, they’re following the original defense plan to the letter.” 

“That’ll do perfectly for now, the girls won’t be expecting us to draw them in and then hit them. We’ve been honing them to a fine edge to be proper shock troops, but that can make us… a bit bullheaded.” 

“Us? Not them?” Gunny Ramos arches an eyebrow, clearly amused. 

“Gunny if there’s a day when Marines aren’t described as loud mouthed, swaggering, arrogant, aggressive and bullheaded, the Corps has truly fallen and our kind will have died out from this universe. But that day isn’t today… We have at least another three hundred years on the clock from Iwo Jima, and with our new mean and green recruits, I aim to show the whole galaxy why. Top, with me. The rest of you, carry on!” 

And with that, Jerry is out the door, with Hightower hot on his heels.

Swann gapes a bit in the dust of his commander rushing off towards the locker rooms. 

“Is he always like that? He’s gung ho as hell for a squid.” 

Gunny Ramos chuckles.
“You clearly ain't seen his dress uniform if you think the skipper is just a squid. He’s one of us, and on top of that, he's a goddamn Raider Staff Sergeant. You should know they’re all the most gung ho motherfuckers in the Corps, even when they’re jaded and broken, even if they don’t want to admit it. Even if they've been exiled to a squid's uniform. They still love the Corps, and the Corps loves them… and the Skipper? He never got jaded… and even if he had. Well. We’re out on the greatest adventure our species has ever been on. That’ll heal the most jaded spirit. And that’s before some of you boys end up neck deep in alien trim.” 

“Hah. Fair enough Gunny. Though, you’re a raider too aren’t you?” 

Ramos nods. “You’re goddamn right I am, and I’m gung ho too. Right, enough blathering like old biddies, you all heard the skipper, let’s make sure these boots know they earned it when they get to the top of Suribachi!” 
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A week after the Horchka graduated boot camp, and a celebratory hip bruising from Ghorza that almost required another healing coma. A week... and several months after they'd started on this crazy plan. 
Jerry looks at himself in his ready room mirror, checking his shave and uniform. It was a big day. Today had to go perfectly. There were a lot of compelling reasons for them to launch as quickly as possible, but Jerry had been determined to take his time. The ship had to be ready. The crew had to be ready, and now they were. 
His freshly retailored dress whites fit him perfectly, and Jerry spins on a heel and marches out onto the bridge. 
"Captain on the bridge!" 
"Carry on! Comm! Open a channel to Admiral Cistern. On the main screen please." 
Sharon jumps to comply with a sharp salute. The whole bridge crew was decked out in dress uniforms. As were a ceremonial detail of sailors and Marines outside of the ship. They couldn't quite man the rails like the old days when entering or leaving port, but they could make a good show of it when they left 'dry dock' at the very least. 
There's a brief pause, and Admiral Cistern's face comes into focus on the main screen. 
Jerry snaps off a salute, which the Admiral returns. 
"Sir, UCV Crimson Tear reporting space flight ready." 
"Very good Captain, you have your orders, so I won't repeat them to you, there's a couple hot spot missions and we need the Tear and her crew." 
"You have us sir. Request permission to launch?" 
"Permission granted. Godspeed." 
With that the communication ends. It was Jerry's show now. 
"Comm, activate the 1MC and open a channel outside." 
"Now hear this, now hear this! Stand by for orders from the Captain." 
"This is Captain Bridger. All hands, man your stations. Sound General Quarters and secure to space flight ready. Cast off all lines and gantries. Dock crew, stand by for cradle separation." 
The honor guard outside the ship hustles inside, with the new blue and gold standard of the Undaunted fluttering proudly as fueling cables start to disconnect. Gantries ranging from small personnel access bridges to large cargo loading modules smoothly retract. Finally, it's just the massive axiom gravity generators colloquially referred to as the cradle keeping the Crimson Tear bound to  Centris. 
"Sir, all departments report space flight ready."
Maybe he was just imagining it but there seemed to be a bit of a spring in Sharon's step today. A bit of a glow. The little ring on her left hand didn't help him boldly attribute that glow to himself. Sharon had proved no less enthusiastic than any alien woman, and had made an aggressive move, helping Jerry break his refreshed body in, before anyone else could get a chance. To formalize their marriage the galactic way, she'd said. 
They were still going to have a wedding at some point, if just to take photos to send back to her parents, but the deed was done, and the paperwork filed. 
Thankfully Sharon’s promotion to Lieutenant Commander had been finalized, or calling for "Lieutenant Bridger" on the Tear's bridge with the command staff at their posts would have been a considerably more complex affair.
"Right. Comm, Dockyard control please. While I'm handling the formalities, get our clearance from Centris Space Flight Control. I want a clean path to one of the Lagrange points. Nav, get the helm a course from whatever Lagrange point they give us to take us out system to a good jump point. Our first stop is Vucsa 5, we have aid to deliver, equipment to pick up, and then we need to hustle out to Lakran. So let's move with a quickness people!" 
A channel pops up on Jerry's command and control console of Dockmistress Nal'dyeta, a distinguished looking Guile Archana. 
"Ma'am, request clearance to depart." 
"Your accounts are fully settled, so granted with grace Captain Bridger, though we are sorry to see you go. Especially considering you're taking a hundred of my trained technicians, not that I'm complaining, getting those girls married to various young men in your command? Hell I might need to pay you a matchmaking fee by letting them so easily find gentlemen who like getting their hands dirty while up to the shoulder in various pieces of equipment. Hmph, I might just need to talk to your Admiral Cistern about bringing my entire facility over to the Undaunted formally." 
"I think the Admiral would be interested in that deal. You've been a fantastic hostess to both the Tear and the Dauntless." 
"Something to consider. Until we meet again Captain Bridger." 
The comm screen goes dark, and the great doors before the Tear slowly begin to yawn open. 
"Helm, Engineering, anti grav. Maintain station keeping." 
There's a mighty thrum as the Tear takes over maintaining her place in her cradle in the sky. The cradle system deactivating and retracting as the doors fully open.
"Captain, we have clearance from Centris Space Flight Control. Vectors should be on your screen and Helm's."
Jerry checked that the appropriate data was there. It had already been triple checked, but he was the skipper, it was his responsibility to check one more time and ensure everything was to his personal satisfaction. 
"Course looks good. Helm, take us out, standard dock yard speed." 
The young human lieutenant junior grade handling the helm of the massive ship cracks his knuckles. Ian Kearny was a good kid, and had the right hands for maneuvering a beast the size of the Tear. Though where he'd picked up skills like that, Jerry couldn't imagine. He'd had training with appropriate alien instructors of course, but all the reports said that he'd come to them knowing what he was doing more or less, despite that not having been his specialty on the Dauntless. 
Jerry sets the thought aside, and watches as the Tear starts to push through the clouds. Like a whale among minnows, small civil traffic is diverted around the massive vessel, gravity seemingly impotent to slap down it's mighty bulk as something that should not fly, propelled by axiom and technology as she forces her way through the atmosphere and towards the void, where she had been born, and would live out her hopefully long centuries of service. 
It made him think of his new command more broadly. 
He had some five hundred and fifty officers and sailors in the ship's company. Another several hundred civilian staff in roles ranging from doctors and employees of Syl's cloning operation to civilian traders and restaurateurs who had bought contracts to operate facilities on the promenade to cater to ship's crew and any embarked passengers.
Then another seven hundred military personnel that consisted of the embarked Marines and their special operations brethren. The embarked gunship squadron commanded by Commander Sarkin, who was also doubling as the Commander, Air Group, or CAG for the ship, which brought the special operations squadron, and another small collection of craft under his authority. Including the cargo ship turned battalion scale dropship Old One Eye, on loan from the Bridger clan. 
Then there was the team from the Test and Evaluation Command working on Undaunted power armor and training the instructor cadre for Undaunted power armored infantry. Finally there was the intelligence bag of weasels. 


In the end, the embarked Marine Expeditionary Unit totaled some one thousand two hundred men and women. 
They were even shipping with a further several hundred passengers already, some to reinforce and support Vucsa with their latest crisis and others serving as the second wave of relief forces for the beleaguered planet of Lakran... and they still had room to spare. More space than Jerry could rightly process at times, and the Tear was small for a Mass Conveyor pattern starship! 
It was too much to deal with at times, but as the Tear's prow breaks through the atmosphere and the slight tremor of the artificial gravity cycling reaches his stomach Jerry can't help but feel the most childlike and wonderful sense of joy as he fights to keep the smile off his face. 
He was a goddamn starship captain! 
"Helm, increase speed, standard in system velocity. Sensors, full search pattern. Guns, if any space trash comes near us let's do our part as good citizens and test out the point defense weapons while we're here. I don't want anything scuffing the paint." 
Wichen grins like Jerry had just given her a decade of Christmas presents at once. 
"Aye aye skipper. Warming up the point defense weapons."
The rest of the trip to the LaGrange point down spin of Centris is a quiet one. This was a critical phase of space flight and everyone was being as professional and strict as possible. Especially in one of the busiest systems in the galaxy like Centris, it was just begging for an accident. But finally they're clear of the planet's gravity and a lot of the smaller traffic. 
Their fellow large interstellar spaceships are generally helmed by a calm, cautious lot, and give the Tear plenty of room to maneuver. 
Jerry takes a moment to look out into the black and savor it. If only his eleven year old self could see him now. 
"Prepare for lightspeed acceleration. All hands to lightspeed stations." 
"Aye sir." 
The shrill bosun's whistle sounds across the 1MC. 
"Now hear this; All hands to lightspeed stations. Stand by for imminent acceleration. Countdown clock started. T minus one minute." 
Jerry leans back in his chair, hands automatically working his straps into place. 
"Helm." 
"Yes sir?" 
"New course. Second star to the right, and straight on till morning." 
Kearny beams back at him. "Aye aye, second star to the right, straight on till morning." 
Jerry grins to himself as much as anyone. He had to do this. He had to. 
"Let's see what's out there. Engage." 
There’s a pulse of energy, as the Crimson Tear accelerates rapidly, then vanishes from the system in a flash of light, off into the great black.
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Jerry waits quietly in his office as the hour draws near. There'd been a rash of promotions before they went operational with their embarked unit being formally labeled as a Marine battalion so Jerry was looking forward to properly getting his entire command team in one room. It didn't hurt that a fair few of the individuals involved were late arrivals or in the case of Ghorza had been in training till more or less the last moment.
With Jerry in the room is Syl, in her role as civilian director of operations, and his newly arrived Command Master Chief. 
Master Chief Eduardo Daclan was a powerfully built Filipino man with a broad, easy going smile and a full beard that gave him something of a piratical swagger even in dress whites. With surface warfare (SW) Special Warfare Combatant Craft (SWCC) and the Eagle Globe and Anchor Fleet Marine Force (FMF) badges on his working uniform, the only warfare badge related chest candy of any serious note the highly experienced special warfare operative was missing was because he; 
"Wanted to roll with the Jarheads at MARSOC instead of go to BUD/S. My novel writing skills aren't up to their level any way."
The Master Chief looks up from his golden pocket watch, perfectly timed to ship's time... but already a running joke around the ship was that the only time that mattered was the time on the Master Chief's watch. 
"It's a quarter to the hour sir."
"Thanks Master Chief, let's see who shows up first."
First to show was also first... in order of one type of seniority, even if they were outside of the normal chain of command. Lieutenant Colonel Sir David Forsythe, VC MC KCB was the newly appointed head of Joint Special Operations Company - Crimson Tear. 
His Sergeant Major was hot on his heels.
Top Gurung had indeed finally accepted a promotion along with the responsibility for the men and women of the JSOC and the uniformed members of the intelligence directorate.
Speaking of the spooks, the head of the Intelligence division on the ship, Commander Diana Lawson, walked in next. a casual and charming redhead who liked to joke about her brunette video game counterpart... and had allegedly walked away with nearly ten thousand credits after ‘someone’ had started a betting pool about if her back side looked better than Miranda's in spandex.
She'd likely played both sides... and after a convenient photo showed up in a few places of Diana in her work out togs, had pocketed much of the pot. 
Jerry believed she'd been several of the more passionate posters for the pro Miranda camp on the ship's forums, but, unsurprisingly for one of Sir Philip's agents, he couldn't prove it.
Next into the room is the military second in command of the ship, Ghorza looking very crisp in the fatigues that were daily wear for the ship's company. Her Undaunted Marine Corps sigil shown proudly on her left collar with her rank on the right. The newly created power armor master badge making a gleaming debut on the proud warrior woman's breast. 
All the prouder now for the knowledge that she was pregnant with a pair of healthy twins. It was a banner year for Ghorza Bridger, that much was for sure.
With her is Major Arleigh Reynolds, her new XO. A jovial man who fit the Dobermann definition of the two types of Marine according to some historical flag rank officer. 
Marines came in two varieties, Dobermans or Rottweilers, he'd said. They're either skinny and mean or big and mean. They're relentless on the attack, tenacious on the defense and they always go for the throat. 
True enough. 
Reynolds had been hand picked by Jerry for the job, a Marine's Marine... and not about to let something like most of his Marines being over six foot tall green women slow him down.
Third was Captain Nikita Dertann, another Horchka, and Ghorza's former second in command. She too wore the golden device of a power armor master, as befit the commander of his power armored infantry. Jerry knew Nikita to be a far more subdued woman than her boisterous commander. She'd also recently married the ship's provost marshal, Captain Wilhelm Dertann, with ten other Horchka that Jerry understood to mostly be her sisters and half sisters... and one Seramali oddly. 
Nikita had easily won top billing as first wife, with the Seramali huntress taking the second slot. So clearly her combat skills were no slouch despite her far more easy going personality.
The last Marines of the group were a familiar sight to Jerry now. The freshly promoted Sergeant Major John Hightower had a high and tight that looked like it could, itself, be used to shave. The man was thriving in his new role, one he'd almost clearly been born for. Thriving also in his marriage to a pair of Seramali huntresses. The proud warrior women were slowly integrating with the crew after clearly spending time finding the most worthy of warriors to offer the chance to bond with.
Another odd couple addition rounded out the growing Hightower clan with a Panseros, a panther-like alien that could prowl on all fours as comfortably as they could walk on two legs and an Agela, an alien not unlike a minotaur with a humanoid face and a distinct lack of fur anywhere but their limbs. They had been yard engineers and apparently stumbled on the Hightowers in a delicate state. 
While Jerry of course believed the Sergeant Major's story, he wondered how an Agela could sneak up on any one, even  the rather petite for the species, Martia Hightower, who was merely 8'5" and surprisingly meek, even for the comparatively gentle Agela.
Then came First Sergeant Isabella "Top" Ramos, now SNCOIC for the Power Armor Company. She was also settling into her new role easily enough. Her recruits remembered her for one, no need to establish dominance there at all. She was sporting a brand new left hand ring. Jerry had performed the ceremony to wed her to her long time boyfriend, Johnny D., now Johnny Ramos, one of the Marines in the Special Operations Company. 
The first marriage Jerry had performed as skipper. It would not be the last. 
Johnny had happily taken Isabella’s surname, finally excising his hated last name for good. 
Isabella had made it known that they were accepting applications to their marriage. First requirement? Be able to look her in the eye while asking. 
No one had cleared the first hurdle to date to learn what the next one was.
Finally, Commander Tyler Sarkin, Commander, Aerospace Combat Element (ACE), trots through the door, his newly grown beard disguising some of his boyish charm compared to when he was clean shaven. 
He looked very comfortable in his flight suit, and Jerry briefly envied Tyler his comfort as his mandarin collar dug into his neck. 
With Tyler was of course Cassie Sarkin, and Tyler's new XO, an Apuk woman by the name of Masha'Nelindra. Another 6' plus amazon, though her comparatively lean and slender build stood out among the sheer volume of Horchka on the ship. As did her tan skin, dark red hair, green scaled tail and the surprisingly delicate horns on her head. Her green eyes burned like recordings Jerry had seen of Apuk warfire, and said eyes tended to rest on him often.
Masha was an interesting case for the Apuk. While not a battle princess, she was a well known hand to hand combatant in the Serbow circuits. Instead of training for a Crown though, Masha had found her true calling as a pilot for small combatant craft. Her unruly and wild attitude was very... human. 


Which, mixed with a little political pressure had meant she'd ended up quietly drummed out of the fairly regimented and formal Apuk military. 
Her sister, a senior Apuk official in the ambassador's office had personally asked Jerry to invite her to the Tear and the Undaunted. Pride wouldn't let Masha come begging, but out of uniform and without an option to fly anything but tugs in her future unless she went outlaw, Masha had apparently been miserable, and she'd leapt on a chance to fly again like Mikasa pouncing on an unattended steak.
The Lieutenant Commander was a superior pilot and, for all her cowboy attitude, was a surprisingly level headed officer. Prone to action? Yes. Aggressive? Extremely. Going off half cocked? No. 
Her behavior had earned her the callsign ‘Gaucha’, after a Brazilian sergeant in the embarked maintenance company for the various ships that belonged to the Tear's Aerospace section had called her one after a rough landing from a training sortie. 
The name had stuck immediately, and some wags had gotten together and left a black Stetson on Masha's desk... which she now wore constantly around the ship and in the cockpit until the time came to stick her flight helmet on. Rumor had it she even slept in it.
A little research and some spaghetti Westerns later and she was hooking a thumb in her belt loops and had gotten a pair of the new .454 revolvers that were going around the ship. Jerry had originally thought that her adoption of the pistols, one of which was riding in a shoulder holster and the other on a gun belt with a pile of speed loaders, at present, had meant she was going after the designer of said pistols. 
However, except for learning the finer points of fighting a revolver from the man, Masha had been entirely uninterested by all reports. Based on the fiery eye contact he got from the woman on the regular, Jerry flattered himself to think that she wasn't uninterested in men in general... it was more that she already had her sights on someone. Him.
He sets the mysteries of Masha'Nelindra aside and rises from his chair as the final members of the senior staff arrive. 
Captain McCoy, Cascka, and his new Chief Engineer, an unremarkable looking man by the name of Al Gray. No nickname needed, he was such a gray man that your eyes slid right over him. Despite that plainness he'd somehow amassed a collection of some thirty wives while on Centris, mostly from the Dockyard's engineers and technicians, all of whom clearly adored their husband considering the ever present lipstick stains on his collar.
They quickly take their seats just in time to rise again as Jerry hits the door of his office.
"Captain on deck!"
The military portion of the room snaps to, as Jerry enters with Master Chief and Syl in his wake.
"As you were!" 
His heels click perfectly as he takes his place at the head of the table. He was looking forward to wearing a duty uniform like everyone else, but he'd had a meeting with another ambassador coordinating a visit and the 'delivery' of one of the diplomats and a few tons of Earth delicacies, as it was a 'first contact', formal wear had been required. Besides, it did set a tone for the day, and the immaculate dress whites made him look good. 
"Ladies, gentlemen, thank you for coming, and thank you for your hard work these past few months of hard effort. However now that we're finally out of port and back 'at sea', I know I for one am looking forward to being a bit more relaxed than we can be under the Admiral's eye. This is technically a civilian vessel first and foremost... hence why Commander Bridger... err."
There's a group chuckle as Jerry tries to figure out how best to refer to a specific wife.
"You know what? I'm just going with first names. Sharon's obviously been wearing a modified uniform for quite some time now. We can relax a bit... but Marines in particular had best be looking sharp when they are in uniform. To that end, fatigues, cover alls or flight suits are uniform of the day for all personnel unless we're coming into port. Now... we do have a decent docket to cover, but does anyone have any pressing business?"
McCoy clears her throat.
"Captain McCoy?"
"I have discovered a massive, goddamn terrifying flaw in our recent training methods, and I wanted to address it. I have to raise a major issue with our recent use of null in training our new complement of Marines."
Ghorza snorts. "With all due respect ma'am, I believe my girls went through null training just fine."
"Your Marines are not the ones I'm worried about Major."
"Who is then, Doctor?" 
Cascka peers at the other woman, concern overwriting her usual intimidation in the face of the wrath of Bones McCoy.
"I'd have thought it was obvious. Colonel Bridger is pregnant. She went through multiple severe null exposures while in a very delicate phase of that pregnancy. Based on my analysis it's very possible that extended null exposure could have triggered a miscarriage! Hellspawn, sneezing wrong can practically trigger a minor miscarriage early enough. We wouldn't have even known the Colonel was pregnant if that was the case. Thankfully the pregnancy is proceeding normally so far as I can tell at this early stage. While I can't say I know how everything is happening considering I haven't attended a Human hybrid pregnancy before, I am generally optimistic that the exposure did not cause lasting damage. I have however found signs of extreme strain or damage that is slowly healing in the rest of her body during her post boot physical. It's minor remnants at this point, hence why I didn't mention it at the time. My theory is that Colonel Bridger’s body actively sacrificed parts of herself to protect her children. Admirable, even if it was subconscious."
Ghorza is suddenly as pale as Jerry's uniform, her mind clearly going through the process.
"I... I thought null exposure had been getting harder for me while we were going through the training. I figured you'd been increasing the amount we were being exposed to Sergeant Major Hightower."
"No ma'am, consistent the whole way through. It would have been dangerous to both recruits and equipment to use more than minute amounts of null."
Ghorza goes from terrified to boiling with anger in a blink, lashing out at McCoy in an accusatory tone.
"Why the hell didn't you say anything about this during my exam? You just told me I was pregnant and that they were healthy!"
"Because it was useless information and would only upset you. I'm raising it now, not to chastise you, and knowing it may upset you in this circumstance, because we are here to set policy for this ship, its crew, and to pass that information back to our parent organization for the betterment and safety of all." 
McCoy pounds a fist on the conference table for emphasis. 
"I will not have my patients recklessly endangered. Any of them."
Jerry's about as white in the face as Ghorza. The good news had indeed been very good when they got it... but how close had they been to that pregnancy never being? It gave him an incredible anxiety in the pit of his stomach, and he quietly slid his hand over to take Ghorza's for mutual reassurance now that they were faced with the specter of a nightmare that had apparently briefly stalked their growing family without them even knowing it.
"You're absolutely correct Doctor... we'll have to prepare detailed notes on this if possible, and make recommendations to command. At the very least extensive screening needs to be made immediately prior to null training. Gods forbid we terminate a pregnancy just for the sake of training. If anyone's got any bright ideas on some sort of life support we can issue to pregnant women at risk of null exposure I'm open to ideas. It sounds like Ghorza's body at least has natural defenses, but..."
"But we can always help nature along, and others might not have natural defenses as Ghorza does. Indeed husband." Syl nods, already making a note about the research.
"Is there anything else Doctor McCoy?"
"Other than a very brief exposure window putting some of my patients at risk, the crew is at present almost insufferably healthy. We don't have a single crew member over the biological age of thirty five besides myself at this time, and even I am considering a healing coma as much as I loathe the idea. However, in extreme environments like wild space, I can't afford to slip, so I suppose I'll just have to continue learning to put up with various forms of space magic instead of proper medicine. We've had a few injuries but no major signs of illness."
Bones adjusts the collar of her shirt slightly. "I can also report that some 5% of the female military staff are pregnant, and a further 20% of the female civilian staff. Many have multiple children on the way. I've put in a request to convert one of the currently empty facilities near the main hospital in sector one to a full on maternity ward instead of just expanding our current facility. Doctor Nadi Bridger has been assisting with this process to ensure things like incubation are provided for that we mammals might not immediately think of."
"Approved." 
Jerry nods, writing a note on his scratch pad to follow up on that conversion with Bones and the engineering team.
"That concludes the medical report for the entire ship."
"Seems we've finished the first order of business for the day then."
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Jerry pulls up his notes and raises two fingers for attention.
"Next subject people. We've got our initial orders, and are making our first port call at Vucsa 5. We'll be there for a solid week or so to transfer cargo and people, take on recruits who want transit back to major Undaunted facilities or to join the ship's company and to basically play nice with the Duchess. We'll also be looking into rapid domestication for a local bird. We've got orders in the cloning tanks, and Wichen has fabrication orders for her small arms. I've given her the run of the armory and a few of the armorers to assist her, all in all it's proving to be a lucrative side business. Ship's company wise we're in good order, like you'd expect coming out of dry dock. We haven't managed to break anything yet, but I suppose that's just a matter of time. In the meantime we'll keep up on the drills and improving our ship handling skills across all departments, and increasing our margin of safety for the civilians."
Jerry turns towards Ghorza, all business now. "Ghorza, what's the status of the ship's embarked troops?"
Ghorza nods before tapping at her communicator, bringing up a display.
"We're probably 60% combat effective at the moment. The only element that's completely full up is the ACE, but I'll leave that to Commander Sarkin. Ground forces wise; we're still integrating human Marines and various specialists into the normal rifle squads and beginning more advanced infantry training to make sure we all know how to fight Undaunted style. They're all doing fine but it takes a hot minute to get proper unit cohesion out of them, and my former mercs are still learning how to do things like Marines.” 
A short video comes up of ongoing infantry training deep in the Tear’s hull as the regular infantry conduct aggressive force on force training. To the professionals in the group, the Marines were fighting well, but there were notable lags in coordination and movement. Seconds didn’t seem like much to some, but it was life and death in combat. 
“So that's probably a 50% drop in total combat potential. If pressed we could shake some trained squads out of the various people throughout the battalion who could work together, and the rest would be an extremely dangerous mob. But that's not nearly what we want out of them, nor is it even vaguely acceptable for Marine infantry. We’ll be training aggressively till that problem is corrected."
The image shifts to display the unofficial company patch of the Mech unit. "On a positive note though, the mech suits are better off, nearly 100%. We haven't really put any humans into that unit yet, and those girls know their suits inside and out. We have a few detached to the Test and Evaluation unit, along with a few suits of power armor, but if the shit hits the fan, the suits and their owners can be back with their squad within five minutes depending on where the reaction unit is needed. So we can drop them at full strength if we need to."
Another click, and a shift over to the power armor unit's logo. The armored figure, what Ghorza had told him was a traditional Horchka armored warrior from when they were still planet bound, carrying a human assault rifle waving the troops ‘off screen’ behind her forward. The figure was superimposed over an outline of the Tear, and carried an Eagle Globe and Anchor symbol in the upper right. 
The bottom of the icon had a rocker with a slogan in Horchakasha that could be liberally translated as the ancient Marine Corps slogan ‘Gung ho’. Bastardized Chinese for ‘All together!’. Used in slang to label a Marine who was a Marine's Marine. Someone almost too in love with Mother Corps. Not quite a motard yet, but perilously close.
The mighty green beauty scrolls her data pad for a moment. 
"The next lag point is in power armored troops. We were able to get a few suits, like for you sir, and for Top Ramos, but it's complex, expensive equipment, and the gear we do have is going to take time to get into service. We need to get people fitted, and their suits calibrated. I'll be scheduling you for a couple long sessions to cover that, so don't expect to get too much chair time the next couple weeks. Once your armor's been set up and ‘learns’ you once, you never have to do it again. Even on new armor if you can bring the data over on a chip or something, but that initial bit's a pain that even the Cannidor with all their experience can't skip."
The display switches to an image of profile pic of every member of the power armor company, to include Jerry and Jaruna. Jerry, Ghorza, Isabella Ramos and a few other members of the company all had a red filter over their image to indicate they were presently not mission ready. 
"Power armor company is presently around 90% combat ready. Everyone but the Skipper and Top have probably spent more of the last year in their armor than out of it. Warrant Officer Jaruna is quite the asset in this regard, and has been helping integrate power armor with Marine Corps combat doctrine. She's also agreed to join the company for combat drops, which brings us some heavy weapons assets that you don't normally get outside of Cannidor troops. Few species handle power armor quite like Cannidor, or have the bodies for some of the things they can do. You can get some big Agela, but they don't have the tail for that extra heavy weapon. Sometimes two for a really big Cannidor. Going from one to three heavy weapons to four to five in a single heavily armored woman's insane. Cannidor made gear is incredible in general, they've really mastered the art form and we should buy whatever we can get in their ‘Midget' sizes.”
A press of a button brings up footage from a test range as a power armored figure fires bursts from what appeared to be an M2 heavy machine gun retrofitted into the back mounts that power armored troops used to carry the really heavy toys. 
"Next, we've been making progress on integrating human kinetic weapons. That's also going extremely well. The 'light' machine gun by Jaruna's standard, the M2 is a fantastic platform. Top informs me that a similar weapon was used to make two thousand yard plus sniper shots during a human war, so I've been demanding that level of accuracy from the integration with our suit targeting systems. Near pinpoint accuracy that far away in an atmosphere? No one will expect that!”
The display changes to a power armor suit with weapons highlighted across its various potential mounts.
“Standard load out for our power armor is... under discussion. Presently we're thinking about mounting weapons in the arms. A mix of lasers, plasma and kinetics. We're currently working with Wichen and the armory techs to figure something out, but in a perfect world I want a high fire rate kinetic weapon, some rapid cycling lasers. The left arm will contain a plasma caster. Top Ramos suggested adding a plasma grenade launcher functionality to the plasma caster, so we're looking into that. I also intend to mount a close-in defense weapon, of some kind.”
The image switches to a focus on the back of the armor, displaying a variety of compatible heavy weapons.
“Back weapons will vary based on mission, but recoilless rifles seem to be leading the charge in our planning sessions along with M2s and the occasional 25mm autocannon. Throw in another weapon in the hands in special circumstances that can be anything from a third heavy weapon to a battle rifle, or Jaruna's custom 40mm combat shotgun or it's smaller cousin, and it's a disgusting amount of potential firepower." 
"How big is the bore on the 'small' ones?" Jerry asks with a wry grin.
"25mm, a decent step up from the 12 gauge shotgun the regular human grunts will still be using. We're making the 25mm barrels already so it was determined to be easier to go with that size instead of going with 23mm barrels like the KS-23. We don't have a stash of unused barrels from kinetic AA weapons lying around so we might as well go our own way. We've had some interesting developments with the shotguns. The humans have started calling them the Great White Shark and Bull Shark respectively for the record. It won't work with the Great White, because the recoil has proven to be intense even with axiom reinforcement and assistance, but the Bull Shark works out quite nicely as a repeating shotgun.” 
An animation plays, showing the cycle of operations for both weapons in quick detail.
"Both take magazines without issue, but Wichen and some of the girls from Mech Company managed to work out a linkless ‘belt’ feed. So I have Wichen trying to figure out a mount for them. For PA troops I’m  intending to wrist mount them as a "surprise" defensive tool, or for use in close assaults, especially for the girls who like to wade in with both hands swinging. We'll have one set aside to mount to your armor Skipper, as well as one set up as a normal infantry weapon for your armory. We figured you'd appreciate the new toys."
"Far be it from me to complain about getting more guns... I'm going to need to expand the armory in the Den if you and Wichen keep this up. Bayonets still standard?"
"Absolutely. Axiom infused for most of the troops. Myself, Jaruna and you got monomolecular blades. Anyone else can ask for that on their personal or issued weapon, but you'll have to pay for it just like the pirates and anyone else wanting custom kit. Speaking of custom kit, the new revolver that's been proliferating quickly through the ship has gotten an actual designation. It's an NLM Custom. I'm told it stands for Neo LeMat, apparently humans had a similar revolve once upon a time with a smoothbore barrel that could take a charge of black powder and buckshot. Sounds pretty brutal, but I'd say ours is a little more refined with its underbarrel plasma weapon. Someone showed me a picture. Ours are certainly prettier even with some of the more... unique engravings people have commissioned."
Jerry chuckles thinking of his own NLM revolver that was sitting in its slot in the armory in the Den. 
"Thankfully Wichen made mine just as pretty as you can get. It makes a good formal pistol for events since anyone reading up on humans will likely underestimate them as weapons... or ignore the kinetics entirely and focus on the nice, comfortable and familiar plasma weapon. Either way, let's get a pair made for Miles Brent and Agenda Lilpaw, and another for Cistern when we hit Centris or detach a ship that way next. Miles was never special forces material but he's been dragging his wheel gun with him since we left Earth. Doubt he'd ever replace it, but he strikes me as the type to appreciate this sort of thing. Make sure Miles' has some piratical swagger, human style, and class up Agenda's. She's apparently gone deep on this whole being a refined lady thing, so we'll present it as a refined gun for her newly refined sensibilities. That can pierce plate armor and put a hole the size of a fist in a bear."
There's a quiet chuckle across the room.
"Anything else to report from the armory or the infantry battalion Ghorza?"
"Just family business."
"Might as well tell the class, ship this size, we're all extended family."
Ghorza nods. "The Field Pistols are done, and the ones that have already been finished have been customized. So the entire Bridger family is now standardized on field pistols. Jaruna says the civilian girls are doing pretty good with learning how to use their new hand cannons. The suppressor rings really helped out there. Not to steal your thunder Sir David, but the JSOC has also decided to standardize on the field pistol, though a fair few of them are also packing the NLMs."
Sir David points to his own NLM riding in its shoulder holster, complimenting his commando sweater and making the man look like something out of the second world war. "It's a capital weapon really. Absolutely chuffed with the chap who came up with it. High caliber, high velocity round with excellent armor piercing and terminal ballistics, bonded with a plasma weapon. Hah! Kinetics certainly have their place but I can't say the lads and I mind a weapon that doesn't run out of ammo."
Jerry nods, before focusing on his former rival and good friend. 
"Speaking of JSOC, Sir David, anything to share?"
"No major updates skipper, we're still intending to hold initial tryouts for a proper commando course in the next day or so. This will enable us to at least dig into some basic training while we transit to Vucsa 5. While everyone else is working, JSOC will be doing an extended field exercise to put our would be commandos to work. They'll earn their beret and commando tab or die trying, and that's very much a promise. Most of the new candidates however are women, so we will work with the Chief Medical Officer to ensure proper screening for pregnancy is undertaken before we do any form of null training. Such individuals will be dropped, and allowed to retest with the next class."
"Fair enough Sir David. Anyone else got anything pressing before I give the floor to Syl for the detailed brief on the commercial half of what's going on, along with some of the logistics picture for what we'll be doing for the Undaunted on this leg of the trip?"
Masha raises a hand, tipping her hat back. "I do my lord."
"Sir works. Or Skipper. Hell, in private I'll even take Jerry from my senior staff."
"You are a lord by the ancient terms of my people, it is the most respectful way I can address you my lord."
Jerry didn't miss the 'warmth' Masha put into the words 'my lord' for a second. He also happened to know that ‘my lord’, in certain pronunciations and dialects of the Apuk language, cinder tongue, was also a way to refer to one's husband. Mix that with the sheer intensity of the eye fucking she was giving him and it wasn't terribly hard to read between the lines. 
Then again, no one's ever accused the Apuk of being a subtle people. Being able to throw boulders that would make Atlas proud at your problems had that sort of effect on a society it seemed. 
Jerry put a mental note in his head to resolve the situation sooner rather than later. While he didn't dislike the pretty Apuk woman in the slightest, the heavy flirting she tended towards in the wrong spot could set a bad example for the troops.
Then again, considering Apuk nature, Masha would probably be moving in for the kill 'shortly'. They weren't quite as direct as Cannidor but they were pretty direct in their way. Jerry suppresses a shudder as he remembers the words Vernon had put in his report. 
'If an Apuk takes a man as her husband and he doesn't escape he doesn't despise her enough for it to matter, and if no one challenges her to take him away then no one loves him more.' 
Something like that. 
It gave Jerry a mild headache. Knight dragon turtle women who could juggle small starships were bad enough without a degree of cultural yandere behavior.
"Right. What's your business Gaucha?"
"I've received a gift from the Empress. I was ordered to wait till we were spaceborne to share this gift with you all, as it is of great value and will make a worthy asset to this ship. My eightfold honored elder sister has good relations with the Imperial household. I am one of the first Apuk in Undaunted service, while we have many humans serving our Empress as sorcerers. I know they do not see it as service, but they serve the Crown all the same. This necessitates commemoration as our alliance continues to be forged into an unbreakable alloy. Her Majesty also wanted to commemorate the launch of the Undaunted's second large starship."
Masha reaches forward and connects to the tri-d viewer and brings up a wire model of a small spacecraft.
"This is the Apuk Starblade fighter. It is a fast, agile, aerospace craft that is at its best in void combat. I have five confirmed kills in a Starblade. I look forward to defending the Tear in one once again."
The design featured an elegant, long, central fuselage with cockpit that maximized pilot visibility with a sweeping, beautiful wing. The engines were in nacelles to the left and right about 1/3 of a way outboard along the wing. Each engine came with two vectored nozzles that looked to give the snappy aerospace fighter incredible maneuverability.
"Alright, admittedly, that's extremely pretty."
Tyler nods "Looks fast as hell too. I'm a bit jealous. I love my Huscarl but that thing is just downright mean looking."
Jerry nods. "Yeah, very nice looking, what's the weapon load out like?"
Masha manipulates a few controls, highlighting weapons pods at the wings. 
"A paired set of a pulse laser and plasma cannon at each wing tip. The center fuselage holds another pair of pulse lasers and plasma cannons, and a launcher for small axiom enhanced torpedoes. Pirates who capture or somehow manage to buy these beauties tend to replace the launchers with a single heavy laser or plasma weapon. The power he can generate is more than sufficient for such a weapon, and thus armed, they have no need to carry or resupply munitions. We have been supplied with a decent stock of these torpedoes and the information required to make them."
The display switches to a demonstration of an attack on a larger vessel by a Starblade, taking down the target's shields with its energy weapons before launching a spread of the small torpedoes. The mix of plasma and axiom enhanced warheads absolutely devastated the target hulk, burning through heavy armor and rending the softer interior bulkheads like butter.
"I have no doubt Lady Wichen will have a new high yield torpedo for the launchers before we reach Serbow in a few months time. I would in turn like to present any innovations on that front to the Apuk military, share and share alike, yes?"
"...Fair enough. We are playing with their toys after all."
Masha clears her throat, and Jerry catches the little glint in her eyes. She wasn't done. She had a grand finale to the little show she was putting on.
"Which brings me to the rest of the gift. We have one fighter on the Tear now. On reaching Serbow, three more Apuk pilots will be sworn to your service Lord Bridger, and to the service of the Undaunted. They will each bring a Starblade, along with support materials, and an Apuk master technician with several apprentices to service the fighters. A fifth Starblade will be provided for delivery to the Dauntless, for evaluation for possible Undaunted service, or to allow for study to advance new human designs. It is my understanding that the Empress wishes to ensure her new allies' swords are as sharp as can be."
The human part of the table's jaw drops collectively.
"Were we just gifted an entire flight of advanced starfighters?" 


Jerry finally manages to get out, incredulous at the Empress's incredible generosity.
Masha nods. "It is good to be the Empress."




49
Mikasa 
Mikasa wakes up slowly. Life was slow and easy in the Den. Her pack was large, and always seemed to be growing. The opportunity for treats were many, and even more opportunities for pats. It was good there was so much abundance. Mikasa knew many more puppies were coming. Mama smelled like puppies. Lots of the other mamas who weren't Mama smelled like puppies too. 
Mikasa hoped the new puppies would want to play with her. The hiss monster in the Unseen's small den did not want to play with her, and many people save the Quiet Mama were often too busy to play.
The ‘little’ pup stretches out as she rises from her comfy bed, letting out a bark to announce herself to anyone who might be around. Quiet Mama comes quickly, letting her out of Papa's bedroom and into the wider den, then quickly feeding her breakfast. 
Quiet Mama was soft, gentle, she wasn't much for play time, but her pats were almost as good as Papa's! She was also carrying many puppies. More puppies than Mikasa could work out, but she knew all the same that Quiet Mama would soon have lots of little ones for her to help protect, and that those puppies would grow into new potential playmates for her! She'd protect the puppies for Papa and her Mamas! Mikasa was brave and strong! Then they could play!
"Mikasa, you're getting to be such a big girl aren't you? Yes, such a big girl... why, you'll almost be as big as me soon!"
Mikasa responds with a happy sound before returning to her food, eagerly wolfing her breakfast down as Quiet Mama strokes her and gives her affection. She didn't really know what Quiet Mama had said, but it sounded like praise! The ever growing puppy had noticed she was getting even more food recently! She must have been a very good girl recently to get more tasty food.
She was even getting meat all the time now! What Papa called "Chimkin" and "Bacon" and "Beef". She didn't know what the sounds were exactly, nor, despite her attempts, could she say them herself, but she knew what they meant all the same. Just like she understood all the other words Papa had taught her.
Finishing her meal, she gives Quiet Mama another cuddle before deciding to go for a walk. She might not get a chance to play as often... but if she could find Papa, he might take her to the park to play! Plus she needed to patrol! The hiss monster might try and break out of the Unseen's den after all!
Mikasa trots down the hallway, sniffing along, inspecting new scents throughout the den. It was a large den, but they had a large pack. The pack seemed to add new females all the time, and many of them quickly became Mamas! Papa was a strong hunter to provide for so many so easily. Mikasa would have to learn carefully so she could be as strong as Papa!
She sniffs around the Unseen's door. The hiss monster appears to still be inside. She can hear it spitting at her through the door. Satisfied that the horrible monster was contained, Mikasa barks at it a few times to put the hiss monster on notice and proceeds down the corridor.
Mikasa ‘hides’ as best she can behind a plant, and races out of the Den when the door opens to admit one of the Mamas. She quickly bounds down the hall, nails clicking on the deck plates. She knows where Papa probably is, she remembers how to get there. Mikasa's a clever girl after all. She slips into a lift, sitting patiently till a human arrives and heads for the Redoubt, bringing Mikasa with him.
She continues to follow her nose and memory towards Papa's office, the scent trail was fresher this way than the path that leads to what Mikasa thought of as the big noisy room. She stops, scratches at her neck a bit, still getting used to the new collar, and the strange metal badge that had been added to her dog tags. She didn't and couldn't understand that the little device was a modified version of the same badge the two legged crew wore, and would automatically activate to keep her alive if she somehow got spaced.
A few moments pass, as Mikasa waits patiently, curiously looking around the room before the door opens, not to Papa's office, but the bigger room near it. A large group of people start walking out. Mikasa recognizes most of them, by scent if nothing else, and a newer scent, a female with a large tail that radiated warmth stopped to fuss over her and give her lots of nice pets. Mikasa thought of that one as "The One in Heat", she was nice, but Mikasa was certain she was after Papa! Not that it was a problem. Not when she gave pats like this and slipped her treats!
The One in Heat tilts her big hat up and crouches down, giving Mikasa her due in scritches and cooed compliments. The One in Heat was nice, and she knew how to find that one spot that made Mikasa's leg start kicking involuntarily, much to the entertainment of the passing humans and aliens. Even The Cold One, who pretended she didn't like Mikasa when people were around, but occasionally held her in her lap and gave her pats when they weren't, looked happy.
A few moments later, Papa and Mama come out of the big room, and Mikasa is immediately winding between their legs, communicating her happiness to see them as Papa reaches down and gives her scritches.
"Hmm, seems someone got out of the Den again eh Mikasa? Such a clever girl. Come on, let's go to the park! You can play a bit while Syl and I have lunch."
The park! Mikasa barks, clearly excited, today was going to be great!
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Tyler

The cockpit felt warm to Tyler Sarkin as the Huscarl class gunship sliced through the void, flying Combat Aerospace Patrol (CAP) for the Tear. They'd settled on a fairly heavy CAP of two small craft for the Tear once they hit Frontier space. In Wild space they'd up their readiness status once again. 
Perhaps it was the small enclosed space. Perhaps it was just his mind saying the high performance machine should have a warm cockpit like the familiar seat of his F-35C back on Earth when the sun was really burning down.
Or maybe it was the topic of discussion with his Wizzo turned wife.
"I'm just saying we have a few dates. We aren't committing to anything! They've been extremely polite to give us such a long period without approaching... nor, my love, do you need to say yes. You have a great many eyes on you. A great many Seramali eyes."
"And Seramali women have more eyes than most."
Cassie giggles. 
"A fair point, though my point remains. Several of the unwed huntresses have approached me about joining our eyrie. They have a varied set of backgrounds, interests. I think all would be worthy sisters to me, and wives to you. So I think it harms nothing and no one to meet these women. I think you'd rather like most of them. One is a popular fiction author in her spare time for example."
"It's not that I wouldn't..." 
Tyler sighs. His skipper might have embraced having a harem, but he was still working on the idea. 
"Okay, she's a writer. What genre? And popular where exactly?"
"She writes a popular series of fantasy adventure novels. They're popular in Seramali and Apuk space mostly, but there's some dedicated readership demographics wise among the Yauya and a few other Apex races. Along with smatters among the rest. Tret are probably the biggest non-Apex fantasy demographic. Not sure why."
Tyler ponders that maybe humans are not as entirely distant from their Tret lookalikes as they initially thought, while Cassie continues.
"Cannidor tend to prefer media that features Cannidor. Apuk just want a handsome prince to rescue, which admittedly, Elyria provides for her heroines. Though she's considered quite progressive for including very active male leads. Not just as diplomats or adepts either, but proper warriors. Revealing her own tastes no doubt, which might explain why she joined the Undaunted in part. I hear her next book will be a military sci fi adventure focused on our new stellar nation. Apparently one of Cistern's people approached her after she signed up and offered her a rather lucrative contract."
"I have no doubt. Alien women going on adventures with charming, bold, humans, men in particular, will probably be more effective recruiting wise than Top Gun was for the Navy back in the day."
"I did like that movie! Though I admit I was surprised by the amount of... ah. How did you say... Cheesecake? On display? It almost seemed like it was made for a galactic audience!"
"Heh. Cheesecake is women shot to entice men. Beef cake is the term you're looking for. That said, I have no doubt the 80s will be a very popular period of human entertainment in the galaxy... There's a lot of ‘cheesecake’ for a female audience. Plenty of action too. Apparently licensing rights on some of the more popular action franchises might be settled for Cannidor space with the transfer of an entire planet to the Undaunted."
"That seems a bit extreme."
"The Cannidor like their beef cake too it seems, in addition to all the actual beef they're buying from the skipper. Hold that thought, I need to check in."
Tyler triggers the radio for the radio. 
"Raven, Geirr 1-1, no sign of any activity out this way in terms of ambush craft, the Tear can continue on course."
"Geirr flight, Raven copies, continue as planned."
Tyler toggles the switch to talk to his wingman, the ever fiery Gaucha flying in her new Starblade for the first time on an actual mission.
"Two, lead, status?"
"Four lit and in the green, all systems nominal lead."
"Good, how are you holding up on your own over there, Gaucha? Single seat seems boring in the black."
"I'm just savoring the flight, enjoying some music the Skipper recommended and thinking."
"Anything you want to share with the class?"
"Perhaps it would be good to get an outside opinion. Angel, how did you seduce our bold commander?"
Tyler blanches even as Cassie chuckles. As hot blooded as the Apuk woman was he shouldn't be surprised she was after someone. Hopefully not him. He was a bit intimidated by the far more bombastic Apuk. The generally more reserved Seramali women were far more agreeable in that regard at least.
"It's really not hard to seduce or woo a human man. Depending. Some men will remain firmly out of reach and not even the gods can shake them then. For example some men are dedicated monogamists, and all but the most exceptional of women will not bring them from that position."
"I do not think monogamy is a problem in this case."
"One hurdle cleared then. Otherwise being one's self and being direct with your desires is generally all that's needed. Some humans, especially the nerdier ones apparently need your intent spelled out to them in the most literal sense possible. One of the younger huntresses just married one of the young men from the so called Nerd Squad who came aboard the Tear when we shipped out. I believe she resorted to quite literally writing him a letter and passing it to him in the hallway. Like a schoolgirl passing a note. Incredibly embarrassing but it finally got the point across when most flirting went right over the man's head."
"Also not a problem thankfully. Hmm. Be direct. I can do that. But how best to do so... lingerie and a bottle of good booze after talking with his wives might be a bit too direct. Challenging his other wives to combat for his hand would probably cause serious damage to the ship..."
Tyler pipes up. "Or you could just talk to him. Who is this guy any-"


Suddenly the comm system lights up with a priority message overriding their channel.
"Raven to Geirr flight, unknown ships just jumped into the system. 160 degrees off base plate, well out of range of weapons but they're in sensor range. Looks like four deep space rated fighters of unknown type or configuration, and a light spacecraft. Swing by and che- belay that, sensors show the fighters are attacking the small spacecraft. They're not responding to hails. No IFF beacons from the fighters, the lighter’s beacon is identifying it as the Merisee Hope, a civilian craft reportedly seized by pirates a few years ago.”
Masha snarls. "Mhmm, internal dispute, or innocents fleeing the pirates do you think?"
Raven’s voice is still perfectly calm and controlled when she responds.
"It doesn't really matter to us in the end. The Captain orders you to interdict the enemy fighters. If you're fired upon you are to neutralize all enemy combatants. Geirr flight you are weapons free."
"Interdict four bandits and a lighter, confirm weapons free. Geirr 1-1."
Tyler flicks back to the internal flight communications channel. "Alright ladies, let's fence in and get ready for a fight. Cassie, you got the course?"
"Should be on your HUD. Flashing it to Gaucha."
"Got it. Let's throttle these birds up and get over there before they space whoever's in the lighter."
The kilometers click by fast as they blaze through space, searching for positive contact with the spacecraft their SWACS and data link tell them is out there.
"Tally five, right where the sensors say they should be boss."
"Confirm, I have them locked in on our sensors. Looks like Uglies. Probably pirates."
"Alright, ready to roll in. My kill tally can always use a few more marks." Masha's enthusiasm is apparent through the comm unit, she's clearly practically drooling with anticipation. She's in her element, and it shows.
"Hold your horses, we need to give them an opportunity to surrender first. Cassie, give me as wide a broadcast option as we can get. I want to make sure they hear it."
Cassie grunts acknowledgement, fingers flying across her controls as she works the communications part of her job in addition to bringing the Huscarl to full combat status. "You're live."
"Attention unknown craft, you're within an interdiction zone established by an Undaunted warship, and engaging in a dog fight in that space. Power down your weapons and surrender or you will be fired on."
Dead silence answers them as a pair of enemy fighters bank to meet them, lasers blazing away with fast long range shots. The pair still attacking the lighter dive back in, weapons glowing in the cold black of space for the amount of heat they're generating. The concentrated bursts of coherent light and furious starstuff buffet the small craft and finally crack its shields. The remaining energy slams into the ship's engines, leaving the craft dead in space, tumbling through the void.
"Shit! Raven, bandits are engaging us and they just shot out the lighter's engines. Two, get the ones trying to intercept us. I've got the more long range firepower so I can hit the two attacking the lighter faster."
"Copy, Geirr 1-2 engaging. Tally ho!"
The two ships break off and Tyler slams the throttle forward, Cassie splashing some shots on the closer fighters shields just to keep them busy using the Huscarl's double turret. With their attention divided the would-be pirates didn't quite have the focus required to respond to an impromptu pincer attack, and Masha is on them like a hawk on a field mouse.
Pulse lasers flicker in the dark void and plasma flares with all the burning energy of the system's sun, hammering home into the first of the two enemy fighters and laying open its defenses. It had nothing to protect it from the torpedo that Masha sent it's way, briefly turning the enemy warship into a miniature sun.
"Splash one. Coming around for the second. Then I'll help you with the other two, Leader."
Cassie chuckles.
"Oh we can't have that. She'll never let us live it down if Gaucha steals our two kills darling."
"I'm a fighter pilot too, no way in hell am I letting her have a clean sweep in our first space combat as a squadron." Tyler resets his grip on his controls, flexing his fingers before cuing up a super phoenix sensor guided missile, quickly locking on the trailing member of the pair of fighters that were now prowling around the lighter, checking for signs of life maybe?
"Looks like they might have used a tractor beam to stabilize the lighter's spin." Cassie remarks in his ear as the sharp tone of weapon lock pierces the cockpit.
"Geirr 1-1, Fox 3!"
The Super Phoenix drops out of the Huscarl's belly ordinance bay and immediately roars to life, accelerating well past mere concepts like hypersonic speed and hitting half the speed of light with its ridiculous excuse for an engine. Its warhead immediately reports sensor lock on its target after launch, unsurprisingly, this was practically point blank range after all.
Tyler tags his radio and dutifully reports the lock. "Geirr 1-1, pit bull."
Designed for longer range engagements, the missle was technically designed to be faster, but at 5000 klicks away, it didn't have the distance required to hit its full acceleration, the smart warhead instead keeping its speed lower to ensure it had the maneuverability to kill its prey.
The missile races in and strikes true, landing perfectly amidships with a violent kinetic force. The unique warhead was in fact a three stage weapon. The first stage was a high end, shaped plasma charge under a trytite tip, which would shred the craft's shield, or at least weaken it for the second stage. The kinetic penetrator was the unholy child of a Hellfire missile and a tank's "silver bullet" round, a mix of burning hot copper and a tungsten core which ripped through hulls like butter... all to deliver the third stage, an axiom warhead in the tail of the penetrator that would detonate as soon as it sensed it was somewhere appropriate... such as the sensitive guts of an enemy starfighter.
The new weapon works magnificently, rending the small craft open from the inside with a horrendous looking burning that makes the smaller craft’s skin bubble with heat. Then blown to tiny chunks by violent explosive decompression that left the wreck scattered across a few square kilometers as its own internal systems added to the fury of the detonation.
"Splash one for lead."
"Splash two for deuce!"
Crows Masha, clearly pleased with herself.
"Nice work Two, form back up let's- shit! Bandit just lit off a booster!"
The last of the enemy flight closed in fast, weapons blazing at it merged with Tyler and Cassie's Huscarl. Merged in the stellar combat was still miles of separation, but the enemy fighter seemed determined to get up close and personal.
"Typical pirate, Leader, they love to brawl."
"Maybe they think they can board us?" Cassie sounded a bit incredulous, clearly surprised by the pirate’s choice of “tactics”.
"Not today they can't, gorgeous. Light 'em up with the turret to keep' em dancing, switching to guns."
Tyler begins to throw the Huscarl through a series of increasingly more violent maneuvers, some of the Gs and jolts managing to momentarily pierce the comfort of the inertial dampening system that let the Huscarl, and most other stellar craft, perform as well as they did. Laser and plasma fire dances between the two combatants as Tyler weaves through the void, turning a neat set of loops that dropped him neatly on his enemy's tail, locking himself into that position as he moved in for the kill.
"All gear, no skill, and shit gear at that! Guns guns guns!"
Tyler and Cassie can't hear the Huscarl's cannon firing, but they can feel the mighty electric engine rev up as it dispenses it's high velocity 40mm cannon shells in a swarm of heavy caliber slugs that tear through the fighter's shields like tissue paper, performing exactly like they did in the simulation.
The spread of rounds penetrate the ship's hull like a hot knife through butter and detonate their axiom enhanced charges. The big 40mm cannon was for gun runs on armored warships and ground support, the enemy fighter didn't have a chance.
The remaining rounds continue their flight through space as Tyler begins making his report to the Tear...
"Lead, we have gunships jumping in system! They're already right on top of us! Mad women! They have to be insane to jump this deep into a gravity well!"
"Shit! Deuce can you see the remaining rounds I fired?"
"Can't see'em on visual lead, nothing on sensors, too much clutter in the area."
"Shit. Anything on the new arrivals Cassie?"
"Four gunships of various marks, No IFFs, just like the fighters, they're powering weapons. Hull markings indicate a pirate clan, probably the parent organization of those fighters. I- another wave just jumped in, make that six pirate gunships, and two drop ships in system. Raven, Geirr flight requesting immediate support."
A bright flash of light punctuates Cassie’s sentence. At that very moment, the salvo of rounds Tyler had just fired slams into one of the newly arrived gunships, shredding its cockpit and leaving it drifting through space without power like a broken toy.
"Heh, splash three for Leader. Even if it was just random chance."
“Still counts! Plenty of kills to go around today Gaucha.”
"Geirr flight, Raven, stand by for in system jump, we're coming to you."
Eyes wide with shock, Tyler looks back over his shoulder at Cassie. 
"They're going to what!? Has the Skipper lost his..."
The bulk of the Crimson Tear comes out of light speed, looming above pirate gunships which were desperately getting their shields up and trying to understand the situation. 
Before even Tyler, Cassie and Masha can react, a docking bay smoothly opens and draws the stricken lighter inside, the armored doors sealing almost immediately. Whoever managed that recovery was an absolute master with the appropriate tools, that much was for sure.
"Attention all pirate vessels, we have you under our guns. Power down and surrender and you won't be harmed."
The broadcast from the Tear comes along loud and clear, and Cassie's EWAR board lights up like a Christmas tree. 
"Goddess's wings they're certainly talking a lot to each other. They're running some form of encryption, so I can't listen in. Considering we just splashed five of them, I don't want to devote computer resources to code breaking."
"That's fine Angel, Gaucha, let's orbit and keep out of the kill box... but be ready to chase down anything that tries to run."
"Think they're going to surrender, Lead?"
"Maybe, they just got a lot of capital grade weapons pointed at them. So for pirates I'd assume they're either gonna scram or surrender. The only thing that might stop them is if..."
A corvette jumps into the system, following the gunships in, immediately opening fire and Tyler lets out a groan.
"...If they have back up! Geirr flight, break! Go defensive, get out of the way so the Tear can send that corvette to Hel and let's pop the rest of these damn gunships!"
Tyler dives hard relative to the galactic plane and throws the accelerator to full military power, the axiom afterburners kicking the Huscarl forward as capital scale energy weapons lash out from the Tear, buffeting the newly arrived pirate vessel who clearly was getting far more of a fight than they'd bargained for.
Tyler watches out of the corner of his vision as the corvette tries to launch a spread of boarding torpedoes, only for the point defense guns to utterly shred them with the same type of high velocity cannon shells the Huscarls used.
For a moment, he wondered why Wichen, or whoever was running weapons on the bridge right now, had elected to use the kinetics instead of the slightly faster lasers... and answers his own question as the wall of lead continues onwards through the black and shreds any enemy gunship that had been taking up position to escort the boarding torpedoes.
The bulk of the remaining rounds pepper the hull of the corvette like Satan's buckshot, small explosions rending what armor plating the corvette had, or penetrating deeper to start chewing up sensitive things. At this close of a range, the kinetics from the cannons were going to hit something, and that something had decent odds of not being a friendly if everyone minded their positioning and their screens.
"Geirr flight, Raven, alert five is launching as Geirr 1-3 and Geirr 1-4, none of the other Huscarls are combat ready yet."
"Much obliged Raven. Geirr 1-1 to Geirr 1-3 and Geirr 1-4, form up on me. Deuce will fly top cover while we proceed to show these rude strangers exactly how the Undaunted teach people manners."
"Acknowledged, Lead."
The flight of aerospace craft quickly sort themselves out, taking a wide, graceful arc clear of the immediate fighting to line themselves up on a vector that allows the gunships to take a few missile shots from range even as they start to plunge back in.
"Leader, Two, what happened to those two drop ships? I lost track of them in all the excitement."
"Angel?" 
Tyler asks his Wizzo, suddenly concerned that two ships full of freebooter troops were possibly missing.
"There's too much clutter on the scope... wait one... I think I've got them. They're using some sort of low emission stealth system to hide in the noise of the fight. I can barely detect them. They might be hacking into the Tear too, it could potentially produce a similar effect... looks like they're going for a docking bay."
"Shit. Alright. Let's get in there and take out those drop ships, people. I..."
"Attention, another corvette and escorts have just jumped in system, same colors as the first."
‘What you can see of its colors.’ Tyler muttered to himself. 
The first corvette had buckled under the Tear's concentrated firepower. It had gotten a few glancing hits in, but even hundreds of light weapons weren't much of a match for shields rated to take hits from serious weaponry. A corvette like that was hell on freighters, and a nightmare to light combat craft, but to the Tear? Or the Dauntless? Or full on military only ships that didn't multitask like the fledgling Undaunted Navy’s pair of large vessels? There was a chance, but not without any room to maneuver and land boarding torpedoes.
The first corvette hadn't had the traditional defenses of a pirate corvette, or any corvette really. They relied on speed and maneuverability, and the Tear making an in system jump had denied them their one pair of advantages, then pulverized whatever they had left. As the scrap heap that was once a pirate corvette begins to crumble, escape pods jettison across its surface. While escaping certain death was good, barring a significant miracle every single woman in one of those pods was as good as captured.
Tyler reassesses the battle space, donating a long range missile to a newly arrived fighter.
"Deuce, Leader... How do you feel about dancing by yourself a bit? With all these bad guys around I need all the firepower I can get, but someone needs to interdict those drop ships."
Tyler can practically hear Masha grinning like a mad woman as she responds. 
"I've got it covered, boss, then I'll loop around and join back up."
"Sounds like a plan. Execute."
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Masha throws her throttle forward and rockets away with a violent burst of speed. The Starblade was a maneuverable beast of an aerospace fighter and it had more than enough get up and go so he could get her places fast, quick and in a hurry. 
The closest enemies were already reduced to a mix of debris, life pods, and extravehicular pilots or crew desperately hoping their cobbled together life support, axiom tattoos or sheer force of will would keep them alive long enough to be rescued or captured. 
What that meant is that Masha owned the void near the Tear. 
She was willing to bet that most of the survivors littering the wreckage would end up as captured. An armored shuttle was in the process of announcing itself as Armadillo 1-1 and launching on the far side of the massive mass conveyor that was almost certainly heading out to do just that. 
Masha grins, she knew the shuttle had a few Undaunted Marines from the Fleet Anti Terrorism Security Company (FAST) aboard to ensure their new guests played nicely with their rescuers. If the pirates did manage to escape, they'd be leaving a lot of their sisters cooling their heels in the Tear's brig. 
That draws another shark-like smile from Masha as she turns down her inertial dampener a bit, letting the g forces pull on her as she inverts and dives her fighter towards the nearest enemy. If she could make a double ace today without issue, maybe capture some bad guys, really display her talent... she'd have good standing to propose wouldn't she? 
The giddy thought comes and goes in a flash as Masha's mind processes the visual information in front of her. One of the enemy gunships had strayed away from the rest of the pack and was getting closer to the Tear, which meant bringing it closer to her hunting grounds. 
"Well, if you're going to offer yourself up on a plate for me..." 
Masha's hands move almost automatically, lining things up. Her fighter immediately gave her a solid tone of target lock and she gently squeezed the trigger. Beams of light and bursts of plasma fire reach out, slamming into the gunship that had flown too close to the ship she was supposed to protect. 
Her target's shields stripped, and being in something of a hurry, Masha switches her weapon selector to her axiom torpedoes and launches one of the guided projectiles. The speak of fire in the void quickly goes along its merry way, even as Masha banks to roll in on the drop ships. 
Her heavily armored targets turn out to be bristling with guns, and clearly have extremely impressive shields for vessels their size. Instead of diving straight in, Masha drops down hard before cutting back on the throttle and applying a series of bursts from her maneuvering thrusters, reorienting the Starblade even as it continued forward on its previous heading. Masha grins as the tone goes hot in her ear and she riddles the bottom of the first drop ship with energy weapons fire. 
A flick of another switch starts feeding that targeting information into the data link, lighting that particular target up like a Christmas tree. She'd be here all day if she tried to wear its shields down alone. Luckily, she knew someone with plenty of firepower to go around. 
"Raven, Geirr 1-2, just lit up a heavily shielded bogey loitering a bit too close to the Tear for comfort, requesting naval gunfire support." 
"ANGLICO? Geirr 1-2 I... Oh. Stand by Geirr 1-2. I'll route it to the gunner's mates. Stay approximately where you are. Any requests on weapon composition?" 
"Whatever you can spare me Raven." 
"All friendly craft, check your screens for a danger zone, the Tear is firing her weapons defensively in close proximity." 
The sky lights up like dawn as the Tear's point defense weapons and some of the heavier toys unload into the two drop ships. It wasn't the primary naval grade weapons of course, those were still hammering away at the corvette somewhere off to Masha's right and up compared to her current orientation. 
Two drop ships in close were a problem, but not that much of a problem. 
What was concerning is that they'd managed to spoof or trick the Tear's sensors and manage to get in this tight to start with. Something to get out of the prisoners once they were done mopping this mob up. 
A switch of her stick and a caress of the trigger sends her last axiom torpedoes into the now vulnerable belly of the heavily damaged drop ship. One torpedo strikes straight to the drive core, killing both engines and power and leaving her adrift. The second one strikes amidships and does a fair bit of damage, venting a large amount of atmosphere into space. There were probably survivors, but that particular dropship wasn't going to fly again without enough repairs that you may as well just build a new one.
"Geirr 1-2, splash one drop ship. Going for the second." 
Carefully she puts in throttle moving around the first drop ship's bulk, using its mass as armor against any possible retaliation from its sister craft. Instead of a face full of its guns however, Masha finds herself staring at the other drop ship's engines as she burns towards one the cargo hangars. She quickly spools up and pursues, jaw dropping slightly when the hangar doors open all on their own.
"Raven, Geirr 1-2... one of the cargo hangars has been penetrated, lock down all the internal doors manually, they have a code breaker on board." 
"Copy, internal security is responding. What are you doing Geirr 1-2?" 
"Going in after them. It's maybe twenty, thirty pirates in that drop ship." 
"Seems like something of an unfair fight Geirr 1-2." 
"You're right Raven I should have let them land the first drop ship, given them a fighting chance. 1-2 out." 
Masha dives her craft in at a steep angle, waiting for the drop ship to hit the containment field... which would drop its shields. It would have to be perfectly timed salvo, but she just had to wait a moment. She leans in over the controls, licking her lips within her oxygen mask as she watches the sensors. Time slows to a crawl, the drop ship seemingly inching towards the magnetic barrier. She'd have a second at the absolute most. Plasma wouldn't make it, she disengages that system and puts everything into her lasers, maxing out their cyclic rate. Closer. Closer. 
"NOW!" 
Masha pulls down hard on the trigger and beams of light slam into the drop ship's engines like the fists of a particularly angry and very large Erumenta, gouging out armor, hull plating and all sorts of sensitive looking things that probably didn't react well to being superheated and slagged by laser fire. 
The drop ship falls out of the sky hard, its landing turning into a crash as its engine goes critical and scrams itself. With nothing to counter its inertia it plows into the deck plates, partially extended landing gear collapsing after catching just long enough to start the spacecraft rolling. It slams to a stop against the far wall of the hangar as Masha kills the engine and manipulates the maneuvering thrusters to bring the starblade in flat relative to the deck to a slightly rough, but otherwise perfect, landing. 
"Geirr 1-2 on the deck. Going to go handle our guests." 
"Do you need support, 1-2? Ship's security teams are moving to that area." 
"Have them keep the doors and access ways locked down  and be ready for any that manage to escape somehow. That crash should have them rattled but you never know. Otherwise keep everyone out of my way till the screaming stops." 
The massive hangar doors start to slowly close, locking away the void of space. 
"You're sure you're okay being locked in there with the pirates Geirr 1-2?" 
"Raven I'm an Apuk who was considered a shoe in for a crown once upon a time. I'm not locked in here with them. They're locked in here with me." 
The canopy slides back, and Gauch hits her straps, quickly sliding out of her survival gear. She needed to be free to move, but more importantly she needed to look her best. She pulls her shoulder holster and gun belt out of one of her small storage cubicles in the cockpit of her fighter, retrieving one of her pistols with the leather, and the other from her survival gear. Next she zips her flight suit down a bit, thanking whatever stroke of luck had seen her only wear a sports bra underneath today. She could show off a modest amount of cleavage. 
She focuses her hearing on the wreck of the enemy ship as she peels off her flight helmet, shaking out her torrent of red hair that spilled down her back like a wildfire before putting her stetson on. She wasn't the type to wear makeup, but she found herself wishing she had a compact on her, just to make sure her hair looked right and her face was clean. 
This was an important moment after all. 
Glorious feats of battle were an important part of the courtship ritual for Apuk warriors, and she knew the object of her affections would see this. He might even be watching now. Masha finds the nearest ship's camera, and looks into the lens, winking, with a cocky smile on her face that really drove home why they called her Gaucha. She had to put on a good show to make sure he knew she was worthy.
Something stirs in the drop ship, the first pirate pulling themselves from the wreckage. Masha looks down at the flight helmet still in her hands. AFE would be annoyed with her... but it wasn't the custom one they were working on for her. 
A long eared Phosa pulls herself from the twisted metal... and Masha hurls her helmet at her at breakneck speeds, knocking the woman out cold with a resounding CLUNK that echoed through the hangar, followed by a wet smack as the Phosa falls back into the room she'd been crawling out of. 
There's a flurry of activity within the wreck, and Masha can hear a female voice barking orders at the edge of her enhanced hearing. She draws her revolvers, flourishing them before pulling the hammers back. The powerful auto revolvers would fire in single action for the rest of the fight now. She leaves the pistols down, keeping her focus. 
Finally she hears the same female voice that had been barking orders roars;
"What are you cunts doing? There's one of her and forty of you! Get your asses out there or I'll shoot you myself. Babydoll get us the fuck out of this hangar or I'm going to drop you in a null chamber and jill off as you unravel." 
Masha winces. Sounds like that was their hacker. With a name like that she was either the leader's... sex toy? Girlfriend? Or a Gravia. With the description of what would happen to her in null probably the latter. 
Finally, pirates begin to emerge from the wreckage, keeping as much cover between them and Masha while trying to fan out to ‘surround’ her. 
Sort of. 
They didn't seem willing to leave the cover of the drop ship.
That she was Apuk didn't help their fear. 
That she was standing out in the open so confidently with a pair of massive guns didn't help either. 
It fit Masha's perception of your average pirate being a coward more than a fool. That was good for them. In their trade, cowards lived longer. 
A Lopen in an ostentatious naval uniform finally pops out on the far side of the wreck, dragging a heavy plasma cannon with her, the canid handling the weapon more like she was part Cannidor. Adept? Actual Cannidor blood? Masha sets the speculation aside. 
"I don't know what the fuck is going on here, but you fucks have screwed with the wrong bitch. I am Captain-" 
The Lopen is silenced by one of the hand cannons roaring and taking the hat clean off the Lopen's head. 
"What the fuck? Was that kinetic? The fucking fuck are you fucking doing you crazy daughter of a-"
The revolver speaks again, this time slamming into the housing of the plasma cannon. 
"Ah ah. I have the talking stick. You stupid bitches picked a fight with the Undaunted, and while we didn't start this fight, I will be finishing it." 
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A riot of emotions crosses the Lopen pirate's face. She was an ugly thing, not at all like the surprisingly refined Agenda Lilpaw that she'd seen a few pictures of. Agenda had her rough spots, but this particular bitch looked like some sort of mongrel that had washed up at a planet side space dock from the gods know only where. From what Masha had known, Agenda had been press ganged, then seized control of her fate back from her captors. The theft of her future remained the greatest crime in Masha's mind.
This creature though... This was her only option, and an innate cruelty and propensity towards violence, no slight amount of jealousy, coupled with an inferiority complex, drove this spiteful, hateful being. Masha would gladly have put money on it if she wasn't moments from sending this woman on to meet her ancestors.
The Lopen's face finally settles on eye bulging rage, practically barking at Masha with a mouth full of disgusting teeth that made Masha want to go scrub her own pearly whites. She couldn't smell the Lopen's breath, but she could imagine, and that was probably worse, even as the pirate captain launched into a verbal tirade against her.
"Undaunted? The fuck are the humans doing out here? What in the actual fuck? I chase down two fucking mutineers after they kill the boss and then we get jumped by two fighters, and now a freighter with guns that'd do a fucking battleship proud does an in system jump like they're damn pirates and blows a couple of what are about to be my ships out of the sky."
She snarls, lining up her plasma cannon which was apparently still functional.
"Well I don't give a fuck who you are or why you people are helping those bitches, I need to kill them and take the Admiral's job for myself, but since you wanted to get involved I'm going to goddamn skin you, have your tail cut off for soup and rape a litter out of your husband if you have one as recompense for getting in my way!"
The room goes silent for a moment. You could hear a pin drop, as the pirates wait to see what their adversary might say in response to that. Most of them clearly had the feeling their Captain was far more out of her depth than she thought. Even they didn't expect Masha to start laughing like a mad woman.
"Oh you've done it now."
Masha continues to laugh, eyes sweeping the crowd, burning with green flames as she brings her revolvers up.
"I was going to ask you to surrender, but you just signed your own death warrant. The rest of you slags can drop your weapons and I'll do my absolute best to not kill you. Rest assured if you still die it'll be because the girl next to you volunteered to get a sampler of Apuk warfire or human lead, so you can take it up with her in the afterlife."
There's a tension in the air for a few heated seconds, fingers itching on triggers... then the scent of ozone alerts Masha to an impending laser blast, and she accelerates ‘off the X’ as the humans called it before getting a stable shooting position and opening up with her revolvers. They were fun on the range, but this was something else! The .454 Magnum rounds were large, and fast, dumping tremendous kinetic energy into their targets provided Masha made her mark.
The Lopen dives for cover as a Gohb with a large bag of grenades ends up splattered across an entire nearby bulkhead. A few more rapid shots drop a selection of pirates as Masha tries to remove the biggest threats on the field in a hurry, quickly finding herself running dry. She shoves a revolver back in its holster and goes for a speed loader as she moves towards something solid to put between her and the enemy.
"I recognize that type of gun! She can't shoot! Get her!" A voice cries out among the pirates.
Someone had been doing their homework. Or at least watching human media.
A Horckha bounds out of cover and rushes towards where Masha is working to get a speed loader clear of its pouch. It was just a bit tight. She'd have to work on that.
The tusky woman bellows out a battle cry, raising a massive war hammer high... only to die confused as Masha raises her revolver and triggers the under barrel plasma launcher. The axiom structured plasma charge lands square in the Horchka's open mouth, leaving her slumped onto the ground in a heap as Masha throws herself behind cover.
"Out of ammo for now doesn't mean it's not dangerous."
Masha gets both revolvers loaded while staying behind cover from a fusillade of laser and plasma fire. The pirates were getting organized. She'd need to up her pace. She had to resolve this situation herself to maximize the prestige and show she was putting on to her potential husband.
Two shots center of mass drop another would be grenadier as girls run around to her left, constantly repositioning and shooting at her to force her to keep her head down. Masha sweeps the battlefield and catches the tell tale flicker of someone moving very, very fast towards her. She reaches for the axiom and refocuses her eyes in time to pick out a Snict coming in at lightning speed. Masha floods her right arm with axiom reinforcement and blocks overhand.
The Snict only has a second to register surprise at her arm blade being stopped by flight suit and skin before Masha rabbit punches her in the gut, doubling the taller woman over. The pistol is considered and discarded mentally. She needed to punish this hubris at daring to enter hand to hand with an Apuk. Some people were too stupid to live, and this Snict's funeral pyre would be a testament to that.
Masha's left hand snaps out again, grabbing the other woman's skull as she calls warfire into her palm. The bright green flames snuff the air out of the Snict's lungs in a second, and the life from her body a second later. Masha simply stands there, taking a few glancing shots from laser weapons and waits as green flames engulf the Snict.
As the fire crackles and licks away at the Snict's body, the firing ceases. They know they're only annoying her at the moment... and the spectacle of the violent death of their former comrade is being burned into their eyes with green flames. 
There are no screams, and that's perhaps all the worse, just a dreadful silence as war fire engulfs the former pirate's body and renders her down to ash in a few moments.
Masha yanks the skull from the flesh turning into ashes, saving it from the hungry flames. The bone is practically polished, glossy under the bright lights of the hangar. Dramatic perhaps, but Masha was putting on a show here, and she didn't just have to win this fight. She needed to utterly dominate. She needed to conquer.
Unfortunately for the pirates who had ended up in this mess while out on a milk run trying to make a power grab, Masha was primed to do just that. She didn't have a crown. She was not an Apuk battle princess in fact. She could have been if she'd worked on it, but wings had meant more to Masha than a title. Freedom more than royal duties to the Empire and throne. 
She was not an Apuk battle princess, but for trash like this? She didn't need to be.
The skull drops to the floor, bouncing a few times before rolling to a rest.
"Now. Who's next? I ain't got all day."
Masha's sensitive nose detects an acrid scent of urine from somewhere in the hangar and can't help but smirk. One of these hardened pirates had just felt so much fear that they'd pissed themselves. They were exactly where Masha wanted them.
Her pistol came up in the blink of an eye, barking three times and putting two women and the crew served laser cannon they'd been struggling to set up on the ground. She spins her revolver back into her shoulder holster and quick draws the second pistol. The large bore weapon roars six more times in the blink of an eye, riddling more pirates with gunfire and laying them out flat before plasma fire chases down a seventh.
Weapons and bodies clatter to the floor even as Masha's brass bounce across the metal deck plates, followed by a now empty speed loader. As the cylinder clicks shut, the pirates finally begin to react. Total time since she started shooting? Probably three seconds. Not quite Jerry Miculeck standards, but Masha was getting there. Just needed a bit more axiom free practice.
A few of the smarter pirates visibly throw their rifles away, tossing pistols soon after and diving for cover, huddling in fear, both from Masha's wrath and potential reprisals from their comrades. A rock and a hard place, but the rock bearing down on them was on fire and seemed far more likely to butcher them all than their now former shipmates. 
A variety of knives and melee weapons follow the energy weapons, and Masha half expected the women would start stripping down next, in case retaining their meager excuses for armor might offend their assailant.
That left approximately half the remaining pirates still ready to fight, including the Lopen woman, and her leg breakers. 
Speaking of the pirate captain, she was furiously smacking at her plasma cannon, apparently Masha's shot earlier had damaged it. However, before Masha can react, a smack against the housing triggers a massive burst of plasma fire.
Masha side steps the ball of burning star stuff even as the weapon itself overloads and engulfs the Lopen in its flames in a spectacular explosion. Ragged screams erupt from the pirate scum's mouth as she claws at herself, desperate to extinguish the flames that were quickly ending her wretched existence. 
Part of Masha said to let the other woman burn, but instead Masha flourishes her revolver up into position and shoots the other woman clean through the head. 
The Lopen drops like a marionette with its strings cut, the plasma flames on her flesh now acting as her funeral pyre.
The last of the enemies still stupid enough to stay hostile charge at her en masse. They clearly thought if they could close the distance they could somehow gain some sort of advantage.
Optimistic.
A mistake.
Their last mistake unless they got very lucky indeed. 
Masha holsters her revolver and charges into the fray. It was time for the grand finale.
Masha pulls on the local axiom and feeds the furnace in her core, her eyes glowing malevolently as she drinks deep of the universe's power and turns it into a brutal, punishing force. She accelerates herself, moving as fast as she can, sliding in low and grabbing one woman by the ankle and throwing her into a nearby wall hard enough to dent the bulkhead. Possibly survivable, but only if she got immediate medical attention.
The next has her rib cage collapsed by a brutal punch, and the third and fourth find themselves taken by a mix of cutting claws, crushing blows and burning, ever burning warfire.
The last of the leg breakers drops to the ground and holds up her hands.
"Mercy! I ain't getting paid enough for this!"
The Nagasha woman collapses into a quivering pile of coils as fear rips through her body more ruthlessly than perhaps even warfire. Yet another pirate’s courage fails completely, soiling herself to Masha's amusement as she rises and kicks the woman's weapons away well across the hangar.
"The rest of you bitches get out here with your hands up. Kneel down here in the center of the bay. I see you go for a weapon and you'll become one with the universe, is that clear?"
Masha doubted she had really put the fear of the goddess in these fools, but the fear of death in those who thought themselves immortal was close enough. 
Finally, task all but complete, and display made, she triggers her communicator.
"Gaucha to ship's security. Get those teams into the hangar bay I'm in. I have around a dozen prisoners to pick up... get a Corpsman down here, they have wounded. Might also have a hostage to rescue."
"Aye aye ma'am, we're getting the doors unsealed now."
Masha strides over to the wrecked drop ship, bounding up the hull in a single axiom enhanced hop. She pokes her head into the structure, sniffing, feeling for signs of life.
"Babydoll? Are you in here somewhere?"
Masha drops into the drop ship even as the sound of boots on deck plates fill the room behind her. Her rear was now secure. Slowly she moves through the unstable and unsteady drop ship, the metal groaning under the strain of maintaining its shape after the severe damage it had sustained. 
Finally her sensitive ears pick up sniffling, stifled sobs nearby. She ducks into a door and finds a young looking Gravia woman in some sort of fetish wear chained up in what looks like it had been a computer room of some kind, the slave collar gleaming on her neck. The material stood out over her constantly shifting body. She seemed to pop into and out of higher or lower graphical resolutions, a common visual 'glitch' of sorts for species trying to process the strange existing of pure mathmatics given life through a process that made Masha's head hurt if she thought about it too hard.
"Babydoll?"
The Gravia startles and flinches back hard deeper into the room, clearly trying to find something approximating cover between her and whatever horror had come for her. Panic is written plain on her face before she looks up, focuses, and calms just a bit, still shifting through various graphics settings. One minute she’s abstract 3D shapes. The next she’s a picture perfect blonde beauty in ultra high res, almost too beautiful. Then she’s down to a rough outline like the wire rig of a 3D model. 
What Masha can see clearly however is panic being replaced by confusion. 
"Y-you aren't the Captain."
"Nope. I'm here to rescue you I think..."
"You think?"
"Well you look like you're in trouble to me. Are you in trouble?"
"Y-yes." The younger woman sobs. "Buh-but the Captain she'll hurt me if I..."
"She's never going to hurt you again. I can promise you that. Come here sweetie, let me get you out of that collar and we'll..."
The glimmer of hope offered to the Gravia was apparently a very powerful drug to her, and a surprised Masha nearly finds herself off balance as she's practically tackled by the now sobbing Gravia.
"They took me! Did things to me! They made me do terrible things, I-I..."
"Shhh... it's okay sweetie, you're safe now. What's your name?"
"I-I uhm." She tries and fails to control her stutter, face still streaming with axiom tears. "xXxBabydollxXx
GLn(k)"
"...I'm just going to call you Babydoll if that's okay with you."
"Y-yes."
"Great, now you just let go Babydoll, and I'll get you out of those chains. Then we can find you a blanket to cover yourself up and get you somewhere warm, and maybe get you some food. Does that sound nice?"
"Yes."
The Gravia wavers on her feet, slumping against Masha as she mutters a word that Masha knows to mean big sister in the Gravia tongue. 
Whether that was referring to Masha herself, or to a long lost sibling the Apuk wasn't sure, but she was sure that the pirate Captain who did this to this poor girl had better be thankful she was already dead.
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"Roll the ship, get the damaged battery out of the line of fire."


Jerry orders into the flurry of activity that was his bridge in combat. 
A lucky pirate boarding torpedo had pierced their shields, rocketing at them with incredible speed. The less than lucky women aboard must have been excited. Right up till the retrorockets that were supposed to slow the torpedo down and allow it to safely impact a hull failed to start their burn. 
The boarding torpedo has ended up as a massive kinetic kill weapon and it had put a capital grade laser cannon turret out of action.
Slowly the titanic freighter rolls it's dorsal side away from the plane the bulk of the fighting was taking place on. Sensing a possible weakness, pirate fighters rushed to follow, seeking out the weak spot in the Tear's shields for a few tense seconds before getting shredded by the combined wrath of the point defense batteries. 
Some very lucky timing and maneuvering had gotten that boarding torpedo through, and the point defense gunnery crews seemed determined to make up for that incident. It was almost painful to watch, as laser beams, plasma bursts and cannon shells shred the fighters into cosmic dust.
The pirate fighters getting chewed up and spat out by his point defense weapons wasn't the worst mauling going on in this fight though.
For all the drama and tension of the ongoing space battle as they maneuvered, throwing off the firing of the hundreds of weapons the enemy corvette seemed to mount, clearly attempting some sort of death by a thousand cuts of their shields in an attempt to get some misguided revenge. In return the the Tear’s gunnery crews were hammering away at the enemy vessel’s hull, determined to pummel the pirate corvette for it’s hubris till it changed shape or managed to catch fire in the vacuum of space. 
Jerry's eye wanders back to one of his console screens. That said, hands down, the worst mauling of the fight was the absolute blood bath emerging in one of his cargo hangars.
The wink Masha had tossed to the security cameras had gotten the feed immediately forwarded to him by Mina, one of his Volpiri wives who had taken a position working in internal security with the naval masters at arms. She figured it was a message for him, and Jerry knew she was right. 
This was more or less an Apuk warrior's courtship display in some ancient Apuk rites and traditions that valued feats of valor or strength. 
That ‘liberating’ one's groom from his family counted as an act of valor for a good chunk of Apuk history was something best left to the wayside.
Masha was taking on a massive mob of pirates and absolutely decimating them in brilliant fashion, after a flawless display of aerospace dominance that would make the greatest of ace pilots from Earth proud. The only downside culturally speaking was that Masha was fighting weaker combatants perhaps than the Apuk liked to bother with. 
The sheer quantity of weapons being fired in Masha's general direction by panicked pirate scum now on the receiving end of the terror they had likely inflicted on so many innocents more than made up for it. Both in Masha’s book clearly, but more importantly in Jerry's.
He'd acknowledge this display, it was only fair, but if Masha thought she was getting into the marriage with just a wink, a smile, and some very impressive combat skills in the void and on the ground, she really didn't know the quarry she was pursuing yet. 
Further if she thought her ass wasn't getting a boot shoved up it sideways for this little stunt in the middle of a goddamn void fight, she hadn't gotten rough enough treatment at the abbreviated OCS course the Undaunted had put on for the Tear's new crew.
"Goddamn, she's showing off like crazy, girl's got it bad."
Jaruna tapped into their private channel, talking into his ear piece as Jerry continued to key in taskers, generally letting his well trained crew fight the battle he'd trained them to fight. His Cannidor bride kept up the color commentary, even as the tempo of the battle starts to slow a bit. 
Seeing an opening, Jerry mutes the channel and leans in.
"Ms. Wichen, it seems that the corvette's turning to run. Could you please fire one torpedo and divest them of their engines?"
Jerry's hands steeple as Wichen jumps to, eagerly popping the hatch on their first combat torpedo launch. Wichen was utterly unable to disguise her sheer jubilant glee at finally getting to use one of her favorite new toys. Sure it wasn't one of the special stealth torpedoes, but it was still a capital scale missile system that lobbed a fiery middle finger the size of a building square at whatever unfortunate thing had really managed to piss off the warship firing it.
They'd launched a few torpedoes testing their systems, and hundreds, if not thousands in simulation, but the first time you sent one down range for real was always special. The hatch for one of the launch cells moves clear, and a torpedo leaps from the tube in a pillar of axiom enhanced fire. 
The missile weapon was designed for interstellar long range, and by the standards of naval stellar combat this whole engagement had been a knife fight in a phone booth. Taking place at incredible close range for anyone except pirates, who tried to aggressively go after boarding maneuvers, usually expecting much easier prey than the likes of the Tear.
The torpedo ran down the now actively fleeing corvette like a wolf chasing down a deer. It slammed home into the engines in a brilliant flash of axiom energy, followed by the second flash of the corvette's systems automatically scramming its drive core to avoid going critical or being overloaded. 
A lot of pirate vessels disabled most, if not all of their safety interlocks, to squeeze just a bit more performance out of their power plants. This ship's captain was clearly a little bit more cautious than her fellows, and that had probably just saved her, and most of her crew's lives. 
The small pirate vessel goes dark, red external lights indicating the ship's on emergency power as it tumbles through the void, now coasting on its momentum alone.
"Nice shooting Ms. Wichen, now..."
"Captain! Jump signature! Third ship coming in, it's another corvette!"
This corvette leaps into the void weapons blazing, blasting away at literally anything and everything it can target, friend or foe alike. Jerry winces as a few escape pods get vaporized. 
'Must be an internal power struggle of some sort if they're that willing to kill their own.'
Jerry considers.
They'd jumped in guns blazing because anything they hit was gravy as far as they were concerned.
A burst of energy from the corvette heralds some shaking that nearly rocked Jerry out of his chair.
"Damn, weapons, the hell did they just hit us with?"
"Looks like some mad woman strapped capital scale lasers and a single capital plasma cannon to that thing! If they weren't trying to kill us I'd almost respect such insanity. The power draw on the core's gotta be beyond belief for something that size."
"Looks like it’s a bit sluggish compared to the other corvettes though, I- Hurk!" 
Jerry's thrown against his harness hard as the corvette rolls over the ‘top’ of the ship, seeking out the weakened dorsal section and dropping a massive barrage of energy that leaves some of its own engines shut down, momentum moving it clear of its firing position and dodging some of the retaliatory fire from the Tear's guns. The risky gamble pays dividends however, the barrage piercing the weakened shield and impacting the Tear’s hull directly, tearing it asunder.
"Hull breach! Automated systems have it contained."
"Casualties?"
"One of the gun crews might have been in that area trying to repair the dorsal laser turret."
"Damn it. Find out, and get me that shield patched before I... the hell?"
A massive axiom construct appears over the damaged part of the hull, solidifying just in time to catch another volley from the corvette, taking a longer range shot before powering up its engines again to attempt to maneuver and charge its power reserves. A chance Wichen's gunners didn't give them, even if half the bridge was distracted by the construct. The return fire is devastating, buckling the shields of the still slow moving ship as the kind of weapons fire that would slag a battleship pummels the corvette.
Jerry steeples his fingers again as he watches parts wither and burn on the corvette, rendered down to molten slag before drifting away as cosmic ash… or less. Wichen’s perfectly tuned plasma weapons had about as much mercy behind them as pitching something into the nearest sun for real, not just the pale imitation that was plasma weapons fire. He leans in a bit, hawking over the monitors that displayed all the readouts for the fight.
Wichen had surgically removed the Corvette’s boarding torpedo tubes and peeled off her primary offensive weapons… but the hull was intact otherwise. The ship was well made, even if the modifications were… haphazard at best. Jerry wonders for a moment just what kind of pirate scum they’d stumbled into.
“Ms. Wichen… drop your rate of fire, but prepare a torpedo if they try to run, we want to take the ship intact if at all possible, no sense wasting a possibly useful hull. The Admiral can always use another ship, even if it’s under new management. Besides… I suspect we’ll be seeing a white flag right about…”
Sharon looks up from her comm panel and calls out;
"Sir! Communication from the target corvette!"
"Right on cue. Put it on screen, commander. Let’s see who we’re dealing with."
At first there's the telltale sounds of static and electronic interference as Sharon goes through the process of isolating and boosting the transmission through her own electronic jamming efforts. Finally the signal clears up, bringing through an image of the battered corvette’s bridge. 
The devastation was a bit shocking in its own right. There'd clearly been some sort of fire, and possibly some sort of explosion. If Jerry had to take a wild guess, the modifications they’d made to the ship had not been well integrated and part of their power system had a catastrophic failure.
Considering the placement of the plasma cannon right by the bridge… he suppresses a wince as a very battered Feli woman drags herself into view. She’s got a few burns and cuts, including a decent chunk of shrapnel lodged in her left shoulder. Save a few old scars and her tabby coloration, her most distinctive feature is that she’s short most of an ear. An old wound, nothing new, but a horrendous mass of scar tissue for all that.
"This is the Darl'in'cha, we strike! Ceasefire for Goddess' sake!"
Sharon gets Jerry's attention, the comm channel is two ways. Jerry takes a breath... and responds.
"Darl'in'cha, this is UCV Crimson Tear, who am I speaking to?”
“This… this is First Mate Manila.”
Her green eyes do their best to focus, and Jerry adds a concussion to her list of injuries.
"A man? Commanding?” The Feli woman’s ears wiggle about a bit before she lets out a soft groan “Catspaw goddess, humans. I told the Captain. I told her.”
“Do you have the authority to surrender this ship to me?”
“I uh… yes. The Captain got spaced, so I suppose I’m Captain now. Or something.”
Jerry suppresses any form of sympathy for the obviously rattled woman. She was a senior officer on a pirate crew. She might be having a rough day at the office, but she was still a hardened criminal, even if the Undaunted handed out second chances to such women on the regular… and might even do so for Manila herself.
“Heave to and prepare to be boarded. Have your crews assemble in the cargo bays and pile your arms. Any one resisting will be spaced. Failure to comply means we burn you out of the sky like the other pirates we just gave the opportunity to become one with the universe. You probably killed a few of my crew today, so you can consider mercy to be in very short supply. "
“I ah…”
Manila struggles to focus, clearly fighting her way through a fog from the head injury she’d received.
“Darl’in’cha, you have about five seconds to comply or you can ask your goddess for an explanation directly. You have my word, your people will be treated fairly, and you’ll receive medical attention.”
The Feli’s ears jump up again, fear crossing her face, it was very clear she had a healthy desire to not die at the very least.
“...Darl'in'cha... acknowledges. We’re complying. We don’t have much in the way of weapons left but dropping everything to emergency power. I’ll rally the crew in the port cargo bay… th-the starboard one is… vacuum at the moment."
“Good, help is on the way. Tear out.”
Jerry chops a hand across his throat, and Zombie kills the transmission.
"...Sensors, anything on the scopes?"
 "There's some minor civilian traffic on the far side of the system. Nothing heavier than a very light cargo ship. They are actively rerouting to avoid the engagement zone."
"Right. Maintain general quarters till we’re sure that’s the last of them. I want repair crews and a search and rescue team up to the dorsal section yesterday. Let's get more SAR space assets up and recover life pods and extravehicular personnel. Then I want boarding parties for all three corvettes to secure prisoners, and a prize crew for the functional corvette... we'll scrap the others and get back on our way. We should have the tools to strip anything of value in a hurry so let's make it happen. I know we don't have a sufficient brig, so let's get one of the empty cargo bays locked down and ready with cots and the like... I want mech suit troops or Marines as part of the watch and I want power armored Marines on standby in case we need to break some heads to ensure compliance."
Master Chief Daclan looks up from his post. “I’ll get with the Bosun’s mates and make the arrangements skipper. Glad we’re not leaving sailors out to die, even if they are pirates.”
“Pirates or no pirates I’m not leaving living beings to die alone in the void… besides we have more than a few pirates on this crew, I’m not about to go for no quarter. We have the training, and the fire power, that we can make short work of any resistance…” Jerry gestures to two wrecks and one badly mauled excuse for a functional ship on screen. “If there’s any resistance left. Any further questions? No? Good. Execute.”
Sharon takes a breath as other parts of the crew scramble to comply, pulling the headset she normally wore while running comms and EWAR off. 
"Whew... that was getting dicey. I'm worried about that gunnery crew."
"I'm worried too." Jerry nods. "If that shield hadn't popped up when it did, the dorsal section could have taken some serious damage. I doubt it would have gotten deep enough to endanger the civilians, but..."
Wichen sticks a hand up. "Point of order, where the hell did that shield come from? Because it wasn't one of my systems."
Jerry strokes his chin for a moment. "Only one person could really be that powerful on this ship unless one of the crew just awoke a slumbering power deep within themselves or something. Cascka."
"Damn! She's that powerful?"
Wichen enjoyed teasing the far quieter and very shy Cacska, and in light of this revelation, was clearly reconsidering that choice.
"Seems so, I knew she was skilled, and powerful. No surprise considering her heritage, but damn. I don't think that volley even scratched that shield. Someone go find Cas-
"Captain! Sir there's a problem! The security team in the docking bay is saying they've got some crazy Apuk woman down there with them."
Jerry gives the yeoman racing towards him an arched eyebrow, causing the younger man to stop and wither slightly. 
"That's not exactly a polite way to refer to a superior officer Yeoman, Lieutenant Commander-"
The Yeoman quickly raises a hand. "Begging the Captain's pardon, but the Commander is not the Apuk in question, nor is it the docking bay she's in. This report is coming from Bravo-1, the main hold we just "caught" that damaged freighter with."
Jerry cocks his head in slight confusion, unconsciously aping Mikasa as he processes that information for a second. 
"...One of the Merisee Hope's crew?"
"Yessir. She's demanding to speak with Commander Sarkin immediately, that it’s a matter of life and death!"
The elation of victory quickly gives way to the sensation of mild aggravation as Jerry slowly rubs his temple.
"...Goddamnit does this galaxy ever slow down?"
"...Rhetorical question sir?"
"Yes Yeoman, rhetorical question. Tell security to run her through a screening with intelligence, assuming she's cleared, have her brought up to my office under escort... and get me Sarkin... and Warrant Officer Jaruna. Tell her to bring her bang stick. I have a bad feeling about this."
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"Sir I'm telling you this is some sort of misunderstanding! I just rendered aid to a ship in distress, now that lighter's pilot is saying she needs to speak to me like she knows me or something? I barely know any Apuk women! I haven't even met one before besides Gaucha, I'd remember that. Those girls kind of stand out! And that's before they start throwing full size starships around!" 
Tyler Sarkin is having a very weird day. It's not that uncommon that a woman turns up at the Dauntless more or less demanding a certain member of the crew fulfill some spoken or unspoken obligation to marry said alien. But an Apuk turning up with what could very well be such a demand in deep space? Setting aside the very odd location, with the newness of their relationship with Serbow and Apuk space... that could be... sensitive. 
Tyler gulps. 
"Seriously Skipper I can't just marry some random alien woman because she demands it." 
Jerry looks on with a sympathetic smile that nonetheless communicates ‘This is your problem now.’ to the younger man. 
"Well I've cleared her aboard the ship after her initial security screening, and this Nara'Denyali is on her way up now so the two of you can work it out with Lieutenant Sarkin. I don't care what the resolution is, but you will find me a resolution Commander. I've got my hands full with my usual dance card, the prize we just captured, prisoners, and now I have a shiny new security risk that just popped up in my messages before you walked in here, these Takra aliens, the Arli'Toss or whatever are apparently stalking human personnel on Centris. So we're going to have to be all kinds of more aware when doing things like making port call. They're not hostile per se... but we're going to need to be vigilant." 
A loud chime interrupts Jerry and he stabs at his desk intercom with an irritated sigh. "Yes?" 
"Sir, there's an Apuk woman here to see you and Commander Sarkin, Lieutenant Sarkin has also just arrived... they uh. They might be about to fight some sort of honor duel." 
Jerry's secretary is whispering excitedly, clearly deciding if he should duck behind his desk for some modicum of cover from what were probably two of the most dangerous women on the ship potentially needing to have it out. 
"Get to cover, I'll deal with it." 
Jerry storms across his office, the door sliding open to reveal Cassie Sarkin and a blonde, fair skinned, blue eyed Apuk woman who was presumably Nara'Denyali squaring off with each other, the two warrior women clearly tensing to attack. 
Two naval armsmen had ducked into the conference room and were clearly at a loss of whether they should stay out of the way or try to subdue the would-be combatants. 
Before Jerry can call axiom into his hand Jaruna pushes into the room from the passageway. The Cannidor woman steps through the door and racks her massive custom shotgun. Its cavernous 40mm bore, wicked bayonet and the loud cer-chunk of the action as the heavy steel involved moves a giant gleaming brass shell into position is more than enough to get everyone's attention. 
"Alright bitches, let's relax before I give my new toy a field test. With what Hubby calls buckshot at this range I promise that you'll be undergoing a healing coma to replace whatever hunk of shit this rips off of you and throws all over the wall of my husband's office if you survive."
The Captain takes that moment to quietly cough, the sheer irritation pouring off of him more than enough to hold everyone's attention once he's got it. 
"Thank you Warrant Officer. All three of you get in here." 
Cassie blushed heatedly, her blood was clearly up. "But sir she...!" 
"I know why she's here Lieutenant, we're going to talk about it like adults. Or I'll have Jaruna smack some sense into the lot of you, then we'll talk about it like adults. Office. Now." 
His icy tone leaves absolutely no room for argument, even from the mysterious Apuk woman who flinched along with the rest of the office at the full weight of Jerry's command voice. 
Now that he has a better chance to get a look at her, Jerry notes all sorts of interesting things about this Apuk woman. She was standing at around 6'5", tall, about middle of the road for Apuk, which suggested a decent amount of self confidence. 
The next thing that stands out is she's in armor. Modern, high quality armor. Not power armor, though it is powered with what appears at first glance of his axiom enhanced senses to be a variety of sensors, emergency medical systems, shields, a normal enough HUD... all perfectly normal. 
If you weren't an Apuk. Who tended to prefer going to a fight with nothing but their bare hands, an evening gown and a nice pair of high heels on the whole. He also got the impression that she was extremely muscular. More muscle than most Apuk physically carried, though the race of warrior women looking like proper turtle tailed amazons wasn't uncommon. 
The strangest thing though had him utterly baffled, that had him already mentally composing an email to Vernon Shay to get more information. What might be the oddest thing he'd ever heard of connected to an Apuk. Namely, she didn't glow white hot with channeled axiom like the other Apuk he'd met as part of his diplomatic duties. He'd spent a fair amount of time with a few dozen different Apuk of varying ranks now. Even met a few battle princesses. 
Serbow was on the list of places the ship would be touring now, both to supply the hidden village, and to service commercial contracts. He'd made a point of getting to know the Apuk, and everything he knew told him that what he was looking at was very, very strange. Most Apuk had a decent, warm glow. Like a pleasant camp fire. Warrior Apuk were like a very large fire. Battle Princesses were a towering inferno of axiom energy. 
It made Jerry want to know who this Nara'Denyali was. Compared to Masha, the Apuk who’s axiom presence Jerry was most familiar with, a battle princess caliber wielder of green warfire, Nara’Denyali was more akin to a talented human axiom user. Even compared to a normal Apuk civilian, she still stood out from what Jerry could tell.
Setting aside the mystery of his new guest, Jerry resumes his seat and adjusts his collar, all three involved parties now seated before his desk as Jaruna takes up a comfortable spot in the corner. 
"So. Ms. Denyali I am informed that you believe you have some sort of claim on my squadron commander. Or more specifically that you desperately need to speak to him? Before taking commentary from either Commander Sarkin, or his first wife, who you've just met, I'd like you to tell us who you are, and explain the situation to us."
Nara'Denyali clears her throat slightly. "You are his liege then?" 
That draws a blink from the human man. "...For all intents and purposes as I understand Apuk social conventions, yes, I am Commander Sarkin's lord, and he is the leader of one of my *war banners*." 
Jerry had been studying up on the Apuk the old fashioned way, and unfortunately Cinder Tongue was about the only Apuk language the Nerd Squad had seen fit to send notes back on in English. 
Nara'Denyali blinks with obvious surprise at the use of cinder tongue. 
"A sorcerer? Here? I had heard there were human woods walkers but I..." 
Jerry holds up a hand to stop her. "Just a warrior, I learned a smattering of cinder tongue the old fashioned way so I can greet the Empress properly later this year and present her with gifts from Admiral Cistern." 
Nara nods slowly, clearly processing that information. 
"I see. I also believe there's a misunderstanding. I am not here to marry anyone. I was once a knight, and I am not a member of that august body of individuals any longer. I have been dishonored, and have surrendered the use of axiom for combat save the most basic of reinforcement and defense. I have surrendered my warfire as I go on pilgrimage to regain my honor, and have my flame rekindled. Previously I have been in search of a worthy lord, that I might be in proper service again… and perhaps slowly reclaim some semblance of honor. I have now found that person. I owe the pilot of that gunship, Commander Sarkin, as you say, a life debt. He came to my aid in a very timely rescue. My associate was incapacitated from an early hit on our vessel, I am no pilot, and I was certainly fated to die without his intervention." 
"...A life debt." Jerry steeples his fingers for a moment. "Well. I honestly can't say I'm surprised that that's a thing considering the Apuk's culture. Hmm." 
Jerry considers it for a moment longer, rolling the idea around in his head. Another Apuk fighter wasn't exactly a hardship provided she could play nicely by his rules and make herself useful. 
"Commander Sarkin serves the Undaunted, that means you would need to serve the Undaunted. You would be given tasks, orders to carry out. To act and fight as one of our troops aboard this ship. Is that acceptable to you?" 
"If you are willing to accepted one who's dishonored herself as I have, then yes, I shall serve the Undaunted so long as Tyler'Sarkin serves them." 
"A little further background then if you please." 
"As you say. I was exiled after accidentally killing an opponent in a duel to first blood. Previously I was training to join the Shellcracker Tournament in hopes of winning honor for my clan and a crown for myself. Since then I have wandered, seeking self and galactic absolution for my mistake. As I told your Commander Lawson I have so far carried this out as a bounty hunter, destroying the wicked without the natural gifts of my people. It has forced me to... reexamine what I understand of fighting and combat. There are many problems that can be solved better with a more subtle hand than a hand holding warfire. We ended up near death after claiming bounty on a pirate admiral. She had an eight figure bounty on her head, which we have now claimed. We also purposefully picked a more obvious escape ship in an attempt to let a freighter full of slaves make it to a secure system. Last I saw they'd made a successful jump without being pursued." 
Jaruna and Tyler both let out a low whistle, before Jaruna comments; 
"Eight damn figures? That's one expensive skull."  
Jerry nods slowly, exactly what she'd told Commander Lawson. 
"I see. You'd go that far for an accidental death? Admirable indeed. If you didn't have a potential debt to one of my officers I have no doubt we'd be trying to recruit you. Well that's good enough for me. Commander, Lieutenant, you have my blessing to do whatever you want as far as this situation's concerned. However I'm stepping out of my office because I really don't need to be involved with what appears to be personal business." 
"This Apuk woman wanting to fuck my husband is hardly that personal, sir." 
Jerry gives Cassie a withering stare, but is interrupted by Nara before he can respond. 
Much to everyone else in the room's confusion Nara's axiom presence is lit up in what Jerry and Cassie understand as the galactic equivalent of a deep, burning hot blush. Tyler, who's not nearly as axiom sensitive or skilled, is just confused as to what's happening as the Apuk lady in question stammers out. 
"I don't! I mean! I wouldn't! I certainly wouldn't ever put it so crassly and really that's not the point of an Apuk life debt. I don't even know his lordship even though he is a talented pilot who displayed admirable skill and courage but he's really not my type and..." 
Jerry slides from his chair and slowly moves towards the door as the very embarrassed Apuk warrior woman continues to run her mouth, denying any possible attraction to Tyler or any latent desire to have him lay her back on silk sheets and take her in a manly fashion. Or whatever it is that Apuk liked to do in bed as part of their ongoing attempt to be a society of walking talking draconic knights right out of the most tawdry bodice ripper ever written.
Jaruna firmly shoves a fist in her mouth to stop herself from laughing. Axiom or no axiom, Apuk were a decent challenge in a fight, and an emotionally distraught Apuk even more so. 
Then a sudden realization hits Jerry as he slides towards the door. He was handling one alien, but Nara'Denyali had been working with a second alien bounty hunter she said... one alien unaccounted for wasn't much of a big deal on average. One Apuk
unaccounted for however? Jerry had to get to the bottom of that now.
"Hold it. I'm inclined to let you continue this important heart to heart talk that I'm sure you'll tell your many children about in the future with fondness, but I have a more important problem that I need to handle right the hell now." 
The other four people in the room stop and look at Captain Bridger. 
"Nara'Denyali... didn't you say you came here with another? Where's the second Apuk?" 
"Oh, your grace, I may have misspoke. The woman I was working with before entering the service of your vassal isn't an Apuk. She's a Takra." 
Jaruna face palms softly. "Aww fuck." 
"Goddamnit. Setting aside being called ‘your grace’ like I'm goddamn Miles, I haven't even finished reading the bulletin about the Takra apparently stalking humans on Centris. Jaruna, what's the gouge on these girls? They can't be that bad can they? What kind of alien gives a Cannidor the shits?" 
Jerry finds himself very concerned all of the sudden. That sort of reaction from Jaruna was not what he'd been expecting. 
"Y'see honey, it's not that the Takra are... extremely strong per se. Well. Not all the time. They're shapeshifters. They turn into what they call a war form. Like in that movie Dog Soldiers, but like a Feli on all the drugs with teeth the size of short swords instead of a roided out and frenzy patched Lopen from the seventh hell. Courtship wise they're generally considered decent enough... but they can be enthusiastic. Which sounds fine till you understand their enthusiasm can ring up seven figure property damage bills." 
Nara nods. "That is an... apt description of them. The Takra are an extremely contentious people. They fight everyone and everything they can, and are constantly challenging each other over matters of honor and pride." 
Jerry groans softly. "Do they happen to wear tartan?" 
"Tar-what? I'm terribly sorry, your grace, I am unfamiliar with that word." 
"It's a human word. It's a colorful stripe pattern worn to signify one's clan." 
Nara cocks her head slightly, clearly confused. "Not... not that I know of? Their clans are rather loose things, though, rather volatile outside the largest of them as they're..." 
"...Contentious, I got it." 
Jerry sighs, pulling himself to his feet.
"Jaruna, you're with me. We found an alien were-sabertooth tiger scotswoman and I'm not letting her wander around on my ship without giving her a firm idea of who's in charge around here."
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They found her in a cargo bay. The dark skinned woman looking for all the world like a human girl with a dark tan, white dye job, cosplay ears, long tail and a body glove that managed to look comfortable while still showing off a lithe, powerful physique and the prerequisite jaw dropping curves that made the wider galaxy a true feast for the eyes if nothing else. 
Her tail flicks back and forth as she lounges atop a cargo container, she'd clearly found herself a safe, warm spot and was trying to relax after her close brush with death.
"Excuse me miss, could you come down here?"
The Takra waves him off, not moving otherwise. "Later, Nezbet needs sleep after hard burn."
Jaruna snarls loudly enough to get the Takra to look over with a raised eyebrow. "He wasn't asking bitch. Get down here or I'll come up there and bring you down here."
She blows a raspberry down at them, not even bothering to lift her head. "You and what army Can'nidor'nidor? Nezbet's warform more than enough to go hand to hand with you. But you said him?"
That apparently got her attention, ears perking up like a cat hearing or seeing something interesting and rolling over. Her eyes go wide and her tail waves excitedly as she takes a delicate sniff of the air, like a house cat finding a particularly juicy mouse.
"A human'man!? Here?"
Jerry resists rolling his eyes. "This is a human ship you were rescued by you know."
"Docking bay crew who assisted Nezbet in her escape weren't human, all were women, didn't figure anything particularly special was afoot save for all the guns strapped to this thing. Figured some merchant types had gotten tired of being pushed around by pirates and decided to push back. Not bad choice, certainly got firepower to make choice stick. Nezbet wishes she could have seen some of their faces! Almost as good as killing pirate admiral in the bath. Look of surprise was priceless, though her head was much pricier. High eigh figures made, many slaves rescued, another glorious day for a warrior of the Takra'Takra Empire!"
"Well she's certainly not lacking in confidence." Jerry mutters to Jaruna.
Nezbet takes this opportunity to drop to the deck, her large braid of white hair bouncing merrily behind her.
"Still you are a human'man yes? Such great luck! All Takra are on prowl for a human'man, every clan hopes daughters will find and marry human soldiers, even more wish to join Undaunted, and not just for man candy buffet you know?"
"I know, I was just reading about a Takra stalking an Undaunted soldier on Centris. You wouldn't happen to be from the Arli'Toss clan would you?"
Disgust colors the feline woman's face, her nose wrinkling as if she just smalled something foul. 
"Hah!? Nezbet will forgive this, for an insult cannot be made from ignorance, but Nezbet is from the far superior Arli'Shet clan, the Arli'Toss are a sister clan... country bumpkins if you ask Nezbet. Still, would rather talk about you than those hayseeds human'man. Your uniform says you're someone important. So does Can'nidor'nidor body guard."
"Wife. I'm his wife."
Jaruna growls, hands tightening on her shotgun a bit. She'd later explain to Jerry that a ‘Nidor’ was one of the Takra languages for "annoying creature", and doubling up a word in their slightly odd tongue emphasized it. So Nezbet was straight up turning her species into an insult to needle her.
"Wife? Human'man got tamed by Can'nidor'nidor?"
Jaruna blushes slightly. "Call it a meeting of equals, cat. He's hell in a fight, so I figured a man that bad ass would make for one hell of a hubby." 
Jaruna smiles, displaying her many, many pearly whites. 
"I was right."
"Oh! If he's that good, he might just be the man Nezbet is looking for! Come human'man, have a match with Nezbet! Will give you lots of strong kittens if you can defeat me!"
Far from wait for a response, Nezbet lunges straight for Jerry. He'd more or less been expecting her to try this and shifts his stance perfectly before winding up and meeting her with a hard punch to the temple, sending her reeling to the deck plates.
"Mrow!?"
The confused alien woman writhes for a moment before popping up.
"That was quite a hit human. Might have even stunned Nezbet a bit in war form." She licks her lips, eyes locked on Jerry with enough of a hunting intent to make the man shiver. "Still, is enough of hit to tell Nezbet she's found what she's looking for. Nezbet shall therefore skip to the point yes? Can always spar later, will be good fun. Better foreplay. See how human'man can handle Nezbet's war form. Nezbet would like to formally..."
"OH NO YOU DON'T FLEABAG!"
Masha stands at the entrance to the cargo bay, eyes already blazing with green fire as she strides closer. 
"I'll be damned if I let the likes of you beat me to proposing at random when I just finished my courtship display."
Jaruna nods sagely. "See? Told you she was showing off."
"It was pretty obvious, even without your commentary in my ear piece Jaruna. Still a good show for all that."
The Apuk officer immediately perks up. "Wait! You were impressed?"
"It was a hell of a fight. But I..."
Jerry is interrupted by the sound of twisting flesh and crunching bone. When he looks to his left, he immediately double takes and leaps back. Where Nezbet had been standing, a massive sabertooth something or another stands, looking about like the feline equivalent of a werewolf. The fangs alone were the size of Jerry's forearms.
Nezbet roars out a challenge... and is immediately met by Masha stepping in at mach speed and shoving her jaw closed with a mighty uppercut. 
Not to be outdone, Nezbet returns the favor, batting Masha across the room and denting a bulkhead. Far from injuring the Apuk warrior, it just seemed to piss her off more, and Masha returns to the fight with a burst of brilliant green warfire as Jerry and Jaruna quickly back off further to survey the situation as the alien warrior women clash with incredible ferocity.
"Shit they're really going at it. Want me to intervene? Or should we see who wins and gets to join the marriage?"
"I'm not letting either of them join the marriage based on a bout with someone not in the marriage who's spoken a sentence or two to me, and nary a word to Syl or any of you. Hell Nezbet hasn't even asked me my name yet. They want to fight to get in, they can fight you, Ghorza, Eymali or me for the right to apply, never mind actually join the marriage. Masha's a bit different, but she's not going to impress me with a cat fight, literally or figuratively. I'm dealing with these idiots before we have to go back into dry dock for repairs on this cargo bay.”
"Yeah, that warfire's already scorched the ceiling. Good thing we don't have critters in here. If we did and they were out of stasis to prepare for arrival, we'd have a stampede on our hands."
It was time to put some of his new training with Cascka to work. He takes a deep breath, and slowly exhales... before accelerating himself fast enough to slow down time.
It was a subtle technique. Vernon and the nerd squad figuring it out on their own was damn impressive. Jerry's attempt was imperfect, really more accelerating himself beyond all reason than true time manipulation... but it gave him just enough of the time he needed to get up to the two combatants, now in the middle of another exchange of blows. 
A leg sweep and a throat grab has Nezbet heading for the floor on her back in continued slow motion. Shock starting to color her bestial face as time starts to flow back in. Jerry couldn't hold the field as long as Vernon apparently could. He reaches for Masha to do the same thing, but as time starts to come back in, accidentally wraps his hand around her fiery red mane, dropping her on the deck by his feet by her hair.
"That's enough!"
Nezbet collapses to the deck, transforming back to her normal form as her stomach growls.
"Didn't... have much energy anyway. Need to eat."
Parts of her clothing and some of her hair were a bit charred but she was otherwise undamaged. Masha was much the same, no real damage, but had a red hot blush that probably had increased the Tear's thermal footprint to external sensors in its own right.
Jaruna stomps up to join them, looking down at Masha and chuckling.
"Looks like someone just learned something new about herself."
She leers at the other woman, as Masha fights and fails to get her face under control.
Jerry continues to stand there, waiting for Masha and Nezbet to recover slightly. 
"Now... Masha, I'm flattered. Really. But this is really not the way to impress me. In fact it's doing the opposite. That goes for you too Ms... Nezbet was it? Either way, in your case I don't know who the hell you are so I'm disinclined to accept your proposal when you've barely said five words to me and not yet shown the most basic courtesy to at least speak with my wives."
"I told you I'm Nezbet, a proud warrior of the..."
"Takra'takra empire, right we got that bit bitch, put a sock in it, my husband's talking, and if you're trying to make him our husband you best damn listen."
Jaruna looms over the scene, not so subtly emphasizing the massive combat shotgun that Jaruna had taken with her everywhere since Wichen had finished it for her. 
Jerry suspected she showered with it.
"Thank you darling."
"You got it handsome. Not that I think you needed the help, but you shouldn't have to teach manners, especially to would be fiancees. That's your wives job."
"Right... about that. I'll at least consider you both, Masha, we've been working together for a bit now, so you go talk to Syl and some of the other wives and if Syl puts her stamp of approval on it, we can go on some dates. Your claim will predate Nezbet's, so you'll go first in that sense... which means you, Ms. Nezbet, can spend some time getting to know people and making yourself known. Same condition, if Sylindra, my first wife, approves of you, then I'll at least consider some dates. If you try to fight Syl for that approval or are on anything but your best behavior while trying to ingratiate yourself to my family... I'll skin you myself, that clear?"
The exhausted Takra nods from where she's still laying on the deck. "Clear'clear hu-man'man. Though talking like that? Commanding like that? You have tone of one who orders and that order happens. Ship’s troops have good discipline. Clear eyes. If this really all yours, you master and commander of this place… then Nezbet will fulfill your demands and rituals, no fight needed cept for fun. Is well worth investment of time. Nezbet pledges to turn over full share of bounty from this incident to you as dowry, should we wed."
The feline alien’s stomach growls loudly again, punctuating her statement.
Jaruna grunts. "Wasn't that supposedly in the eight figure range?"
"High eight figures. Should be very wealthy woman soon. Bigger share than Nara, ended up losing ship and property. Did all tracking and hunting. Nara good muscle, not so creative. In own head too much. Will retain some of it to rebuy personal items and like, but bulk goes to clan... is still Nezbet's in the end. Clan pools resources yes?"
Masha rises, dusting herself off, scowling. "Well I admit I can't compete with tens of millions of credits in dowry..."
Jerry holds out a hand, stopping her mid sentence. "You aren't. So don't worry about it. I don't care about the money. Money in general really. It's nice, but we make plenty of it already. I care about having the right people in my life and in my family. Nor will Nezbet's offer of dowry weigh in on any decision I make about her proposal. Or anyone else's. It's just the person as they are, nothing more and nothing less. Jaruna, see our guest to some quarters... and maybe swing by the mess hall."
"You heard the man, come on cat, let's get you fed."
Nezbet bows, clearly somewhat deflated, and follows Jaruna out of the cargo bay, leaving Jerry alone with Masha, who looks pleased to be alone with the skipper. An emotion that leaves her face quickly as she realizes the serious look on Jerry's face.
"Now... Masha. The hell was that little stunt earlier?"
The use of her actual name immediately had Masha's attention, and the sharp edge in Jerry's tone had her unconsciously shifting to the position of attention, she was being called on the carpet and she damn well knew it.
"Uh... you'll have to specify... sir?"
A curt nod of the head lets her know 'sir' is the correct form of address at the moment.
"The one where you landed and beat the shit out of a bunch of boarders on my ship."
"You said you were impressed! Sir."
"I was impressed. It was a hell of a fight, but in case you've forgotten, you're a fighter pilot Masha, not a Marine or part of the ship's internal security troops. I needed you out in the void. What would have happened if even more pirate gunships or fighter reinforcements had come in? Did you even know about the third corvette we had to see off? The rest of Geirr flight was down one ship when it very much could have needed all four. If you weren't out flying and had been in a position to respond to a boarding party and repelled them I'd commend you, but you were out flying and you landed and handled them yourself instead of leaving it to the security teams."
Jerry holds up a hand to hold off any comment she might have wanted to make, he wasn't looking for a discussion.
"And even if I set aside matters of work, and this very much is a work matter, it's not like you weren't already making an impressive courtship display. You became the first Undaunted ace today, and I will be putting you in for a commendation for that. Your flying was absolutely brilliant, easily as good if not better than your fight on the ground. So you've left me in the awkward position of needing to commend and reprimand you at the same time. So I figure I'll split the difference and beat the medal I'll be giving you directly into your thick skull by way of reward and punishment. I assume making it a ground fight for a display is something of Apuk tradition, and I understand the Apuk value their traditions. However if we were going by tradition you'd most likely be a battle princess and we'd likely have never met even if you weren't already married. Not everyone gets a story book perfect meet cute like Vernon Shay and Princess Miro'Noir."
The mix of compliment and critique rocks Masha back on her heels harder than a straight up dressing down would have. It made it clear Jerry wasn't angry with her. Anger was something she could have dealt with. Instead he was disappointed, and that was a much harder emotion to take.
"Th-that's actually a very good point. I'm sorry about my lapse in judgment sir, it won't happen again."
"I know it won't. You're a sharp officer and a better pilot, you just... got a little enthusiastic. Plus you are an Apuk, so what to anyone else would have been an incredible risk to your person and would have you getting more than an ass chewing was more about putting a hole in our small combatant craft screen and being an incredible risk to the various persons of the pirates you killed. So let me underline this. If you risk this ship or yourself in a dumb ass manner that doesn't directly pertain to your duties as a Naval Flight Officer again without authorization you'll be cleaning floors for a month with your rank suspended. And if I have to fight you to get you and your warrior honor to comply I'm down for that."
"No sir! That won't be necessary. I ah. I understand."
"Good. Dismissed."
Masha turns on a heel, marching her way towards the door when Jerry calls out to her again, his normal tone of voice returned.
"Gaucha." 
The use of her call sign, the look on his face, also suggested the ass chewing was formally ended and he was speaking to her more casually.
"Speaking of bulkheads, from the updates I'm getting in my neural link, you're probably going to want to get the folks cleaning your mess up free booze or some similar luxury, apparently some of those pirates are damn hard to scrape off my bulkheads."
Masha's face bounces a bit between pride and embarrassment at that. "I'll ah. Swing by and get names and get everyone a couple of six packs of appropriate beverages."
"Probably a good idea. On the other hand, you're probably getting your drinks bought for a bit, the video started to circulate on the ship's internal net before we secured from general quarters. Apparently there's an anonymous post asking for someone to leak your gun cam footage from your fighter so they can edit the whole thing together and push it out to the rest of the Undaunted."
"...I uh. Shit. Probably should have thought of that. The cameras. You're not the only one with access."
"No, no I am not. For what it's worth, if you do become my wife, I don't mind showing off how amazing my wives are, so it's neither here nor there... but I'm more interested in less grandiose romantic displays. You'll have to approach me as you. Just you. Nothing more, nothing less. No need to fight a one woman war. No need to make yourself a hero. You're a professional, you're intelligent, beautiful, charming when you want to be, and that's plenty."
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"So this pirate officer..." 
Cascka gestures Jerry to continue as she pours a cup of tea. It was their usual venue, but while tea was on the cards, training was not, Jerry had asked to speak with her. 
As part of the small talk Cascka had taken the opportunity to get a status report of the ship straight from the horse's mouth. She wasn't entirely sure what a horse was, and to Jerry’s knowledge hadn't yet looked into it, but she enjoyed the saying all the same.
"Manila, yes. Interesting woman. She's spent most of the last forty eight hours sequestered with Commander Lawson, she's proven to be quite... adaptable considering her whole world just got turned upside down. Though Diana tells me there's signs she was under duress for most of her pirate service."
"Remarkable adaptability if true... and determination."
"She's a survivor, not just of happenstance, but the type of person who will fight through a situation on sheer force of will. She brought quite a few of her crew with her to safety too. No resistance at all, they just did as they bid her. Far more discipline than I would expect from pirates. It makes me want her."
Cascka's dusky blue blushing catches Jerry's attention and he throws up his hands as if pleading to defend himself. 
"Not like that! Not like that! I want her as part of my officer cadre. Not to marry her. She's really not my type."
The Nagasha woman's coloring returns to normal, and she covers her embarrassment by sipping slowly at her tea before quietly asking. 
"What exactly is your type Captain? I ah... heard about Ms. Gaucha proposing to you. Seems the crew thinks that's a smart match... and that the two of you should do a husband and wife tag team at the Shellcracker tournament in two consecutive years. As your master I'd certainly bet on you. You have tricks most Apuk never consider."
"The ones at the Shellcracker tournament aren't most Apuk. They're the cream of the crop and have been training their entire lives for the sole purpose of engaging in gladiatorial combat to win themselves a title. I don't have the sheer horsepower of Franklin Smith or the raw autistic audacity of Vernon Shay. He's got a real gift for using as little axiom as possible to do even the biggest things, while Franklin moves insane amounts of power around by even galactic standards. I do however have a tactics briefing from an Apuk Sorcerer named Brin'Char on just how to take on a Battle Princess... there's a possibility that as a leader of warriors I'll be expected to engage in an exhibition match when we visit Serbow and call on the Empress."
"Oh my. Would they demand that of Admiral Cistern?"
"No, nor of a normal diplomat, but as a field commander of troops under arms I'm apparently in a special strata in Apuk society, and one of the ways they like to test each other's metal is to have commanding officers go head to head in friendly competitions. Subtle way to communicate who's boss back in the day... but modernly it's more to promote camaraderie than anything. Masha's sister Mari'Nelindra sent me a file on it. Apparently the standard unless both parties get serious for some reason is fighting to a point where both parties can call it a draw and back out without losing face. Not a bad system, but I really don't want to lose either."
"Sounds like we'll need to intensify your training."
Jerry chuckles. "Sure, right after I get the damage repaired, my people out of sick bay, these pirates dealt with... thank whatever goddess you please that our casualties were light. Until we cut through that fused bulkhead I was damn worried about Petty Officer Smythe and Chief Hargrave. Good Chief Gunner's Mates are hard to find. And rather than any goddess I have you to thank for that Cascka... which is what I wanted to speak to you about."
Cascka bows her head, trying to cover the dusky blush darkening her features again. "Please Captain, we don't need to speak of it. I simply did my duty."
"I don't accept that. When my people do exceptional work I believe that needs to be recognized... and honestly I'm still trying to figure out the sequence of events from your perspective. How the hell did you get up to the dorsal section?"
"I am wary of personal teleportation for a variety of reasons, but I have mastered multiple forms of that discipline... as to what happened... I was listening into the communications traffic on the ship's command frequency as I waited in the redoubt with some of the other civilians. When I felt the impact of those naval grade guns, I heard the damage report... I... confess I'm not entirely sure what happened. I wanted so desperately to help. To do something to ensure there wasn't further loss of life. To help. I blinked... and I was in the damaged section of the hull. I immediately threw up my most powerful axiom shield."
The color bleeds out of Jerry's face. "Wait you were... down there? I knew you were in the dorsal section, that's where the response teams found you, but actually in the breach!?"
"Yes. Behind the emergency axiom fields that helped repressurize and contain the damaged area."
"That was insanely dangerous, if they'd managed to pierce your shield..."
"They weren't going to pierce my shield."
Cascka's bright green eyes flare, and for a moment, Jerry is reminded just who Cascka's mother is... and her father. Her Cannidor side, or indeed, the nature of her primal queenpin mother didn't come through often in the refined and gentle Cascka. When it did though, it always made Jerry sit up and take notice.
Cascka's face softens, the moment passing quickly. "Pardon me, but they were not. I was in no danger Captain I-"
"Am a goddamn hero in my book. Because you were in danger whether you admit it or not. That you had the skills to mitigate that danger doesn't really change much in my book. Hell you hadn't exactly tested your skills against naval grade weapons either. We don't really have civilian awards yet, but I mentioned you specifically in my report back to the Dauntless. There was a concept in some earth nations called ‘mentioned in dispatches’. So there's that, and a one time pay bonus. We've gotten a bit used to handing out cash rewards because there's so much abundance in the galaxy..."
"And because of the EFL?"
"Very much so. They are somewhat mercenaries after all... well. Were."
"Were?"
"They're married in now, I doubt those crews will go against their husbands. Many are doing like the crew of the Claw and settling down or transitioning to other work."
"Yes... it's easy to be less risk averse when you have no children, and are unlikely to gain children. We discussed this somewhat during my interview regarding killing, and how the galaxy at large can fail to value life in some very disturbing ways if you have a moment of clarity. I wrote a thesis on the subject while in university actually. It's my belief that some of the more reckless behavior we see in the wider galaxy is a result of not so much the scarcity of men, but the perception that getting a man is near impossible, even in a 100 woman marriage or clan. Or larger. When you have no hope for a future, which for most organic, or even synthetic life involves children, it's easy to value yourself less. Mix that with abundant wealth, and never having to age and it can be a potent, extremely dangerous mix of emotions."
"I'd like to read that thesis sometime. Speaking of reckless behavior though, I also need to remember to discipline Chief Hargrave and now Petty Officer Hargrave..."
Cascka blushes. "Ah. Yes. I ah... I heard they found... productive ways to spend their time post battle while waiting for rescue."
"Yes..." Jerry's eyes narrowed. "They're lucky I was more worried about them being dead. They were inches away from peddling vacuum on one side, and they had the sheer gall to rut like teenagers. I appreciate there's a instinctual desire to do things like... have sex after a very close shave survival wise, but they were still in danger! So Hargrave, nee Smythe has been reassigned to a different gun crew. Can't have a wife working for her husband in the direct line of command."
"Technically all your wives are in your direct line of command."
"Fair, but I'm significantly less likely to have an on duty tryst in a broom closet with one of them. Our clan also owns the ship, which changes the command environment a bit from anything we've got back on Earth. Back on topic though, you were asking about my type… what did you mean?”
Cascka chuckles, relaxing for just a second before her eyes open wide as her blood runs cold. Jerry could practically read her thoughts her expression was so clear. He had remembered. Of course he'd remembered.
"Well. I just mean your wives are quite varied... though they do tend to be more... bombastic shall we say. Or so it seems to observers. For example Ms. Gaucha and this loud cat woman who's been causing something of a stir recently. They're both..."
Jerry holds a hand up, stopping Cascka. "Point of order, they're not joining my marriage. Not yet. Especially not the loud cat woman. Her name is Nezbet for the record. I've said I'll consider it, but we'll see. They need to talk to Syl and the girls, go on some dates with me. We need to get to know them as a family, and I need to get to know them as just me. Syl in particular is determined come hell or high water that every wife in the marriage will be something special because of the hard upper limit I've set. Maybe one day I'll be pushed past that limit, but I'm damned stubborn."
A strange expression crosses Cascka's face that leaves Jerry stumped for a moment. Cascka was hard to read on a good day, childhood training from her mother no doubt, but that almost looked and felt like... fear?"
"So... you would... not consider someone after a certain point?"
"Twenty wives is the limit I've set."
"I... see. And there's quite a few of them already." 
A flash of concern crosses Cascka's face as she focuses on her tea for a bit, clearly thinking. 
"But you were saying about your type? If not more... loud women, what do you like?"
"I can appreciate all manner of women... physically the galaxy plays to my tastes, or perhaps my wildest teenage fantasies in the general shape of your average alien woman, but I can also appreciate more slender, less ah... chesty... women like Zombie. Wichen's noisy, Eymali is a whisper on the wind. The Volpir sisters all might share a species and a father, but are otherwise as distinct as can be. So long as a woman carries herself well, takes care of herself, and is engaging to talk to, I think there's romantic potential there."
Cascka visibly forces herself to keep a possible giddy look off her face, that's clearly exactly what she'd wanted to hear. Quickly she changes tacks, maneuvering him towards the conversation she actually wanted to have. She couldn't get bogged down. Not here. Not yet.
"On a... another note Captain, perhaps you might indulge me with a question about your home world."
"Sure Cascka, whatever you want to hear. Something more about our culture again?"
"Oh, not this is more about yourself actually. Your... personal history. Humans keep many pets, yes? A startlingly wide variety of creatures, some humans seem to practically keep personal zoos!"
"That is more or less how it goes for some folks, my family always had a lot of pets when I was growing up."
"Did you perhaps ever keep a pet snake of some kind?"
"I did bring a garter snake home from the creek a few times, but my mother made me put the little critter back."
Jerry grins, clearly thinking fondly of the moment, though slightly distracted by the odd look on Cascka's face.
"Why do you ask Cascka? That's a rather specific question."
He's instantly rewarded with a mild look of panic as Cascka tries to figure out how to respond to him.
"Well... it ah. Was a research question! Yes. Research. About human mate selection once freed from Cruel Space. I'm considering doing a joint paper on the subject with your wife Matiya. It seems humans tend to be more readily attracted to races with seeming ‘precursors’ on the human home world. Dogs, cats. Things in your mythology also work. Like there's a warrior race that looks a lot like the Horchka! Male Horchka, but Horchka all the same. So I was just... hoping you'd have had a pet snake too.”
Aha. She hadn't meant to let that last part slip, and as she drank deep from her tea settling back into her mass of coils, it seemed to Jerry she was growing a spine as her mother had hoped. If indeed she was maneuvering for an opening... or just working up her nerve... to propose.
"Heh. While your theory might make sense in a very general way, I never had a fuzzy shark or lizard as a pet. Nor in fact did I ever have a pet fox, and the bulk of my wives are Volpir. So... why the pet snake Cascka? Do you perhaps... have something you want to ask me?"
He couldn't be more obviously giving her a lead in than that. He had almost literally put a damn neon sign up at that point. Now it just remained to be seen if Cascka would take the on ramp.
"I ah... this will sound silly Captain, but... I am not a woman who is good with... social situations. I am shy, awkward, and inexperienced at best. I wrote out perhaps half a dozen different general speeches thinking one would at least get me in the ballpark of what I wanted to say, modified for how you would answer my questions. Some of them had very horrible attempts to flirt... My eldest sister is not... as introverted, as I am... but she is similarly terrible at flirting. She took after our father greatly, and courts like a Canndior. I probably should have consulted another sibling."
"What's an example of one of the lines?"
Cascka's eyes shoot wide open, panic covering her face for a brief second before she relaxes. "Well... I... if you had had a pet snake as a boy, my sister suggested leaning in, emphasizing my bust... oh, scales, I was supposed to wear something with an actual neckline... and ah... hold on." 
Cascka reaches into an axiom pocket and pulls out an honest to god cue card. 
"Ah. Yes. To lean in, emphasize my bust and cleavage and to... tuck some of my hair behind my ear and ask you breathily if you'd like to have a pet snake again. I am... not entirely sure how to speak breathily..."
The slightly bemused man sitting across from her resists pointing out that she's so anxious she's doing a decent job of being breathy in her tone of voice right now. He had to keep a straight face, minimal jokes. This was very important to Cascka, and to him. He couldn't ruin the moment for her.
The serpentine beauty blushes again as she realizes what she'd just done, and the card quietly incinerates itself in a little flare of axiom fueled flame. 
"Primal veins of my own mother I am sorry Captain for this... indignity, I'm sure that you can find someone..."
Jerry rolls his eyes as Cascka begins to swan about a bit, clearly trying to gracefully deal with her perceived failure to woo him properly. He quickly coats his lips with a little axiom, then leans over and kisses Cascka hard on the mouth, shutting her up as she gives a needy little moan before he releases her.
"My apologies for taking such a liberty with you."
"T-take more if you want." 
Cascka pants, clearly enthralled by the kiss even without getting a dose of human pheromones. Some emotions were stronger than the very sensitive personal biochemistry of most galactic species it seemed.
"I believe you were about to tell me I could clearly find someone better suited to me than you, and then you'd flee. Possibly teleporting. That about right? Nod yes or no."
Cacka nods yes, having a harder time meeting Jerry's eyes post kiss.
"That's not what you want is it? Nod yes or no again."
Fervent no.
"So why are you running away? You haven't even asked me anything. I haven’t had a chance to say yes or no... and nothing in our conversation has told you anything about how I might answer that question. Well. Not until a second ago. So if you want something from me Cascka... just ask. As you. No script, no advice from your sister, no guidance from your mother. Just Cascka."
Cascka gulps, licking her lips for a moment as if they were dry. This would be a big moment for the young woman. The old Cascka would probably run. She'd run from things before. Still Jerry had seen an interesting person that had been shaping up in the background of Cascka's life, and while Rikaxza might be proud of her daughter already, Jerry knew she'd rather like the woman that had been quietly maturing and coming into her own behind the walls of the monastery.
"I ah. Oh scales. I love you. I think. I haven't quite... been in love before. Then again most people haven't, and they figure it out. But just looking at you from afar can make my heart race. I ache to be near you and to hold you in my arms and coils. Your... sweat... should probably count as some form of torture. I don't think of myself as anyone exceptional, but I can be a good wife to you I assure you... So I ah... would like to formally apply to join your marriage. I know it'll take time to go through some da- mmmph!"
Jerry kisses Cascka again, no axiom in the way this time, she gets a full dose of human pheromones and immediately calms down, slightly stunned.
"No need to apply, if you want in, you're in. Syl's suggested bringing you into the family a couple times. You make quite a good impression almost everywhere you go you know? Wichen and the more... physical girls might not understand you, but even they like you well enough. So... I suppose Cascka, the better question is to ask if you'll marry me?"
Cascka's emotional state at that moment could be best described as shifting without a clutch. She barely manages to squeak out a yes before pouncing on Jerry and bundling him up against her body. The full body embrace of a lovey dovey Nagasha woman was a new experience, and one he was most looking forward to enjoying more regularly. Literally every part of him was embraced by Cascka’s body or her coils, her slightly cool scales squeezing like a passionate hug across his entire body. 
They snuggle for a bit, taking their time as Jerry strokes the back of Cascka's head, already mentally writing the notification email to Cascka's mother when Cascka suddenly ‘sits’ bolt upright.
"Wait something doesn't… Doesn't... that mean you're putting me in front of Ms. Gaucha and that cat woman?"
"Yep."
"B-but... why? Not that I'm complaining, but they're bold, smart, aggressive even. I'm just... me. And they both came forward before I did."
"Well for one, we've been getting to know each other intimately for a while now. We've had some pretty deep talks since I started training under you. So that gets quite a bit of credit from me. I like Gaucha well enough, she's a good woman, but I don't know how she sees the universe like how I know how you see the universe."
"I wager you can guess, Ms. Gaucha seems the consummate warrior's warrior."
"Even then there's always these wonderful little differences between people. It's perhaps the great treasure of being afforded so many wives. So many unique points of view to come to understand. So many singular existences joining themselves with mine. It's a treasure beyond comprehension sometimes. But as for being just Cascka... If I haven't made it clear yet, let me underline it for you. Just you counts for a whole hell of a lot more than you're giving yourself credit for. Masha, for all her skill, couldn't have put that axiom shield up the other day. The so-called cat woman couldn't even begin to dream about using axiom like that. You saved a lot of lives Cascka... but even if you hadn't, you came to me as just you. No need to display, or puff yourself up. Just Cascka? Just Cascka's worth the galaxy to me."
Cascka sniffles. "I really see why you've charmed your wives so readily. Even by human standards. Even with all the love that seems to well up around humans, they love you so much it's like basking in a sunbeam just being nearby. I can't help but think it's because you say these sappy, romantic things without even thinking about it. Like a romance novel protagonist come to life... but we're all the heroines of the story."
"You are all the heroines. Each a legend in the making in her own right. At least, that's the story I intend to write, I just need you girls to help me. Can I count on you Cascka?"
The pretty redhead beams up at him, smiling through tears of joy and relief. "Yes!"
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The pirates had incredibly low morale. 
Jerry knew they had low morale because when he entered the makeshift brig full of allegedly very bad women he didn't get cat called once. He didn't even get leered at. Mostly they just looked at him like they were wondering what fresh hell he had brought them. 
Good.
He'd looked up their ships. Looked up their records. If he turned these women in he could get a decent total chunk of change for the bounty, but the price for hauling their asses to the nearest civilized system wasn't nearly break even. Nor did he want to kill them and just turn in their hides if he didn't have to.
They'd already dealt with the worst of them after all.
Jerry had forwarded the evidence of the three captains' demise and they had been worth a nice pay out. The money for the first had mostly gone to Masha and the kill claim for the second corvette had been so split up that Jerry had put the money into an entertainment lounge upgrade instead. The gunnery crew who'd scored the strike on the Darl'in'cha's starboard cargo bay had taken the third bounty. 
It had been converted into a hangar for assault shuttles, and the Captain, a formerly extremely bad bitch by the name of Grelchin, had ended up dead with her top leg breakers after the successful hit by the No. 2 plasma turret crew.
Acting Captain Manila had rolled on her former boss all day. 
She was chosen as First Officer mostly because she managed to keep the rest of the crew functional, but Grelchin otherwise ruled through fear and sadism. Another graduate of the Dark Cabal school of leadership it seemed. Nor was the billet of XO any safety for Manila, and she had the scars and other wounds to prove it. Including the loss of her ear.
Apparently Grelchin had taken strips off with her claws and eaten them until it was down to the stump she had... then she'd run her claw around inside, deafening the sensitive instrument. 
Manila's supposed crime? Nothing. Not a damned thing.
While that could just be a story, Grelchin had kept a diary in full holo, as well as a punishment log that Commander Lawson had described as a ‘book of grudges', and inflicting that level of pain on someone for nothing was very much Grelchin's style. Random acts of cruelty were practically a religious commandment to her.
All the better she'd been spaced in Jerry's book. Ditto the even nastier literal bitch Masha had taken out like a bag of wet laundry. Her favorite victim, the Gravia girl Babydoll... who desperately needed a nickname of some kind, was spending many long hours with one of the counselors they'd brought aboard.
Jerry had gotten the cliff notes from Bones, and it included just about every nasty thing one could do to an entity that was made out of pure math and axiom. Including some fairly violent and regular rape. Because of course it had. The mechanics of it were beyond him, but Jerry could take a few wild guesses involving axiom and sheer ruthless spite.
It had left Babydoll with a reasonable fear of just about every woman that wasn't Masha, her savior and 'big sister'. Doubly so if that woman had any kind of muzzle. So without much in the way of options... and Babydoll quite literally begging him to let her stay and work on the ship, he'd billeted her as the only woman in the corner of the ship that held the Tear's mini nerd squad.
The nerds had asked for, and received, a shared living space off of the large conference room that served as their nerd squad HQ away from home. While it was technically their work space for nerdly duties, it was also an entertainment lounge piled with a wide variety of game systems, both human and alien. The 'nerd' exit of that conference room led to what amounted to a large communal living space, and then small individual rooms branched off from that. They had a billet spare for Babydoll and she'd taken to living among men with an almost desperate enthusiasm that had nothing to do with potentially getting laid.
Jerry was reasonably certain she'd end up married to one of the nerds. She was, somehow, stacked in ways that a math problem simply should not be, and that seemed like pure nerd bait to him. Probably Marvin, that guy did math for fun. So giving him the opportunity to literally take a math equation to bed and make little math equations with her certainly checked out in Jerry's book.
Over all, the boys were all being very respectful of Babydoll and doing their best to help her along in the healing process by treating her like the person she was. That said, when she did decide she was ready to try something like that, she'd probably have a fairly easy time finding a willing volunteer to see if a sentient math problem needed help keeping her bed warm at night.
Jerry continues to survey the pirates, not saying anything just yet. Despite their Captains being petty tyrants, this lot really weren't too terrible by pirate standards. Though Jerry suspected that wasn't from lack of trying. Their Admiral had kept their little fleet on a tight leash, and used her assets in big actions or sent individual ships out on direct assignments instead of her fleet being a roving problem waiting to happen. So being smart and operating in wild space had kept these crew's rap sheets fairly short... plus these were mostly the back line girls.
Engineers, cooks, mechanics, all the things needed to make a spaceship, never mind a warship function properly. In short, they were useful. The fighters had all pretty much died in the fighting, mostly in various boarding torpedoes or assault ships attacking a target that had not been weakened nearly enough for those tactics to be vaguely safe.
That left the sorry little mob that Jerry was watching now. Have-nots, ne'er-do-wells and assorted flotsam and jetsam. Their crimes, big and small, the suffering they themselves had endured, Babydoll's rescue, it all floated through his mind as he took a slow steady breath.
He could save these women. From themselves if no one else. So Jerry was going to make them an offer that they'd be absolute fools to refuse. 
The pirates had been sitting on their hands for a week as they transitioned to Vucsa 5, now, a day's travel away, they were either going on with him, getting spaced, or being shuttled down to Vucsa 5 to be held for the next transport going corewards to be dealt with by the authorities... if Duchess Lilpaw didn't decide to string them all up and save everyone some transport costs. 
He held all the cards, this should be relatively easy... but just in case he had an ace up his sleeve. He knew just the woman to make the perfect argument for a second chance, and she was waiting just outside. 
Jerry signals one of his Marines nearby, and the woman snaps to the position of attention. 
"Room! Attention!" 
Some of the naval masters at arms playing the role of jailors are immediately in and among the pirates, acting almost like drill instructors, getting the mob on their feet and facing the appropriate direction. No physical force was required. Just some light guidance. 
The gaunt, hopeless looks on their faces only fed his conviction. His confidence. He could save these women... and if he did they'd follow him into an actual hell, of that he was sure.
They'd gone from a life of cruelty and horror to a life awaiting the gallows. Now was time to prove that there was a third way... a better way. A way he had no small doubt some of them had been dreaming of. 
The surviving Captain, one of these spider women that never failed to give him the heebie jeebies worked her way to the front. Her rap sheet was the shortest out of her entire fleet, and her crew was better taken care of than the others. They'd taken heavy losses when the Tear's torpedo had taken their now former corvette's drive core out.
"You ladies are extremely lucky." 
Jerry begins to pace, letting his voice boom with all his drill field finest, meeting pirate's gazes and making them flinch left, right and center.
"My casualties were extremely light. Only injured. No dead. If you had managed to kill some of my people... well, as I told the former XO of my new corvette, my supply of mercy would have been critically short. I have reviewed all of your records... and I'm prepared to offer you all a deal.” 
Jerry’s heels snap together with parade ground perfect motions as he turns an about face and begins to pace the other direction.
“There's some two hundred and fifty of you in this room, and another few dozen in the hospital under guard. You will stay here, be fed, have your wounds treated the traditional way... and then transfer to a planetside holding facility to await local justice or the next Undaunted transport going upspin and coreward... to be delivered into the hands of the galactic authorities. There are of course worse options. Or. You can take my deal." 
He had their undivided attention, now it was time to really get them locked in.
"Ensign! If you could join us, please."
Pretty as a picture in her brand spanking new dress whites Ensign Manila Pawthorne, former pirate corvette XO, and fresh out of a healing coma comes into the bay with her heels clicking, squaring her corners just like the freshly promoted First Sergeant Isabella Ramos had taught her. They'd spent a whole day drilling Manila for this moment, and she was putting on a perfect show.
"Hey! Hey girls it's Manila! She got her ear back too!"
"Spiffy uniform, wonder who she ratted out for it. Traitor."
Bridger mentally notes the individual who said that, but her tone sounded more like jealousy than any actual anger or venom. 
Manila comes to a halt and offers a sharp salute, and Jerry makes another mental note to give Top Ramos another commendation as he returns it. He turns on a heel back towards the pirates.
"Ensign, please tell your former shipmates the deal I offered you."
"Aye aye sir. Girls... please. Listen to me."
Manila spins on a heel, steps forward, then reaches up and pulls her peaked cap off. They hadn't coached her on this, it was pure Manila. One of the instincts that had noted her as good officer material by Commander Lawson.
"Captain Bridger is offering us an amnesty. Every crime we willingly confess to. There's a few limits... but not many, and even then if we confess and aren't accepted, for all but the most heinous crimes we won't be turned over to the core worlds. If you have fines or a bounty, the Captain is offering to pay it off personally. You just have to pay his price."
"What price is that?"
Calls out a wag in the crowd that Jerry couldn't spot. He suppresses a grin as he steps forward, that had sounded a bit like Diana Lawson. Well, every salesman needs a ringer in the audience.
"Six years. You'll owe me six years of making you a brand new woman after I finish training you up to standard. You'll be screened, and assigned to enlisted, warrant officer, or officer tracks. You will then go through training appropriate to your new rank band and, if you have applicable skills, a rating. Depending on your experience and how you do during testing, you will further be assigned a rank within your band. Ensign Pawthorne tested high enough to pick up full Lieutenant, but requested starting from the basic officer rank, a chance to learn how to do things the right way from the top. I'm quite pleased to have Manila as one of my new line officers, and believe she'll be an asset to my ship and my crew."
Manila hadn't been told that was coming, and beams brightly enough to light up the room. The healing coma had done a lot for the Feli woman. Put some pep in her step. Past that, she was so hungry for praise, for any form of positive emotion attributed to her that even a crumb of a compliment was like pure treasure, and respect?
Admiral Cistern had said it best, and said it often. Respect and courtesy were high value coin to those who received little of either, and that little taste of respect had clearly practically been a drug to the Feli officer. She craved it. The respect of her peers. The respect of her seniors. She'd work her ass off to get that respect and recognition, no torture required.
"You are not limited to a job you have previous experience in. If you're a mechanic and you desperately want to be a cook, and you have the aptitude, I have plenty of hungry mouths to feed so I'll gladly put you to work. If you're a chief engineer or pilot with an extensive background I'll be harder pressed to put you to work in a different field, but my staff will at least listen to your requests... all you have to do is be honest with us, and take the oath."
Jerry begins to pace again, and Manila takes a step back out of the way.
"For six years in addition to your pay, you'll be clothed, fed, sheltered, trained, and instructed in the philosophy of the Undaunted. The Undaunted is not just a new stellar power, it is a mindset. A way of life. Many of you have been living under a boot heel... even your most senior officers were being oppressed by the now past tense admiral of your former fleet. Never mind the now past tense captains. Of the four present at last week's engagement three are dead. Captain Charo was, near as I can tell, the only decent excuse for sapient life of the lot. If you're ready to say never again to that kind of treatment. To never let yourself be cowed or broken like you were... to fight. Then I have a billet for you. A second chance. A new life. You can even request a healing coma as soon as possible... you might have to wait a few days if we have enough applicants for that. Medical care takes priority obviously, but if that's what you want, and you're one of mine, I will always try and do what's best for my crew."
Jerry comes to a stop right in front of Captain Cora Charo, heels clicking smartly.
"So. What say you?"
Charo offers him a weak smile. The question had been for the room, but as the ranking pirate officer left, it was also predominantly for her. If she went, a lot of the girls would follow her. They were raw material, ready to be shaped and molded, but they weren't Undaunted yet. Not even close.
"I suppose I won't be able to retain my rank of Captain."
"Not as a line officer, assuming you want to stay on the command track and have a shot at commanding a ship again."
"The Undaunted would afford me such an opportunity?"
"You'd have to stick around longer than six years, but yes. I have no doubt you'll test out quite highly, probably the max I can offer you, which is full Lieutenant, with an expedited promotion to Lieutenant Commander on completion of a year of service after your training. All the interviews with your crew clearly indicated they held you in very high regard. Cora... I want you to keep doing what you do best. But for the good guys this time."
"We weren't so bad."
"You weren't. You know the rest of the fleet was or is. Or was a girl getting raped multiple times a day from childhood to her young adulthood after having her family butchered in front of her count as not so bad to you?"
Cora winces. Hard. Jerry probably would have gotten less of a reaction if he'd slapped her clean across the mouth.
"I didn't... if I'd known..."
"You didn't. So it really doesn't matter what you did or didn't do then. I can't offer you absolution for your sins, nor can I change the past... but I can offer you a chance to make the galaxy a better place."
Cora considers things for a moment, then reaches out her hand, firmly shaking Jerry's hand in turn.
"I don't know if you, or anyone can really make an impact on the galaxy, but I'm willing to try."
"That's all I ask from you... and considering I'm hopefully making an impact on lots of lives today... well. Let's see about that galactic change. I have no doubt you'll be surprised at just what you can do."
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Cassie
"I have them in sight." 
"Shh. Silence, woman, before he hears us with that crazy human sixth sense or something! Signal with a hand or even write it down if you must." 
Cascade's wing covers Nara'Denyali's mouth with a seemingly well practiced movement, muffling the Apuk woman with Cassie's soft, downy feathers. She was wildly frustrated with Nara'Denyali. She might not be your average Apuk warrior woman, but she was not Undaunted trained, and subtle things like hand signs for silent operations were completely beyond her. It was something she'd be sure to recommend changing to Colonel Ghorza before the next day cycle. 
She might be a contractor, but Nara'Denyali would be a liability if she couldn't operate in a combat environment properly alongside Undaunted soldiers. It was something Cassie put down to Apuk stubbornness usually... but she senses that the other woman would gladly take the training—A strange pattern of behavior for an Apuk. People usually joined them, not the other way around.  They were also never prone to adopting the ways of others, especially not stealth. 
The two of them were crouched around the corner of a maintenance corridor on the promenade of the Crimson Tear. The center of the social heart of the ship, it was even more filled than when they'd left somehow. Perhaps the Captain had sold off supplies en route as various non military spouses had come to him with business ideas? Or he could’ve even outright loaned or gifted them. It fit the pattern of the man called Skipper to Cassie's mind. 
The Promenade had all manner of restaurants of varying qualities and little food stands that sold everything from meat skewers and sweets to a strange ball of tasty dough. It apparently contained some sea meat known as octopus that the humans called takoyaki. It was enjoyable, though it did require care in preparation and ordering. Some of the usual ingredients and sauces were dangerous to other species, but the rich substance called mayo was universal enough a topping. 
One large deck with a mezzanine above the promenade  to increase the perceived size of the room really was a blessing. That went double for  the screens above them which were revealing the 'sky'. It wasn't completely accurate, the void was the void after all, but rather enhanced stellar cartography of nebulae and planets they passed near, keeping the scenery pretty. At the far end of the promenade, a set of hatches lead into the park that was perhaps the primary attraction in this part of the ship. 
There was something to be said for getting some grass under your talons, or being able to actually fly and stretch your wings with some trees. Some madman even had the idea to implement a simulated breeze—A true goddess send. It certainly beat the hell out of the warships she'd served on as a fledgling back in the day, that much was clear. 
Nara rises a bit, glancing down at Elyria and Tyler before dropping back to a knee. “She looks incapable of defending my lord in battle should someone try to seize him.” 

“...How do you mean that? She’s a soldier and a Seramali huntress you know.” 

“She’s unarmed, unarmored. Wings count for little in such tight quarters. The talons would be lethal to unarmored combatants.” Nara allows. 

Cassie let Nara’s words roll around in her head for a second. 

“Nara… are you… jealous perhaps?”
“What!? Of course not. Who could possibly be jealous over my lord’s cunning eyes and deceptively strong chin?” 

Cassie just rolls her eyes and holds a wing up again. “Shh!’ 

“I mean. Uh. Of course not. I’m merely concerned about my lord’s physical safety. He has only one wife, and one knight to his banner. And while an Apuk knight is more capable than most—even dishonored as I am—we would be hard pressed to resist if a sisterhood came together to attempt to seize him as a husband.” 

“Does that… happen often in Apuk space?” Cassie peers at the other woman, now mildly concerned. 

“Yes.” 

“That’s barbaric.” 

“It’s romantic, and barbaric. Such is the nature of my people.” 

“...Maybe I should reevaluate our plans for shore leave on Serbow.” 

“Mayhaps.” 

Cassie refocuses herself, trying to put the other woman’s words out of her mind to focus on the task at hand when Nara’s tail taps her shoulder.

"Why are we doing this again?" 
"You want to know what's happening while he's on his date don't you?" 
"No-mmph!"
Cassie's glare and another mouthful of feathers silences Nara and the other woman looks away for a moment. She’s blushing with the kind of heat only an Apuk can muster. This 'tsundere' act was wearing thin with Cassie's patience already. She suspected that Nara was holding back because of her allegedly dishonored status... but the way her eyes lingered on Tyler. The way her eyes were going to him  almost made her want to smack the other woman up the side of her head. 
She wasn't about to beg or invite her to join their marriage, but this was just frustrating! Especially when she was always around! She had to defend her 'lord' sure, but she seemed to be ever three steps behind them these days. Which is the other reason Cassie had corralled Nara into this spying mission... there was no way in hell Elyria would tolerate the Apuk warrior woman just... languishing nearby.
Cassie quickly gets herself back on task. A little quick scanning with her longer range eyes lets her easily focus on her darling husband and his date for the night. She focuses tight on his handsome face which had been recently ruggedized slightly with the growth of a beard. She involuntarily feels her nethers clench as he turns back to face Elyria after pointing out some stall or another to her. She silently berates herself for being so giddy. She was soon to be gravid after all, and she got more than enough love considering she was the only wife in the relationship so far—keywords, ‘so far’. 
She eyes the Apuk woman out of the corner of her gaze. Nara'Denyali had fervently sworn up and down when she'd brought her on this little task that she had no romantic interest in Tyler. While part of her didn't mind not having to worry about a potential power struggle for the role of first wife with someone as dangerous as an Apuk—no matter what she did or didn't do with an axiom—a more irrational part of her was almost insulted on instinct. Was her husband somehow not good enough for a vagrant Apuk?  
That particular silly thought as a capstone to the confusing nature of Nara'Denyali is enough to shake Cassie from her musings, they were on a mission; she needed to focus. She extends a hand, and Nara passes over the special equipment they'd borrowed from the intelligence division.Quietly, they tune in to the conversation that Tyler is having with Lieutenant Junior Grade Elyria Darlentra. She was a lovely blonde with fair skin and the prized twin sets of golden eyes that the Seramali considered the height of beauty since time immemorial. 
Cassie gestures to Nara and gets passed the listening device they'd also borrowed from intelligence. The subject of their investigation was sitting at a little cafe type place having what appeared to be coffee for Tyler and tea for Elyria. The two women huddle closer to share the earphones as they tune the electronic listening device. 
"So tell me a bit more about yourself Elyria. How did you find yourself here of all places?" 
Cassie's feathers flex as she hears Tyler's voice. He was smooth talking to her already! He probably didn't even know he was doing it. It made her want to rush down and give her husband a squeeze. He wasn't entirely comfortable with taking more wives, but he wasn't letting Elyria see it in the slightest. He was doing his absolute best to be a perfect gentleman to the lady seeking his hand and it made Cassie want to spoil him rotten with affection—Possibly with Elyria's help.
"Well, I'm sure Lady Cascade told you that I'm a fantasy author in my spare time. I actually make pretty good money doing that, but I've spent most of my life so far in school and studying... When the Undaunted turned up and began recruiting... I thought it was maybe my turn to have an adventure, too. I met with other Seramali women joining, including Lady Cascade, and I decided to volunteer for the Crimson Tear when the billet came available. The chance to get off Centris and get out there immediately was far too good a chance to miss."  
Elyria cocks her head, clearly thinking about something for a second. "Hmm. It's funny, you know? I went through Huntress training in my youth, but for whatever reason... I just couldn't take the Oath...  The Oath of the Undaunted, though? I didn't even have to think twice." 
"Boyfriend opportunities that good huh?" 
Elyria blanches briefly before the color quickly bleeds back into her face, clearly Tyler was wearing that little smile that he said was called a shit eating grin in his mother language and she'd realized she was being teased. 
"Not all of us are pirates who think within nothing but our base needs you know."
"Sorry, I couldn't resist an easy set up like that.  Go ahead and tell me more about your work. Being a novelist seems exciting." 
"Hmmm... giving me an opportunity to not so subtly brag? I'll forgive your earlier jest." 
The playful tone in Elyria's voice spoke volumes to Cassie, and from a quick glance to her right she can tell Nara's picking up on it as well. She was doing her best to appear carefree, like she was ignoring the events occurring below, but she was leaning in towards the machine as if it would let her hear better.
"As to my work I'm currently writing a modern adventure novel at the behest of one of the agencies of the Undaunted. They offered me an excellent deal to write a story about adventure and excitement with one branch or another of the Undaunted. Honestly I could just report on true events and get a decent enough story. I believe they hope to use it as recruiting material."
"Adventure and excitement in an environment with more men than most women can even fantasize about seeing in one place? Seems like solid fantasy fodder to me." 
"Oh yes, you boys don't understand that you're quite literally the stuff dreams are made of, especially for more... base individuals. Err. Perverts, perhaps? There's a whole genre of fiction and games out there centered on a woman building herself a harem of men." 
Tyler clearly snorts, fighting to contain himself in front of a lady. "I'm terribly sorry, it's just... there's the exact opposite back in Cruel Space. I can't say it was ever anything I was interested in, but the 'harem genre' was quite popular with some people." 
"Seems human men really have been primed for the galaxy, between that and your striking tendency towards xenophilia." 
"That might be sample bias, honestly. Most of the people—man and woman alike—who joined the Dauntless did so because they had a dream. Maybe not quite as intensely as the nerd squad... Despite that, we all wanted to come and see what was out there, and were willing to stare death in the eye and spit to do it. Now we've found a universe of wonders. It’s hard not to be enthusiastic. It’s especially great to be with such welcoming locals... maybe even a little too welcoming sometimes." 
Elyria is hanging off his every word, tea forgotten completely. 
"Goddess, you talk like a protagonist in one of my books. You’re much more sturdily built though. That style of protagonist is a bit more like one of my colleagues writing." 
Clearly sensing a potentially amusing and far less serious topic, Tyler immediately follows that thread. 
"Oh? What does she write?" 
Elyria blushes slightly. "Ah. Perhaps I shouldn't have mentioned it? She's an Apuk woman by the name of Erana'Aternae. We correspond quite regularly. She's on Serbow. I'm hoping to meet her when we make a port call there. Where I tend to write either modern adventure stories or sword and axiom fantasies... those sell like crazy to the Apuk, I'm sure you're surprised." 
"The girls who manage to be knight, dragon, and princess from high fantasy stories all wrapped up in a ball gown like what we call high fantasy? I never would have guessed." 
"Exactly! Anyway, Erana ah... writes another kind of fantasy. It's…  It’s slightly more... lowbrow, shall we say?" 
Cassie watches a familiar tilt of Tyler's head from the back as her husband tries to put the pieces together. "...Does she... write romance novels?" 
"Yes. Rather lurid ones, too." 
"...She writes goddamn bodice rippers!" 
"I'm not sure what a bodice ripper is, but if you're talking about trashy romance novels then you're certainly following what I'm saying." 
"I absolutely mean trashy romance novels. A bodice is an older style of garment worn by women, which will inevitably be ripped off by the handsome and studly hero, his hair blowing in the wind even indoors as he takes her to bed to have his way with the heroine." 
"That sounds awful... I don't suppose the Undaunted media servers have some?" 
"They absolutely do. You'll get a laugh out of them at the very least. What was it about Erana writing 'sturdy' men though? That's what got us on the subject in the first place." 
"I'm known for writing more active male heroes than a lot of people, Erana takes it a step further with down right male warriors, not sorcerers like the Apuk either! Warriors! Unsurprisingly, she was one of the first to market with a novel featuring a human male lead. I can only imagine you were... well, a dream-come-true more or less to her.  Especially if she writes her men how she prefers them?" 
"Heh. Probably so.” 

“Her current project is about outside her usual fare, she’s writing a licensed, fantasy story based on the romance of Princess Miro’Noir and her husband Vernon Shay.” 

Cassie can feel more than see Tyler’s jaw drop.

“...No. No way.”

“Absolutely. It’ll be reset as an Apuk fantasy story as opposed to current events, a mysterious sorcerer from another world pre space flight for the Apuk in a distant memory for their species. Lots of dashing action, adventure, sorcery of course. Seems Erana has a source in the palace, apparently she has all the details about Princess Miro’Noir and Vernon. I’d kill for that kind of access. The details on Miro’Noir’s battle style alone…”

“Hmmm. That is interesting. I feel like she’s gotta be more than just a bodice ripper writer if she’s got that kind of access… But enough talking about another woman, I'm on a date with you last I checked." 
"Shit, that was smooth." 
A voice echoes in Cassie's ear. She starts to nod to agree, then realizes it's not Nara's voice. Her head snaps up and Wichen Bridger is standing above them, looking down with a bemused smile. 
"You know, it's probably easier and stealthier to just work a bug or a wire into your man's shirt if you want to scope out how he's doing on a date with a wife candidate." 
"Wichen!? How did you know we were here?" 
"...Cassie, you've seemed really nice every time we've spoken, but I have to be honest with you: You suck at hiding. You have a massive pair of fluffy white wings and a giant Apuk warrior woman crouched around a corner. I could literally see you from the far side of the mezzanine deck."
Seemingly on cue, Cassie's communicator chimes, the pattern of its little sing-song tone telling her Tyler's calling. 
"Oh, hello darling!" 
"Hi, gorgeous, Elyria was wondering if you and Nara would like to join us for dessert?" 
"Oh, I wouldn't want to make you wait." 
"It's only a minute walk from that part of the mezzanine deck, we don't mind!" Elyria calls out. 
"...When did you find out?" 
"Spotted your wings when I pointed out the takoyaki vendor to Elyria." 
"Oh,” she sheepishly looks at her now folded wings, “feathers." 
"Heh. Come on, we'll have something indulgent to take the edge off." 
Carrie glances over at Nara and nods, more or less to herself. 
"We'll be right down."
Before hanging up, shutting off the equipment and returning it to its container. 
"Come along, Nara, we have an invitation for dessert." 
"What? Why me?" 
Cassie sighs internally as Nara does the worst job of acting shocked she’s ever seen.
"I suppose because you're here and Ms. Elyria is a generous spirit, come along." 
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“And with that, we welcome Cascka into our home as wife, sister, and kin. Blood of our blood, flesh of our flesh, bone of our bone. Cheers!"
Glasses are hoisted and quickly drank by the members of the Bridger clan as the two guests offer polite applause. The scene was a happy one, the dining hall in the Den had been decked out to celebrate Cascka's marriage to Jerry and to welcome her to the family. Secondary to the event was to formally acknowledge Masha as a candidate, and to allow Nezbet to formally introduce herself to the family.
The Takra had been making herself very useful indeed as they moved through space. She'd seemed to be everywhere on the ship once she recovered, offering to help the navigators as a guide and ensure they move safely around the nearby pirate stronghold she'd just decapitated. Marking out some potential resources that might be useful for Vucsa 5. Working out a better system to house the now former pirates in the short term while they were processed and drawing up plans for a better large scale brig in the future
She worked hard to show off her surprisingly varied skill set once she'd talked to some of the girls and gotten a better idea of what Jerry wanted in his brides, and what Syl's standards were like. Of course her latest bounty was one hell of a mark on her resume, even without the potential income to the family. It showed that Nezbet had a wide range of carefully cultivated skills and inborn talent that went beyond her species’ natural gifts.
At one point Nezbet had gotten into the training grounds and sparred with some of the more dangerous fighters on the ship, in and out of her warform and made an excellent showing of herself. Without her shapeshifting she was a smart combatant who fought mostly with guile, an expert shot with laser weapons, preferring a pair of cut down laser carbines that she wielded like pistols from hell. Or in close combat a pair of plasma swords she liked to lock together and basically use as a plasma staff.
When she was in her warform she was a nitro fueled cross between a saber tooth tiger, werewolf and the Incredible Hulk. 
Apparently there had been a rematch between Nezbet and Gaucha that had ended with some minor damage to a few internal walls and a bulkhead but was otherwise a draw. Allegedly both women shook hands and were being far more respectful of the other after the fact.
Jerry would have killed for the details of that fight, and so would a lot of the rest of the crew. There was a 10,000 credit bounty for security footage of the fight from the same party that had requested the leaked gun cam footage from Masha's fighter. A party Jerry had recently preempted by putting the high def security footage together with Masha’s gun cam footage and publicly releasing it. The full super cut of Masha treating a large number of pirates to a very bad day had become a hit across the Undaunted fleet, and was apparently making the rounds in Apuk space where it doubled as something of a recruiting commercial.
Master and commander is pulled from his musings about the state of his family by Mina tugging on his ear. She was serving as his date for the night. 
Squabbling over who sat where had been ended in the family by a reasonable rotation plan. Each wife got a turn during family meals to serve as dates, while Syl normally took her place at Jerry's right hand. Today she'd ceded that honor to Cascka, but let Mina take her turn on Jerry's left as his ‘escort’ for the evening.
"Yes darling?" Jerry turns and gives his full attention to Mina as the formal meal breaks up and little groups begin to form.
"Now that the formal part is over, I have a bone to pick with you mister."
"Oh? What might that be?"
"You're bringing in not one, but at least two, and possibly three more brides!" Mina pouts, the Impish vixen clearly exaggerating and teasing. "Normally I wouldn't complain but I'm not pregnant yet damn it!"
Jerry chuckles, Mina's tone had gotten him, he'd been expecting a slightly more serious complaint till she started making silly faces. Of all his Volpiri wives Mina loved to cause the entertaining kind of trouble when she wasn’t working. She had a knack for both causing and finding trouble with that sly foxy smile of hers.
"Well I guess we'll just have to try harder. Tonight's a free night and Cascka already consummated with me after the wedding itself two days ago..."
"Hey if she's down for a threeway she's more than welcome to come along so long as I get to lock my ankles behind your back and scream till I go limp. Three way cuddle puddle with a chick with coils might be an interesting sensation if she wraps us both up."
"Cascka's definitely a cuddler. Seems she likes fur on her scales too. She certainly enjoyed the group cuddle puddle the night after the wedding."
"Sleeping together like that's weird, but nice. Do humans do that with their wives back on Earth?"
"Most human men only have one wife, remember?"
"Oh. Right. Duh. So where'd that come from? I know it wasn't Syl's idea."
"Well it kinda happened on its own the first time, but I like it. The master's bed is big enough to accommodate most everyone, and getting everyone in one room for some night time skinship and intimacy is good for bonding I think."
Mina nods, clearly considering it as she strokes her chin. "Yeah the vibe's really different in our clan compared to the one we grew up in. Mama Inara was sweet as can be, but most of the relationship with Dad for the wives was fairly business-like... I know he loved Mama Inara and maybe the first wife... but she was so aloof that I'm not sure anyone knew what she thought besides maybe Dad."
Jerry pushes his chair back and juices himself with a bit of axiom, easily popping Mina into his lap. "Love is important to me."
"For the kits' sake right?"
"Yes, but your sake too, and all the other girls. That's part of why I'm so determined to set a cut off at some point. I want to be able to love you all like you deserve, and I can only do so much while holding down my job and other responsibilities. Even if I leave Undaunted service and we take the Tear completely private one day, I'll still be captain, I'll still have my work and responsibilities. Part of those responsibilities are making sure my wives know they're loved and precious to me, and that our children get a good view of what a relationship should be.” 
Jerry plants a tender kiss on the crown of Mina’s head. 
“That means sharing affection commonly, be it a caress, a hug, a kiss, some eye contact. Or snuggling during a movie, or a night together. I never want one of my sons or daughters to doubt that I love their mothers, even if we get angry at each other or shout or something else upsetting happens. That stuff happens to everyone, but we still love each other through that."
"Hell Jaruna was pretty pissed off at you the other day, what was that about?"
"We had a tactical disagreement on the defense of the ship. She passionately argued her position."
"She's plenty happy now though. Happier than I've seen her in a while actually."
Jerry glances over to where Jaruna's chatting with Evie, Ghorza, Zombie and Masha. The big lion shark alien is indeed in an excellent mood. Her hair styled, some more of the refined clothing that she liked to wear when she wasn't being 100% utilitarian being followed in pattern by Evie, Sharon and Ghorza. The Qipao like garments were apparently a favorite Cannidor fashion that got popular in a hurry with a lot of the more dangerous races.
Jerry took the four aligning their outfits as a sign of deeper bonding among the most martial parts of his family. Even if Sharon was clearly a bit embarrassed by the incredibly high slit that seemed to be galactic standard for a lot of formal wear showing off plenty of perfect porcelain skin and the strap of a very bold thong. Unbidden, his mind brings up a picture of Masha and her delightfully dusky skin in such an ensemble instead of her usual off duty cowgirl chic and he quickly quashes it.
"Think with the big head, not the little head." He mutters to himself.
Mina leans in and gives him a kiss, biting his lower lip. "Thinking about our Apuk guest maybe?"
"How did you know?"
"You were eyefucking her intensely enough that she'd have drenched her nethers if she'd noticed. Good thing she was drinking and telling a story. Poor girl might get the wrong idea if you're not set on bringing her in."
"Mhmm, well attraction isn't the problem, and Syl's more or less given her blessing. I'm just going to make her work for it. Don't want anyone to consider me easy."
"Little risk of that lover mine. Though admittedly you did tell the first girls at one point you're hard pressed to ignore a woman throwing herself at you."
"I've just had a lot of really quality women come my way. You girls haven't even heard of half the proposals I've dodged." Jerry shudders. "There's this one Mrega pirate captain who tried to extort me that I just about made piss herself when I threatened to kill her and eat her."
"Girl didn't take a hint?"
"Seems she found a new fetish. So she manages to find a new avenue to send a message every now and then. It goes from poetry to pleading to threats. All incredibly lurid of course, more or less offering her ship and crew up as part of my new 'fleet' if I'll mount her like the 'star conquering stallion of a man' I apparently am."
"Hah. Prey species can be weird like that sometimes. I knew a Carib girl, you know magic antler gals? 
Jerry thinks for a second. "The moose looking girls right?"
"If I remember what a moose is from talking about Earth animals, yeah kinda like that. Any way she was married to a Lopen male, nice guy, but a bit too puffy and refined for my tastes. From what she told me, nothing got her going quite like hubby tearing into a bloody steak."
"I wonder what a shrink would say about that particular hang up?"
"If you asked me to guess I'd wager it's something to do with a change of various chemical reactions related to a flight or fight response. She feels like she's in danger. Then she's getting her brains fucked out if you'll pardon the crude terminology. Going from fear to pleasure while knowing she's actually completely safe. Kinda like the emotional curve from a horror trine where the guys take their shirts off inexplicably."
"Makes sense I suppose." Jerry boosts Mina off his lap. "Go find Cascka and work out if we're having a three way tonight or not would you?"
"You got it handsome."
Another kiss and Jerry's moving through the room, stroking shoulders or kisses crowns as he works his way around, always with a kind of affectionate word for his large and seemingly ever growing family. Not counting Sharon as the hold out, he suspected they'd have a 100% pregnancy rate soon enough.
Shortly he's at the corner of the room being held down by the five most dangerous women in the room. 
"Darlings, Masha, thank you for joining us tonight."
"My pleasure Captain... or would it be Jerry in this context?"
"Anything but my rank."
"Alright stud."
"...On second thought, let's just go with my name."
Jaruna takes advantage of the round of laughter to pull Jerry down for a deep, hungry kiss, her tongue unashamedly pressing into his mouth. He wondered if it was a show for Masha, even as he kissed her, but when the kiss was broken and Jaruna pulled him deeper so she could whisper in his ear, it became clear the intimacy was a cover.
"Keep it quiet ‘stud’, but you almost certainly did the deed. Gonna deliver on that promise of future warladies sooner rather than later. Not that that's gonna stop me wanting some sugar on the regular."
"Well tomorrow night's another free evening... want to make sure? Or celebrate. Whatever you want to call it."
"Mmmph. Keep revving me up like that and I might ride your dick here, kick off an orgy."
"Heh, not with our guests present."
"They won't be guests for long, Masha at least."
"Shh. I haven't told her yet."
"What are you two whispering about? Plotting something wicked perhaps?"
Sharon calls out before Jerry tosses a wadded up napkin at Sharon in response, before reaching over and snagging up her glass of whiskey and taking a swig.
"Hey!"
"Thanks for the drink, gorgeous."
Jerry moves around the group, cleansing what could be a near lethal dose of alcohol on his lips with axiom before passing out kisses as he moves to leave to visit the next group of wives, only to be confronted by Masha puckering up at the end of the line. 
From the smile in the lines of her tightly shut eyes she's just playing, so Jerry gamely boops her on her dainty nose, prompting her to open her eyes.
Masha shrugs and offers Jerry a flirty wink. "Can't blame a girl for trying."
"Soon enough. From what Syl's said to me you can start picking out a white dress... not that there was ever much doubt, but it's Cascka's turn in the limelight, and we haven't gone on any dates yet. I'm not in any rush, even though I know a lot of the galaxy likes to race into marriage."
"I can take my time. Like Nezbet, I know you're well worth a little wait Skipper."
"What's a wait of days, weeks or months when we could end up spending centuries together?"
"A day or a century, as long as it's with you it's a treasure beyond compare."
Jaruna chuckles. "Damn that was smooth, shit I feel like she's earned a kiss for that one!"
Masha tilts her head up again. "I certainly won't say no."
"Rain check, you'll likely be able to redeem it soon enough, like I said."
"Heh, looking forward to it. Almost makes me want to take leave for the next shell cracker tournament. Tiaras are supposed to be common as part of human wedding wear, be fun if mine was straight from the hand of the Empress."
"Oh, cocky are we? Didn’t think it was that easy to get one of those fancy little doodads." Jaruna raises an eyebrow.
"A bit. I'm a touch out of shape and would need to work up into tournament form... but I think I've only gotten more lethal since I walked away from going after a title and chose flight. I mean I can do this... and most girls in the tournament can't."
Gaucha holds out a hand and calls warfire to her palm, the green flame dancing merrily and warming up their corner of the room significantly before she quenches it.
"If I spent some time working on it, I think I could work out white warfire, but I wouldn't mess with the so-called royal flame. Not without a title. Be a good grand finale for a tournament though. It’s just a thought, I wouldn’t want to be away from the ship though. Nor would I want to fight Vernon Shay… and there’s rumors he’ll be coming back to the next tournament. He skipped the last one, and there’s likely to be rumors of his return till he finally claims a crown."
The girls lapse into discussion of the finer points of the shellcracker tournament as Jerry continues to rotate his way through the room, sitting with some, or just passing by with another kiss or caress for the others. Wichen is curled up in a comfy chair in the corner and he quietly drapes a blanket over her before joining Syl, Firi, a few of the other Volpir sisters, and Nezbet.
"Mrow!? Eight? Such a small woman too! Nezbet worries Ms. Firi won't be able to walk when her pregnancy is further along. Takra'Takra consider having twins a very grand blessing indeed, but eight!"
Nezbet's eyes are wide, clearly the feline warrior woman isn't play acting for Jerry's sake or to impress herself on his wives, she's actually shocked at the idea of eight live births.
Firi beams, ever a ray of sunshine. "Well, if you can't run, you walk, if you can't walk, you crawl, and if you can't crawl any further..."
Syl leans up to kiss Jerry as he joins their group before finishing the saying her husband liked to repeat. 
"You find someone to carry you."
"Having a nice night Nezbet?" Jerry asks.
"Your clan certainly knows how to eat! That beef'steak is something Nezbet could eat till she dies."
"Getting along with everyone too I see."
"Nezbet might be warrior, but being able to meet social obligations is important too."
"And being polite to non-warriors?"
"Just as one cannot offer true offense from ignorance, those who do not fight are not to be fought. Even Takra'Takra clans know this for all that is said of us... though it is rare to find Takra'Takra who is not warrior. They tend also to have many kittens and take up places in hearts of clans, like Volpiri den mother. Raising a claw against such a woman is... disagreeable. Many will defend her... though Nezbet remembers one time hearing of a clan mother like Ms. Firi who was threatened enough to turn to her warform to defend self and kittens. She crush'crushed enemy in most brutal way. Legends say big'big warform. Bigger than even largest of warforms Nezbet has seen, true monster. Such was the fire of a born mother to defend her kittens and the kittens of her clan."
"So it's practical as well."
"Getting between mother and children or being threat to mother's children good way to end up qala'qala." Nezbet wrinkles her nose, clearly already trying to translate. "Is hard word... Qala... mega dead maybe? Utter destruction? Ripping soul out via urethra and pitching into heart of  a star?"
"...That's a lot for such a small word."
"Takra language has many hidden poetic meanings and references. Is very hard to learn if not born into it. If Nezbet joins clan as Arli'Bridger our kittens will likely speak very little of my mother tongue. This is a common fate for kittens raised outside of Takra clan. Not so much sad, just... how things happen yes? Galactic trade more practical in end, and most Takra affairs conducted in it. If you come to Takra world all will know your words. Not all on many worlds speak galactic trade as you know. This is not so in Takra space."
"Wait is that how your surnames work, parent clan, Arli, then branch based on the husband at the center?" Syl asks.
Nezbet shakes her head.
"Is more complicated than that. Is more that a clan takes the surname of the first husband of a clan. So the first of the Arli'Shet several thousand years ago left their parent clans, then married Takra'Takra man of the Shet clan, thus forming new clan. Many women stay within clan and so keep the name Arli'Shet as they bring husbands in. Is really only done as first wife, but special occasions sometimes bring in groups of non Takra."
"Why not try to do that with me then?" Jerry asks, actually curious about Nezbet's through process related to her culture now.
"Nezbet theoretically too low in seniority to consider such things, nor would Bridger clan accept it. Not with husband as accomplished warrior, or with so many strong warrior wives. Plus... while Nezbet loves clan and kindred, is reason Nezbet runs alone you know? New clans need to form too in end, and the Arli'Bridger will one day have a name written in glory... if human'man ever accepts proposal that is."
Jerry strokes his chin. "I feel like you're not telling me something."
Nezbet smiles at him from her seat with a grin that would make the Cheshire cat proud as she rolls some wine around in her glass.
"To form new clan is bold move. Bolder than bringing husband and sister wives into clan. Much bolder than just bringing kittens from marriage in. Many Takra either simply bring home, or remain in something of a neutral phase."
"So by outright planning to begin a new clan you're going big huh?"
"Is only worthy of potential husband... but as you see from Nezbet's bounty hunting work, Nezbet rarely does things small. Perhaps in future Nezbet will be well known clan Matriarch. Nezbet certainly believes daughters and sons will win clan the glory Nezbet spoke of, be it with your Undaunted or on their own path."
"Playing the long game are you?"
"Long game, short game, Nezbet plays games at all time lines and angles human'man, but in all games Nezbet plays to win."
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Afterword
Thank you for taking the time to read this book. I had a lot of fun writing it, so I hope you had a lot of fun reading it. 


Book two will be out in the next three months or so depending on getting everything put together, with books three and four hot on it's heels. 


So, I hope we meet again soon. 


Regards,
Eric Wesson 
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