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To the memory of Akira Toriyama, may you never be forgotten for decades of fun, adventure and inspiration. 

"On this planet, we know that even the lowest-born can outdo the elite if they work hard enough." - Goku


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. 




Admittedly, this is the third book. If you're new, consider starting with book one. 




Not ordering you to or anything. I'm just a warning page to let you know there's a lot of violence, some smut and the occasional super kinky shit like handholding and heterosexual intercourse in the missionary position for the purposes of procreation in the context of a marriage for reproduction and pair bonding, in this book, not your Dad. 




You should probably call your Dad if you can though. Just to say hi. Just saying.
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Jerry finds himself once again in his office with Diana Lawson, the pretty redhead manipulating a holoprojector before it flashes up a rotating globe of a very, very green planet. 




"Good morning gentleman, this brief is classified." 




Diana wrinkles her nose with a smile, clearly playing with the standard opening for an intelligence brief from the terrestrial military they'd both once served. She turns quickly, and manages to drop a pen in front of Jerry's desk, ruining the well put together opening she had been putting on somewhat, drawing a flash of a scowl before Diana's face flicks to an 'I meant to do that.' expression like she was a cat who'd just misjudged a jump. 




"This is the world of Awauynis, it is the cradle world of the Yauya species, and I am mangling the name of said world to the point it might be offensive. The world itself is in the green zone and suited for human habitation. The planet is dominated by mega flora you have to see to believe. It's considered easier to carve a house than to actually build, and entire spire equivalents live in some of the trees on the planet. Cities double as small parts of forests. There's a saying back home that God loves a green country. Well I've never seen anywhere quite this verdant, so draw your own conclusions there. "




At a signal, an image of a Yauya pops up in full hunting regalia.




"The Yauya as you intimately know are a bipedal race of arboreal hunters. They also have the distinction of looking a hell of a lot like the Yautja, a fictional race of aliens from the Earth movie franchise labeled 'Predator'. Interestingly, the movies got all sorts of interesting things right, just right enough it disturbed the Yauya deeply. The species name, their hunting behavior, even the fact that they're a matriarchal society. All of this courtesy of an extremely powerful psychic probe of Cruel Space, lead by the Yauya and Dzedin, the Yauya's sworn sister species." 




The globe of Awauynis switches to an image of a Dzedin. 




"Who also happens to be the titular alien from the Alien franchise. Though reenvisioned as an absolute nightmare compared to the reserved, diligent species the Dzedin normally are. Interestingly a Lutrin scientist who was also working on the project is responsible for our 'gray alien' concept... and the idea that they anally probe people. Apparently the woman herself was not only a fan of anal play, but had a fetish for using toys in secret in public. She was indulging the day the psychic transmission was made." 




"Do I even want to know how Intelligence managed to find that out?" 




Diana offers Jerry a toothy smile. 




"I could be vague and make it sound scary, but she confessed to her new husband. She's one of the scientists from the project that joined the Undaunted. She gave a full debrief on the project... and then released some different details in pillow talk to her hubby, which he quietly passed on to us. He wouldn't normally kiss and tell, but the anal probing thing was something we just could not puzzle out from the Yauya or Dzedin involvement and it was driving some of our analysts insane." 




The image switches again, this time displaying 'the probe', as the galaxy knew it, and 'the beacon' as a lot of humans called it. The message from the great beyond that had beckoned humanity to come and join the wider galactic community out of cruel space. 




"The psychic mapping of Cruel Space was successful. More successful than any of the parties involved could ever have expected, because it found something astonishing. They found us. Life surviving in Cruel Space. The Dzedin and Yauya couldn't let that stand, through their own resources and quiet political pressure in the council, a probe with the tools for a sapient, technologically advanced species to rescue themselves was sent, which is how we ended up here. The Yauya and Dzedin have downplayed their involvement, they have a cultural obligation to not accept credit for a rescue. However, we, as an organization and species, owe them a debt of gratitude. Hence why we've been sent to establish formal contact with the Yauya government. We want another friend in the galaxy besides the Apuk and some of the individual worlds we've bonded with." 




The hologram returns to the globe of the planet Awauynis, its rotation occasionally displaying great gouges in the massive forests, all the way down to red stone. 




"Some history. The Dzedin came upon the Yauya while they were still not quite pre space flight, but pre light speed travel certainly and found them in the middle of a pretty brutal multi generational war. They're, to paraphrase, a very passionate and focused species. The Yauya do everything in their power to excel at whatever they are working on. Dependable past the point of parody the Yauya ALWAYS finish a job no matter how petty... you can see how that would end up in a war pretty quickly as a species wide trait."




The projection switches to a far more brutalized looking Awauynis. 




"This is what the world looked like as of the Dzedin invasion." 




"Wait, wait. The Dzedin invaded?" 




Diana nods. "It was the fastest way to stop the fighting and have a hope of preserving Awauynis' biosphere. The Dzedin conquered the Yauya and set about rebuilding their people and their world. Awauynis is projected to be ninety percent recovered from the so called 'War of the Blade Oaths', with parts of the southern continents in particular still showing heavy scars from large scale axiom weapons that you'd have to see the numbers on to believe." 




"I've seen quite a bit." 




"These girls managed to make bombs that made nukes look like firecrackers." 




"Alright, you have my attention." 




"Not much more to it than that Skipper, they were on course to tearing themselves apart, with high powered weapons until the Dzedin invaded, conquered them, pulled their heads out of their collective ass, and liberated them. Both from themselves, and from Dzedin rule after a century or two. Now the species are as one per the oaths they've sworn between them. Which is why you generally don't see Dzedin around without Yauya and vice versa if they're in any numbers beyond just one."




The projection changes to a set of Yauya wrist blades. 




"Personally I think the background of throwing the bigger, angrier sister of nuclear ordnance around is why the Yauya have gone so hard on melee combat since then. They have an intricate culture of honor duels and hunting challenges, and are fairly religious as galactic species go. They've deeply embraced their goddess of the hunt as part of unfucking their culture post Dzedin invasion. This has led to some complexity in our research on the Yauya. Eymali has helped where she can, but she's a huntsmistress, not a lawyer or a priestess, and we'd need one of each to really get a feel for Yauya law." 




Lawson brings up a photo of a tablet, covered in scratches that resemble cuneiform, and tiny, intricate glyphs. 




“In particular, we're having trouble researching some older Yauya laws. Some of them don't appear to have ever been digitized. They're somewhat holy texts of the species, but they're still a governing document. Like if the U.S. Constitution had a religious cult attached to it. So we need to have a good grip on them to know what we're doing in the space, but we can't really get more information without landing our mission to the Yauya... and its attendant intelligence cell." 




"Chances I'll be surprised by something?" 




"There's always a chance, skipper, I'm a very good intelligence officer with a very good team. Not a mind reader." 




"You do a damn good job of faking it if you can't read minds or predict the future." 




Diana chuckles, seating herself on the edge of Jerry's desk and doing some quick sleight of hand with a khutha coin. 




"Our line of work features both of the skills required to do such things in a professional setting. Pattern and trend analysis, being able to 'investigate' someone just by looking at them, or pick up on subtle cues in body language, how someone talks. All of that with a little stagecraft is how you become a psychic or fortune teller. I just play a much more important game than making chump change at carnivals." 




Diana tosses some of her hair back over her shoulder, posing a bit before pulling the coin out of thin air and tossing it to Jerry. 




"I'd be a waste for such things don't you think? Much better suited to taking out the government of an enemy state in full combat gear. Or if it comes down to it on a handsome and charming officer's arm in heels and an evening gown with a pistol taped to my inner thigh as we slowly infiltrate a party attended by influential and wealthy people, just waiting for said officer to reach between my legs and put his finger on the trigger once the jig is up and..." 




"Alright Ms. Bond, that's enough." 




"Sorry Skipper, I don't get a chance to play around much these days. I was office of naval intelligence back home, and while intel might be a bit relaxed compared to the rest of the Navy, the hierarchy and not clowning around with subordinates stuck with me. Spending time with officers of similar rank gives me a rare chance to let off some steam." 




"Well if you ever need a little stress relief my door's always open." 




Jerry resisted smacking himself across the mouth. The comment had been intended purely in the sense of Diana being able to come into his office to shoot the breeze and relax, but it had sounded so damn bad...




"I just bet it is." Diana smiles enigmatically, like she was pleased with herself. "Still, that concludes my brief on the planet Awauynis. If there's nothing else Captain, I'll take my leave." 




"Nothing at this time Diana, I'll shoot you a message if something comes to mind." 




Diana salutes smartly and turns to leave, but not before bending over at the waist to retrieve the pen she'd dropped earlier, giving Jerry a not insubstantial look at the back side that had so soundly beaten out the video game character with a similar name to Diana. He wasn't much of an ass man, but even he had to admit that Diana had a fantastic butt. Without another word, Diana straightens up and heads out the door, with a little over the shoulder wave by way of parting gesture.




Jerry sits there for a moment considering the paperwork Diana had just brought him, before a thought strikes him. 




"...What the hell? Was Diana flirting with me?" 




Jerry blinks for a few moments, considering that. It was subtle certainly, especially by galactic standards where flirting generally started and ended with ‘Knock me up!’... but it was almost unmistakable. And if she was flirting with him... he had to reassess some of his recent interactions with the intelligence operative. They've been having coffee more often recently. Or seeing each other in the gym. The only place he hadn't run into Diana more recently was in the shower, and if anyone could manage that as an 'accident', he was sure he'd be getting an eyeful of Diana in a strategically sized towel any day now.




If Diana was flirting with him. 




He set the page in the stack of documents aside, taking up the ne-... instead of the expected document for signature, there was a single page of plain paper, with the word 'YES.' written on it in a very tidy and precise handwriting. 




"Heh. Well that answers that question. She's messing with me too possibly... but I doubt Diana would flirt without meaning to back it up with action at some point..." 




Jerry flips the page over as he sets into the basket for 'processed' papers, only to be greeted with another hand written message, in the same neat hand. 'ALSO YES.' 




"Hmm... yes to what though? The flirting? Messing with me? Or backing it up with action eventually? Probably all three I suppose. Well no sense chasing the spy to her lair... I suppose we'll just see what she does."




Jerry checks his calendar and rises from his desk. 




“Time to get a little sparring in with Masha… I still have that damn battle princess to fight in a few months.”
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Jerry lunges forward and relishes in the sensation of the familiar movement that spoke to long years of study and training. Not that he'd ever stopped training, but it was a connection back to rolling around a dojo in his youth, compared to the more serious combat training he'd undergone for the entirety of his adult life. The only thing that had kept him grounded, remembering to not be so serious as much of his commando training tried to impress on him, was his instructor for some outside martial arts training. 




Bujinkan Budo-Taijutsu, a derivative of some of the old ninja training derived by Soke Hatsumi Masaaki, heir to multiple schools of martial arts, and taught to Jerry by an irreverent American gentleman in the man’s basement. There was no bullshit. No black pajamas. Training was either in gym clothes or street clothes. Train how you fight. It had taught Jerry a lot about how to spot bullshit, and made him a more effective combatant by far. 




The martial arts of a ninja were similar to a lot of native Japanese physical arts. They were all Northern arts, designed to strike or fight people in heavy clothing, like you'd expect in the cooler temperatures of the north. Aikido, Judo, Savate, Taijutsu and many others were all text book Northern martial arts. 




Instead of the furious whip-like motion of a Karate punch, designed to dump kinetic energy into a target who was almost certainly wearing light clothing such as was found in Okinawa and the homes of similar 'Southern' martial arts, the goal of a Northern punch was to punch 'through' someone. Not literally, but to put the energy of the strike deeper to put them off balance and leave them susceptible to being thrown or taken to the ground. For a Judoka, this was the start of the ground game. For an Aikido practitioner there were follow on techniques. For a ninja... this was the time to leg it generally. 




Ninjas were spies first and foremost after all. The pageantry was mostly invented for pop culture in the 1970s and 80s... but some of it was very real. After all, if you were an illiterate peasant in the 16th century and a man clad in dark clothes with a mask on his face was making hand signs, chanting and then disappeared in a puff of smoke... it wouldn't be illogical to piss yourself. Even if all of that was perfectly explainable by a smoke bomb, a little sleight of hand and some showmanship to really make it special. It could be used in a fight too, though again it required an opponent who just didn't know what you were up to. 




It made Jerry think about the human outpost on the world of Serbow. A Japanese man named Daiki Koga headed the Serbow Hidden Village, the home of the hundred odd human sorcerers who had migrated to that world. One of the foundations of the village was the practice of ninjutsu. It made him wonder if Daiki and his men had started trying to apply axiom to ninjutsu yet, and perhaps develop the formerly fictional parts of their shared arts, even if Daiki and Jerry were from separate schools. 




All this flowed through Jerry's mind like water as he punched through Masha's sternum, grabs her arm, and throws the surprised Apuk warrior woman over his shoulder and halfway across the room they were sparring in. Though he can’t suppress a grimace as the still tender brand on his shoulder burns in protest from the exertion. 




"Goddess's shell!" 




Masha rolls to her feet, smiling with a toothy grin. "Shit I didn't even feel the axiom." 




"No axiom needed, that throw barely needed strength from me, I used your weight against you. I had an instructor who used to like to do similar throws to toss the men in the class around like rag dolls. She was a ninety pound granny. There's strength, and there's strength. Physical capacity can overcome being very, very good, but you better hope you've got enough strength." 




"Fair the fuck enough! I suppose we don't really bother with martial arts like that. It's a rare circumstance for an Apuk to not be strong enough to do... well. Anything." 




"Being able to walk off while carrying a spaceship in the appropriate footwear will do that for you I suppose."




Masha cracks her neck and stretches out a bit. "Thought you were gonna use that Tret discipline on me." 




"I've mostly figured it out, and I don't want to risk the clutch." 




"Apuk eggs are pretty damn hardy, but I appreciate you looking out for us all the same. I caught that little grunt of pain though, are you alright?”




Jerry looks up and slowly starts to stretch his shoulder joints, being a bit more gentle with his left arm, where the major healing wound was. 




“Ah. Yeah I’m fine, just a bit sore from the axiom brands I submitted to yesterday.”




That has Masha’s attention.




“Wait, you got some axiom brands?”




“Yep. I thought I mentioned I was going to go through with it at dinner the other night. That laser graze I took back on the Alaqin colony, and Syl more or less pleading with me for my own safety convinced me to submit to the standard Undaunted protective brand. It includes top of the line external thermal protection among other things. I’m not entirely immune to lasers and plasma, but I’m about as thermally resistant as an Apuk among other things. I also worked with Marvin and our nerd squad to develop a few custom brands of my own.” 




“You know you’re a skilled enough adept you can probably skip all that right?”




“I am, and I won’t bother with brands for a lot of things, but this way I don’t have to think about some of my basic defenses, or focus too much for a couple emergency tools I want handy. Like there’s some things I don’t have a reliable counter for outside of power armor. Or if I panic that I won’t have the focus I need to work on a solution in my head. The brands will take the guesswork out of it. I just need to move the power and stabilize myself.”




“Hmmm. Makes sense to me hubby. The thermal protection alone’s gonna make your duel with the battle princess even more interesting, that much is for damn sure! Nice to know I can go even harder on you.”




Jerry groans theatrically in response, getting a laugh from Masha.




“Alright, I think we're all warmed up, let's move on to the more important subject for the day. Your internal thermal reinforcement is up to snuff, and isn’t governed by the brand, but I think you’re ready for the main event, it’s time to conjure warfi-”




Masha stops mid sentence as the  door to the room they’d taken over for training slides open to admit one of the other Bridger clan members, one of the Volpir sisters,




“Oh. Hey Yuuko!" 




Matyia Bridger was one of Syl's sisters, the pretty Volpir woman wore her dark hair long, and had recently taken to straightening it, and had it trimmed into what Jerry recognized as a 'Hime-cut'. A very traditional Japanese hair cut for women and girls. It didn't quite work with ears on top of one's head, but a little styling left the effect intact. Mati had also recently started going by Yuuko. 




Her lifelong love of mythology had led her to a respectable career as a mythologist and xenologist. That love easily extended to Earth mythology, and she found herself highly enamored with the Japanese nine tailed fox, so she'd set out to 'become' one, changing her look, her attire, name and stepping up her axiom training. For a nerdy, relatively reserved young woman who liked to spend her time reading and writing papers for university journals or her own short stories, when she wanted to do something, Yuuko Bridger went all in. 




Not that Jerry was complaining. The kimonos she’d taken to wearing were quite fetching on her. Though today she was ready to train in a thick gi top and pleated hakama. Her new sword was carried in her off hand the way Jerry had taught her, a position that left the weapon in a 'not ready to use' state, that was considered a polite way to move around with a katana. It made him grin though, it was always rewarding to see such an attentive student doing things the right way.




Yuuko bows politely. her tails waving as... tails? Jerry stops dead for a second as Yuuko starts talking to Masha about joining them for Jerry’s ongoing training to fight a battle princess. Still he can’t hear the words she’s saying, because something is just so odd… until he finally processes what he’s looking at completely. 




Jerry holds up a hand. 




"Darlings I'm sorry, I just... Yuuko. My love... Do you have multiple tails somehow?" 




Masha double takes all of the sudden, peering behind her sister-wife. "Hey she does have multiple tails!" 




Yuuko giggles into her hand. "Thank you for noticing darling. Yes, I do. I worked out a method to graft extra tails into my spinal column and nervous system, with a little biomechanical help and of course, cloning my own tail. I had the telesurgery yesterday. We'll see if I continue, or under which circumstances I add more, but I thought a second tail was appropriate for my academic accomplishments and century of life." 




"I suppose that makes sense, I can't say I was expecting you to go quite this far for your new interest." 




"I have access to the tools and knowledge and it has no negative effects on my person so I can't think of a good reason not to."




"Well you certainly won't hear me complain about more fluff around the house." Jerry grins widely, even as one of Yuuko's tails wraps around his leg like a large, fuzzy snake, gripping him affectionately. 




“I'll complain if you won’t, damn Volpir vixens, seducing our menfolk with your plush, silky fuzz!”




Masha's tone is harsh, but she's smiling and clearly fighting to hold back laughter... even as her own tail wraps around Jerry's waist. 




"Much as I appreciate the affection, darlings, we are trying to train here aren't we?" 




Both tails withdraw, with Yuuko doing her best to keep her expression blank, while Masha looks a bit sheepish. 




"Heh. Well I don't have a problem with you sitting in Yuuko... though I kinda want to know why you have a sudden interest in warfire." 




"I'm a decently skilled adept, and I've been training in my illusions with Cascka, hoping to seek master level, but a traditional weapon of the nine tailed fox mythology I've been taking on is the use of a blue flame. I realize it's quite a bit of work, but I'd at least like to try something other than merely colored flame."




"...Fine, just don't write a paper on it. I don't mind making one of my sister wives more dangerous in a fight. Gotta keep Hubby and the babies safe. Not that hubby really needs much help." 




Masha takes a breath, and with a sound like a bellows being worked, breathes a long tongue of red flame, which intensifies then turns blue, and finally green, lighting the room with the different bright flames. The heat hits Jerry and Yuuko as Masha takes the green flames in her hand, forming a raging fire ball. 




"Apuk are born of fire, born with fire. Fire without, fire within. Literally, and figuratively. We are a fierce, passionate people. Our flames burn brightly... and it means the rest of us burns brightly. You lack the internal furnace that fuels our warfire, as well as our native durability to fire. It's a worry about our children for example dearest, not that the minor hybridization will remove that innate durability, but rather if one of our children is human... they may not be able to safely interact with their siblings. Apuk can and do, breathe fire from birth. Our red flames, the flames we’re born with, are hotter still than a normal flame, with each color band of flame being progressively stronger. Blue flames are the first battle flame, where warfire truly becomes warfire. No warrior is considered worthy of her armor without blue flames. Few then are the individuals with the strength to master the green flames. It requires powerful internal control... but also a deep understanding of the sacred flame." 




Masha starts to walk back and forth a bit, juggling the ball of green warfire. "Jerry, as said we will continue your training. Your reinforcement has been coming well and between that and your new brand… well. Catch!”




Masha immediately pitches the fireball at Jerry, who immediately catches it. 




"Green warfire is where our natural fire resistance fails. Training you to this point means I'm dead certain you can conjure warfire safely yourself. It also theoretically puts you on the road to becoming battle royalty. It's not just enough to conjure green warfire for a real princess. You need to be able to survive your own weapon... and as Nara'Denyali just showed us the other week, green warfire can easily slag the most modern and high tech weapons available. That was not an exceptional or impressive display either, beyond the fact that she successfully conjured green warfire. Green warfire has been used to slag battleships. Never mind star fighters. Now, getting into position to use warfire like that can be a pain, which is why the star blade fighter and the Apuk Imperial Navy exist.  Though I will say the Apuk Imperial Marines are probably the scariest organization in the galaxy that doesn't get much press. Considering every squad leader is a battle princess and they do get put into position to use green warfire to fuck things up old school style." 




"Sounds like a good group to see if we can recruit veterans from." Jerry notes. 




"Possibly, but back to the point. Yuuko, let's start you off with reinforcement drills, Jerry we got you to the point where you can kindle the internal fire that feeds the warfire, I want to see if we can get you to catch the sparks of your first blue flame today. Your reinforcement is excellent. Considering you're still holding that fireball comfortably. So just focus on the nature of the flame as we’ve been exploring it, and try to generate some warfire."




Jerry tosses the fire ball back to Masha, and settles himself with a few breaths as he kneels down into a seiza position. He draws his focus inward, his hands naturally coming together. Once he got a feel for drawing forth the flames he'd be able to do it on the fly, but he had to pull it off first. He slows his breathing, and starts to breathe deep from the diaphragm. Years of meditation helped here. It was all about heat. Sparks. Feeding the flames. He might not have the literal inner furnace of the Apuk but he could feel the fire in his gut if he tried. He just had to concentrate. On fire. On flames. On the dancing green of the warfire he'd just been handling. In... out... in... out... 




'The breath is flame, air breathes life into fire, and fire becomes one with my breath.' 




Jerry plays with the words in his find as he visualizes fire as the Apuk know it. All conquering. All destroying... life giving. The great destroyer. The great renewer. The heat. The warmth. The fire of the sun itself burning in his body as he calls it forth and- 




"(Burn!)" 




A tongue of flame shoots out of Jerry's mouth, followed by a second, then a third, each about ten to fifteen feet long. On the third tongue of flame, Jerry gathers the red flame in his palm, forming a concentrated fire ball. 




Jerry can feel himself panting. How the hell long had that taken?




"Damn." 




Masha and Yuuko are still nearby, midway through a drill that Jerry remembered from one of the two hour reinforcement training sessions. Had he really been focusing that long? Masha's grinning ear to ear, and Yuuko's clapping excitedly as he flicks the internal bic once again and produces a blue tinged tongue of flame that he pours more axiom into, shaping and enhancing it till he's breathing napalm like a very pissed off dragon. 




"Yep. I think you got the knack for it. Only took you a couple weeks too!" 




Yuuko races over to throw her arms around Jerry's neck, kissing his cheek. "That was amazing darling! Those flames definitely had a blue edge!" 




"Heh." Jerry kisses Yuuko's cheek before stretching. "If I keep training I think I'll have solid blue flames by Serbow."




Masha snorts. “Hah. Blue flames nothing! I’ll have you producing green flames by Serbow at this rate! Though I'll have to talk to Cascka about it. She's studied warfire and can produce blue flames. I have no idea what progression truly looks like and how long it can take for non-Apuk, but we'll keep hacking at it. I want to make sure you surprise the tail off whatever stuck up bitch you have to have your exhibition bout with when we get to Serbow. Sides, never know, you might decide to hit up the Broken Shell tournament." 




Jerry considers that a moment, stroking his chin for a second before giving Yuuko a proper kiss.




"I'll leave that to you girls I think. I'm not in a position to swear an oath to the Empress just to start." 




Masha brushes the comment off in a blink. "Bah, don't worry about that shit. If you decide to go for a crown all you need to worry about is teaching a bunch of bitches what a man can do, even without sorcery." Then she wanders over to join the embrace, making it a proper group hug. 




"Still, figuring out warfire? Pretty damn hot husband." 




"Pun intended?" 




"Sorta." Masha leans in, stealing a long, slow kiss from Jerry. "Mhmm, flame singed." The Apuk warrior woman looks over to Yuuko. 




"Hey Foxy... up to sell hubby on some fun as a little reward?" 




"Always." 




"Get the door?" 




Yuuko breaks off to go seal the door to the training room as Masha begins to tempt Jerry into some midday enjoyment, her tongue tangling with his as Jerry's hands go to her waist, lightly feeling her up. 




"Funny... I'm not calling warfire, but I'm definitely feeling warmer..."




"There's all sorts of ways to warm up. Let Yuuko and I show you..." 
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Syl's capacity to multitask was incredible, Jerry reflected. He was in the middle of feeding Inara, still as much of a Daddy's girl as ever, if not more. She'd rather have her meal warmed up and from a bottle than from the tap if Jerry was available to feed her. 




Not that Jerry was complaining mind, if anything it was one of his favorite parts of his day, getting to bond and have a little quiet time with Little Inara specifically in addition to play time and family time with the entire brood. 




Syl meanwhile was feeding the last two children their evening meal while working away on her tablet. Alice and James usually went last for feedings, because they'd gladly drain their mother dry if given half the chance and the other babies needed the chance to nurse too. Especially considering they were all growing at an accelerated rate compared to normal Volpir. They were more active than kits usually were at this age too, something that had been a consistent trend from the day they were born. 




Comparatively Nadi's hatchlings were proceeding exactly on timetable for healthy Kohb infants according to Nadi herself. They were already much more mobile than their sisters and brother. 




Sensible considering Kohbs had to be able to get themselves out of trouble and into hiding places even as infants if some of the things that tried to prey on them on their homeworld made it into a Kohb colony. 




Inara finishes her bottle and lets out a solid burp, drawing a chuckle from Jerry as he carries the sleepy little kit over to the rest of the litter for nap time. Now separated from her beloved Papa and without her usual favorite cuddle buddy, James, Inara fusses a bit before quieting down. 




"Heh, really babies are the ultimate rock stars. They drink hard, belch, pass out and shit themselves a couple times a day. Your average rock star wishes they could live that hard."




Syl shoots her husband a look that suggests he's not nearly as funny as he thinks he is, something Jerry writes off as hormonal issues on her part with another irreverent grin. Instead he lingers behind Syl's chair, kissing the crown of her head between her sensitive fuzzy ears. 




"Whatcha working on gorgeous?" 




"Hmm?" Syl looks up, seemingly remembering what talking is. "Oh. Just processing some special orders and making sure we've got not just the production capacity but storage, import and emergency transport ready for when we get to Awauynis. Organs require rapid transport in specialist cases. Stasis of course, but cooled just for the sake of paranoia. Everything has to be perfect for transplant surgery. We're going to be replacing a few lower grade cloned organs, emergency 'band aids' you could call them while better quality organs are generated or ordered, some synthetic parts, again usually applied in emergencies. Oh and there's a small order from a medical university in the capital to refresh their reference library of Yauya organs... making sure they actually have the rights to the genetic code they're using is the difficult bit there." 




"I didn't know we traded in organs." 




"It's just not a part of the business most cloning services highlight. It's considered a bit... rude to talk about in a way, while also being understood that any cloning facility can provide that particular service. It's a council regulation that cloning facilities, at fair market rates, must be able to provide at least third grade emergency cloned 'medical materials'. Many hospitals also have small cloning labs for limbs or organs where needed. That's where a lot of our original equipment went on Vucsa 5 remember? They're well stocked with medical grade materials, high quality too, and we got upgraded to top of the line, more complex machines. Our equipment was also easier to maintain, a benefit on a frontier world that Duchess Agenda was happy to take advantage of. As for our own operations, we offer high quality materials, first grade or so called "one plus" materials, so at market rate it pays quite well. If you're against healing comas there's no better transplant than tissue that's still technically you." 




Syl frowns, shifting James and Alice around just a bit as she reads a final document on her pad, signs it with a style cap stuck to one of her claws, then turns the device off. 




"Of course a lot of the same groups that reject healing comas also reject cloned material as defiling the body somehow." Syl sighs. "I'd complain about the various weird philosophies that dot the stars, but considering I made a lot of my money over the years on trade from vegetarian carnivores and omnivores, meat eaters who will only eat cloned meat so animals don't have to suffer for their dietary requirements, I really can't complain too much." 




Jerry kisses Syl's crown again. 




"You're incredible, you know that?" 




Syl's ear twitches a bit, the vulpine beauty clearly a bit confused. "What did I do?" 




"You're just being you, and that means you're incredible. Anything else I can do to help out before I go?" 




"One more kiss?" 




Syl puckers up, and sighs Jerry fulfills her request with gusto. 




"Mhmm. Now you have to go, or I might be tempted to keep you for the night, and I'd hate to deny Cascka her date night." 




"Hold that thought for our date night. I'm looking forward to some childfree quality time with you." 




Syl melts slightly, clearly eager for all the love her husband can lavish her with. It was the hardest part of being husband to many in Jerry's mind. He had to be able to walk away. It was so easy to focus on one of the girls, especially Syl and Nadi since they'd delivered recently, but his other wives needed him to. 




Just like Joan, Boudicca, Khutulun and Cindy needed him. Or any of the babies beyond the one he was handling right at that moment. Frequently Inara, she had a talent for monopolizing her Daddy's time that Jerry was convinced involved some sort of latent axiom use.




A quick ping of Cascka's communicator has Jerry walking through the den towards the 'egg room'. A smaller room that was now set up with multiple incubators. To suit the family’s varying levels of paranoia, the door required several layers of security checks to pass through. The only room that was more secure in the den was the infant's nursery... and that had the added protection of Jaruna sleeping in there a lot of nights. There was no doubt they were safe, Jerry had established that with all the girls individually. The entire ship was essentially their fortress after all, nevermind how fortified the den had ended up with Jaruna and Evie involved with the refit process. Jerry had been surprised that the entire Den hadn't been restructured into its own spacecraft that could be used as an escape vessel for the clan... only to find out that the idea had been considered and discarded. Too expensive for too little benefit. Better to put the money into weapons, armor and shields for the Tear herself. 




Jerry shakes his head at his wives' antics as the bio scanner confirms his DNA pattern, confirms he's not being shadowed, and opens the inner door to the egg room. Cascka's the only one of the Bridger girls in the room at the moment, probably wrapping the incubator with her clutch in her coils. 




Only one other incubator is occupied at present, a special one for Masha's clutch of eight in particular that was covered in Apuk script, congratulations and blessings from her immediate family, who'd sent the device to them after hearing Masha had finally gotten married. 




Apparently the letter that came with it included a small data stick with some surprisingly lewd, by Apuk standards, meaning exposed ankles and a little cleavage, pin up photos of her unwed sisters and cousins with the rather obvious implication that Masha should pass it to Jerry and see if she could get some of her kin married off. 




It seemed humans were becoming quite popular in some of the Apuk warrior families, the husband to get if you wanted something a bit more robust and social than a sorcerer, but weren't set on an Apuk husband. That humans themselves had a warrior culture, and the men could be warriors? Honestly, it's no surprise to Jerry that the Apuk were getting along with humans like a house on fire. 




Masha had 'confiscated' the drive of course, immolating it with warfire, but had forwarded her kinswomens’ contact information to some of the more talented human warriors on the ship. Masha was fine helping the girls get human husbands. Just not her human husband. Not everyone was on as good terms with her sisters as Syl was. 




Cascka starts to hum a lullaby to her clutch, completely lost in her own little world as Jerry moves closer, clearly his throat gently. 




"Oh!" 




Jerry hops Cascka's tail as the startled Nagasha thrashes just a little bit. 




"Darling!" Cascka clutches her chest. "You scared me!" 




"I'm sorry sweet heart." Jerry steps delicately through Cascka's coils, kissing her tenderly. "I thought the door would have given me away, but you were completely focused on the eggs." 




Cascka blushes slightly, not able to meet Jerry's eyes. "I ah... I've been doing that a lot lately it seems. Ever since I laid the clutch. It was... exhausting, but the whole process has made me feel so much more ‘calm’... in a weird way. I'm not sure I understand it all completely, I'm just. Happy. At peace. Yet I find my mind fogging up a bit every now and then, and I inevitably find myself here, singing to them, caressing them through their shells with axiom, soothing them as they grow. Everything will come in time, but my heart hurts when I'm separated from them, even though I know they're safe." 




Jerry reaches out, brushing some of Cascka's flaming red hair away from her face and tucking it behind her ear so he can get a better look at her face. 




"Sounds like you're being an overly worried and attentive first time mother. That sounds pretty normal to me, Cascka. Your devotion and love is admirable. Beautiful even." 




"B-Beautiful!?" Cascka covers her face for a moment, the lonely nerd emerging from the far more confident woman Cascka had been acting like recently. 




"A lot of what you do just makes you more beautiful... and when you're going full Mom? Incredible. Stunning. You glow with this wonderful energy that has nothing to do with axiom that makes me fall for you all over again. I couldn't ask for a better mother for my children Cascka, and I mean that honestly." 




The sweet snake woman rubs her hands together, clearly a bit nervous about something. "F-Funny you should say that actually darling..." 




"Hmm? What's up Cascka?" 




"I uhm. I want another clutch. This whole thing, laying the eggs, doting on them. It's made me... what did Sharon call it..." Cascka visibly searches her memory a moment before her face brightens with a smile like pure sunshine. "Clucky. That's what she said she was when she was thinking about trying to have children of her own with you. Spending time with Cindy in particular just made her desperate to be a mother... and I... want to do it again."




Jerry takes Cascka's hands in his, leaning in and kissing the xenos beauty gently. 




"Well I'm certainly not against the idea. Though I think we should wait a bit longer. I want you to tell me that again after they're born love, and we have to deal with three adorable little sneklets... though the way things go around the galaxy, you'll likely end up gravid again any way." Jerry stops for a second, stroking his chin. "Hmmm... thinking about it, it actually might be good to highlight that angle in a dispatch to Earth actually. The galaxy's essentially a bunch of polygamous Catholics. What's a birth control?" 




Cascka swats her husband's shoulder playfully. "Oh you! You know there's a wide variety of fertility and family planning options out there for those who need it or want to avail themselves of it... we just. We have abundance, and for me at least... it just makes me... itch for it. Not just sex. Much as I'm always simmering for your touch, but getting ah... oh dear. Kn-knocked up. It makes me love you all the more as husband, provider, protector... and father." 




It's Jerry's turn to blush. Cascka could be a bit awkward at times, but every now and then everything lined up in her brain and she laid down the kind of heavy romantic talk that could make a man feel like a god among mortals. 




"Well when you put it like that..." 




Jerry steps away a bit, just to pace the room a bit... and instead finds himself wrapped in Cascka's coils as she pounces him. The sensation of being wrapped in a massive predator's powerful coils would be scary... but the fear parts of the brain are overwhelmed slightly by the embrace of Cascka herself. Her arms wrapping around him as she pulls him close, massive bust squishing delightfully against his chest as she snuggles in against him. 




"Ah... Darling?" 




"S-sorry... you moved and I moved before I even... oh dear." 




Cascka buries her face deeper in Jerry's neck, seemingly peppering his neck with kisses on pure autopilot as the tip of her tail thrashes a bit. He can't see much of her face, but what he can see has taken on the dusky blue tone that constitutes a Nagasha blush.




"So... are you coming on to me right now? Because if you really want to make another clutch..." 




Cascka sits right up, scandalized. "Not in front of the babies!" 




"...They're in eggs though?" 




The dirty look Cascka shoots him is more than enough to get a hard, happy laugh out of Jerry as he pulls Cascka back down into his arms. 




"If you really want... we can work on another clutch. It's not like we need to worry about money, resources or space. Not for a long while. Though I'm not sure how fast Nagasha can conceive again after laying their eggs." 




"Admittedly I don't know either." 




"Well we can look it up before we go to bed tonight. Not like it'll change our activities for the evening, but it might make things a bit more intense." 




"O-Okay, I'd like that. What else are we doing for date night?"




Jerry gives Cascka a slightly confused look. "You sent me a detailed itinerary and everything since it might be our last date for a bit while I’m on diplomatic duty with the Yauya. In fact." Jerry checks his watch. "I think we might be late to our dinner reservations."




Cascka sits up straight. "Oh scales. I. Uhm." 




"Come on, let's get going, we'll check in on them soon." 




Cascka picks herself up off the floor, dusting herself off before planting a kiss on the glass of the incubator. 




"Grow strong little ones. Mama and Papa love you so much."
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The aerial predator soared high on a thermal, its powerful wings taking it up even higher still where the air was thin. It's wings stretched out, cutting through the thin air more efficiently as it sought out fresh prey. A six eyed reptilian avian, the Yauya called it a Mawalnis, and while it would not understand the words, it was perfectly aware that it was an Apex Predator of this world. Capable of breaking the sound barrier with axiom naturally forming around the lead edges of its wings and beak, it would dive from extreme altitude to hunt its exceptionally sensitive and skittish prey. 




The Yauya evolved their hunting culture of extreme stealth to hunt the same animals as the Mawalnis, which had selected another way to reach his meal for the day than the exceptional of the dominant sapient lifeform of this world. Also a favorite treat of the Mawalnis if it could find one. Stealth worked just as well to hide as to hunt, and rare was the Yauya who slipped on their stealth enough to end up in a Mawalnis's talons. 




The rare opportunity to hunt the two legs only reinforced the Mawalnis's dominance of the skies. It did not take pride in its mastery. Or even satisfaction, knowing only the confidence of an animal that knew no fear. None dared stand against it, and the only thing that challenged it was the strange walls of light near the dens of the bipedal prey.




The walls of light were to the North, and the Mawalnis did not venture there. The hunting was poor, and the walls of light oppressive. Occasionally there were strange noises that hurt it's ears as well. The North was no good, even if the bipedal prey were tasty, hunting them was far too much effort for the reward, better to wait for them to come into its territory... then pounce the second one of them slipped up. 




Much easier to hunt the four legged, six legged and rare eight legged preys. Or the prey that hops. Or the giant arboreal rodents that were so sweet and delightful to the Mawalnis. Catching some of the tree rats would be good. Their meat is a good way to lure in a mate. The tree rats lived in the dense forest to the West. To the East, the sea lay, with a variety of large ocean dwelling prey to poach. 




This was more dangerous than hunting in the forests. Many were the Mawalnis that had killed prey too big to carry, and with their talons locked into the flesh of the prey, been dragged down to their doom. The South. The Mawalnis discarded the south immediately. It can still feel the heat radiating from the South. It was pleasing in the summers to go to the edges of the dead place and find a good rock to sun on, but nothing lived there any more. Only the strange things moved there, and occasionally the horrible sounds chased it away.




No this was the good spot, the most choice territory, where the trees weren't as dense as the west, but not as sparse as the east, or barren and dead as the south. Here the Mawalnis was master of all it saw... and it saw prey. One of the juicy tree rats was making its way through the branches a mile or so below. The Mawalnis begins to line up its attack, it would feast well, and use that energy to seek a mate for the upcoming breeding season. It... a strange noise reaches its ears. A challenger? An invader? It wasn't the harsh noises that caused it great discomfort. Was it one of the strange flying things that were not prey? It whirls, channeling axiom and shrieking a furious battle cry as it rushes the invader.




---




BANG!




"What the hell was that!?" 




Jerry looks up from where he was busily giving up on learning the Yauya language on the bridge of the Olympia. Ostensibly he was backing up Masha as her copilot, but really he was just keeping the ace pilot company as they made their way into the capital city of Awauynis, Tal'Awauynis. Apparently it was hard to translate, but it was something along the lines of 'Most High' in English... or the first tree? Either way it signified that this was the seat of government for the planet. 




Masha flicks a few switches, cursing under her breath. 




"Bird strike I guess, we just fried something big on the shields!" 




Eymali sticks her head into the bridge. 




"Did we just hit something?" 




"More like something hit us." Gaucha grunts. "Damn thing charged straight at our shields. Some big fuck off lizard thing. Didn't get a great look at it." 




Eymali nods. "Ah, a Mawalnis. They're a very large reptilian predator. They eat anything made of meat, and the only thing they're more aggressive about than eating is chasing off invaders. This one must have recently moved into this flight path. They have the bad habit of staying up high where commercial air traffic likes to cruise, and where aerospace traffic passes through on approach vectors." 




"Why do they stay up that high?" Masha asks, cursing the creature under her breath a few more times. 




"Their hunting method basically means they can see and sense from extreme long range. Then they dive on their target at speeds well exceeding the speed of sound. They can and do kill everything and anything on the planet for food, including Yauya. I'll have to message my lodge, we can probably claim a good bounty for this one, it was far too close to a settlement for comfort. There's defenses, hypersonic frequency modulators for example, and axiom fields. They're especially dangerous for children. Not quite as bad as the Nagala used to be but part of what put pressure on the huntresses of old to develop our natural gifts for invisibility and camouflage." 




"While I can appreciate their hunting methodology I don't appreciate their potentially messing up Olympia's damn paint job! The techs just finished it!" 




Masha snarls, still cursing the damn thing under her breath. She wasn't the best for these diplomatic gigs. It stressed her out a bit, and Jerry notes to do something for Masha once they're safely into the hotel tonight. 




"Jerry, can you call into Tal'Awauynis's port control? We need final docking clearance and instructions, and I'm gonna guess they're gonna want to do something special."




"You're probably right." Jerry works the comms a bit. 




"Tal'Awauynis port control, this is private yacht Olympia, checking in for docking instructions." 




"Olympia, we have your specs and flight plan. State your business in Tal'Awauynis."




"Transporting a diplomat for a meeting with the Grand Matriarch. We'll be on the ground for at least three days, then departing when the diplomat's finished their business, including setting up a new embassy." 




"Olympia, confirming, you're transporting a diplomat and the staff for a new embassy?" 




"That's correct control." 




There's a long silence, long enough Jerry checks the comm system to make sure it hadn't shorted out or something, before a new controller's voice comes over the comm system. 




"Olympia, Tal'Awauynis control, stand by for docking information, clearing you into the central ring. Please have all personnel standing by, a customs officer and an official party from the diplomatic corps will be meeting your at your docking bay."




"Copy all, Olympia out." 




Jerry looks up. "Well they changed their tune fast, got the data, pushing it to your HUD." 




"...Got it, I'm tracking... course set. Strap in folks, and hope we don't kill any more local wildlife en route." 




- Ten minutes Later -




Jerry moved to the back of the yacht. Today was relatively casual clothing for making official appearances, no dress uniforms, light weapons, the day could be worse. A quick check of his data pad confirms everything's more or less as it should be. The Tear's crew were making shore leave calls onto the orbital stations, with a few crewmen and women making applications to go down planet side. Replenishment for ship's stores, delivery of trade goods was ongoing, with Old One eye landing down in the industrial part of the Tal'Awauynis dock yards to deliver an order to the... Awauynis Cat Fancier's Club? Jerry squints, making sure he's reading that properly, and makes a mental note to ask Syl what in Helheim that was about. 




A quick sweep of the Olympia's main cargo bay, normally set up to carry something like a recreational ground vehicle was currently stuffed to the brim with the equipment for the embassy, and the embassy staff. 




The ambassador was a lifelong hunter from Tennessee, Commander James 'Jim' Givens. The man was playing a diplomat, but Jerry knew he was a lifelong spy who had done time with the CIA's Special Activities Division before training as an analyst and eventually ending his Earth career as the CIA Chief of Station in Moscow. With a PhD in International Relations, he'd done the diplomatic gig more than your average State Department flunky and he'd volunteered his skills to Cistern to be the outreach to the Yauya, bringing along two actual diplomats, one Undaunted military recruiter and a five operative intelligence cell. 




Not much to cover a planet with, but they'd have plenty to do. Less thanks to their wives, who were further back in the bay. Jim Givens first wife was a Gravia and he'd told Jerry that once he'd got her thinking like a spook, he was convinced every intelligence operative needed to marry them a Gravia gal asap. 




"Everything set Jim?"




"Yep, jes don't light everything on fire when you make formal first contact tomorrow and I'll have us getting along jes fine with these fine people."




"Not worried about living on a planet with predators that eat the local Apex species?"




"Shucks, shit eats us back on Earth. Sounds like it'll be fine huntin. Plus the Missus has been bugging me to get a few more girls in the marriage, so I figure some of these hunting lodges will provide some interestin candidates for ladies of quality who can drop a boar with a thrown knife from a hundred paces."




"More than that Commander." 




Eymali steps out of invisibility, making Jim jump just a bit.




"I'm gonna need to get used t'that." 




"Invisibility is very common even among the general population on Awauynis, as I said in my briefing. It's never out of fashion and only rarely considered rude."




"I'll have to get in practice to act like the locals." 




"Ask around at a lodge, I'm sure you can find a single huntsmistress who'd be delighted to teach you." 




"That is the idea ma'am." 




Jim tips his hat and walks back to his people, as the three paladins that had come along as Jerry's escort for this trip arrive to stand near the boss. 




"Sheryen, how's the ribs?" 




Jerry asks, checking on one of his casualties from the Alaqin incident. Sheryen had been knocked across the room by a Cannidor’s power armored swing and broken a few ribs and punctured a lung among other assorted damage. 




Damage she’d aggravated by immediately getting stuck back in at close quarters. 




Sheryen’s looking no worse for the wear however and gives Jerry a tusky grin and a thumbs up.




"All healed up my lord." 




"Her husband kissed it and made it feel better." 




Jokes one of the other Paladins, not missing the chance to mess with the recently married Sheryen Ramos. 




"Keep loose today... lots of invisible targets like Eymali said, but they're mostly just people walking around. Take your cues off Eymali, she'll signal if we're in trouble. The comm beads will help with that. So let's get a quick comm check..."




Jerry, Eymali and the Paladins do a quick calibration check and pick their encryption for the day. Paranoid? Maybe, but Jerry wasn't taking chances when he kept getting in gun fights in alien cities.




"Alright girls, we're all up on the plan? Meela will take the bags and head to the hotel, check us into the large suite we're occupying... and proceed to sweep it for as many bugs as she can ferret out. There might not be any but we'll be paranoid anyway. Sheryen, Vilka, meanwhile the four of us will tour Tal'Awauynis, walk our way to the hotel and scope out of the city. Get a feel for the culture, all that shit. Make sure you're observing and taking notes mentally for our reports. Especially when we make our trip to go see the Grand Matriarch tomorrow."




The intercom suddenly crackles to life. "Heads up folks, the diplomats and customs people are here." 




Jerry nods, then shouts out to the entire cargo bay. 




"Alright people, show time. Staff Sergeant, drop the ramp." 




The crew chief, on loan from the Marine landing force to make the Olympia look a bit less like the private yacht it normally was drops the ramp, letting in the sweltering humidity of the Yauya cradle world, and admitting a small party of Yauya diplomats and one irritated looking customs officer. Compared to the generally diverse population of the galaxy humanity had been exposed to so far, the aliens in question were all Yauya and there wasn't a non-human man in sight. 




One of the more well heeled looking women steps forward, with Jerry automatically tagging her as one of the diplomatic corps types. 




"Good day, and welcome to Awauynis, we are honored to receive you. Who is the head diplomat due to meet the Grand Matriarch tomorrow?" 




Jerry steps forward. "That would be me. Our permanent ch-" 




One of the other Yauya women's eyes narrow. "She asked for the head diplomat, not her husband, we don't have time for your silly games." 




Jerry can hear about an inch of Sheryen's sword clear its scabbard as the entire cargo bay suddenly tenses. Instead of saying anything however, he just makes eye contact with the Yauya woman. 




"What are you-"




It was a trick Jerry had been practicing with Cascka. Being an emotional blank was a massive advantage that humanity was taking full advantage of. However there were times when you wanted to ensure you communicate your emotions appropriately to the people around you. Just shouting or threats wouldn't do it without the axiom components that actually communicated feelings to the wider galaxy. It read as a bluff. Again, wildly useful, because when you actually followed through on your supposed bluff you fucked up the xenos mind harder than if you'd put a .30 caliber round through it. This time though, he fed his white hot anger into the axiom, and directed it right at the other woman across the appropriate empathic channels. 




Jaruna had described the sensation as the emotional equivalent of a sucker punch, and the arrogant Yauya woman goes from contemptuous, to terrified in the blink of an eye, flinching back from Jerry with a whimper. 




The actual head diplomat takes over. "Oryanis you're dismissed. You were briefed on the humans, it would be stranger if their diplomats weren't men.”




The shaken woman doesn't even respond, she just goes invisible and flees, leaving a very pleased with himself Jerry in her wake. 




"...My apologies Captain Bridger, she was briefed... but... if you don't mind, what did you do to her?" 




"...Let's call it effective communication. I expect you really need to talk to the new Ambassador, this is Jim Givens..." 




With the diplomat successfully passed off, Jim flirting with the woman literally immediately, Jerry just needed to get a few files for his meeting tomorrow from a flunkie before the Yauya got to work. The Yauya diplomatic corps were placing the new embassy from the Undaunted, so they'd be helping move the cargo and household goods, and generally just making themselves useful. That leaves the customs officer, who's gone from looking harried at best to smiling slyly. 




"I don't know what you did to that bitch, but it made my day. She was on my ass the second she saw me, and I’m not into chicks. Almost made me not appreciate the paint job on your ride here. Let's get you and your people's paperwork processed.."




Olympia was resplendent in a new paint job that had come to Jerry… not quite in a dream, but more like a daydream that he’d fully had the power to make reality. The main hull was in brilliant shining white, the bottom of the hull a deep red, and the superstructure was rendered in gold, to include the more visible weapon mounts. At the nose of the sporty little vessel, a massive eagle crest had been rendered, clutching a sword and arrows in its talons. 




Jerry chuckles. "Like I told the diplomat, I just communicated as clearly as possible. Glad someone enjoys the paint job though. It’s inspired by an old one from the wet Navy of my home country. As for immigration, this group are all temporary visas, a week or two tops, but probably only a few days. The folks behind me are all long term diplomatic residents." 




"Which means customs forms and temp visas while the diplomatic corps works out their diplomatic visas with my boss. Easy enough day. Gentleman, ladies, anything to declare?" 




"Nothing. We're just carrying personal items, a couple of changes of clothes." Sheryen notes. 




"And personal weapons I see. It's considered odd in Yauya society to be without a bladed weapon. Even children carry a small utility knife. Humans and Undaunted have kinetic weapons registered as cultural artifacts which are fine, just take it easy with the lasers and plasma and don't murder anyone. If you have to defend yourself we generally ask you don't exactly keep it fair... but to not escalate unduly. If one woman is coming at you with a knife, a wrist blade or a sword is sufficient to counter her. If three women with knives attack you, shooting them's perfectly reasonable. If someone's coming at you with a pistol, shooting them in return is reasonable. We try to keep weapons fire to a minimum within the city. That said, muggings and small arms usage is rare within the city compared to say Centris, you're more likely to see honor duels,falsely demanded and otherwise as an attempt to shake you down for coin. I'm sure she can tell you more." The customs officer hikes her thumb at Eymali. "Other than that, welcome to Awauynis."
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"Oh. Hel's heels, I almost forgot." 




Jerry says as they step out of the docking bay and into the port facility proper. With a sharp whistle the fur lined cloak the paladins had presented him with flew out of the transport as if it had a will of its own and proceeded to wrap itself around Jerry's shoulders with a sway like he'd just been hit by a stiff breeze. 




The girls' cloaks were scarlet with a cloned wolf fur mantle, unless they had something they'd killed themselves they'd preferred for the mantle of course. Leaving one girl wearing the leathery hide of some sort of large carnivorous lizard, and another wearing a fur pelt with a strange color shifting tone to it just for example. There was different embellishment to indicate rank, with Nikita and Top Ramos getting gold trim among other things. Each of the girl's cloaks had a clasp or pin utilizing the Horchka style coat of arms that had been developed for the Bridger clan, rendered in silver. 




His cloak on the other hand was a luxurious traditional royal blue, trimmed with a black cloned wolf fur mantle that went just past his shoulders. With gold trim, and a large symbol in gold on the back, Jerry felt fairly ostentatious, but it made the girls in paladin company happy... and let Jerry occasionally pretend he was a warhammer 40k character. Especially now that he had his own sword hanging off his belt. 




With three crossed swords behind a wolf rampant, the Horchka influence was limited to two of the swords being traditional Horchka weapons, and a few blessing runes worked into the symbol itself. Everything from the color of the cloak to the iconography upon it, was intended to make Jerry the realest avatar of honor and nobility possible. To the point that Jerry could sometimes feel a bit self conscious wearing it... but goddamn did seven year old Jerry aggressively approve of older Jerry's new look. 




The symbol on the back of Jerry's cloak also featured on Nikita's cloak, but rendered in silver. It wasn’t just a nod to her leading the company, but indicated her status as first blade among the Paladins, also called an 'oathkeeper' in Horchakasha. To Nikita fell the responsibility of enforcing the oath... to include hunting down and killing oathbreakers. 




Sheryen is beaming as the cloak settles into place with a flap of fabric. 




"I thought you'd forgotten to bring it my lord." 




"Nope, not going to forget something like this, besides it's my first chance to use it for diplomacy. Might as well. I don't think it'll get us much play here, but I think we'll get the Apuk's attention almost as much as if I body the battle princess I have to fight." 




"Gonna drop the whole company for that one, my lord?" Sheryen falls into place a few steps behind Jerry as they start to move through the star port and into the city. 




"Yep. We'll have some power armor on the ship as an emergency measure, but we're going all out. Two platoons of regular Marines in their dress blues as well. The Apuk want warrior culture pageantry? Red haired thunder can witness we'll give them some damn pageantry. They don't do anything like drill and ceremony from what I can tell, probably wouldn't work in those damn ball gowns they all seem to wear, so they won't be expecting a little 8th and I style human culture, certainly not crossed with old school Horchka martial splendor. Now let's get to stepping. We have a city to explore." 




Eymali dances a step closer, leaning on her husband's arm, drawing a few jealous stares... but it was all a cover for her to whisper in Jerry's ear.




"How long did it take you to master that little trick?" 




"I'll never tell." He whispers in turn before raising his voice. "How did you girls settle on wolves for a theme anyway? I don't really think of myself as having a theme myself."




"Strong pack hunters with a reputation for being highly intelligent and cunning? Seems like fairly obvious inspiration for a company of warriors." Sheryen notes, eyes sweeping around looking for threats. "Plus you have that wolf tattoo on your arm that you unintentionally show off every time you go to the park with Miss Cindy, Mikasa is supposed to resemble an extinct species of wolf..." 




"Okay maybe I have a theme."




The three women giggle before Vilka speaks up, excitement leaking through her tone. 




"Oh and there's the uber-wolves that Vera found! Lady Sylindra said she's going to try really hard to make us some in both sizes!" 




"Heh, that'll make the line infantry jealous as hell, they're already getting excited about their new Super Dobies and Hyper Malinois, then we show up with those monsters! That was a really good find by Vera. Kinda weird they're mostly in human pop culture and media though." 




Jerry stops, they've barely made it a block down the street and he had to see this. 




"I'm sorry girls, the what?" 




"Oh, Vera sent pics in our group chat!" 




An excited Vilka pulls her communicator out and flips through some quick programs before pulling up the image of a saber-toothed lupine that was clearly at least the size of a Bengal Tiger, four hundred pounds easy. It was also a render from a video game. 




"Apparently these won't be too hard starting with wolf DNA. Apparently the lab girls have really gotten to know the genome working with dogs. So they'll be domesticated right off the bat. Increased markers for strength, size, intelligence. Rig them up with their own 'hard suit' style armor and K9 equipment and they'll be the ultimate war dog. Vera wants to keep'em exclusive to the household, and Lady Stylinda agrees." Vilka's smile brightens. "Oooh! Then there's this one. I think Vera called them Wargs? Lady Sylindra said they'd be a lot harder to make, but they're gonna try real hard for us in their spare time."




Jerry feels his stomach do a slight flip. 




"Did you say... Wargs? Like. Horse sized, rideable wolves?" 




Vilka shows Jerry a communicator again, this time showing a render of a Warg complete with saddle from a popular video game. Then flips to a nicely done drawing of a Horchka warrior woman riding such a beast. 




"Fuck yeah! Wolf cavalry! Kinda useless in power armor, but it'd be super cool out of armor or in light kit." Vilka is clearly enthused by the idea.




"Who did the art? It's really good." Eymali asks, leaning over Jerry's shoulder to get a look.




"Vera's got an eye for stuff like that, Top says she should go through the Scout Sniper course, she'd probably kill it at the scouting portion." Sheryen chimes in, also clearly excited by the idea.




Jerry considers the fact that his paladins are apparently trying to clone what amounts to vanity super wolves or wolf cavalry. 




"Hmmm... Well I'm skeptical that you could manage this, yet intrigued that you may..."




Jerry decides to not spoil the fun and let the girls know they were trying to use axiom and genetic manipulation to create animals from video games. With a wave he motions the group forward, Sheryen and Vilka immediately getting their game faces back on as they proceed out of the star port and into the city proper. 




The first thing the three non-Yauya notice is that the city is... kind of all over the place. As are the residents. Every surface appears to have been rendered out of a bark like, self healing material and people moved along all surfaces at all times. Stores were placed at various levels, and the Yauya and the large number of Dzedin that seemed to reside in Tal'Awauynis moved on walls and ceilings where available as comfortably as they walked along the ground. 




"Hmm... looks like the Yauya moving around on ground level are mostly with their children, or guiding friends from another species, that sort of thing."




"Floors and roads are a practical building technique especially for moving cargo and the like. Gravity is something that we all need to deal with sooner or later, especially once we have children and they have a harder time climbing. Still before we evolved, we spent our time in the trees. As a people we're just more comfortable climbing and moving around with all four limbs instead of strolling. Even Yauya born off-world have the instinct and the skill set, even if they tend to walk on the road level. Just for the record, inside a home or business, a safe place, then walking on the floor is considered polite as opposed to hanging off the walls."




"You know love, I think that's the most I've ever heard you say in one go." 




Eymali's pincers move a bit, the motion Jerry had learned to read as a blush as the normally taciturn huntress kicks at the ground lightly. 




"I suppose I'm excited I get to share my culture with you a bit, beloved. Come on though, I want to get out of the area around the inner star port." 




The group moves through the streets, matching Eymali's striding pace, but leaving Jerry free to observe. One thing that was of interest was the sheer volume of people going around invisible. Eymali had briefed the entire shore party and the embassy team about this particular social habit of the Yauya, and of course Jerry had seen Eymali go about her day invisible just as a matter of course, not out of a desire to tease or to play like she sometimes did. The societal impact of that was fascinating. 




Yauya also went invisible when they were extremely embarrassed or ashamed of their actions. A summary on the Yauya from Herbert Jameson that had been forwarded to Jerry noted that a good number of his Yauya wives had spent a fair bit of their initial time together invisible. As had some of the Dzedin of mixed Yauya parentage, indicating this was definitely cultural as much as anything. 




"What do you girls think about getting some food? We can pick something up for Meel-"




There's a flash of motion from the corner of Jerry's eye, and he has a hand on his pistol even as he begins to turn. What appears to be a Yauya girl wearing colored arm bands that struck Jerry as gang related was moving to intercept them, instead of pulling a weapon immediately she does her best to run into Sheryen... who barely notices the impact, being nearly three hundred pound of mean, green, war machine. 




That doesn't stop the would-be assailant however, she immediately throws herself to the floor and begins to bawl, acting like she had broken a few ribs or something... and acting with the kind of talent that Jerry had only seen before in professional soccer. Well. Maybe she was slightly more believable. 




"Ey!" 




Right on cue, a larger Yauya woman wearing the same colors storms over from a darker corner where she'd been loitering and gets in Sheryen's face. 




"The hell are you doing to my little sister!?"




"Teach your kid sister to watch where she's walking and she won't end up on the deck like a fool." 




They argue back and forth, with it becoming increasingly more obvious that Sheryen's just playing along, waiting for the Yauya con woman to get to the point already. 




Finally the Yauya woman lets her wrist blade spring out, slashing it menacingly at the Sheryen. 




"That's it. I don't need to take this from the likes of you! Duel me or pay restitution you craven whore! Hell if you're short on cash maybe you can let me and the girls get a round wi-"




"Yes." 




"What?" 




That was not the response the Yauya had been expecting. Wrist blades were fairly damn dangerous by the standard of melee weapons, and were frequently modified to suit the owner's personal desires, like with poisons or a monomolecular edge. That she hadn't looked at Sheryen and suspected the armed woman was a skilled combatant and not just some random civilian suggested this was not the upper crust of Tal'Awauynis' criminal population. 




She is however smart enough to realize that she's possibly made a serious mistake, but it's far too late. 




"W-Wait we can talk this out!" 




Sheryen cracks her knuckles. 




"Nope, you challenged, I accepted. I don't give a damn about the rest of your species dueling laws, my species says a challenge don't get withdrawn til someone's on the floor. If you're lucky, you'll just wake up with a headache instead of getting stuffed in a body bag." 




With a slightly wild look in her eye the Yauya charges Sheryen. 




"Not if I gut you before you get a weapon out!" 




Sheryen's feet shift into a fighting stance, and time slows down for a second. Not in the way of axiom use, but the natural time dilation you might experience when you're watching a car accident in progress. There’s a firm crack as Sheryen's fist impacts the woman's temple and knocks her into next week, the woman dropping to the pavement like a bag of wet laundry. 




"I hardly need a weapon to deal with trash like you."




Sheryen spits on the unconscious body then turns back to the group. "Though I suppose the armored knuckle guards I have in these gloves count, but I didn't even charge the Khuta. That'd really have hurt." 




"I remember Wichen talking about those, I had a set put on my hard suit, you got them put into the leather gloves you've been wearing for this sort of business?" 




At Jerry's question Sheryen looks herself up and down. 




Paladin company had adopted a modified version of the Undaunted service dress for professional wear. Somewhere between formal attire and a combat uniform, it still managed to be practical and durable, while still looking more formal than utilities in the cut of the top. It was similar in cut to the Undaunted uniform blouse, but in wine red and was fastened along the right side instead of down the center with gold buttons. 




Throw on the black leather Sam Browne sword belt and the individual Paladin's sword of choice, and their field pistol on the appropriate hip if they wanted to carry that openly instead of in an axiom holster. Finishing off the ensemble with black leather knee length boots that reminded Jerry of riding boots, but were apparently a type of fencer's boot from the Horchka's past, a set of leather gloves, sword, and their cloak. It made for a rather fetching look over all, modern, but in a way that spoke of a history that didn't quite exist yet for the Bridgers.




One or two girls had proposed various headwear, but they'd apparently been shot down by Syl, who had gotten her hand involved in developing the 'family' uniform. 




Apparently someone very much enjoyed having household troops. 




For all he'd half heartedly protested, he had to admit, the ensemble looked good, and was more comfortable than his specially tailored dress uniform for sure. The blood stripes with the boots were also a nice touch, which Jerry suspected had come from Top Ramos. 




"Lady Sylinda encouraged us to be expressive with certain elements of our uniforms as long as we maintained a professional appearance that wouldn't discredit the clan." 




"...I'm not complaining here, but I'm pretty sure she meant cosmetic embellishment, not concealed weapons. That said, nice job Sheryen." 




"A pleasure my lord. The girls will be mad that I got the chance to take out the trash first."




Sheryen spins on a boot heel, and looms over the Yauya urchin who'd started this whole ordeal. 




"So... what do we do about you?" 




"Let me be clear girl, if you run, I will chase you, and I will catch you. If I have to chase you down I'm bringing a solid beating with me for the trouble." 




Sheryen snarls, making the Yauya girl who had tried to set them up for a scam flinch. 




It was a set up of their own, though Sheryen would absolutely deliver on her words if called on. It did however give Jerry the opportunity to play good cop while Eymali called in the local law. 




"Stand down Staff Sergeant. Let me have a word with our young accomplice." 




Jerry steps forward, tagging Sheryen out with a stealthy knuckle bump that confirmed Sheryen definitely had an armored knuckle guard in the otherwise elegant leather gloves. 




He crouches down next to the Yauya who seems to be warding off blows that aren't coming. 




"What's your name kid?" 




"Th-they call me Muti ma'am..." 




"Sir, I'm a sir." Jerry looks over his shoulder at Eymali. 




"It's a common insect, not an actual name. Not from any parents who are worth a damn anyway." 




"Guess we're going with that for now. Okay Muti... are you actually related to this clown?" 




Jerry asks, hooking a thumb in the direction of the unconscious Yauya gangster. 




"N-No. She calls herself my big sister though. There's some other little sisters. We do jobs for them and they take care of us. If we're good, we can eventually join and be a sister, and maybe eventually a big sister too! We just gotta earn a buncha credits." 




Jerry nods, pretty much exactly what he was expecting, though something was off with the kid's scent. Something acrid almost poking at his scent receptors in an unpleasant way. 




"How did you end up with your big sister?" 




"I uh... I dunno. I just... was here. Then the purple smoke made my head fuzzy." 




Vilka smacks her forehead, then leans in close, sniffing delicately. 




"Damn I shoulda recognized that, yeah this kid's been hotboxed with dream powder in it's burned form. Can't miss that scent after busting a couple dream dens back when I was a cop before I joined up with Ghorza." 




"Ah so that's what I was smelling." Jerry nods slowly, quickly getting the picture. 




"So kidnapped, drugged and conditioned into a minion and the next generation of the gang. Impressive actually, not often we see criminal organizations with serious long term planning like that. You don't have to worry about loyalty if you've raised your foot soldiers from as early as you can nab them." 




Vilka grunts an affirmative. "Yep, loyalty's big for the gangster types, they rip themselves apart internally or in external conflicts where rival organizations subvert members of the group to rip'em up on two fronts." 




"Sounds like what we thought was an accomplice was in fact a victim. Come on kid, get up. We're gonna try to get you back to your actual family." Jerry extends a hand to the young Yauya girl and she hesitantly takes it. 




Tal'Awauynis' law enforcement organization in this great tree, the local equivalent for 'spire', proved to be fast and efficient at least. In about ten minutes they had the still unconscious ganger hogtied and in the back of their squad car, statements from all involved, a candy for the kid, and a promise to get her into the hands of their missing person's department and child services. The officers seemed pretty shocked that anything had happened here. The gangs generally avoided heavily patrolled areas like the star ports. 




Muti for her part is generally just in shock. She'd clearly been told to fear adults outside of the gang, but now they were all around her, asking her questions, even listening to her. After she said goodbye, hugging Jerry and Eymali's legs before reaching out and timidly patting Sheryen's knee instead of getting close enough to hug her, the little girl was led off by an officer, who was talking to her about going to get some sort of fast food for dinner. The mix of excitement and confusion on Muti's face was heartbreaking to a degree for all present, save the unconscious thug in the back of the police cruiser. 




The officer was offering the little girl the most common of food, just something cheap and tasty to fill her stomach before they started her through the process to try and find her kin, but Muti was treating it like she was being offered a planet made of axiom ride. 




Jerry sighs. "Alright, guess that's dealt with. One of you forward all that to Jim Givens please? I want that kid followed up on. Make sure she doesn't fall out of the system if her parents aren't around. We don't operate an orphanage but I'll pay to have her live at the embassy before we can get her sent to a proper one." 




"Not adopting her boss?" Vilka asks. 




"I don't adopt every child in distress I see, I'm just not afraid to help when and where I can. This isn’t wild space. It’s the Yauya’s cradle world, there's social support structures and a good chance of finding the kid's actual family. Plus taking out that gang might be a fun and relaxing exercise for the intel guys if the cops don't run them to ground. Oh, Vilka, call Meela and let her know what's going on would you? I don't need her stealing a gunship to launch an emergency rescue because we're overdue."




Jerry chuckles as the group gets moving, the two Horchka scanning their surroundings even as they have quick phone conversations. A quick pop around the corner has them dead ending into a step incline. 




"This is a transfer to a higher level of the tree. Normally you just climb up it, but there's a stairwell near almost all of them for pregnant women and children." 




That gets an indignant snort from Jerry. "Oh hell no. Sheryen, Vilka? Either of you good to get up on your own?" 




"Eh... maybe?" 




"Not without causing a fair amount of damage." 




"Then you're coming with me."  




Eymali's eyes go wide as she realizes the implication of those words. "Wait Jerry, what are you going to-" 




Before anyone has any time to react however Jerry drinks deep of axiom, grabs both Horchka around the waist, one under each arm, and does an Apuk leap straight to the top of the elevation change, touching down easily before letting the two very embarrassed paladins down to compose themselves. Eymali follows them up, full on suppressing laughter now, clearly bemused by her husband's antics. 




"You dented the pavement slightly." 




Jerry just shrugs, a crooked smile that his wives frequently saw when their husband was up to some sort of relatively innocent mischief.




"Whoops, guess someone dropped something heavy." 




"An entire shuttle craft maybe." Eymali fires back.




"On the plus side, that was fucking awesome! Can you teach me how to do that, boss?" 




Vilka bounces back from suddenly flying through the air with no warning literally onto the balls of her feet. Sheryen meanwhile is a bit more reserved, but generally no less enthused. 




"I coulda used a little warning there my lord, but that really was wild! What the hell was that?" 




"Sorry Sheryen, couldn't resist. It's an Apuk leaping technique. The trick with it is balancing reinforcement, strength enhancement, strength application and a few other factors when you do it the Apuk way, but they're going a lot further than we just went. Ask Masha nicely and she might give you some lessons. At the very least you'll be able to jump higher and further even if you can't full on Apuk leap." 




The group's path forward leads them into an open air plaza among the boughs of the great tree, with Vilka pulling her phone out instantly. 




"Hot damn lookit that view!" 




There was a sea of green as far as the eye can see... above and below, with the trees slowly getting smaller as you went East, and the mighty forests only getting denser as you went West. The plaza too was worth looking at, with large balconies up in the branches hosting everything from fine dining to a nightclub. Those had some very clear transportation methods. Either dedicated shuttles or elevators. Even for the Yauya, getting someone to go climb a tree at the scale it would take to get up to those platforms was a bit much of an ask in clothes for fine dining or club wear. 




Eymali consults her map. “We need to go up two boughs, we started in the upper part of the tree compared to the normal docks, but it’s still a ways to go.” 




“Right… Well let’s look around here and get some food, then we’ll catch an air cab before Meela dies of starvation. Or worse, hits up hotel room service and rings up a big bill.” 




As the group laughs, Jerry watches as a woman on the ‘deck’ of the plaza easily ascends up a wall and pops into a shop like it was the most common thing in the world, and Jerry supposed, it was here. Still, watching her jogged his memory.




"You know I meant to ask earlier." 




Jerry muses, pointing down a 'street' that had some more stores up to five stories in the air with an external door and little balcony to climb to or climb off of. 




"What's with the shops that aren't at or near ground level?" 




Eymali chuckles. "Oh that. Simple, husband, just like any other culture, if we wish to keep something from children and can't lock it away, we put it on a high shelf." 




"Oh I get it!" Vilka pounds a fist into her palm. "Juvenile Yauya can only climb so high, so if you can reach a store, with say... adult... stuff... then you're probably old enough to be in there." 




Vilka blushes a little bit, realizing what she'd just said fairly loudly in a public space, and suddenly clearly feeling the weight of the cloak draped around her shoulders. It was one of the more interesting behaviors in the warriors of Paladin company. They were talented, disciplined, but when they were on duty, even though Jerry had gotten them to relax a little bit, they were still very, very serious about not doing anything that might make Jerry look bad. Or just make him look the kind of lord who'd have low quality retainers. 




Still, the rest of the group chuckle at Vilka's enthusiasm. She'd undergone a healing coma after bootcamp that had gone a bit longer than intended, leaving Vilka in the equivalent of her very early 20s. The hormonal changes had her more than a little brighter and enthusiastic compared to the hardboiled and burned out cop she had been before joining Ghorza's company, then later joining the Undaunted along with the rest of her blade sisters. She was still a talented, professional investigator and hell in a fight like any of the paladins... she had more or less placed herself as everyone's kid sister by accident though. 




"Hmm. While we're around here though." Jerry takes a deep sniff. "Someone's cooking meat. Some kinda meat. Eymali what kind of chow on the go can we get and take back to the hotel for Meela?" 




"I think you'll all actually like Yauya cuisine. Bit bland by human standards of course, but the meat's very tender and nice. In an upper branch like this? Probably fresh hunted too." 




"Can't go wrong with that kinda fresh." Sheryen nods, clearly pleased by the idea. 




"Keeping things extra simple in terms of experiencing Yauya cuisine, we're all omnivores." Eymali starts to lead them down a side street, where the delightful smells suddenly get stronger. "We tend to have a strong culture of 'food on the go', not just fast food, but food you can easily multi-task while eating. Sauces, while popular, tend to be thicker and applied to different types of flatbread, which are folded and stuffed with meat and vegetables. Probably the most favored way for a group meal in this sort of situation is to get a pile of meat, vegetables, bread and sauce to go and make them at home." 




"...Kinda sounds like you're describing tacos honestly." Sheryen was a known proponent of Horchka safe street tacos. 




"Or those Gyros things Boss brought for the company meeting the other week!" Vilka was a known proponent of just about everything that had decent protein content, even before she'd gotten age regressed back to just past adulthood. 




"Or a straight up sandwich." Jerry follows.




"All are approximately correct depending on the type of bread you prefer. We tend towards low heat flat breads in general traditionally, but we've got all sorts of bread products now." 




Eymali leads them over to a shop that had a big open fire pit behind the counter, with a cook working a couple dozen skewers loaded down with meat and vegetation over the flames with the help of an assistant. It smelled absolutely mouth watering. 




"We also do food on a stick. If you're hungry now I'd suggest a small skewer on a stick in addition to everything else we order." 




At the word order, the older Yauya woman turns with what Jerry was picking up as the Yauya equivalent of a customer service smile. 




"Well hey folks, welcome to Alyenrie's Skewers and Hewers, official caterer to the Awauynis Crimsonhewer guild hall." 




Eymali nods. “Wonderful, how fresh is the meat?” 




“Just finished butcherin’ it. Call it… thirty minutes dead?” 




“Well darling, girls, I don’t think it can possibly get fresher than that!” 




“Not without me dragging one of the damn things up here live and cutting its throat in front of you folks, but that type of dinner and a show’s a bit much for most folks.” The Yauya woman laughs, clearly cheery to a fault. 




"Wait, not to get too far off topic, but did you say there's a Crimsonhewer chapter on the planet?" Jerry raises an eyebrow. 




"Yep! Mostly some older gals and their kids who ain't staying with the active companies. They maintain a facility for 'Hewer girls to come through and train against the local flora and fauna. It's a popular vacation destination for them." 




Jerry shakes his head. "Why does it not surprise me that hunting extra large and extra hungry mega fauna is a Cannidor vacation?" 




"Because you've met at least one Cannidor?" Alyenrie offers. "Say..." She looks a bit closer. "You all look like pretty tough customers yourselves. Haven't seen anything like that get up before... hmmm." She taps her chin, thinking even as she reaches behind her and turns a few skewers without looking. "You one of them humans?" 




"Yep, that's me . My wife Eymali, and two of my retainers." 




"Retainers huh?" That got a raise of the pincers. "Shit, guess those rumors about humans being a hardcore martial culture have some truth to them then I... wait. Did you say her name is Eymali?" She says, pointing at the same.




Eymali herself nods. "That's me, Eymali Bridger." 




Immediately the woman turns to her assistant. "Hey get Neysihen out of the back, she won't want to miss a chance to meet Huntsmistress Eymali! We had a viewing party for your Nagala hunt. You made me enough money that I could retire in a single night! My daughter’s a huge fan. Your example made her go for a higher tier on her Huntress’s cert! While my daughter's getting out here, were you folks looking to order? Your dinner's on me!" 




Finally making it to the hotel ended up taking a lot longer than expected, but Meela eventually forgave them when she saw the sheer volume of meat that they brought. Still, as the girls chat and eat, Jerry can't help but think it was a positive experience with Yauya culture. A chance to get a read on the species from more than Eymali.




He'd need every advantage he could get when meeting with the Grand Matriarch tomorrow.
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The cloaks looked better over dress uniforms, Jerry notes as he checks his reflection in a nearby powered down screen. They looked good with anything above casual wear, but they looked damn good with dress uniforms. Jerry's stark dress whites with his rich blue cloak contrasted nicely to Sheryen, Vilka and Meela's dress reds and the rivers of fluttering martial scarlet behind them. All further contrasted by Eymali's formal hunting leathers. A ritualistic evolution of the 'standard' hunting leathers, as much as such a costume could truly be standardized across millions of very different women, all belonging to lodges with unique philosophies. 




The centerpiece of the formal hunting leathers was an embroidered huntress's coat that's traditionally woven with scenes of great hunts. On specific achievements, lodge leadership would order the coat turned over to the lodge's own internal seamstress, who would embroider particularly impressive feats, or symbols of promotion. The coats were generally considered complete on achieving mastery, and the individual huntsmistress had a greater degree of latitude in her coat. Eymali had retired her novice's coat entirely and had only her mastery seal across her back, just under the 'initiate' seal she had received as a young girl. Symbolizing she was still a student, and still had much to learn. 




The party was more well armed than Jerry had been expecting to let them retain in the presence of the Grand Matriarch. They still had their swords, Eymali had her wrist blades, and both Bridgers still had their Kukri. They'd only been asked to turn in their side arms to the security officer... something Jerry was fairly willing to accommodate now considering he could throw a fireball that could eat through tank armor like a fast ball. Then again, the Grand Matriarch herself was supposed to be quite axiom potent. The impossibility of the security situation was discarded as an aide steps into the room they'd been asked to wait in. 




"The Grand Matriarch will receive you now. This way please." 




A slight nod to Sheryen has the three Paladins moving into a diamond with Jerry, falling into an easy marching pace. Not quite full on drill and ceremony but more than enough to make an impression , however small, of military splendor as they marched into the large room that housed the Grand Matriarch. It was a peaceful room. With water features and large numbers of plants. It was as close to nature as it could be, speaking of the Yauya oneness with their world that they had almost destroyed. 




"Detail. Halt. Present! Arms!" 




Four shining swords are drawn from their scabbards in exact unison, and flourished in a flash of shining metal as they're brought up in a salute. 




"Order! Arms! Reeeeturn! Arms!" 




Four blades back in their sheaths, Jerry takes one step forward. 




"Detail, at ease." 




The Horchka step to parade rest in unison. The at ease was to allow them to resume their body guard duties without having them fall out. They could look around and supplement local security instead of being locked straight forward waiting for the next command. It was also a bit more relaxed... and Jerry didn't exactly know how this meeting was going to go. He steps forward and presents himself before the throne, with Eymali stepping out of invisibility next to him. 




"Captain Bridger I presume, your reputation precedes you." 




"All good words I hope Grand Matriarch." 




The aged Yauya woman snorts. "Mostly requests to meet you from my grandson, and from a few of my granddaughters to boot! The video of your fight against the criminal filth of Centris with your Cannidor bride is quite popular in Yauya space. Among all Apex species I imagine, though it seems most ladies here wish you'd used melee weapons a bit more. The part where you fight with one of those large knives you seem to favor was what the younger huntresses are calling 'the good bit'. "




The old woman wheezes with amused laughter. She'd clearly been around the block more than once. How many centuries old was she?




"Well if my reputation's bringing justice to the wicked and defending my family a little too efficiently for some people, I think I can be satisfied with that." 




"As well you should be Captain. So, tell me, what brings humanity to the heart world of the Yauya? Beyond your own Yauya bride of course. Huntsmistress Eymali, we welcome you home." 




Eymali bows deeply. "Grand Matriarch, I am honored to be in your presence once again." 




"You have done us a personal service Captain Bridger, you and your family. Returning the Nagala to us was only possible thanks to your first wife's talents and Eymali's courage, and for this we give you thanks. Eymali likely has not said anything about it, but she risked her life numerous times to retrieve a viable sample of Nagala DNA. They were killed off long ago." 




Jerry nods. "I had been wondering why they hadn't been cloned before." 




"A lack of samples... and fear. The Nagala make the other predators of our world look like these cat things one of my granddaughters has apparently purchased from you." 




"Ah yes, the infamous Awauynis Cat Fancier's Club."




"The appeal of small huntresses as pets is strong indeed to my species. I suspect you'll do good trade here." 




"Apparently the club had an order for ten thousand odd sterile animals, so I'd say we've already done good trade here madam. However, that's my private business, and I am happy to discuss it with you, however, I have business for my government, and species that must be handled first." 




The Grand Matriarch nods gracefully. "Of course Captain, but first... your bodyguard. Please, let them go and sit. Or have some tea. There's no need to be too formal here is there?"




"...I suppose not." Jerry snaps to and spins on a heel. "Detail! Attention! Fall out!" 




The three Horchka don't go terribly far, but they spread out a bit and relax, with Meela accepting offered tea from a passing functionary who rotates through the room. 




"A strong brew is a traditional welcome among the Horchka. It's a few fragrant herbs and tree sap." 




Jerry scans the mixture and takes a deep draft, finding an almost minty flavor that seems to immediately open up his sinuses. 




"That's quite nice." 




"Heh. I should have known that a human would take one of our stronger flavors in stride. Now then, to business." 




Jerry holds his hands out to Eymali, who passes him a sheathed Kukri. 




"Madam, my beloved wife has informed me of the ways of the Yauya people. How you cannot claim responsibility or credit for an act of kindness and moral obligation such as rescuing a people from the depths of the darkest hell this galaxy has. My people are under no such compulsion. As such, I have brought gifts, for you personally, for your personal great contribution to the Cruel Space rescue probe, and to the Yauya people to symbolize grasping the hand that your people extended to us in friendship and kindness when it was barely known we existed."




Jerry draws the Kukri from its sheath, and immediately slices his ear lobe with it. 




"This weapon is called a Kukri, it is a fighting knife from a region of our world called Nepal. It is modernly known as the signature weapon of some of the most elite soldiers to ever live. This particular one was blessed by the priests of that hidden land to make it a weapon of not only mundane use, but of spiritual warfare as well. It is our hope that this weapon aids you, and your successors, in your work to guide the Yauya people." 




The weapon is handed to the Grand Matriarch who tests the blade, the strength in her limbs evident from how she effortlessly wields the large knife... as is her long experience with bladed weapons. 




"A masterful weapon. You have my thanks Captain Bridger. I shall see this is kept in a place of honor in my office. You said you had a gift for all the people?" 




"This one's a bit more... human as the galaxy knows us perhaps." Jerry grins. "It is a rare weapon from Earth's past that we think will appeal to Yauya sensibilities, expressing our desire to 'meet you where you live', so to speak. For that is our great desire, and the objective of my mission here. To forge an alliance between our people. One of my counterparts is meeting with the Dzedin even now to achieve a similar result. Your species are the saviors of humanity, who came to our aid in darkness and sent us light, as the giant Prometheus stole fire from the heavens and gave it to man in his primitive state, you have handed us the keys to the galaxy and the future of our species. This is an act of friendship that humanity will not forget." 




Eymali slings the case with the De Lisle Carbine off her shoulder and passes it to Jerry, who demonstrates the action and shows the chamber is empty. 




"No ammunition at this time. This is a heavily suppressed rifle, the tool of a hunter, not of beasts, though this weapon would certainly handle that task, but of evil, and it accomplished that task very well indeed." 




The Grand Matriarch takes the lovingly crafted replica in her hands. "Gorgeously made, my compliments to the smith." 




"My wife Wichen will be honored to hear that Grand Matriarch." 




"We have received your gifts Captain Bridger, and we are pleased to accept humanity's gratitude, and friendship. I am led to understand you have delivered an embassy to my world?" 




"Yes ma'am, Jim Givens is the chief of station, he'll come to meet you as soon as things are settled in. He's got a small staff but he'll actually work out how we can help each other. We're hopefully not going to kick start our relationship as two species with a multimedia spectacle." 




"Oh I don't know Vernon Shay made such an excellent impression on the Apuk, and you are wed to one of our huntsmistresses. Perhaps you could be enticed to do a little hunting while you're here? It wouldn't be quite as dramatic, but knowing humans can hunt in our way, and perhaps demonstrating the ways your kind hunt to some of the huntresses would be a nice little initial outreach." 




"You hardly have to twist my arm, Jim would be happy to join us too, he's a very experienced hunter from our world, having hunted on every continent, including one continent that's a frozen wasteland at the southern polar cap." 




"...How did he hunt in such a wasteland? And why?" 




"He was protecting a research team from a very dangerous predator called a-"




Just then there's a loud ruckus out in the antechamber. 




"What the devil?" 




He can hear raised female voices, like someone's shouting and causing a fuss. The Grand Matriarch's guards are getting comm traffic... but aren't getting ready for a fight. If anything they look tired and resigned. What the hell?




Jerry glances back at the Horchka... who are also looking irritated, but not concerned. Suddenly a thought occurs to him. Everyone around here's a damn empath! Jerry resists smacking his forehead, and gathers himself to try and read the emotions in the antechamber when the doors burst open!
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An obnoxiously dressed Yauya woman forces her way through the door, only to be blocked by two of the guards. 




"I am Grand Huntsmistress Naryitiri and by right of my position I will not be denied!"




"M'lady please the Grand Matriarch is undergoing diplomatic negotiations with the human envoy you have to-" 




The mature Yauya woman who called herself Naryitiri does something, side stepping the guard with what appeared to be decent skill at least and steps into the room proper. 




"I am very aware, that is in fact why I am here. This is an outrage!" 




Jerry considers shooting the intruder, and ruefully discards the idea. He didn’t have his sidearm for one, and dispensing justice on someone else's planet, and somewhere that was less of a clusterfuck than Centris, struck him as a potentially bad idea for two. 




The Yauya woman was heavily overly done up by galactic standards, thick make up, skimpy clothing in loud colors... and what had likely once been the athletic figure the Yauya prize, likely achieved by axiom and not by hard work, was heavily gone to seed. She sways into the room, and the only word Jerry can think of to describe her is 'vulgar'. She's vulgar in ways that would shame some of the worst pirates his crew had dealt with. 




"Is this man really being allowed to speak before the Grand Matriarch? Where are his wives?" 




Jerry can instantly feel the hate and discontent radiating off the paladins escorting him. The Horchka warrior women were preempted from defending their lord's honor however when Eymali steps forward, with a fire in her eyes that would cow a reasonably intelligent individual. 

Key words being ‘reasonably intelligent’. Jerry sensed the woman those eyes were fixed on was not overly burdened with the complexities of life... and with every word she spoke Jerry was downgrading her survival instincts from sapient life form to 'suicidal lemming'. 




"I am one of his wives. My sisters are on hand." 




"Then what is a man in season doing here instead of doing his duty at home?" 




"Considering I and all my sisters have either recently delivered or are pregnant, myself with triplets..." 




The Grand Matriarch raises a hand. "Eymali Bridger, you say you're pregnant with triplets?" 




"Yes Grand Matriarch, I have been blessed with three daughters." 




"A most auspicious pregnancy. You have our congratulations." 




Eymali whirls on Naryitiri "So let no one dare suggest my husband has not done his 'duty'." 




To a sensible lifeform, the tone in Eymali's voice at the word duty suggested she was edging towards choosing violence today.




Jerry steps forward, hoping to further defuse the situation. 




"Further point of order. Humans do not go in and out of season. There is childhood, maturity and impotence in old age. There is no other setting. If I was to stay home simply because I could impregnate one of my wives I'd never leave, and frankly I have better things to do. Unlike some people it seems." 




Naryitiri doesn't miss the pointed barb, but she appears to have found a thread she likes, and Jerry starts to get a very bad feeling. 




"And you say your husband is a proven hunter?" 




"He is not a huntsmaster yet, but that's only a matter of organizing a proving frankly. He is a warrior and a hunter of evil with few peers. Hence why he counts Cannidor, Apuk and Yauya among his brides." 




"If only we could all be so blessed." Naryitiri's tone has gone oily... like a lawyer or a snake about to cause some sort of trouble. "Grand Matriarch, I withdraw my objection. However, I charge this man violates our laws!" 




Eymali's pincers open wide. "What law could that possibly be?" 




"The Strength of the Hunt." 




The Grand Matriarch is obviously aggravated now, and Eymali's clearly got Naryitiri's death planned at least six ways and is simply working to decide by which method she'll die. 




"...Anyone care to explain that for the non-Yauya in the room?" 




"It's an ancient law." The Matriarch begins.




"Probably some ancient pre space flight artifact." Eymali nearly spits, absolutely furious. 




Jerry can tell that she's not exactly sure what's going on, but she's not happy at all. 




Naryitiri steps forward again, still oozing sleaze as she rubs her hands. "A vital and critical tradition, handed down to us by our ancestors and the goddess of the hunt herself. You, sir, are... fifty five years, yes?" 




"Give or take the galactic calendar you prefer." 




"You are proven in battle, and in the hunt." 




"Yes." 




A pleased click of the pincers. 




Jerry could tell he was being railroaded here, this woman clearly had his bio, but was getting him to formally establish these details... shooting his way out of the situation is considered again, and discarded with a rueful sigh. He'd just have to deal with this the hard way. 




Naryitiri takes a leisurely wander through the room, circling Jerry like she was the predator here, again tempting the man to show her just how wrong the vacuous slag was. 




"How many wives do you have?" 




Jerry's eyes narrow. "I fail to see how that's any business of yours." 




"It answers if you violate our laws or not." 




The Grand Matriarch casts her eyes downward. "Please Captain Bridger. I apologize for this, but if you could answer her..." 




"I have eighteen wives." 




Naryitiri claps her hands together. "Then a matrimonial hunt must be called at once! The law demands that a man who is a proven hunter must have as many wives as he has seen summers beyond the age of twenty five." 




Jerry doesn't feel any fear, if anything he's just... tired. Suppressing a sigh, he turns to the Grand Matriarch. 




"You enforce your religious laws on non-believers? And your civic laws outside of actual criminal charges on non-residents?" 




Naryitiri steps in before the Matriarch can respond. "I wouldn't expect a man to understand such things. Tradition is everything to the Yauya. The Grand Matriarch must enforce our laws... without fail." 




"Leave us."  




The whisper from the Grand Matriarch is as cold as a blade left in vacuum. 




"I beg your-" 




"Huntsmistress Naryitiri you will leave us or I shall have you thrown from this room and possibly this bough. Wait in the antechamber." 




Naryitiri's shocked expression can't help but draw a smirk from Bridger, something he quickly suppresses; she hadn't expected that. Nor had she expected the strong killing intent emanating from the Grand Matriarch. The old woman was radiating a quiet, restrained rage that even an idiot like Naryitiri could detect... even if Jerry doubted the fool completely understood what it meant. 




"I will call the huntress lodges to organize the hunt." The miffed Yauya woman withdraws, the Matriarch's guards firmly shutting the door behind her. 




The Matriarch's head slumps, the elderly woman sighing deeply. "That insipid cow! The absolute gall! That law hasn't been enforced in centuries, nevermind on someone not of our people." There's a snarl from the Grand Matriarch, the sheer emotion and energy giving a hint of what she might have been like as a younger woman. "...Captain Bridger, I must apologize. Deeply. Naryitiri is a political rival of mine. She clearly wants to use this as a point of friction to weaken my support with conservative factions within our government. I'll make this go away please-" 




Jerry holds a hand up. "Now let's not be too hasty here. So she's got a political objective... I bet Naryitiri's got some daughters who just came of age or into huntsmistress certification too." 




The Matriarch looks to her majordomo, a quiet woman who's been metaphorically and literally invisible in the corner during most of the meeting. 




"Does she?" 




"Yes. They're unwed as well." 




Jerry nods. "Yep, two birds with one stone. I have no doubt Naryitiri thinks she's quite clever. She obviously heard an Undaunted ship was coming. It was in the news cycle, and it's not exactly hard to find details on me across the information space at present." 




Eymali leans over and kisses her husband's cheek. "You do cut a rather high profile with your misadventures, hence why I try to keep you invisible in public." 




Jerry can't help but chuckle at that, but his eyes are ice cold as he turns back to the Grand Matriarch. "You've shown yourself to be perfectly reasonable, and we desire continued positive relations with the Yauya. Weakening your position seems contrary to Undaunted interests on this planet. To keep your position stable, I think there's only one thing I can really do here. It would negate the trap at least if I go through with the hunt." 




"...Yes, more or less. You are free to set conditions on the huntresses with your wives, for example you could restrict the hunters to rated huntsmistresses or-"




Jerry holds up a hand again. "No. I suspect that's what Naryitiri is hoping for if she does manage to pin me down, especially if she's got daughters who recently finished their provings. She might be correlating me with Vernon Shay. He and his wife's starting condition of candidates to join their marriage being Apuk battle princesses or equivalent is rather infamous among the Apex species to my understanding.” 




The commando paces a bit, considering. “I think she’s also aware of humanity’s political maneuvering to make ourselves exempt to the laws of the arrangement systems. She’s expecting a protest here, not a confrontation. I'm not inclined to do what Naryitiri wants me to do, or benefit her so I go through with the hunt with no conditions. In fact I want as many huntresses in the field as possible. Even women who aren't rated huntresses should be allowed to join the chase." 




The grand Matriarch's pincers extend in surprise... but Eymali, her expression is one of a deep, smirking smile. 




"Do you intend to ever leave our world Captain Bridger?" 




"Well that's the trick of a mating hunt isn't it Grand Matriarch? You only get the prize if you can catch it, and I fully intend to escape with only the wives I landed on this world with. Which will make Naryitiri look like something of a fool, and give you an opportunity to strike at her and the more hardcore traditionalists. At the very least to shore up protections for men who aren't part of the Yauya faith, aren't citizens of Awauynis, and her colonies, and most importantly are on world as part of diplomatic duties from other stellar powers." 




Jerry grins happily. 




"I'm a commando. A SERE expert, and a very dangerous man. If there's a huntress on this world who wants to hunt me down and has the capacity I want to meet her anyway."




"...If you're sure Captain Bridger, then I'll do this for you, and I'll owe you a favor. Getting a chance to put Naryitiri back in her place would be quite the prize... If I may, why do you want to extend the hunt to as many as possible?" 




"Simple, the bigger the mess, the easier it is to get lost in the crowd, and with the incompetent and enthusiastic running around en masse, the actually talented huntresses will be constantly having random individuals getting underfoot and in the way, instead of having a clear shot on me." 




"..." The Grand Matriarch nods slowly. "Just as your wife said. You really are a master hunter. A further reward than Captain. If you win this trial, I shall work with one of the lodges I'm allied with to issue you the title of Huntsmaster. If you can evade a hunt of possible thousands, if not more... then you'll display every skill we demand of the Huntsmistresses and more." 




Eymali steps forward. "Grand Matriarch, my lodge will gladly award him his certificate with your endorsement. I have not spoken to the Grand Huntsmistress but..."




"Ah yes... I think your grand huntsmistress would relish the idea actually lady Eymali. She's no friend of that witch either, and will appreciate your husband's cunning." 




"I'll look forward to getting the certificate, Matriarch. Now... let's give that hag the news." Jerry turns to one of the guards. "Get that bitch back in here." 




The guardswoman manages to keep her face mostly impassive, but from a brief pincer movement Jerry can tell she's highly amused by all this. Seems Naryitiri wasn't good at making friends just about anywhere outside her own circles. 




Naryitiri sweeps back in, all graciousness and smiles. 




"I'm so sorry to hear that you're refusing to abide by-" 




Jerry raises a knife hand, pointing in the woman's face. "Don't put words in my mouth woman. Call your hunt. As is required by Yauya law and tradition, however, I have the right to set standards, correct?" 




More shock. Good. Jerry was pleased... and he could tell Naryitiri wasn't terribly happy about what was happening, but if the woman wanted to be happy today was not going to be her day. 




"Yes of course, I'll ensure the lodges provide only the best of their unwed huntsmistresses..."




"No." 




"No?" 




Jerry bites his lower lip, trying to contain a feral grin. Right where he wanted her.




"The hunt will be open to every Yauya woman who's of age. The only rules are traditional hunting gear only, and if I escape the city, the hunt's off. The game's afoot at noon tomorrow. I'll start from a location decided by the Grand Matriarch. Huntresses will start from their lodges, anyone else can start from their homes or something. I leave it in the hands of the Grand Matriarch's offices to arrange it. Failure to meet my terms would be most dishonorable, so I trust you'll abide by the laws of the goddess of the hunt. If you fail to do so, the Hunt is off, and I'll extract restitution from your hide if I have to hunt you down myself. Good day madam." 




Jerry pauses only to bow genteelly to the Matriarch, and pushes past the stunned Naryitiri without another word. Down the hall, and into the elevator, alone with Eymali and the Paladins again at last. 




"You're really going through with this? Goddess I thought that horrid woman was about to attack you." Eymali chuckles. 




Sheryen on the other hand growls. "I wish she had, I'd be glad to send her head to her kin in a basket with a book of manners."




"She was too stunned. I went off script when I accepted her challenge. She was counting on humans protesting similar laws and seeking legal work arounds instead of direct confrontation. Or seeking to limit any contest I did agree to." 




The feral, wolfish grin Jerry had tried to suppress is back now as he pulls his communicator out. 




"Eymali my love, I need you to get in touch with Rowdy, I’m going to need a ride. Something small and fast that can maneuver in and around the city. A hot hand on the stick for a pilot too... then call Syl and tell her what's happening. We're gonna need Mina to prepare a stack of her special holocamera drones. Including a stealth one that'll be set to follow me specifically." 




"...Why the drones husband?" 




"Well Jaruna once joked about filming a city wide mating hunt and I don't see why not. It'll be a comedy instead of a drama, but I'm all for it. Now I just need to get a hold of my favorite hacker, and the games can really get rolling."




Jerry dials in an ID code, and his comm rings for a few moments, before someone picks up. 




"Like, hello?" 




"Babydoll, it's the boss." 




"Oh! Hey Skipper, like, I didn't save your comm ID." 




"Make sure you do that, you're more than welcome to call me if there's something you think is relevant." 




"Oh like with how I'm being treated? I'm being treated totally swell though! The guys are just, the best! And those new girls who are living here now are pretty nice too! Like. I'm not even super scared of them any more, cause they're, you know, totally victims too! Still, this isn't like, a social call, right?" 




"Nope, I have a job for you, now, pay close attention, here's what we're going to do..." 
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It was absolute chaos in the city of Tal'Awauynis.




Babydoll had blanketed the local information networks with word of the mating hunt and Jerry's terms with the help of a local hacker collective... hackers she'd apparently managed to recruit two or three members of when they found out who she worked for. Jerry put off the matter of the 'digital huntresses' who wanted to join the Tear as computer specialists as an issue for tomorrow Jerry. Today Jerry needed to get out of this city with no more wives than he entered it with.




Especially not any of Grand Huntmistress Naryitiri's daughters. Unfortunately some of them were apparently quite competent, and had completed their provings without their mother's influence working in their favor. Naryitiri was somewhat interesting in that she had once been a rising star as a huntsmistress, something of a rival to one of Yzma's eldest daughters. A few healing comas back however something had apparently shifting in Naryitiri's mind and she'd gone... a bit strange. Something for Jim Given's intelligence operatives to investigate.




Jerry smirks as he glances down at the city. There were people everywhere. The whole damn city had turned out and would be brides had streamed in from across the planet.




"Honestly it's enough to give a man a bit of an ego."




Eymali smirks at him from where she's leaning against a wall.




"How do you think I feel? Clearly I've caught a prize the likes of which a planet could not dare dream of. Though I will say, some of the ads that Babydoll and her new… associates.. ran were... a bit... provocative."




Jerry's cheeks burn as he remembers seeing a hacked billboard that featured a picture of his exposed back in the gym advertising the matrimonial hunt. "Yeah I need to have words with them about that... not that I don't appreciate their work but that was a bit much."




"Oh no I think it was a great way to let me show off."




"You know, you might be the quietest of the wives save maybe Firi... but you've got pride and ego to match even Jaruna don't you darling?"




Eymali tosses her hair over her shoulder, not losing that confident smirk. "Of course, I am a warrior, the pride of my lodge and world, and my husband's about to make a fool out of a very powerful woman and an entire planet's worth of huntresses on live trivid... and Commander Lawson even managed to secure the rights to the movie cinema wise. Obviously we can't stop news channels showing their footage, but they'll be limited, we'll exclusively have the good stuff, we'll give them some highlight clips to send around, but the rest will be another official Bridger release. We have a solid audience  after we did the combat footage tri vid. Once we get the sparring video finished that'll be three... and then it'll just be the high def with commentary of your duel with that Apuk battle princess. Which we'll release with Masha's combat footage, an Apuk double bill."




"Honestly, I swear I married Ferengi with how hyper capitalist some of you girls get."




Eymali cocks her head, clearly confused.




"...What's a Ferengi?"




"Never mind."




"Well besides the point, it's not really hyper capitalism so much as exploiting a resource we have. People want our family's combat footage. That original video of you and Jaruna fighting side by side still gets great views. Releasing the cleaned up high def on our own channel, and an expanded version with footage from Jaruna's armor cam and commentary tracks, plus never before seen material from Alaquin with you in power armor? Dropping that as an exclusive download has made us an absolute mint, instead of it just going into whatever Undaunted black ops account released it originally."




"You really think it was them?"




"Almost certainly. So if it's going to get leaked or released anyway, we might as well get paid for it. Like the money we're getting for putting recruiting commercials in with Masha's combat footage, and got for the same with Alaqin footage. That reminds me, speaking of pay days, Syl mentioned there's a Cannidor company that wants to do an exclusive physical release of the you and Jaruna double feature. They're talking about doing a shifting high def holo statue with a bunch of poses. Syl features in one of the proposed ones, shooting at Wichen actually I believe while yelling into her comm, in a tableau with you in melee and Jaruna doing what she does best."




"...Wild. Cannidor space exclusive?"




"I think it would be an exclusive run, and aimed at their space, but I'm sure they'll take orders from anywhere."




"Message Syl about it on your way back out to the star port, tell her to ask what the company would pay for a premium edition where the three of us autograph it."




Eymali leans in and kisses Jerry deep and hard. "I will, fortune walk in your shadow husband."




Jerry gives Eymali a wink and the paladins a jaunty salute. "I'll see you girls for dinner tonight. Round all the Paladins up, let's get the whole crew in for a nice big feast to celebrate either a new marriage or victory."




"Maybe both." Eymali chuckles, her pincers doing the Yauya equivalent of an eyebrow waggle as Jerry walks out the door of their suite.




Jerry checks his gear a final time. Standard Undaunted fatigues, a comfortable set of boots. The control for the small stealth drone that was hovering behind him was securely clipped to his war belt, which had a few tools. For one a deodorant so he could top off while on the run, and then a variety of tools that had been brought down from orbit or he'd made last night. A collection of modern smoke grenades and smoke bombs, the scent equivalent of a smoke bomb, specifically a grenade with the chemical equivalent of a skunk's biological weapon in it. Which would absolutely smoke any scent trail he might be leaving.




The only actual weapon he was openly carrying was his Kukri... and his entire collection of axiom tricks, to include some new axiom brands now that the Undaunted were expanding that program pretty significantly. He'd thought the axiom brand holster for his side arm was cool, but the more he looked into it, the more some tricks really appealed for more difficult moments.




"Rather not use some of those tricks, and if I need the laser or plasma immunity, shit's really hit the fan."




Jerry flicks a pair of sunglasses out as he steps into the lobby, a final piece of special equipment, Jerry had commissioned the shatterproof glasses custom. Beyond just being self adjusting, reflective ballistic black sunglasses. They had HUD interface elements, night, thermal, and several other special vision types while resisting up to medium caliber lasers and were rated at approximately IIIA for kinetics. 




God bless the material science of the rest of the wider galaxy and the sheer fuckery you could get away with thanks to axiom. Sure if he got hit with null the special electronics systems would be out, but they'd still be decent sunglasses.




Plus they looked cool. Looking cool was a vital part of today's endeavor. Every moment people were looking at his smile or his haircut was one less chance to try and see what might or might not be up his sleeves or on his belt.




The press is waiting, as is an air car and some of the Grand Matriarch's security detail, which do their best to keep the reporters at bay as he smiles as charmingly as possible for the cameras before stopping.




'Time to get a few more huntresses.' Jerry thinks to himself before picking a reporter with a lapel pin for a major network. Biggest smile right into the axiom lens that passed for a camera these days.




"Hope to see you all out there, it's a beautiful day for a little run or a wedding right?"




With an eruption of noise from the reporters Jerry tosses himself into the air car, where more security is waiting. She taps a comm button.




"Go."




And the vehicle takes to the sky.




"That was mean."




"How do you mean?"




"You're deliberately getting people played up. If anyone gets you it'll be a huntsmistress, you have to know that."




"Miss I'm married to a huntsmistress, Eymali and I play tag all the time. I know a lot of the tricks... and I've been practicing a lot of those tricks without axiom for a very long time. If anything, I'm more prepared for the huntsmistresses than anyone else."




That got a raised pincer of disbelief.




"How do you figure that?"




"Simple, huntsmistresses are generally following a playbook, a playbook I know. The different lodges have their own styles, but they're different focuses on the same book. Some of them, the really good ones, will improvise, and they'll be dangerous, but a lot of them will hit the book."




"What about your wife?"




"She went so out of the book that she located the genetic material of, and had cloned, an ancient nightmare from your near prehistory. Just getting the DNA should have been a proving if you ask me, never mind solo killing three Nagala. Damn things look like a walking, flying blender!"




The security agent winces. "Fair. So why the call out to the normal folks and junior huntresses? And why are they more dangerous?"




"Simple, they're coming at it from every possible wild angle that you can imagine. If anyone's going to get creative and do something really crazy, it'll be one of the girls who isn't really even in the lodge system, and I know, every Yauya is a basically rated huntress, but there's huntresses and there's huntresses. You know what I mean."




The agent nods slowly. "I think I'm starting to see why the Grand Matriarch respects you."




"Make sure you're somewhere with a nice tri d viewer so you can enjoy the show. Unless the Yauya really disappoint, today should be fun."




The air car starts its landing procedure.




"Well in that case I guess I'll wish you luck."




"I appreciate it."




The door opens and Jerry ducks out. The Grand Matriarch's party is waiting, with more godsforsaken reporters and a very grouchy looking Grand Huntmistress Naryitiri. Jerry would complain about the reporters, but the Grand Matriarch was doing him a solid... plus it gave him the opportunity to put on something of a show.




As Jerry approaches, he bows politely to the Grand Matriarch, in the style of the huntresses, which gets some mild applause from the civilians watching. He wondered briefly how many people had bets for or against him right now. He wondered if Diana Lawson had a decent sized bet in or not and decided she did... and so did a fair number of his wives.




Naryitiri hisses at him. "I don't know how you made this nonsense with the advertising happen..."




"I assure you madam, I have no control over members of the Lodge of the Digital Blade or whatever they're calling themselves. Though if they're looking for work I wouldn't mind hiring a few of them. They certainly know how to make a man feel welcome with a PR campaign like this..."




Jerry said it loud enough to make sure the nearest reporter's recording slate caught it. An open thank you to Babydoll's Yauya accomplices... and two or three of his possible new shipmates.




More than a few people smirk at Naryitiri's expense as Jerry metaphorically rubs her face in it. She knows he had something to do with the cyber attacks that had mass advertised the matrimonial hunt on a scale that rivaled a major sporting event on Earth. He knows she knows. She can't prove a damn thing, so all she can do is sit there and simmer... and hope he'll be forced to marry one of her daughters so she can eventually take some sort of petty revenge.




"Now then... How do we get this shindig started? I have potential wives to meet after all."




"We can start whenever you're ready, Captain Bridger."




"Ready when you all are ladies." Another smile for the camera, might as well ham it up a bit... he's about to grab an entire planet by the short hairs after all.




The Grand Matriarch says something in the Yauya language and raises her hand, and begins to count down in galactic trade.




Jerry stands loose, casual... and slides a compact smoke bomb out of his sleeve and into his palm.




As the count gets lower, he brings his hands together in front of his chest and centers himself... while triggering both smoke bomb's short two second fuses.




Two.




One.




Jerry vanishes in a burst of smoke from nowhere that would have made any anime ninja proud... and when the cloud quickly clears he's gone, vanished without a trace.




And just as Jerry had intended, Tal'Awauynis, and indeed the entire planet, explodes with activity.
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Jaruna




In orbit, the Bridger family's theater erupts with its own, far more limited activity. Jaruna chuckles as her three daughters all exchange money based on the results of various bets. 




"Didn't I warn you girls about betting against your father?" 




Joan shakes her head. "No no, we're just betting on what he's going to do to mess with them. Boudicca called a smoke bomb or something right at the start." 




Khutulun sighs. "Damn it, I knew I was probably wrong when he came out at the hotel, he's been hamming it up for the camera from the second they got an axiom recording field focused on him." 




Jaruna rumbles with a suppressed laugh again. "Yeah he has, he's playing it up for the camera to turn the whole city into an absolute clusterfuck. There's no way girls won't find him. Even if he had limited it to huntsmistresses only. Eymali told me about it in a DM last night. There's a lot of unwed huntsmistresses. It's considered a good spot to start marriage hunting from. Arranged marriages come easier, you've got at least one trade mastered. If you want to stay on as a huntress you go all the way then try to get hitched, if you want it earlier or get lucky, shit happens, or you get out of hunting as a primary profession and go get a less traditional job." 




Boudicca raises a hand, and Jaruna acknowledges her. "So Father's trying to get more hunters on the trail, why?" 




Syl coughs delicately into her hand. She's sitting next to a large cradle, gently rocking her litter. 




"I can actually answer that." 




"Go on Syl." 




Jaruna yields the floor to the head wife with grace, she had to set the example for the daughters after all. Even if Jaruna was bigger, Syl was still boss and deserved respect. Especially as a recently delivered mother. 




"There's a barbaric sport from Earth that Jerry loathes quite a bit. Fox hunting involves chasing down an animal that looks like a primordial Volpir with a pack of dogs owned by aristocrats who follow on horseback." 




"Why's he consider it so poorly? Father hunts." Joan this time. 




"Because it's not for any benefit. It is not for meat. Or to control the population. It's merely for the amusement of the wealthy. The death at the end of the hunt is not dealt with a clean and efficient kill either... It's left to the hunting hounds. It is not an easy death. Which Jerry considers particularly despicable. He is a man born of many Earth traditions and cultures. Trained in more traditions still. All of them praise the clean kill. Almost all of them praise treating nature with respect, and taking from it with care. To not shed blood carelessly or needlessly. This is why your Father wants to take you girls hunting when we find a good opportunity. This simple basis of morality is perhaps the most important thing your father believes he can teach you in a galaxy where life is so frequently cheap. To treat even an animal as your brother or sister, and to only end their life to preserve your own." 




Syl looks down into the cradle and reaches in past the axiom field to soothe a wrinkled brow. 




"So why does your father want as many hunters as possible on his trail my dears? It's quite simple. If there's too many hounds, or a pack that isn't well trained, or preferably from the fox's perspective, both, the hounds will step all over each other, even trip each other up and get into fights. All things that mean they're not looking for the fox." 




Jaruna watches as the three daughters consider that information like Syl had just laid out holy text for them, when Cindy jumps up.




"Hey! Hey Daddy's on again!" 




Jerry's been found by the cameras racing along a roof top, disappearing from most vision spectrums, none the less the cameras have a decent fix on him with a pack of huntresses in hot pursuit. It's quite the mix, one or two were easy to pick out as huntsmistresses from their more elaborate costumes, and this group seemed to be working to organize the mob near and around them, likely promising they'd all benefit if they worked together to capture Jerry. 




"Smart." Jaruna rumbles. "No one ever said all the huntsmistresses were idiots I suppose. These three adapted quickly. Hey Zombie, Let's get the special feed up on the second screen, just because the masses don't get the Jerry cam till we release this shit ourselves later on doesn't mean we don't get to enjoy it." 




Some quick commands from Sharon brings up the heavily encrypted feed from the stealth drone that Mina Bridger had worked furiously withBabydoll to prepare. It's less that it was encrypted and more that it was quantum entangled. It wasn't sending information to orbit by any normal means, it's hard drive was more or less on the Tear, and recording as the rest of its systems were elsewhere. Ditto it's human style power supply, feeding it's stealth systems with anything but direct axiom energy from orbit, like it was plugged into the Tear's engines. 




Monstrously complex. Entirely impractical for most purposes. For the unparalleled security talents of Mina, and the natural gifts of a Gravia that made quantum entanglement child’s play. Some people thought Jerry was a bit crazy when they heard that he thought Babydoll's services were worth more than having full access to null grenades and other weapons. Moments like this? Proved he was entirely correct. 




"Good thing we’re recording this." Sharon notes. "This is like something out of a Bourne movi... Hey wait. Something's different." 




Jerry on the top screen had just bounded over a small roof top outcropping, likely a local flight control building for bringing cargo into the massive structure's landing pads. Jerry on the bottom screen however, was slowly inching his way down the side of part of one of the massive boughs. 




"He's moving between branches already!" 




"Everyone was expecting him to head for the edge of the city already, instead he went in deeper!? Clever man." Syl smirks. "You could even say he's out foxed them."




Sharon facepalms hard. "Oooh that was bad." 

 

"What can I say? I'm missing Jerry's dad jokes while he's planet side." 

 

Meanwhile on the main screen, the pack of Yauya huntresses finally corner 'Jerry' and make for a grab... only for the confused huntsmistress to come up holding an exceedingly simple paper cut out in the shape of a human, now completely drained of axiom energy. 

 

Something clicks in Jaruna's head. "Damn that's even sneakier than it looks." 




"What? An axiom totem that looks like 'you' is a pretty standard distraction tactic." Khutulun chimes in from her spot on a Cannidor scale cushion on the floor with Cindy. 




"Sure." Jaruna jesters grandly. "There's a little extra spice here though. These girls aren't used to the human axiom signature or lack thereof. They have no idea. Most of them haven't even met Jerry. Only seen him on a broadcast. That totem might feel or look more like a real person than the real deal right up till they damn catch him! Clever bastard. Make sure you girls are taking notes. Cannidor don't exactly do escape and evasion much, but these are tactics you can put to use in all sorts of shit." 























































Jerry




Jerry slides to the bottom of this part of the massive trunk where it intersected with the next bough. It was terrifying that there were entire football fields between him and the edge. This was an order up from Mega Flora. Giga Flora maybe? Something for the eggheads to decipher, but modern cities perched comfortably in the arms of a tree was something Jerry truly had to see to believe. 




Even shit in old scifi Jerry enjoyed hadn't managed to come up with a world quite like Awauynis, and that includes the fictional version of the Yauya inspired by their psychic probe! The high speed transport system between parts of the tree and its various chunks of city on different boughs being essentially multidirectional elevators was certainly unique, even if Jerry didn't appreciate the sheer amount of axiom disruption their energy signatures caused as they passed beneath him even through the bark of the mighty tree. 




The routing of the transport system within the very bark also left each bough with a common design element. There was a large transport hub closest to the trunk, and an aerodrome or star port at the far edge of the branch. The transport hub was much like a large train station, but with a cargo terminal next to the passenger terminal. The high velocity cars had capacity for tens of thousands, but were only rarely filled to more than half capacity at most. Major movement between boughs happened predominantly during shift changes or on holidays.




Moving slowly Jerry slips up onto and across a warehouse roof that was comfortably in shadow by the transport station as he moves ever closer towards egress. He was three boughs down, having done some absolutely terrifying climbing without any form of safety harness. Sure the axiom should keep him alive and attached without issue. Operative word was should. He was getting confident with axiom, but he'd also seen it get disrupted by far too many things to trust it completely. 




Still he found himself in a favorable position on a somewhat familiar bough, this was part of the entertainment district they'd investigated earlier, the start of the well heeled part of the city. There was decent urban build up towards the back and center where the branch was strongest... and heavily reinforced for safety's sake of course, but the place was light on truly large buildings, considering they ruined the view. 




The star port they'd arrived at was a bough down from here, and it was there so the upper boughs could be low traffic just handling commuters, light cargo, that sort of thing. Which meant there was much less of a chance of accidentally getting hit or sucked into an intake than running through a large commercial port. It was a good choice for Jerry's escape. He just had to wait for an opportune moment to start moving out of his place of relative safety. Sure he was invisible, but so was everyone and also their damn cat equivalent on this planet, so it was less of an advantage than it might otherwise be.




As the crowds thin out from the latest large arrival, an arrival surprisingly devoid of obvious would-be brides, Jerry kicks into action. Fueling his movement with axiom as he leaps across a few gaps and bounds like a cocaine powered howler monkey, flinging himself across a boulevard before anyone can process that there was anyone there at all. His feet hit the wall, stick, and he immediately starts running. 




Overt? Absolutely, but they'd be looking for him on the ground before they looked up. He wasn't Yauya, so there'd be some inherent bias against using their normal method of locomotion which also included hanging off the walls. He was perhaps more exposed and detectable, but it wasn't the first time Jerry Bridger had taken refuge in sheer audacity and hopefully had it see the day through for him.




Jerry turns the corner, realizes he's running into a collection of huntresses organizing themselves in an intersection ahead and stops hard enough it feels like he's about to snap an ankle from the sheer momentum exerted on it without nearly enough reinforcement. Lesson learned there. With a firm gecko grip on the wall he hauls himself backwards. Just the barest glimmer of movement from light refracting oddly off his invisibility could tip his hand and the game had only just begun! 




The overt part of this dance needed to be delayed as long as possible. Every minute was a meter closer to his goal. Which meant less distance to cover when the fecal material inevitably hit the impeller at maximum velocity. 




Peeking around the corner reveals the group of huntresses are all gathered around a broadcast screen, watching a reporter commenting about how Jerry's completely vanished from the top of the boughs but is still believed to be in the city, as the 'Devilishly handsome and incredibly charming human hunter', good to know he'd made a good impact on the local media types, '...would almost certainly send a victory message of some kind if he made it out of the city unobserved.' Which he absolutely would. 




One of the older Yauya with a few large feathers worked into her hair steps back. "Okay girls you heard the news, he could be anywhere. So you four, monitor the various news networks. Our wheel women are on stand by if we need to move boughs. Everyone else spread out and scout. We know this bough like the back of our hands,.this is our home turf after all. I got some of our novices up on the roof tops with binos and other tools so keep an ear out for your communicators. Move in pairs. He can drop you with an axiom technique or something more easily if you're solo." 




One of the younger women, a Dzedin, exaggerates a cutesy pose with four of her six arms and loudly says "He could drop me any time!" with a bit of a purr in her voice to laughter from her fellows.




"Still, this has been a lot of fun so far. Good of a human to willingly participate like this." Says one woman. 




"I heard he got pressured into it politically by that Grand Huntsmistress Naryitiri... I don't like that much." 




The Dzedin woman again, concern evident in her posture even if Jerry couldn't read her face. The leader however takes charge, stepping up onto the base of a light post to address her people more clearly.




"Look, this is just a fun lark for us, and hopefully if we keep our tone light he'll get that too and have a good time. I'd hate to miss out on an event this big. This is the type of thing you'll be able to tell your daughters about with a smile on your faces. Whether he's the one that fathers them or not. If you really want a human husband they're establishing an embassy here in the city. I bet they've got men posted here, maybe even completely unmarried men. Or you can sign up with their country for a term and get a chance at a husband that way. They've already got Huntmistresses working for them. They might even get their own lodge in the future so you can up your certs. So let's just have fun and get some training in instead of getting too serious alright?" 




"So you're going to let him go if we catch him?" 




That stopped the leader in her tracks for a second. 




"Well. No. I mean. If he's okay with being 'caught' all the way. We're not Apuk, we don't just carry off our men like barbarians. If he drops in our lap and is down then hey, why not? Otherwise we're just out here to practice our skills, get some exercise and have a little fun."




Jerry can't help but smile at the conversation. Another strike against the galaxy of thirst. This wasn't entirely a horde of horny bachelorettes after a random chance at a groom. They were out here because it was a major cultural touchstone and he'd turned what might have been something fairly minor relatively speaking into a massive planet wide spectacle. 




‘Well no sense in not kicking up more of a shit storm. Might as well keep this interesting and keep humans on the collective Yauya mind for a good couple months, give Jim Givens all the rope to work with he can.’ 




Jerry thinks to himself as draws the shikigami from his pouch and breathes life into the little paper doll with a hell of a lot of axiom, imbuing it both with his will... and a quick recording. The doppelganger dropped down and ran across some awnings to reach a point right above the group of huntresses.




"Well girls I can safely say you've got the right attitude for this little game of ours! Catch me if you can!" 




Before dashing off just above street level lateral to Jerry's actual intended course. By the time the doppelganger turned the corner, expending about half its axiom charge in the process, Jerry was already running across rooftops towards the far edge of the bough. 
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Cluttered urban terrain towards the center of the bough takes Jerry up and over a few buildings, climbing up with a quickness like a hyperactive gecko who'd been given a red bull, tapping axiom every now and then to keep his body at absolute flat out peak performance. He found he could do extremely limited Apuk style bounds, more of a 'hop', that would let him land feather light, and bounce onward and upward again without cratering the face of the structure he was using as his jungle gym today. 




Every couple of long leaps up another few dozen floors of the building, he could feel the strain starting to get at him. The process, while efficient, was exhausting, and despite being less overall effort in a single leap, was significantly more energy expended than a single Apuk leap up or over a building. For one he had to do a lot more fine control and management in flight and he had to do it multiple times instead of just once. 




There also wasn't a potentially kilometers long soaring phase of travel before you hit the next jump platform. Soaring was easy. The initial bound was also easy. Especially with the Apuk leaping method. Like all manners of aerial conveyance the hard part was in landing. Terminal guidance, reinforcement, adjusting your landing angle. Doing that a lot, while also having to keep yourself feather light, and sticky for when you landed on a near vertical surface got exhausting fast. 




The strain was slowly starting to build up as he continued to push him. While he'd been undergoing fairly intensive axiom training he hadn't really trained axiom for marathon performance like this. The mix of high energy expenditure in relatively long, repeated bursts and  heavy concentration were different from the short almost pulses of axiom that made up most axiom based combat. 




It was very different from the process of calling warfire. Which was more like breathing, except your breath was suddenly a river of napalm. The strain was slowly building up Jerry knew he'd be out for about a day when he was able to relax. He just had to hope the same mental muscles that let him use axiom couldn't cramp somehow, or he'd be in very, very deep trouble. 




If he actually escaped he'd have to talk to Cascka and Masha about training to cover this somewhat weakness. 




Jerry dodges and slides across a roof dotted with telecommunications systems, breaker boxes and what appeared to be air conditioning units, ducking under some things, running over others, but constantly keeping himself in motion until he's approaching the edge and realizes the next building's either a long way away or a long way down, and pours energy into a full on Apuk leap. Hopefully the building owners would forgive him the slight damage to the roof of their building. 




The bound from one skyscraper to another takes him  soaring over the plaza that contained Alyenrie's Skewers and Hewers and brings him to a skidded halt on one of the tallest buildings around... and right in front of an extremely startled Neysihen! 




The young Yauya woman is holding a remote viewer device and has some other observation and communication tools with her and her jaw drops slightly as she runs into Jerry. She looks a bit more hardcore and a lot more mature in her hunting leathers compared to the clothes she'd been wearing working in her mother's restaurant the night they'd arrived planetside.  




"Holy shit you're here!" She immediately goes for her communicator.




Jerry raises a hand. "Wait! Maybe don't go for the comm?" 




Neysihen drops the device just a bit, clearly slightly confused. "...I mean I can probably work with that but why not?" 




"Because I don't think you're that interested in hunting me romantically?" 




"Why wouldn't I be? I mean you're Eymali's husband for one, and you've managed to turn the entire planet on its head for two, to say you're a talented hunter yourself is a massive understatement." 




"Sure, but what happens if the crew you're working with catch me?" 




"...I don't know. Possibly you stay? Possibly you leave?" 




"Honestly if I gain something like thirty Yauya wives I'd be hard pressed to leave. I wouldn't want that many wives for a variety of reasons but I'm not one to go back on my word or abandon my responsibilities either. Either to my wives or to the Undaunted. I suspect you don't want to stay here though. You want to come with us. You don't have to be my wife to do that. You can join the Undaunted on your own terms... join the Tear specifically. Eymali liked you, she'd probably go for having you as an apprentice too." 




"...Really? You think so?" 




From suspicion to starry eyed excitement in under a second. Jerry can't help but smile. Kids were great, especially enthusiastic ones. Even when they were kids potentially in their 40s like right now. 




"Kid, I know my wife, she doesn't spend thirty minutes discussing a specific hunting technique with a novice if she doesn't think the novice has potential. She's pretty brutal like that. If you're willing to work hard I bet Eymali would take you on. If not there's always the Undaunted. You'd probably be an easy pick up for the commandos or intelligence work, and they'll make a huntress out of you like your world's never seen before. What I think you want is an adventure. The best way to get that is to not call in. Not because I'll put a good word in for you or anything, I'd do that either way, but because we actually get to leave and go see a lot of interesting new places if I'm not stuck here, probably as the new ambassador from the Undaunted to the Yauya. Admiral Cistern doesn't waste resources." 




There's a sudden sound of engines and four air bikes settle into the air over the top of the tower. 




"That's far enough!" Calls out an axiom enhanced voice. 




"Friends of yours?" Jerry asks, turning to Neysihen. 




Neysihen shakes her head, setting her braids wiggling clearly not happy about this arrival. "Nuh uh. Pretty sure they're part of one bad hunting lodges. My mother'd tan my hide for boots if I joined them if I’m reading the markings on their bikes right.” 




"...Ah, these would be the less successful daughters of the Grand Huntsmistress Naryitiri then considering they're cheating. Using it for transport from bough to bough's fine, but hunting from them? Cheap shot."




Neysihen nods again, clearly getting more and more nervous as the air bikes lower. A set of manacles hit the floor in front of Jerry.




"Step away, girl." 




To her credit Neysihen stays put... if shaking slightly in her boots, which makes Jerry reevaluate this situation quickly. Intelligence hadn't gotten too much information on the Grand Huntsmistress 's daughters... were some of the lodges fronts for organized crime? Was Naryitiri in on it? Something else for intelligence to investigate. Jerry sets the thought aside as the voice calls out again.




"Put the manacles on. This hunt's over." 




"Says you and what army, bitch?" 




Jerry calls back, putting a Siberian tiger's echoing roar into his voice. It'd be able to be heard for literal miles in optimal conditions... and clear air, high elevation. Hopefully it would lure in some other huntresses. Maybe from Neysihen's faction, because Jerry wasn't liking this at all.




The air bikes all lower to the point that the women riding them are in view. There's three riding tandem, the thugs most likely, and one all on her own, for a total of seven. All are carrying modern weapons, and at least one of them is definitely one of Naryitiri's daughters. 




"This army. Now be a good-"




She cuts off mid word as Jerry lets himself start laughing. Hard. 




"I'm sorry! I'm sorry I'll take this seriously! Woo! Just. You actually think you're intimidating. Goddamn that's adorable."




"Be less adorable when I'm getting my children out of you then handing you over to mother. You made her look bad! She wants her pound of flesh for that!" 




"Your brain dead bitch of a mother's the only thing on this planet dumber than you are you slack jawed inbred daughter of a limp dicked whore. Did you only do half your damn research? Do you have any idea who you think you just goddamn cornered?" 




Jerry's eyes narrow as he starts to subtly feed axiom into his emotional sucker punch, letting himself radiate white hot rage instead of channeling it into an empathic rabbit punch to the ego. Two of the thugs immediately start looking concerned. The daughter of the Grand Huntsmistress however is just angry. Just the way Jerry wanted her. Again. Like mother. Like daughter. They danced to the tune he called so readily it was almost sad... but if you'd never really been challenged like most of this damn galaxy, why wouldn't you expect things to generally go your way?




"Even if you think you could actually force yourself on me, and I assure you, you cannot. Even if you think you can legally force your way into my marriage, which I assure you, you cannot. Especially not by the rules of the hunt your own slime ball mother called because you just violated the rules. Even the Awauynis police force will call you taking me a kidnapping not eloping. Even then. I have a Cannidor wife. Three Cannidor daughters. An Apuk wife. And a litany of other very dangerous women who'd nail your hides to a wall for even thinking you can harm me." 




"Yeah well they aren't here! And you're just a man!" The daughter spits back. 




At least one of her thugs is starting to look significantly less sure about this snatch and grab that Jerry can see, so psychological warfare's working. 




"Just a man." He taunts them back. "That's the secret. The fun part. What makes me desirable to such powerful warrior women? What you'd know if you'd done five seconds of research because there's security camera footage of me mulching gang bangers back on Centris that'd suck the eyes out of the skulls of refugees from apron strings like you seven for nourishment without even slowing down.”




There's a tense moment of silence, one which made the world feel like it was slowing down. Until it was broken by the tiny sound of violence through a comm device. Violence Jerry recognized. Smart thug and her friend were wide eyed as they watched a few seconds, then started skipping deeper into the fight.




"Thanks for buying the high def version girls, we appreciate your business. Now. Where were we?" 




The sole smart thug holds her phone up. 




"B-Boss lady he ain't playin! Holy shit there's probably two hundred bodies cooling in that plaza when they're done!" 




"News reports say more than that!" The girl riding tandem with the smart thug is also quickly figuring out they're in way over their heads. 




"You two seem a bit too smart for this crowd, how about you go see Mr. Givens at the Undaunted embassy? He can give you something better to do with your time than dying for this two bit gangster."




Jerry looks into the smart thug's eyes, and hits her with the empathic rabbit punch, driving a spike of fear square into the most base parts of her mind. 




"We ain't gettin paid enough for this!" 




There's a whine of an engine and smart thug and her friend are gone in a burst of axiom energy.




"And then there were five. Who's next?" 




Jerry stops, remembering Neysihen, and turns his focus to the Yauya young woman. "Get to the side, get into cover and keep your head down till the screaming stops alright?"  




Neysihen nods, running for cover as fast as her legs will carry her, practically diving behind some heavy duty ventilation fans.




"Hey shouldn't you be paying attention to us!" 




A shrieking battle cry heralds a Yauya woman leaping out of the saddle of an air bike to try and pounce on Jerry from above. Whatever the optimistic thug had been expecting, she clearly hadn't expected to be grabbed out of the air by the throat for her trouble and thrown hard enough to dent a metal panel nearby. She limply falls to the roof and is still. Enhancing his senses, Jerry can see she's still breathing. Shallow, but breathing. She'd probably live.




"Four." 
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You could hear a pin drop for a second, as the daughter of the dumbest bitch on Awauynis tries to process that her forces have been reduced by fifty percent in as many seconds. 




Jerry tries his best to force the insipid cow’s two singular brain cells to connect and have her realize she's not doing anything particularly smart via sheer will power. No such luck. Instead Jerry thanks himself for submitting to the Undaunted branding process as she raises a plasma pistol and fires at him. 




The plasma catches him square in the chest ripping a hole in his shirt... and leaving him completely unharmed and smiling affably, as if he'd just been hit by a particularly stiff summer breeze. 




Jerry makes a mental note to send a thank you card and a bottle of booze to the lab monkeys who'd come up with this particular hair brained scheme as he slowly reaches behind himself and palms a smoke grenade off his belt. He'd make one more appeal to common sense, but as the galaxy had repeatedly demonstrated, common sense was not a common virtue. 




"Care to try again? Or even better, care to rethink your poor life choices?"




"Get him!" The daughter howls out in rage, even as Jerry pulls the pin on his smoke grenade.




The last thing Jerry sees clearly are a couple of the thugs joining him in the smoke cloud, followed by the leader, their air bikes hovering nearby. At least, until he activates the thermal vision on his sunglasses. The Yauya huntresses stand out like signal flares even in the choking clouds of smoke, and a little axiom over his mouth means Jerry's still breathing easy. 




The Yauya gangsters on the other hand are not having a good time as they try to sense their way through with axiom. Eymali could have done it with ease. These were the products of nepotism and corruption however. Much easier to deal with than someone who's actually good at what they do.




One Yauya thug hits the floor like a sack of potatoes without even a word, the axiom technique intel had propagated among the Undaunted as a non-lethal takedown had quickly gained the name 'the Vulcan nerve pinch', despite it involving literally none of those things, and the Vulcan axiom pinch among the nerds and people who took their scifi a little more seriously than their brethren. Regardless, it was as effective as its fictional counterpart, but more versatile in targeting selection than the base of the neck. 




"Three."




Jerry says, projecting his voice and getting one of the thugs blind firing in the opposite direction of where he was coming from, leaving her open for an easy axiom pinch, rendering her unconscious. 




"Two." 




The third puts up a bit more of a fight, firing randomly with her weapon before starting to swing her wrist blades around like a dervish, only to fall back in shock as Jerry catches them on his Kukri and strikes her across the belly with the false edge on the back of the blade, doubling her over in pain with a welt across her stomach before dropping her into an unceremonious heap with another axiom pinch to the neck. Jerry just manages to catch his assailant and lay her out backwards. Falling forward would have likely meant catching her own wrist blades to the face and gut. Nudging the weapons with the toe of his boot gets the safety interlock to trigger, withdrawing the blades. A lot of younger huntresses disabled that interlock. Eymali said many of them paid for it the hard way. 




"One left." 




Jerry whirls, looking for the boss... but a groan of metal tells Jerry she's actually behind and above him! He dodges forward and to the left, and comes up, ready to reach for his field pistol in its concealed holster... When a Yauya bolo whips out of the smoke and wraps itself clean around the daughter's neck, the three heavy balls smack her clean in the temple and lay her out flat. 




A quick look to the left reveals the source of the bolos as the smoke fades, a triumphant Neysihen celebrating taking down what might be her first sapient target in a fight. 




"Damn, good save kid I really appreciate it-"




The whine of an air bike engine running away squeals like a poorly slaughtered pig, as one of the machines, damaged by one of its former owner's laser and plasma gun fire, starts to spool up out of control and override it's safety controls, barreling across the roof at a rapid acceleration. 




There's nothing Jerry can do. 




There's absolutely no time. Not even the after image fist can help here. Maybe Vernon, with his ability to actually stop time might have been able to manage something, but such ambitious manipulations of reality were beyond Jerry for all his skill and ability. He's completely helpless as the bike plows square into Neysihen, and the young woman is thrown over the edge of the roof by the malfunctioning machine with a scream of absolute terror. 




The void of space was hard on the Yauya. They weren't exactly afraid of heights. They were afraid of wide open spaces. It wasn’t so much the space itself. It was the lack of any cover. The lack of appreciable climbing material. The lack of a secure hold on something that cut straight back to their most base instincts and rang every panic alarm they’d ever developed from their initial stage of evolution as complex life to now. 




So with that context, it's hard to overstate the sheer volume of fear mixed with an appreciable amount of pain Neysihen had to be feeling right at that moment. She was out in the middle of the open air. This was the last major skyscraper on the bough. If she could get some degree of control over herself in the air, she could probably work to get herself back to the side of the building and maybe arrest her fall if she had the axiom control available. At her age though, that required far more focus than she had. Not after the air bike had probably broken more than a few bones and flung her into one of the common nightmares of her entire species. 




Jerry rushes to the edge of the building and weighs his options. He had half a second. Not long enough to call for help. Not long enough to grab one of the air bikes. At terminal velocity by the time he got to any vehicle he wouldn't be able to catch up to Neysihen before she died. 




There was only one thing he could do. 




Try out a custom brand he'd worked up with the help of Cascka and the Tear's nerds. 




The Undaunted brand accounted for a lot of things, but there was one thing Jerry had never truly found a viable plan B for. Falling from a great height, be it from losing your footing on a mountain, or getting kicked out over a cliff, or getting tossed over by an explosion. So many sources could make you wind up somewhere humans, and Yauya for that matter, really weren't meant to be. So there was a diamond brand with a stylized wing on the outside of each wrist, and the inside and outside of each ankle. With a few other anchor points besides. 




This should work. Theoretically the after image fist should be able to cancel enough momentum and save himself and Neysihen if it didn't, but Jerry didn't have time. He had to trust the untested Axiom brand. It had worked in the lab. Would it work on him now?




Without another thought, Jerry dives over the side of the building, streamlining his body to get to Neysihen as quickly as he could. 




A little axiom juice to the brands gives him the feeling of connection between his limbs that he was supposed to expect. 




It would work. 




It would work. 




It would work.




Power of positive thinking right? 




Jerry pours on the axiom until he finds his target, and swiftly maneuvers towards her. They'd trained for rescues like this at military freefall school. Albeit one participant generally had a parachute in those drills, but Jerry should have a trick up both sleeves. He dives hard towards the crying girl, looking a whole hell of a lot younger all of the second as she sobs and waits for impact for what had to feel like an eternity. 




"Hang on to me!" Jerry yells, his voice being carried away by the wind. 




The panicking Neysihen looks back over her shoulder, blinking confused at the sight of the man rocketing towards her. 




"Neysihen grab on to me. Arms around my back, legs around my waist, and you hold on till I tell you to stop okay?" 




The girl nods. She can't focus enough axiom to speak in the terrible wind whipping all around him. Now clinging to Jerry, it's time to hope and pray that his miracle will work. 




Jerry pours reinforcements into the brand and into his body, and spreads his legs and arms wide... opening his emergency axiom wingsuit, and damn it all to hell if it didn't work like an absolute charm. There was a violent yank upwards as the inlets take air into the suit and shape the wings and stabilizer between his legs into a proper lifting body. Under control once more, Jerry swings around in a wide leftward arc, heading back towards the plaza where Alyenrie's restaurant is. 




"W-What the... we're. What's happening? We're not gonna die?" 




Neysihen is panting softly, clearly hyperventilating but fighting to control it with what little focus she has.




"Sorry to disappoint you if that's what you'd resigned yourself to. Let that be your lesson for today, kid. Never quit. Even if it looks like you're about to bite it. You always have hope. Always have some potential options. Got it?" 




"G-Got it. My chest really hurts." 




"I know kid, we're gonna get you back to your Mom. Then on to the ER. I'd say you've got a couple broken ribs but I can't triage and fly at the same time. I also don't know Yauya physiology terribly well, so I really wouldn't be much help. So we're gonna get you to the people who can help alright? Any trouble breathing? Do you think you're bleeding?" 




"I'm n-not sure. I feel really cold though." 




"Alright. Probably just in shock. Just hang in there, and don’t go to sleep. We're getting you home if I have to fight half this damn city to make it happen." 




Jerry doesn't just fly though, a quick command to his armor integration system turns his comm unit back on. He'd had it off as part of the match, but now he's triggering an emergency medical SOS and has the location set to Alyenrie's Skewer and Hewer. 




Another second of mental multi-tasking has a police report being routed through the embassy to the local law with the location of the five incapacitated thugs. Reporting them for assault, attempted kidnapping… and attempted murder of the dying girl clinging to him. 




Jerry grimaces as Neysihen lets out a pitiful whine, like a wounded animal. She was definitely in shock, and Jerry was impressed she was holding on. 




“Come on kid, hang in there. Not much longer.” 




A turn around a corner and Jerry can see both where he's going, and an air car ambulance flying in and some very confused medics getting out, talking to an even more confused Alyenrie.




Jerry puts on an extra burst of speed, barreling into the square before arresting his flight and letting the stabilizer between his legs fade, dropping him to the ground to run off the last few meters of energy and coming to a stop right in front of the medics. 




"What the hell!?" 




"Where in the huntress's shadow did you just come from!?" 




"Never mind where I just came from, this girl needs medical attention, either get to saving her life or get the hell out of my way so I can do it!" 




The sharp bark of Jerry's command voice jolts the medics into immediate action, the Yauya and Kohb team quickly peeling Neysihen off of Jerry and getting her laid out on a stretcher as her now panicked mother watches. 




"What happened, Captain Bridger?"




"One... second." Jerry pants, exhaustion hitting him all at once till he gets an axiom top off to keep himself steady. "Fuck that was a work out. Neysihen was scouting for her lodge on top of that building over there. Some thugs jumped us and started shooting." 




"I can see that, you look like you took a plasma blast!" 




"I did. As you can see it didn't do terribly much." Jerry gulps down a little air again. "Neysihen got hit by an out of control air bike. She ended up in free fall off the side of the building. So I went and got her, and brought her home. You should probably go with the ambulance though ma'am. She's gonna need her Mom... I'll say this though. She was brave as hell." 




Alyenrie nods, her face pale white, not even acknowledging one of her other daughters and one of her employees shouting that they can take care of the restaurant. She just gives Jerry a hug, and robotically climbs into the back of the ambulance, which immediately lifts, sirens wailing. 




It's then, and only then, that Jerry is really aware of being surrounded. Boxed in on every side with the restaurant to his back, he recognizes different symbols for at least six lodges, and plenty of unaffiliated would be brides. At the head of the pack in a semicircle is the lodge from this part of the bough, the reasonable girls Jerry had seen earlier. Their leader, the woman with the feathers in her hair, pushes to the front. 




"Captain." 




"Miss… Actually we haven’t been introduced." 




"Loshiay, the name’s Loshiay. To the point though...Thanks." 




"For?" 




"For Neysihen. She's one of our girls. I didn't hear all the details, but I saw you fly or whatever that was, in with her. You saved her life. So that means we owe you a solid." 




"I'd say you don't owe me for that... but I find myself in need of a solid at the moment." 




"Yeah I figured." The Yauya huntress grins maniacally. "Girls! We're switchin sides! Plow a road for the Captain! He saved one of our girls, the least we can do is make sure he’s got a fighting chance!”
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And just like that, the upper class plaza explodes in an absolute mess of activity that would make a full scale brawl after a sports game back on Earth proud. 




Loshiay's huntresses are well drilled to say the least. The women turn as one and plow into the assembled masses with a variety of energy pulses and hunting tools lashing out in a dramatic display of what Eymali referred to as the war arts. Well. Jerry could certainly work with that. 




With some breathing room comfortably established, Jerry inventories his remaining equipment and grabs the rest of his smoke grenades, leaving only the colored signaling smoke grenade in case he was in really deep shit under null or something and still needed help. Remaining inventory: One smoke bomb. The instant deodorant. The chemical weapon. Knife. Sun glasses. Pistol. Technically not the pistol. Bag full of axiom tricks to include now tested wingsuit. Jerry pulls the pins on the clutch of smoke grenades and imbues them all with a touch of axiom, giving them just enough of an explosive pop to distract the hell out of people as he casually flings them all around him. 




POW! 




The first supersonic crack heralds three more minor explosions as the smoke grenades begin to blanket the plaza in thick white smoke. The brawl was now a brawl in the dark, not that Jerry would be around for it. He quickly leaps through the smoke clouds and hurdles across the plaza, before foxing his own trail by using instant transmission to dodge down another route entirely, hitting the ground running at full speed. 




He was close to the docks of this bough. He just had to get to where he was going and the shuttle he'd arranged for would be able to move in to pick him up. Still, they'd have to be on him soon. The friendly lodge wouldn't be able to hold them too long. Jerry quickly smacks the instant deodorant charge against his chest. The absence of smell could be just as much of a smell as his natural perspiration however, so Jerry primes the chemical weapon and deploys it in his wake, speeding up as quick as he can without axiom to avoid the noxious green cloud the modified smoke grenade quickly begins to generate. 




He's two blocks to the left and two up towards the end of the bough when he hears the shrieks from huntresses running smack into the chemical weapon. The scent of a skunk was beyond noxious. No one would be able to ferret out his scent trail from that mess. 




Not that that was going to stop a flood of huntresses down every road leading towards the star port. 




"Three shikigami left... I've been going up too much. I need to go to ground." 




Jerry murmurs to himself as he pulls two of his last paper servants and charges them with axiom energy, sending his duplicates off at a fast sprint in different directions. One moving lateral to him, but above street level, the other hanging a hard right up a main thoroughfare as if Jerry had gotten lost and was trying to reacquire his route. 




Instead of following any main route, Jerry hops a fence and into a side alley, bouncing between walls as he races through the tight confines of the side streets, waving to a couple kids playing outside their hab block as he goes and getting cheered on for his trouble. They might give him up by accident, but the morale boost was exactly what Jerry had needed as he dashes across a gap with instant transmission, then immediately kicks off from the wall he'd landed on to the one across from it, keeping his physical and axiom momentum up so he can keep running along the walls like it was completely normal. 




It was going well, even as Jerry could sense the bounding axiom presences of huntresses racing to catch up to him, they weren't quite into the depths with him yet. Nearby. He just had to keep his head down. A solid plan. A good plan. The best laid plans of mice and men however, often go awry. Such as by tripping on a window at high speed! The stone work shatters and Jerry nearly busts his face as he falls, recovering by kicking off with his good leg and grabbing onto a flag pole and twisting hand over hand into a full rotation flip that probably wouldn't impress the Russian judge terribly much, but did regain Jerry's momentum and get him moving in the right direction. 




The arc of the dismount from the bar however brings him up just high enough that he's likely to be spotted. A feminine shout in the Yauya language announces the chase is on, and Jerry ups his speed, bounding more like an Apuk now to avoid the dangers of tripping. 




The pack of huntresses right on his heels were good, keeping up with some difficulty, but the mix of Yauya and Dzedin were as determined as they could be as Jerry took the pursuit back onto one of the main thoroughfares down towards the docks. Stealth was no longer as helpful as raw speed and mobility... and Jerry was hoping for one of his surprises to kick in. A quick set of three short bounces off the walls of several buildings round him out into the final stretch, and an intersection that wasn't just yet occupied, but a touch of axiom to his ears suggested more bands of huntresses were closing in, and fast! 




Jerry snorts with frustration. He'd need to do this fast to have a chance of it working. He dodges down an alley and goes invisible, letting the comfortable sensation of cloaking wrap around his shoulders as he adheres the shikigami to the smoke grenade and imbues it with axiom again. He flings the disk out ahead of him and the visible Jerry runs forward even as the real deal goes high again. As high as it gets this close to the docks in this part of the bough any way. 




He races across the roof as his doppelganger moves around where his old course was, and right out into the intersection! Three hunting bands collide as the doppelganger slides under ground vehicles and bounces off a monument with skill that did the real deal proud, the three packs of huntresses and a whole bunch of new amateurs colliding in a mosh pit as they all scramble to get towards him. 




A brief spike of axiom triggers the smoke bomb, and another... kills the axiom to the shikigami, leaving it's torn piece of paper to flutter away on the wind, and leaving the confused women looking for an invisible man who actually wasn't there as various collisions and fights tried to untangle themselves. 




Another few roof tops and Jerry's finally in sight of the bough's port facilities. What he doesn't see however, is the evac shuttle and his actual goal.  




"Typical. Damnit." 




Jerry mutters to himself as he grabs for his last piece of kit that wasn't a weapon. The signal grenade gets its pin pulled and is lobbed to the end of the dock several hundred meters away on an axiom enhanced throw that would make American football all sorts of more interesting as it starts to pump out a massive volume of bright red smoke. 




Location marked, Jerry vaults hard over the fence and into a supply yard. The massive collection of cargo containers should have been decent cover so he could catch his breath. Should.




Instead a group of more senior huntresses were waiting for him. 




"Well! Lookie who we have here! Told ya girls we just had to figure out what bough he was on and stake out the docks." 




Jerry takes a step back and finds his back against a cargo container already as Yauya huntresses move to encircle him. 




"I admit that's a clever enough hunting tactic."




"I don't like chasing when I don't have to." Remarks the lead huntress. "You gonna make us chase you more?"




"...I'm thinking about it." 




Jerry resists cursing under his breath as he looks around for a way out. Without anywhere to run, such as an escape shuttle, he does not have many options before getting to the nearest bough edge and throwing himself into open sky... and that seemed unhealthy for a wide variety of reasons, to include the powerful shields that defended the city from nasty critters like the Mawalanis. 




"Come on, end this already handsome. Promise we'll treat you well and get along with your wives. No challenges here, just like the idea of a hunter husband you know?"




"That's fair enough though I think you might like my counterpart at the embassy a bit more..."




Jerry's actively stalling now, both for an option to present itself... and to build up the energy charges in his limbs to make strikes with the Tret martial discipline he'd been studying for his fight on Serbow. Dangerous? Absolutely. As dangerous as other options like warfire? Not at all, provided Jerry used it right.




"Hmm..." 




One of the huntresses raises a bolo and starts to swing it lazily. "Come on handsome, let's not do this the hard way."




Just then the screaming sound of axiom powered engines makes everyone's heads snap up!




"JERRY!"




A familiar axiom enhanced voice cries out as an Undaunted marked large shuttle soars overhead, moving towards the far end of the dock. Bari's standing in the door holding out a hand, and Jerry grins like a maniac. He had his way out.




"Sorry ladies, my ride's here." 




Jerry claps his hands together, releasing the blast wave of energy in both hands like a concussion grenade, then gathers energy into his legs and bounds like a proper Apuk at full power, damaging the floor of the dockyard and leaping half way down the dock from where he'd been cornered. The band of waiting huntresses surge after him immediately, recovering well from the surprise and shock of his energy. 




"Don't let him escape girls!" 




A series of bolos come flying at Jerry, thrown with varying degrees of skill, soaring was clearly not entirely safe, and Jerry quickly goes to ground and races along the dock and its various buildings and support structures. A low roar however announces another complication. Not for him, but for the smart huntresses. The mob had arrived, and were swarming over the dock en masse, one girl catching a bolo around the waist and another catching one of the smart huntresses with her own bolo in turn as the slipway Jerry was on turned into a living clusterfuck of Yauya. 




It's now or nothing. He pours every ounce of energy he can rip out of the environment into his axiom, even draining a large axiom battery dry as he races past, so desperate is he for anything approximating energy. He's human. He's the endurance hunter here, but he's been running long, fighting hard and is getting close to the ends of even his own superhuman endurance. Especially for axiom tricks, the tricks he needed to successfully escape! He hurls himself forward, running on walls, jumping over low structures or piles of cargo. A mighty kick tumbles some of that cargo, tripping up groups of huntresses as the mob utterly consumes the dock behind him. 




Jerry just runs harder. Faster. Pouring in axiom as he hops up onto the cab of a crane and races up the boom. The shuttle comes in close, Bari reaching out a hand and yelling... something again, but the sound's faded out of Jerry's world along with the color as the adrenaline hammers through his veins. One final, mighty leap sees him soaring through the sky, drifting outside the city's borders. In a blink Jerry's taking Bari's hand and getting pulled into the shuttle!




"Gotcha!" 




Not just pulled into the shuttle though, pulled straight into Bari's arms! The Pansero woman's warm embrace wrapping him up as color and sound start to come back into Jerry's world. 




"Lieutenant?" 




He asks, cocking a quizzical eyebrow as Bari leans in on him, pressing her substantial bust against his chest. 




"Respectfully sir. Shut up and kiss me."




Bari kisses Jerry without another word. She kisses him deep too! The berry-like taste of her lip gloss lingering as she gently grabs his face and pushes her tongue into his mouth. The game it seemed, was up... and Jerry doesn't feel like playing anymore, embracing Bari back and happily swapping spit with Mrs. Bridger #19. 




"Oh. Oh fuck." 




Bari breaks the kiss and is clearly panicking slightly. 




"I can't believe I just did that! I'm sorry I- wait you kissed me back!" 




Bari touches her own lips, slightly mystified as Jerry gently pulls the nose piece out and tosses it out the still open door. 




"You generally kiss your wife back when she kisses you. Women get very upset when you don't in my experience." 




"Right, that makes sense, perfect sense- Wife!?" 




Jerry steps out of Bari's embrace and slaps the close button on the airlock. 




"Well I assume trying to shove your tongue down my throat while grinding that sexy, slinky little body of yours on me was an enthusiastic non-verbal attempt to propose." 




Bari's eyes go as wide as dinner plates, a mix of shock and surprise coloring her face.




"...Yes. Yes. I love you so much... and wow your pheromones! I'm a little high right now and that's just from a kiss." 




"Come along Lieutenant Bridger. We need to get strapped in." 




Jerry smacks the comm panel. 




"Rowdy, that you?" 




"That's me boss. Got Jaruna too. She was gonna get the door for ya but Bari insisted." 




"I'll talk with Lieutenant Bridger about abandoning her flight duties for a chance to get some make out time later. In the meantime, let's go home." 




Jaruna's laughter booms over the comm as the shuttle’s engine spools back up to make its return to orbit.




"Damn we got some great photos and HD footage of that kiss! That'll be a hell of a finale for the movie of this damn hunt. Be a great photo for the family album too! Plus, Jerry, between you and your decoys we got some absolutely gorgeous footage of you being a big damn hero... and a pretty sexy stud. Bari, you better be thankful I'm happy to give hubs up for tonight, or I'd be riding his hips till they break after a display of athleticism like that." 




"H-He's mine tonight! At least!" 




Jaruna's laughter echoes down from the cockpit even as Jerry closes the comm channel, favorving Bari with another kiss, sending a hard shiver down her spine and making her tail thrash wildly.




"You play nice with your new sister-wives now. Everyone needs to share. Don't worry, you'll get your wedding night. Probably twice. Speaking of... it probably won't be tonight. Not after everything that just happened. We already have a family dinner with the Paladins you're going to now be attending as the guest of honor. So... date tomorrow night? Dinner? Just you and me?" 




"YES!"




Bari tackles Jerry to the deck in her enthusiasm, a low purring growl emanating from her chest as she snuggles against Jerry passionately as he strokes her back. 




"Gotta say, you were the most clever huntress of them all today. All you had to do was wait for the other hunters to drive your prey right to you." 




"It's like you and Rowdy always say Hubby... work smarter, not harder! And never, ever give up till you get what you want!" 
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Bari




It had to be some sort of beautiful dream didn't it? 




Jaruna had taken over as copilot so Bari had gotten to snuggle with Jerry the entire flight up to the Tear... and Rowdy had pointedly taken her time. Lots and lots of canoodling, rubbing every inch of herself against her HUSBAND! Holy shit he was her husband, they were married. 




It was all done save for the paperwork and getting her ankles pinned to her ears as Jaruna called it and oh fuck fuck fuck fuck. She's married! Bari's hormones spike and her brain goes cavorting through the galaxy at light speed in seemingly endless celebration of her glorious victory. 




Slightly embarrassing had been the revelation that she'd been approved months ago... and that Jerry had simply been waiting for her to tell him she was ready. 




Bari's ears burn with the mild embarrassment of the memory as she'd basked in Jerry's arms. 




"But why didn't you just say that?" 




"Because then you wouldn't have been ready. Whether or not I was willing to accept you didn't actually matter that much. What mattered was you being ready to tell me with confidence who you were and how you felt about me. You didn't have to do anything truly amazing for that. You overperformed magnificently in that sense. It took that for you to feel confident in yourself and I'll never complain about you taking your time."




Bari's ears flick as she comes back to the present, she was waiting in a side room of the Den, just around the corner from the dining hall that the family generally didn't use. Yet. She'd gotten the tour before, and she'd gotten it again today when she'd picked out her room and claimed her seat in the giant master bathroom. They'd move her things over from her current accommodations tomorrow, and she'd go from getting to stay in her own quarters to kipping in the duty barracks when she was on duty for the squadron to save herself some commute time back and forth. It was fine for day to day ops, but the alert flight had to be closer to the hangar than she was now. More of an issue for Masha than Bari, but still that it was an issue at all! Her mind bounces back to the massive room that had been set up for tonight's meal. 




It wasn't used compared to the lounge and adult meal room, because it was for when the children got older. With only infants, Cindy, and the three Cannidor daughters, there just wasn't a call for the large room outside of special events like tonight. This had been an event to celebrate Jerry's win on the planet, but now it was Bari's formal introduction to the family, and to the Paladins and their families. The entire household was in the next room and Bari was hyperventilating just a little bit as she snuggled up to Jerry's firm, manly shoulder. The muscles on her man giving her a brief dose of calming flutter bugs in her stomach as she chuffs quietly. 




"This is like a wedding, isn't it?" 




She asks Jerry in a quiet voice. 




"Sort of." 




Jerry considers her words for a moment, really thinks about what she's saying and it makes her heart flutter. He'd always been like that for her. He never blew her off. Never ignored her. Always took her seriously, considered her observations or suggestions instead of discounting or discarding them out of hand. 




He rolls the thought around in his head, then stops, leans over and kisses her deep. Her pulse races... but she calms down on the fresh dose of pheromones, Bari chuffing happily as she cuddles into Jerry more firmly. 




"It's really not a wedding though. This is about the family. The clan. All of us together as one. A wedding though? That's just for you and me. Our vows to each other. Not our vows and promises to each other as a clan and as a family. Something we share with the paladins who have pledged their swords to my household and have thus bonded themselves as tightly to us as if they were flesh of our flesh and blood of our blood. Family. Clan. These things are important. Possibly more important in the wider galaxy than just a wedding... but our wedding's going to be important, just like my weddings with all my wives have been important. Because you're important, and special. The bond between you and me? That's not just important or special. It's priceless. It's how I keep myself humble. On Earth... I'd be lucky to have one of you. Just one of you. Be it you. Jaruna. Syl. Nadi. Masha. Any of you. I'd have wealth beyond my wildest dreams. Instead I have all of you in my life... and am expected to marry at least one more besides! Wealth beyond measure. Riches beyond count. All in each one of you girls." 




"You know you're not the only one getting a good deal here. And not just because you're a man. I know... I know some of the other girls have told you." 




Bari grabs her own wrist, breaking eye contact as intense shyness suddenly shoots through her body. 




"You love us so freely. So readily. So... passionately. I've been into you for months. Yours for hours, and you make my heart ache with how beautiful and kind you are to the women around you. Watching you from the outside, it made me love you all over again. Want you all over again... because if I could have any man in the galaxy? Why wouldn't I want to be next to such a beautiful soul?" 




It's Jerry's turn to blush as he turns into Bari, gently pushing her back against the wall as he tenderly cups her cheek, the temperature in the room shooting up rapidly as Jerry looks deep into Bari's eyes, making her heart leap up into her throat where it threatens to try and escape completely.  




"You know Bari, every now and then you drop the heaviest, sweetest damn talk I've ever hear-" 




Jerry's communicator goes off, interrupting the conversation and leaving the new couple mutually slightly embarrassed as her new lover steps back from her, much to her disappointment. Not that she'd been expecting a quickie or something right here... but she could have used the kisses she was clearly about to get damn it! Jerry is talking to her, but she can't hear it with her heart in her throat, filling her ears with her own rapid pulse. 




Instead she grabs her husband by the collar and plants a deep, passionate kiss on his lips. The kind she'd fantasized about since she was old enough to fantasize about such things. She almost expected to be pushed back. To be rebuked, but then she's in Jerry's arms and the kisses only get deeper, leaving Bari flushed and panting when they finally come up for air. 




"Come on gorgeous. There's a bunch of people waiting for us." 




That damned smile of his. Bari's heart just can't seem to calm down. A stiff drink would help. She probably wouldn't get him tonight. She'd just have to hold out a little longer. She wasn't controlled by her biology. She mastered it... but sweet goddess did that smile make her want to pin Jerry down and ride a litter out of him. Instead she takes his hand, and walks happily down the passageway to what was also her victory party as well as Jerry's. 




The room erupts in applause and a solid mix of whistles and catcalls as Bari makes her grand entrance on Jerry's arm. It really was like a wedding to Bari's eye. Apparently you were supposed to feel like you were having a mild heart attack during that particular human ceremony. Panseros had something similar long ago, but Bari's mother wasn't one for tradition. This though... wasn't so bad. 




Her eyes sweep the room. The Paladins, their families, and a few guests, to include the Sarkins and Rowdy, held down the left half of the room, the Bridgers were on the right, with the main entrance being around the middle. 




Sheryen had been brought up to the head table for the evening, and was wearing a teasingly awarded laurel wreath for her 'martial accomplishment' of being the first Paladin to defend their lord in what could remotely be called battle. 




Bari wasn't quite sure that decking a thug in the streets counted as battle, but she wasn't about to argue with the warrior women. They had swords for one, and that limited most people's enthusiasm for arguments. 




Syl rises and calls the room to order with an axiom enhanced. "Ahem!" 




"Gentlemen, ladies, it is my pleasure to introduce Mrs. Bahagira Bridger!" 




To Bari's horror, a gleeful looking Wichen triggers a holo projector and a giant 3D view of Bari kissing Jerry in the airlock of the shuttle fills the center of the room, drawing more applause and cat calls. 




"...Kill me." Bari mutters under her breath, somewhere between amused, embarrassed and proud. 




Jerry hears her and kisses her cheek with a chuckle. "No can do. You'll just have to grin and bear a little teasing darling... besides. A lot of your new sister-wives are a touch jealous of you." 




"Really?" Bari's eyes widen a bit. "How? Why?" 




Jerry points at the holo display as he guides her towards the head table. 




"I'd have thought it would be obvious darling, you got to propose via romance novel. All the girls are pretty happy with how things went, but you got the scene and you got that scene literally on the interstellar news. Not every day you get to effortlessly dominate an entire planet's worth of single women who had moments before been hunting your new husband."




"Oh. Fair." 




Bari takes her seat on Jerry's right, Syl having surrendered her chair to the newest spouse... and takes the slot on Jerry's left. Generous and kind Syl might be, but she was protective of her time with Jerry just like any of the rest of them in the end. Food's already been placed on various plates. The stasis modules keep everything perfectly warmed through. 




"This smells really nice." Bari notes, her stomach rumbling even as she takes Jerry's hand under the table. 




"Firi went all out to celebrate Jerry's victory. Some of the girls thought she should make more food in case there was a mass wedding, but she was never worried."




Bari blanches slightly. "Wait, Ms. Firi... oh dear. Isn't she... how in the world did she stand?" 




Syl giggles into her hand as a small set of drones start passing drinks out to the assembled family and guests. 




"Oh she had help from some of the other girls. Trust me, as close as she is to popping, her blood sisters are extra mindful of her. It's hard not to be considering just how pregnant she is." 




Bari nods, rolling the idea around in her head for a moment before quietly saying. "I wonder what that's like... being pregnant." 




The next nearest wife, Jaruna, leans over and smacks Bari on the back. 




"I bet you'll find out soon enough kid. Good work by the way. You've come a hell of a long way from being on the wrong end of my shotgun." 




"Th-Thanks. Jaruna." 




"Thatagirl. None of this title crap among sisters. Especially not after the shit you pulled today to get the prize. You're family now, and distance between family's just not healthy."




"Well said Jaruna." Jerry notes rising and lifting his glass, where he's quickly mirrored by the assembled room. 




"To family, and to victory, may we never run short of either!" 
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Jerry and Bari's backs hit the couch at the same time, the newly minted couple sharing a deep sigh. It had been a very busy day. The drama was still shaking out planetside, so Jerry had taken advantage of a free day before having to go back to work. None of the Bridger girls, Bari included, liked it terribly much, but he was dead set on returning to the surface of Awauynis in general, and to Tal'Awauynis in particular. 




"Do you really need to go back down there? A whole damn city took a swipe at you last time!"




Bari whines, snuggling into Jerry's shoulder. 




Jerry pats the sweet beauty's head gently, scratching behind one of her round fuzzy ears almost on autopilot. 




"Yes, there's a meeting with the Grand Matriarch scheduled for tomorrow and I have plans to make R&R a little safer for our boys and girls planetside. Plus it'll be a fun excursion with Jaruna and the girls if everything goes the way I think it will." 




That got Bari's attention. 




"F-fun? For a Cannidor?" 




"Fun for a Cannidor." Jerry confirms with a giant smirk on his face.




"...I'll make sure Gaucha and I are flying top cover for you." 




"Oh come on, it won't be that bad!" 




They both dissolve in laughter until the pizza boxes in front of them chime and announce the end of their cook cycles. An innovation of one of the cooks on the crew, the heavily insulated box had a sensor that could confirm perfect cooking for the different types of pizza available. 




Instead of tossing the box when you were done, you simply pressed a recall button and the box returned to the store for cleaning, refurbishment, recharging and reuse. The same tech could also remove grease and make humanity's favorite bad for your food slightly less likely to put you into either an early grave or an expedited healing coma. 




"For the lady..." 




Jerry passes Bari's box to her before grabbing a beer out of the fridge concealed in the couch's arm rest, passing Bari her own preferred beverage. Something that translated as beer but was more akin to a very lightly alcoholic ginger ale. 




Bari happily pops her box, revealing a Carnivore Special. The dough was the unique part, a protein heavy 'flour' for lack of a better term made up the dough, ensuring even the most delicate and sensitive carnivore digestive system could handle the bread products. Some humans even preferred the carnivore crust. Especially the exercise fanatics in Jerry's crew who would take every opportunity to cram in more protein and cut carbs. 




"Oh fuck yes." 




Jerry can't help but grin as the feline beauty tucks in with gusto. 




"I don't mmphh~ Know how you humans work such long days!" 




"It didn't take that long to move your stuff into the den, babe." 




"We worked like six hours with barely a break! Good thing Ms. Matroika taught me how to actively tap axiom for my own use back in the day or I'd have been a real mess!" 




"You aliens and your easy living." 




"You humans and your endurance!" 




The couple exchange silly grins before breaking down laughing. 




"I like how fast you've relaxed around me Bari. I admit I was a bit worried about that." 




Bari's ears redden slightly, a Panseros blush. 




"Well... it. I... you." She considers her pizza for a moment like it might contain the secrets of the universe before turning back to her new husband. "It's just. You treat me really well. You've always been kind to me. It's hard to not relax, because you're just so... warm. Being near you makes me... it makes my heart want to beat out of my chest, but it also relaxes me. Not because of your pheromones. Those just make me painfully horny, but everything else is because well. You're you!" 




"That might be the sweetest thing anyone's said to me Bari." Jerry turns to his own pizza, scarfing down a slice as he ate. "I'm glad you found yourself. You seemed like a sweet girl, and I can always use more of the kind of love you have in spades in my life. You're just so... earnest." Jerry takes a swig of his beer slowly. "Kinda funny this is date night. I figured you'd want to go out, show off your new man to the ship. Show you aren't just the Captain's girlfriend anymore." 




Bari resists the obvious flinch towards burying her face in her hands. "Please tell me you didn't know about that stupid nickname." 




"Bari, I'm the Captain. I won't say I know everything that goes on on my ship... but with your eighteen sister wives moving around, my own intelligence staff and a host of other tools, there isn't much that happens on my ship that I don't know about. Especially if it's something that might be getting one of my personnel teased past the point that I or someone in her chain of command needs to step in. Which I don't think your nickname was. As we see now... they weren't exactly wrong were they?" 




Bari hug's Jerry's arm eagerly, planting a smooch on his cheek. "Damn right they weren't! I- Shit!" Bari fumbles her pizza box a bit as she snatches the precariously balanced drink and tucks it back in the holder. "That was close!" 




"Nice save gorgeous."




The couple eat in silence for a few moments, simply enjoying each other's company after a hectic day of getting Bari's stuff packed and moved, and picking up other odds and ends now that she is a more permanent resident of the Tear, and not about to rotate out any time soon. Still, there's something weighing on Bari a bit, that much Jerry can tell, and it's in the little nervous glances when she thinks he isn't looking. 




"Something wrong Bari?"




"...Aren't you taking this a bit too well?" Bari asks quietly, concern evident on her face.




"What do you mean?" 




"Well. I just... all the human men I know talk about how fast galactic courtship can be for them. That it can even stress them out a bit. Some of them like it. Some of them hate it. I was eating in the ward room the other day and there was a Horchka from FAST platoon talking about her new boyfriend, one of the pilots from the CSAR flight. Apparently if someone tried to court him like a lot of the galaxy tries to court he'd have immediately shut them down. With force if needed! He was just... desperate for something a bit lower intensity." 




Jerry thinks for a moment. "I bet that's Lieutenant Savić. He's got something of a processing disorder. He's an absolute wizard in the cockpit and can process that information faster than some computers, but personal situations can be... stressful to him to say the least. He's a stellar pilot, and is happy doing what he does best, but he wants to stay in his comfort zone." 




"Isn't challenging your comfort zone part of what makes us grow?" 




"It can, but challenging your comfort zone isn't necessarily something you have to do on some subjects. Lieutenant Savić has limitations. He has challenged them and won, otherwise he wouldn't be any form of pilot, nevermind a fighter pilot back home and now lead pilot on one of our CSAR and assault boats. That doesn't mean he needs to push further in ways that don't win him much. He's perfectly free to have preferences too, and we don't need to challenge our preferences. Not on the demands of others. I'm glad a woman's angeled for him that can accept his wishes. I have little doubt she'll be able to really help out if a second wife pops up on the radar."




"What about you though?" 




"Me? Well. Honestly Bari..." Jerry chuckles, thinking back to Syl's sisters arriving. "I got married to twelve women in the span of about two weeks. Though one of those is something of a technicality." 




Bari's eyes go wide. "What!? Really? I hadn't heard that, that's fast by arrangement system standards!" 




"Yep. Was Married to Syl and Nadi. Eymali was more or less a wife, but was off doing a hunt to prove her worthiness, and came back during this two week period. Jaruna joined the marriage right around then, just before Eymali. Then Wichen joined the marriage."




"Right after you throat punched her then saved her life. Wichen loves telling that story. The HD footage was a really cool fight too! Not uh. Exactly the type of thing you want as ‘How I met your mother’ type footage to show to the kids though I suppose..." Bari chuckles nervously. 




"I suppose not. After that Syl's sisters arrived... and while I didn't have to marry them all. Or any of them. They were all sweet girls so I just... went with the flow." Jerry shrugs. "I dunno. Nature of the galaxy I suppose. So when it's adding one wife, whether it's you or Nezbet or whoever, nothing can match the chaos of those few weeks."




"Makes sense. I kinda wish I had my own fun story to tell about meeting you. Wichen's got her throat punch. Jaruna switched sides to fight a bunch of gangsters..." 




"Bari I literally tackled you to the ground in the middle of a gun fight after you were forced to try and kidnap me. Pretty sure you've got a funny story about how we met to tell the kittens... and a slightly less eye widening story than Wichen getting throat punched." 




Bari processes that for a moment. "Oh! I guess I didn't think about it that way!" 




"By the way... Bari." 




"Hmm?" Bari inclines her head, looking for all the world like a curious house cat. 




"I’ve been wondering, Panseros are theoretically quadrupeds right? But I've only ever seen you walk around on your hind legs, why is that?" 




"Jerry!" Bari swats his shoulder, feigning outage. "You can't just ask a girl why she walks around on her hind legs!" 




She manages to hold the outraged look for a few bites of pizza before breaking down in giggles. 




"Sorry. Couldn't resist... as to why. Well. I dunno. Just how I walk I guess. Panseros aren't quite as quadrupedal as say, Lopen you know? There's scientists who think we'll be bipeds as a species soon enough. I was raised well away from the Panseros queendoms, and my Mom learned to walk like a biped exclusively in a military unit. There's all sorts of warrior groups that do that that tend to be Panseros heavy." 




"Oh like the twin shot snipers?" 




Bari nods eagerly. "Exactly!" She takes another few bites of her dinner before continuing. 




"A lot of bipedal only Panseros tend to look down on the more quadrupedal focused girls from the core Panseros worlds. They call them animals if they're really being snooty about it. I learned to walk like this because that's how my Mom walked. And my sisters. Then I started working on spacers and it only reinforced that that's just how you walk! I can move around on all fours comfortably. I did that a lot while I was doing SERE for example, but I'm most comfortable on my hind legs and I like having full use of my hands." 




Jerry strokes his chin as he finishes off a slice of his own dinner. "Hmmm. So it's cultural, familial and a few other factors, and Panseros are so deeply in transition on the subject as a species that they're significantly more in flux than say Lopen... that makes Captain Incerra's movements make more sense. She didn't seem terribly confident on her hind legs the way you are." 




"If that's that Lopen pirate Captain, that'd make sense. They move around a lot better on all fours." 




Jerry and Bari eat like that for a bit longer, slowly getting to know each other more and killing a few more drinks between them. Bari seems to get ever closer with each swing of her drink, and at some point her tail ends up in Jerry's lap. Before long Bari herself is more or less in Jerry's lap, snuggling in against him with a happy, vibrating chuff that is somewhere between a cat purring and a large diesel engine. 




"Jerry?"




"Yes, darling?" 




"I uhm. I've been trying to resist since we... y'know. Kissed. But I... oh goddess uhm. I... err."




"Bari... do you want to go to bed with me?" 




Bari nods, appearing as she as she can given she'd literally just crawled into her husband's lap. Jerry chuckles and gingerly tilt's Bari's head up for a deep, passionate kiss that has her arms wrapping around his neck and shoulders. Jerry gently rises, picking Bari up in a bridal carry. A bit comedic, considering a Panseros was bigger in most dimensions than a human... but if you couldn't carry your wives, that's what axiom was for right? 




"Then let's go have some fun."
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"Ohmygodohmygodohmygod." 




"Bari." 




"FuckfuckfuckfuckfuckwhatdoIdowhatdoI-" 




"BARI!" 




Bari pops her head up from where she's crouched by the door of the master bedroom. She'd made it inside before having a mild anxiety attack at least, sliding out of Jerry’s bridal carry once they’d gotten past the threshold murmuring about how she’d forgotten something and spiraling downward just a bit from there. Jerry's been trying to reach her, and finally his command voice seems to snap her out of her fugue state, her head popping up as she meets Jerry’s eyes, panic being traded slowly for sheepishness. 




"Yes?" 




"What's wrong honey?" 




"Oh. Uhm. I just. Er. Don't... really know what I'm doing. And I kinda forgot... lingerie. Or or music. Or stuff. I dunno." 




"Bari you just need to bring you. Lingerie's nice and I bet you'll look really nice in and out of lingerie."




 Jerry looks at the pantherine xenos up and down, slowly. Taking his time to savor her.




"Specifically, if you care about my tastes, things like a sling or micro bikini would look great on you. Or something more complicated. Anything you like and you think makes you look sexy? I’ll think makes you looks sexy, and deeply appreciate. Whether you’re wearing thousand credit lingerie or sweat pants. Lingerie, or a lewd swimsuit doesn’t make you sexy. You make that stuff sexy. You don't need to worry about that though. How about we just take it nice and slow?" 




"I'm just. Excited. Really. Painfully. Burningly excited. But I'm worried about messing-MMMPH!" 




Jerry took that particular moment to tilt Bari's chin up and kiss her hard on the mouth, specifically giving her a little extra tongue to ensure she's got a fresh heavy dose of pheromones dancing across her tongue. The pantherine alien shudders before throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him back with all the enthusiasm she can muster until they finally part, gasping for breath.




"Feel better?" 




"Yes." 




Bari lets out a soft meep as Jerry hoists her back into his arms. 




"Now then... where were we? Oh yes. Do you mind if I strip you?" 




Bari nuzzles into her lover's neck, whiskers tickling his skin. "You can do anything you want." 




Her tone is breathy, her eyes slightly unfocused. The pheromones had hit her like a truck, leaving her slightly dazed, which was preferable to her freaking out to be sure. A wiggle of axiom, and Bari's work out gear is on the floor with Jerry's own tracksuit before Jerry lays her down... and surveys his prize. 




Bari's left in a tight white undershirt. Even the quickest glance says she skipped a bra today, her hefty mounds straining at the white fabric, her already stiff nipples fighting against the material like snow covered mountains. Save for her velvet like fur in the appropriate spots, jaw dropping curves and lots and lots of trademark Panseros lithe muscles, the only other thing Bari is wearing is a red lace thong that barely counts as a scrap of fabric. It conceals next to nothing, but also holds back all the details in that delightful way lace does.




The color stands out perfectly compared to the rest of her body. Her womanhood was almost framed by the skimpy little thong, and even at a glance with the tasteful lace in the way, Jerry could tell that only a mix of Bari's natural shyness and sheer will was keeping Bari from pinning him down and having her way with him. She was just that aroused. Not that he'd mind terribly later on, a sweet girl like Bari trying to dominate would either be painfully cute or extremely sexy. 




"D-Do you like them? The panties I mean. I uh. Started wearing them on Nezbet's suggestion. She said you uh... reacted strongly to say the least when she took you to dinner for her not quite wedding night and has been wearing them ever since to ensure she gets pounced regularly and I-Mmmph~"




Jerry interrupts Bari’s nervous monologue about the wildly sexy panties she’d worn today with a deeper, hungrier kiss. It was time to move things along a little bit. Especially considering how turned on Bari clearly was. 




"You'd make a paper bag look good, Bari, but yes, I like them quite a bit. In fact. Let me show you." 




Jerry slowly starts to kiss down Bari's body, kissing and nibbling at her neck and enjoying how she presses herself up against him, acting for all the world like a house cat trying to get even more scritches and pats from a favored human. A touch of axiom sends her shirt sailing across the room, freeing her hefty bosom to appreciative hands as Jerry begins to massage and grope Bari's berries. 




"Good thing I don't prefer small breasts, or the galaxy would be some sort of hell." 




Jerry mutters to himself before taking a thick ebon nipple into his mouth and teasing the stiff sensitive nub. Bari continues to shudder and groan, steadily getting louder as Jerry switches nipples and gives her other breast its due attention. Finally he indulges himself and holds Bari's breasts up slightly to bury his face in her fuzzy cleavage. Warm water balloons filled with decently thick oatmeal and covered with velvet was the only description Jerry's mind could think of. Really with any of his wives, there was no describing breasts on the scale of 'weapons of mass destruction'. Or would it be weapons of mass seduction? Or mass sustenance? 




The amusing thought is quickly pushed aside as Jerry moves down to Bari's abs. Her slinky, lithe build was utterly delightful. Sure, super strong Amazonian women like Jaruna were amazing. The ultimate short stack MILF that was Firi, or rather would be Firi after she delivered, was also amazing. Hell, any of his wives were amazing. Bari, though, represented one of his favorite body types in the wider galaxy. 




She had a lithe hourglass with a trim, well built and slightly muscular waist line, if not a faint eight pack, that never ceased to look truly ideal. Heavy up top, athletic thighs, what many would call child bearing hips. A delectable combination that was beyond compare in how it hit every note that Jerry had once found desirable in women… but somehow managed to fit it all into one utterly astounding body. 




Impossible? On Earth without a surgeon, certainly. That it was just how some women walked around in the wider galaxy made Jerry want to sit down and write some poetry. Maybe later, there was a moistening new wife that desperately needed his undivided attention. 




Bari proves to be ever sensitive as Jerry works over her stomach, shivering and moaning at all the attention as he kisses his way around her body, exploring her thoroughly. 




"Y-you tease! D-don't make me wait too long! You're gonna drive me crazy!" 




Jerry looks up from where he was planting a kiss right at the waistband of Bari's thong. "Oh? I was about to do your legs next." 




"I want that! You're making me feel like a goddess! But I need you. Badly. So badly. My body's screaming for it." 




Bari's husband doesn't respond verbally, instead he gently spreads her legs... and goes to work between them. Bari'd get what she wanted, and with a little axiom and some herbal teas Bari had apparently been drinking, would hopefully get that litter she had made very clear she wanted. She would. But she owed him at least one orgasm first. 




His tongue flicks across her barely covered slit, teasing her folds through the lacy material and making Bari's back arch like only a feline could, practically shoving her muff into Jerry's face as her powerful thighs tighten ever so slightly around his head.




"Oh wow, you really like those panties!" Bari shudders, her body responding like a well tuned instrument to Jerry's tender ministrations.




He didn't really need to eat her out, he considers as he laps at the sides of her mons exposed by the skimpy little excuse for underwear his newest wife was wearing. She was drenched and radiating heat, she was so painfully horny. Still, all the better, especially for a cherry pop, the more worked up she was the easier it would be for her, and Jerry was determined to make sure that Bari remembered every moment of this for the rest of her life, even if she hit four digits. The thong is slid to the side, baring her sex to Jerry's clever tongue and gentle finger tips, teasing her petals as he laps at her, savoring her slightly sweet flavor. 




His tongue explores her completely, followed up by his fingers, keeping the stimulation up as he feels out her petals, her sensitive little joy buzzer, which got all sorts of interesting reactions from the beautiful alien. His tongue even plunged into her depths, exploring to her hymen gently before getting back to work on working Bari's petals and clit over until she's shrieking with pleasure, her thighs flexing mightily as her back arches. Jerry doesn't stop for a second, feasting on his new wife's sex until she collapses back into the bed after a powerful orgasm. She lays there, panting for a bit, before pushing herself back up a bit. 




Jerry grins up at his lover, and slowly unhooks her thong. No axiom tomfoolery here, just undoing two small clasps and sending the scrap flying, shortly followed by his own remaining clothing. Bari's eyes immediately lock onto Jerry's manhood, licking her lips as her hand flinches towards her sex. 




"Oh god that was so much better than I-" 




"Than you?" Jerry asks, waiting for Bari to finish her sentence. 




Bari's ears fold a bit. "I uhm. Have a small confession to make." 




Jerry sits back on his knees, patiently stroking Bari's thighs. “I’m all ears honey.”




"I uhm. Masturbated. Thinking about you. Constantly. At least once a day the last month or so, more intermittently earlier... even after the hormones were out of my system I couldn't get you out of my head and then my body would get so hot that I just needed to... relieve myself."




"...Well that's perfectly reasonable. Kinda hot too, especially that it wasn’t just the pheromones. Like I wouldn’t have been surprised, but that it kept going is… well. Flattering that I had that much of an impact on you." 




"...So you..." Bari offers Jerry a shy, hopeful smile. "Don't mind that I'm a bit naughty? I mean it was just my fingers and a little vibe... though I uhm. Would really, really like a dildo shaped like. Y'know. You." 




Jerry chuckles, leaning forward to plant a tender kiss on Bari’s nose, hoping to reassure her of his continued affection and approval. 




"Heh you don't even know if you're going to like it yet."




"It's you, I know I'm going to like it and I know it's gonna feel amazing inside me... plus it uh. Would let me have two of you at once. Like I could ride the toy while I have you in my mouth or between my breasts, or maybe we should do something really naughty and uhm-" 




Bari's voice fades. "No, I can tell you everything! I don’t have to… hide.” Bari ducks her head a bit, failing to make eye contact for a few moments. 




“I uhm. Want you to use my... butt... and once I'm used to it, I uhm. Want the toy inside my butt while you fill me."




Bari's ears flick around wildly as she reveals what was clearly one of her deepest vibrator fantasies.




"Heh. Sounds like fun. We can make that happen. As for you being a naughty girl... I don't think you're that naughty in the grand scheme of things... but I love that you're a bit naughty Bari. Let me show you just how much..."




Deflowering Bari goes relatively smoothly with how worked up the blushing virgin beauty is. Her sex is drenched, her body wildly heated up. She's doing everything she can to get him deeper, faster, bucking her hips and wiggling beneath him as she yowls with pleasure. There's only one small issue. 




She's incredibly tight. 




If Jerry hadn't been warming her up with both his pheromones earlier and some foreplay he wasn't even sure missionary sex would be possible. Still a little effort and teasing Bari's clit gets the tip and the first inch or so into her waiting body. 




"Oh fuck, that stretch is so... big! I-" Bari looks down, and her eyes go wide as she sees just how far into her Jerry isn’t. They’d barely gotten started. 




"...That's just the tip? Oh fuck... you're gonna break me. I want you to break me."




Jerry chuckles and kisses the tip of Bari's nose. "I'm not going to break you. We're gonna take it nice and slow. There's a lot left to go, we haven't even gotten past your hymen just yet."




"...Oh goddess."




"I'm going to push past it fast. Just hold on alright?" 




Bari nods, and visibly does her best to relax, taking a few deep breaths as Jerry thrusts forward hard... and her eyes open as wide as dinner plates. 




"Holy fuck!"




Jerry stops immediately. 




"You okay?"




"I uhm. Just. Surprised me a little bit. It didn't hurt that much really, it just..." Bari shivers. "It felt good. I uhm..." Bari's inner ears blush red. "Even if it hurts a little. I don't want you to stop. I want you inside me. All the way. I want to be one with you completely. Feel you filling me completely. Then... you know. Not... impregnate me per se, but if you did I think that'd be really amazing and I..." 




Jerry cuts Bari off with a soft kiss and a thrust of his hips. 




"Easy there motormouth. We have all the time in the world. Just relax. This is about having a good time. Not making kittens. Now if we happen to make some kittens I'm certainly not going to complain. But we just need to focus on loving each other and feeling good together. That's what matters the most." 




Jerry slowly starts to thrust again as Bari settles back on the mattress and does her best to relax, her eyes fluttering shut as she focuses on the sensations. It was nice to watch. Nice to see. Nice to hear as Bari slowly starts to chuff happily as Jerry stokes her insides like the boiler of a train, gently getting her fully worked up, that brief moment of pain barely remembered as Bari throws her head back with a full throated yowl. Jerry had been right, a very, very sensitive girl, but an absolute natural when it came to the pleasures of the flesh. 




For all Bari's sensual back arching pleasure, her body didn't miss a beat, clenching around him in a rhythm as he settles into a steady rhythm, shifting between shallow and deeper thrusts, keeping the stimulation varied and Bari moaning as her body twitches and shudders. Her legs snap wrap around Jerry's waist, wordlessly encouraging him to go deeper and stay deep, her moans getting deeper and throatier or going higher depending on where and how he stimulates her. Fully warmed up and certainly eager after a few small orgasms, Jerry can really start to thrust now, upping his speed and taking Bari to her limits time and time again. 




Bari flails slightly as Jerry continues to pound her into a well fucked puddle of feline, embracing her lover with every limb she had available, the fuzzy snake of her tail trashing between Jerry's legs and tickling his thighs and undercarriage. Her claws dig hard into his back, the little bit of pain spurning him on harder as he pounds away at Bari freely now. His balls slap into her thighs, the sheer saturation from Bari leaking like a sieve giving the auditory impression that Bari's been a very naughty girl and is getting punished, even if her thick thighs don't allow a full on impact against her sex. 




Then, in that wonderful moment, something weird happened.




His lady love was cumming like a particularly long fireworks display, something any man could and should be proud of. After all, what was more masculine than fucking your bride bow legged while she begged to be impregnated from just how worked up she was? Bari however wasn't just anyone. Wasn't even just any alien... and the intense pleasure opened the door to a gift she had been carrying since the day she was born... and when it opens, it opens full bore. Call it a third eye if you will, Bari's psychic gifts blossom and flower and immediately form a bond with the person she cared most about in the world. The person presently doing a rather excellent job of making Bari a certified MILF. 




The psychic bond opens between the two lovers like a full spectrum data stream, minds entirely open to each other... and perhaps more importantly, open to the pleasure they were sharing in. Each now acutely aware of the sensations of the other, the feedback, the pleasure doubling, if not more in a burst of energy that literally knocks both the lovers for a loop. Jerry collapses into Bari's arms, his cock leaping in her depths even as she spasms and milks him for all he's worth, the mutual orgasm rolling over them both like a tidal wave and dragging them down into unconsciousness. 




When he wakes, it's to Bari gently grooming him, tenderly stroking his back as she holds him to her generous, plush bosom. 




"Holy shit..." Jerry sputters. "How long were we out?"




"Ten minutes or so? Not long. Just... what happened?"




"You're asking me?" Jerry chuckles and shifts up in the bed a bit to kiss Bari and embrace her properly. "Whatever it was, it was pretty damn wild." 




Bari smiles, radiating love and warmth like only she can. 




"I just feel so... good. I want more." 




"More sex or more of whatever that was?" 




"Sex. Preferably without that... it was... interesting to be sure, but I'd rather just lay back, love on you and savor you filling me. Especially with cum. I didn't get to enjoy that like I'd been fantasizing about because of the mix of sensations I-" 




Bari stops dead  for a second, her eyes widening again as her hand drops to her stomach. 




"I'm pregnant." 




Jerry cocks his head, more than a little confused. This wasn't a joke. Bari wouldn't joke about kittens. No way. No how. So what was happening?




"Seriously?"




Bari nods, eyes lighting up. "I just... I dunno it's. I know it doesn’t happen that quickly normally but I felt it! There was this spark! Three of them! I just... I'm so sure about it. I know I'm pregnant. I've never been so sure about something in my life." 




Jerry's hand drifts down to Bari's stomach, stroking it lovingly before joining his hand with hers. 




"If that's true it's amazing... but what do you say we make sure?" 




Bari's smile goes up to the megawatt range. "Yes please!" 




It was going to be a night to remember.
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The Grand Matriarch's chambers are just as calming as the first visit Jerry had made to the place, though they were much more crowded. He might have made the choice to return to the planet on a very specific mission in addition to this meeting, but that didn't mean Syl, and the paladins for that matter, were going to let him go without a significant escort. 




So he found himself standing next to Eymali in front of two fire teams of paladins. No dress uniforms this time. The girls were in their light battle rattle with their cloaks to keep things looking ceremonial. Backed up by four Cannidor in THEIR full battle rattle, everything except full on power armor... and you had a potent display of the family's firepower.




The formation was led by a surly First Sergeant Ramos who's made it her personal business to give the evil eye to any Yauya she doesn't like the look of. Apparently Syl and Nikita had both charged her personally with Jerry's safety and his 'chastity' so to speak, and she took that charge deadly seriously.




It amused Jerry how into the whole paladin thing Isabella had gotten. She was a tough, no nonsense professional, and one of the few people, never mind women, who had passed the selection process for MARSOC. She'd been a young operator under Jerry's command once upon a time, and was a legendary hard ass even as a lance corporal. He couldn't be prouder of how she'd grown into an absolute beast of a Marine. Even if she apparently enjoyed cosplaying as a knight as a hobby.




Jerry has to suppress a smile, he had to be impassive, keep his bearing at the moment while Jim Givens finished introducing himself to the Grand Matriarch. Jim had his wives with him... and Huntmistress Lashiya who apparently had followed her own advice in terms of hunting down a human. It wasn't quite clear if she was fully 'with' Jim yet, but Jerry had no doubt that Jim would take full advantage of the opportunity of a human friendly and proven honorable single Huntmistress, and his first wife would be all about it too.




Finally, the Grand Matriarch calls him forward.




"Captain Bridger, Huntmistress Eymali, if you could please join us? And I beg you, let your honor guard stand easy."




There's actual concern on the aging matriarch's face. This was a woman who cared deeply for people, not just her people. No small wonder that she was a matriarch in the galactic sense, as opposed to just the title of the Yauya ruler.




"Begging your pardon ma'am."




Jerry suppresses a wince as Top Ramos steps forward.




"On this matter our lord doesn't have a damn choice. We've been charged by Lady Sylindra to ensure his safety. The last time he was on Awauynis things got a little... interesting. Too interesting for my tastes."




The Matriarch nods. "...Yes, you have our apologies for that. We also are surprised you've returned Captain Bridger."




"If you can do us a solid and kick him off the planet we'll frog march him back to the shuttle now."




Ramos scowls, doing an excellent job of playing up her intimidating nature for the shortest woman in the room by at least a foot. No one fucked with Top Ramos, and she'd made it clear with tone and attitude in just a few short sentences.




"I don't think that will be necessary Top, thank you for your concern. I already proved I could hang with the best of the huntresses the other day, and I satisfied the terms of the mating hunt. The Grand Matriarch also took advantage of the situation to quietly amend the Strength of the Hunt as to formally not be legal to apply to non-Yauya or Yauya born men who aren't active participants in Yauya hunting culture. Or to registered Huntmasters, rare as they are."




Jerry moves up next to Jim Givens before the Matriarch's throne.




"Honestly Grand Matriarch your reform was even more aggressive than I expected, with the Huntmaster upper limit all a Yauya man who's a hunter has to do is make his proving and the old law no longer applies. It's a very narrow window that the law is anything more than a memory."




"As it should be." The Grand Matriarch allows herself a smile. "Naryitiri would send her compliments... but she's been busy trying to get her daughter and her cronies out of the various charges that have been levied against them. She will not succeed. Especially considering you got the daughter on full video and audio no less indicating she was on her mother's orders. She'll be receiving her own, sadly relatively minor charges today. Conspiracy to kidnap a man, accessory to attempted murder, criminal conspiracy in general... along with a few violations of our religious laws. Violations that have deeply damaged her political reputation with the conservatives."




The Grand Matriarch chuckles.




"...And you'll be fascinated to know that our intelligence service received a little brown wrapped package today with all sorts of fascinating information on the Grand Huntmistress's lodge... One wonders where that might have come from."




Jerry shoots Jim Givens a subtle look, and the broad smiling Southerner shoots Jerry a wink when the Grand Matriarch is looking the other direction. Apparently Intell works fast when they see someone directly fucking with humans on a world they've just moved to.




"Still, I think this will be good overall. Especially if it encourages young men to maintain their independence a bit and win their provings. There's precious few Huntmasters and propagating that tradition among Yauya men can only be a good thing."




Jerry quietly steers the conversation away from the organized destruction of Grand Huntmistress Naryitiri




"One more of their number today Captain. Which I suppose is something I can pass to you in person as you are here. Grand Huntmistress Mariale sends her regards, to you and one of her favored Huntmistresses. She feels, as I do, that you do us proud as a species, Huntmistress Eymali. I would expect the Grand Huntmistress to extend an invitation to the lodge soon. It'd be a shame if you never visited the building Captain Bridger."




Jerry nods. "Maybe once I've actually hunted something on this world. You know just to have something to offer beyond being very good at dodging. That all said Grand Matriarch, we do have a little bit of business to handle if you're willing to move on?"




The Grand Matriarch bows her head and gestures to Jerry to continue.




"Part of the reason I'm here is that the Tear will be in orbit for another four weeks to finish offloading and loading cargo. So it's important to resolve the Naryitiri question and close the loop on the other day's events. I fully intend to start letting the crew rotate through planetside shore leave in areas considered safe, and would like to take some shore leave myself. We've been in deep space for quite some time. Unless you think it will cause too much of a fuss?"




"Not at all Captain, as you say, I think more than a few people have received something of an education on the capabilities of a real huntmaster, and raised the status of your Undaunted and humanity in the public eye quite nicely. I'm not sure I'd say the impact is anything to the scale of Vernon Shay's shellcracker tournament performance but if you want to hunt a Nagala as a follow up I think we could get there. The grand council approved the alliance with the Undaunted right after we modified the application of the strength of the hunt. I'll be sending an ambassador to meet with Admiral Cistern to start looking at how we can help each other, beyond affecting your initial rescue of course."




"Of course. We've also been working with your Science Directorate. So per our agreement with them, Undaunted science teams are also going to be getting a wide variety of samples of Awauynis' flora and fauna. If we find anything interesting in our analysis we'll be sure to communicate it, but really it's just to get the science types talking and collaborating, as well as learning more and more about the galaxy we find ourselves in. We have a lot of catching up to do as you can imagine."




"I think you're doing a splendid job for just barely escaping Cruel Space for what it's worth, Captain. Your Undaunted are growing nicely. Several worlds and systems now, mining claims, business partnerships. Colonies. The friendship of the Apuk, a species who are notoriously difficult to impress... and I suspect that friendship will only deepen as more of your men on that world make themselves known. To say nothing of your outreach with the Cannidor, and now establishing ties with us... and our sisters the Dzedin. I have heard from some of my people that there's a mix of fear... and intense interest in our species as a result of those... films your species made."




That gets a real wince from Jerry.




"...Right, those films. I'd apologize but I had nothing to do with them except watching them a few times. My understanding from Eymali is the main disturbing feature for your people is how much right the movies got."




"More than I am comfortable with to be certain, Captain." The Grand Matriarch shakes her head. "To think the psychic probe would have done that. Though I personally feel our sisters got the worst of it. One of the most responsible, moral and forthright on the whole species in the galaxy reduced to something between an animal and a genetically crafted bio weapon. I don't regret the project to psychically map Cruel Space, but to think that null would disrupt things to such a scale..."




"It's also likely our brains as well." Jerry notes.




"How do you mean?"




"The human mind is structurally different from the rest of the galaxy by a significant amount. I'm led to understand that trying to read the human mind in a hostile manner, or without great affinity for the human in question, can result in psychic backlash that can potentially be quite dangerous to the reader. I'm not sure how that works with psychic messaging. I am not married to any  trained psychics, nor have I met any, but the difference in brain shape, plus the ever messy subject of null means I'm personally amazed things came through as clearly as they did... I do wish the Purriz hadn't come through though. I had nightmares about their movie version when I was a kid."




That got some laughter from the room, even the Grand Matriarch's guards joined in. When calm returns to the room, Jerry sketches a bit of a bow.




"If there's nothing else Grand Matriarch, I have another meeting I need to get to."




"No, though... if you'll indulge an old woman, you mentioned finding a 'safe' location for your people to go on shore leave. Where are you considering?"




Jerry smiles. "Oh not far from Tal'Awauynis actually. It's the subject of my next meeting. I intend to go negotiate with the Crimsonhewers to use their lodgings."




The Grand Matriarch arches a pincer, clearly amused. "Well Captain I can safely say that things will never be boring with humanity around. Go with our blessing, and may luck walk in your shadow... Commander Givens, if you could remain a bit longer, I'd like to discuss..."
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The Crimsonhewer facility is a mix of a luxury hotel or hunting lodge and a fortress. Complete with automated defenses that could make some starships jealous. The 'Hewers didn't fuck around, that much was for damn sure. Built into the side of a tree comfortably outside of Tal'Awauynis, but near enough for easy and convenient access to everything from shopping to getting mail or hot food delivered. That didn't mean they weren't immediately challenged by someone standing watch the second they breached the facility's perimeter. 




The edifice of stone had once been Yauya architecture, but had clearly been given a Cannidor make over. As a species the Cannidor seemed to like a mix of what was generally called Brutalism on Earth, extreme efficiency... but given a 'heroic' flourish over the top. Jaruna had shown Jerry images of the Cannidor homeworld and a lot of their major buildings featured sweeping arches that doubled as perches for laser turrets, guard towers and firing points for heavy weapons concealed in statues of majestic Cannidor warrior saints. 




The 'Hewers hadn't quite gone that pretty but there was an industrial ruthlessness that clashed with the more naturalistic Yauya that gave the whole thing a techno-barbarian air. 




Jerry’s moment of contemplation is interrupted briefly by Jaruna shouting a phrase that Jerry understands to be serious profanity by Cannidor standards as she argues back and forth in the Cannidor language with the controller for another minute or two before the controller switches to Galactic Trade. 




"Fine, you're cleared to pad one. Come in good faith or we're killing you all. Tower out." 




Jaruna snorts with clear amusement. "Just a kid talking tough for the non Cannidor in the crew. She was perfectly polite when I demanded a formal meeting between war leaders. That means you if that's not clear hubby." 




The landing pad is so utilitarian it almost hurts the eyes. The only decoration being a crimson banner and some 'Hewer graffiti... and the obligatory gun turrets of course. Jerry's eyes almost glazed right over them, because it'd be stranger if there weren't a series of turrets covering every landing pad to ensure any assault by shuttle was a short-lived one for anything short of soldiers in power armor. This was a place the 'Hewers kept a decent amount of their young and the old who weren't intent on dying in battle or willing to get a healing coma after all. Brutal they might be, but they took care of the closest things they had to non combatants properly. 




Down the ramp of the shuttle, there's no one to meet them, and only one obvious path forward. 




Jaruna nods. "Traditional Cannidor architecture and manners. They only meet you if they're meeting you with a weapon in hand, anything else is a tacit invitation to enter if you've already been recognized by the sentry. The only path from the landing pads is into a blade hall. Something of an entry point to Cannidor fortress homes. I imagine that took a lot of renovations, but the Khan here probably has plenty of new bloods to put to work outside of combat training. Mix that with some machine support and you can get a lot done." 




The walk up to the hall is long, and covered again, by a shit load of gun turrets. The Paladins quickly fall in behind Jerry and Jaruna, transitioning to a march with a quiet order from Top Ramos. This was part martial display, part flyting and part formal introduction as Jerry understood it, so as soldiers under his command the paladins had to be monomolecular sharp and take no shit. No problems there at least, even when Cannidor were involved. The three daughters brought up the rear, and Eymali, the last member of their party had vanished, and Jerry couldn't turn his head to look for her as they entered what Jaruna called the blade hall. 




The party comes to a sharp halt square in the middle of the room. By exposing yourself on all sides, it was a Cannidor equivalent to showing open hands meant to a human. You clearly came in peace no matter how armed you were by putting yourself at an incredible tactical disadvantage. No one ever came unarmed of course. These were Cannidor. Turning up unarmed would mean they'd be dead certain you were up to something. 




There's a pregnant silence in the hallway for a moment before a heavy door rumbles open, announcing the arrival of the Khan who ruled this facility. 




"Well now, what do we have here?" 




The booming voice of a mature Cannidor echoes through the entrance hall as a massive, by Cannidor standards, female of that species slowly descends a flight of stairs. She was an absolute mountain of a woman, and her muscles had muscle. Whatever colors her body had had in her youth, it was all shades of red now, dyed through with markings in black that almost resembled smoke while also being runes in one of the older Cannidor languages. The unique gold necklace, the extensive tattoos running up and down her neck and everywhere skin was visible, all marked this out as the Crimsonhewer Khan on the planet. In unison, the six paladins snap to with a fist to breast plate salute, just like Jaruna had taught them. 




"Oh, well drilled for such tiny little things!" 




The 'Hewer Khan joins them on the main floor and slowly moves around the group. Jaruna had taught them all what to expect here. The line troops salute, and get inspected. As an equal, Jerry does not salute, nor does Jaruna, for some very specific Cannidor ceremonial reasons that Jerry and the paladins hadn't quite understood. What was understood is that the 'Hewer Khan would fuck with them a bit, get a feel for them... they were to be polite. By Cannidor standards. So when the Khan focused in on Top Ramos, Jerry knew they were in for a bit of a show.




"Damn though, lookit you! Such a cute, tiny little thing." 




The near twelve feet of Cannidor matriarch crouches next to Top Ramos, who glares up at her with the kind of rage that would make anyone but a Cannidor think twice about what they're doing. Jerry can quite feel the hate radiating off of Isabella as she stares down the Cannidor matriarch. . 




"Hah! Tiny! But fierce I see! I'd pat your head but you'd probably try to bite one of my fingers off!" 




Ramos intensifies her glare. "I'd go for the sword first, puta, but if you wanna do it like that we can do it like that." 




"No no, no need to get too grumpy young'in. Ol' Isuras was just messin with ya. Though I do want to pat your head. Cute, spirited little things like you remind me of my daughters n' granddaughters." 




Khan Isuras rises back to her feet and approaches the head of the group.




"Captain Bridger I presume... and Jaruna. There's a face I ain't seen in a minute. How's that irritable old bitch who birthed you doing?" 




"She's fine so far as I know Aunt Isuras. Though I admit I'm a bit surprised to see you here."




Isuras slaps her thigh and barks with laughter. "Well we all go soft eventually. After a couple decade long campaigns I decided I wanted to spend more time with my hubby before I ended up dead in a shell crater or something. Let's see... Last time your Mom's shield sisters and mine would have competed... we've lost about a quarter of the girls since she and I swore sisterhood in the old way. Bout half of that number since you were whelped. Had some hard years." 




Jaruna nods solemnly. "Well it has been a century since you cut palms with Mother, and they don't throw you the easy jobs." 




"At least they didn't until I came up with this sweet little gig. Which I assume is what brings you here, I doubt you're sentimental enough just to swing by because I was on planet." 




"I probably would have if I'd known you were here. The information about 'Hewers on the planet is pretty sketchy." Jaruna turns to the Undaunted party. "Alright, you six relax, we're not quite among friends here yet, but we're past the show and into negotiations. Jerry, this is my mother's blood sworn sister Isuras. Khan of the local Crimsonhewers and one of the most combat experienced life forms humanity's met yet." 




"So you are one of them humans. Interesting... and you smell like 'im, so this is your hubby eh Jaruna? Smells like... you might be pregnant too?" 




Jaruna nods, only to get bundled up in a massive embrace by Isuras.




 "Aww hell that's something we need to celebrate then! Little damn Jaruna all grown up, married and knocked up! Hah! To think I'd live to see the day." 




Jerry and the Paladins do their best to contain any reaction to Jaruna getting babied a bit. The Cannidor merc was a good enough friend to all of them that they'd absolutely remember this... but not rub it in immediately. Everyone was a kid to someone in the end. 




"Alright alright, let me down damn you!" 




Isurasr chuckles and sets Jaruna back on the floor. "Suppose I need to talk to you then eh handsome? So what can I do for you?" 




"I’d like to negotiate the use of your facilities, but I'd like to note that I'm actually surprised you don't know that Jaruna's married. Our 'engagement party' is probably the most popular video in Cannidor space and has been for a couple months." 




"Yep, met him on the job and we proceeded to deal out a frightful amount of hate and discontent. Just knew I had to make 'im mine after that!" 




Isuras scratches her chin. "I try to stay off the comm and the tri d, shit rots your brain, but I think I remember some of the younger girls talking about that. Guess I'll have to watch it." 




"I'm here as a Captain and master of about a battalion's worth of men and women under arms in orbit, and a couple hundred sailors. We'd like to use your facilities to get some R&R safely. From what Mrs. Alyenrie had told us this place is a resort built like a remote fortress and it certainly looks the part. Good location for my people to head into Tal'Awauynis and then fall back to somewhere all but the gutsiest huntresses won't dare to tread."




Isuras strokes her chin. "Innnnteresting. Well we don't normally offer service to non-Hewers, but I just bet we can come to terms." 




"We'd also like to buy three suits of unmodified Cannidor made, Cannidor sized, power armor, top quality of whatever you've got if you have any at all. I know you won't part with 'Hewer armor, but I also know a lot of 'Hewer armor starts out as a high quality base model." 




That got the Cannidor matriarch's attention, leaning down and peering at Jerry. "That's an oddly specific request. Why do you need three suits of Cannidor power armor?" 




"Because I have three daughters I need to armor up when they finally earn the right and I’d rather have it on hand, let them polish the stuff and drool before they finally earn the right to wear it in the name of kith and clan. Joan! Boudicca, Khutulun!"




The three young Cannidor women hustle in. They weren't part of the company, so they hadn't been part of the ceremonial troop introduction, but they moved up right behind their parents and offered their own salutes. 




"Well now... what do we have here? I didn't think you'd have daughters born of you that'd be as old as these three Jaruna... adoptions?" 




"Adoptions." Jaruna confirms.




"Interesting… one I wouldn’t be surprised, but three… very interesting."




Isuras starts moving again, stalking around the three young women, appraising them slowly before stopping in front of Joan. 




"You have a familiar face. Interesting indeed."




Joan meets Isuras's eyes, but says nothing, staying resolute and quiet in the face of the woman who was nearly a third again her size in height alone. 




"Well I think we can manage something for all that shit." 




Isuras sweeps away, leaving any further questions about Joan's background to rest. 




"It'd require a bit of a challenge though Captain Bridger. For you, your wife and your daughters. These six troopers can roll too, why not? You'll make offering to join the camp the traditional way. Go out and bring back meat to show you can pull your weight and you're in. We'll work out compensation later. I can't charge you 'Hewer rates, because your people eat a hell of a lot less than a 'Hewer. As for the armor... you bring back something special, like one of the harder to find eight legged critters I can't pronounce the name of? Confirm for me you're raising these girls right? I'll get you those three sets of power armor on me so they have something to work towards as they mature. Shame to keep such fierce young ladies in hard suits forever."




"Deal, as for compensation, let's be real here, free's probably a good deal for you, because I'm probably leaving with a few of your daughters in my crew." 




"Hah! You probably will at that. Plenty of unmarried girls, combat proven girls, are waiting for a chance to move on with a company or something. We have convalescents here too. Usually they rejoin their sisterhoods but sometimes they stay or change bands. Got some unblooded types too but that don’t mean much in terms of combat prowess, and I'd trust them under Jaruna's guidance. She's not a 'Hewer but she knows her shit and and will make sure they don't do anything too stupid. I'm still gonna charge you though. Marriages are always a win, but I ain't all these little bitches mother and I gotta buy provisions with something besides my own pocket book." 




"Also fair. Think we can work that out more or less in perpetuity? There's an Undaunted presence on the planet and they'd be glad to have a reliable vacation spot. With a presence here ships will be coming on the regular. Not all will stay long, if at all, but having a reliable spot for safe shore leave on a world where they've previously pulled some bullshit on us is always a win."




"Oh yeah, you're the guy from those ads that got hacked into damn everything! Hah! Heard you really tweaked some of the shittier huntresses nips pretty hard and managed to make a good show with the general population while you were at it." Isuras pauses, considering. "Coulda stood to spill a little blood in my books, but Cannidor cultural sensibilities are a bit intense for the rest of the galaxy it seems."




Jerry chuckles "Just a bit. Still I think it's a pretty good show. I'll make sure your internal media server gets a free copy of the HD video and with the exclusive footage and commentary track when we release it, along with the other footage we've put together. There's a lot of demand for my family's combat footage it seems, so I imagine it'll be a popular watch." 




The massive Cannidor matriarch rumbles with laughter, sounding more like thunder than a mere chortle. 




"I just bet."




Isuras slaps her breast plate. "Well I won't keep you from your task. Y'all wrestle us up some grub and I'll get to work figuring out how to do accommodations for someone who ain't Cannidor size, and what all we can accommodate. Shouldn't be a problem even with a 'Hewer clan in for vacation when they turn up. We got quite the facility here as you can see. Little real estate deal that fell through. I ended up being the last woman standing, and thus holding the bag. Instead of sell the joint off, I decided to settle for a bit." 




Eymali steps out of nothingness. "A hunting challenge? Sounds delightful!" 




"Gah! Damn Yauya, never have gotten used to that invisibility trick." 




Eymali chuckles and bows. "Khan Isuras, I'd be happy to teach you a trick to detect the invisible when my husband, sister and our daughters return with one of the great eight legged ones."




Isuras raises an eyebrow. "Yeah, how much you charging for that?" 




"You're already going to be doing us a favor with the power armor, so free of charge. Well worth it to see my daughters properly equipped in the way of their people."  




Isuras barks with laughter and reaches down and slaps Jerry's back. 




"Hah! Get a load of the tits on her! I like your wives boy! Well you lot hurry up and get hunting. I'll have one of the girls escort you down in one of our expedition crawlers. The sooner you hunt us something tasty, the sooner we can get a bunch of your crew down here and round up the girls for a feast! And I'll be damned if I miss the chance to have a feast!"








18




The crawler was perhaps one of the oddest contraptions Jerry had ever seen. Wheeled. In a sense. If you could shape a wheel out of whatever material gecko feet were made of but scaled up to be able to easily support tens of thousands of pounds of alloy, machinery and people, with massive claws on the outside of those wheels ready to dig into tree bark in the blink of an eye if the machine lost power somehow. The operator, a Yauya woman who tended to stay in her cab comfortably explained that power was required to keep the 'claws' spread and the anchor retracted, so even if the machine got hit with null somehow, the fail safes would keep it firmly attached to a tree for rescue or recovery. 




It made sense, especially for going deep in the embrace of Awauynis' forests, especially in the denser regions around Tal'Awauynis. Breaking through the branches was hard for flying vehicles, if not down right dangerous. The crawler might be ugly, but it was efficient and brutally effective at clearing away foliage around it near silently if need be. Silent operation obviously took quite a bit longer, but it was vital for hunting some of the more skittish prey that lurked in the perpetual darkness around the bases of the great trees in the extremely foliage dense parts of Awauynis. 




The passenger compartment doubled as a blind or a fighting platform. Frequently both, again considering how hostile a lot of the native fauna could be. Considering it was sized for Cannidor, the compartment was roomy as all hell, probably able to accommodate at least fifty 'Hewers on their own hunting expeditions. 




Jerry's eyes drift across the party, taking a quick head count. They'd been heading downwards for about an hour, and had shifted into the silent mode. The crawler is quite literally crawling now, though still moving faster than many would expect considering the terrain. 




Jaruna was next to Jerry. Eymali was lounging in an axiom anchored hammock somewhere above them and to the left in a nearby corner. The three daughters have formed a school circle around their father, resting as Eymali had instructed... but also waiting for the instruction they know is coming. The paladins are chatting quietly with their 'Hewer escort, the women very clearly comparing preferred combat tactics, and talking shop about power armor. Now that they were all theoretically friends, they were nerding out happily as only passionate experts could when meeting other passionate experts in their field of expertise. 




Jerry holds up two fingers, and the daughters lean in a bit. 




They'd been waiting for this, ever since Syl had mentioned this little bit of instruction would be coming when the chance came. Something their father considered the most important thing he could teach them. 




"Life is cheap in this galaxy isn't it?" 




Jerry's voice is low, and calm, and the girls lean in a bit more, making sure they can hear. 




"As warriors, it's easy for us to forget that the lives we take, are in fact lives. Valuable in their own right. Where clashes happen, when they happen... It's important that we have a strong grounding in why we kill. It's not because we're strong and they're weak. Killing the weak is meaningless, and only makes you weak, and pisses on your honor and the honor of your clan. Save... a mob coming for your life and you can't defuse the situation. Save the mob coming for the innocent. Save the mob coming for me and your mother at the whims of a petty little would be tyrant. I know you girls like that footage. Hell I like that footage... but there's one part, right before I meet Wichen, that I've seen comments on Cannidor social media about. Where I drop those gangers blocking the exits for the mob. That bled off probably at least a hundred girls from the fight, decreasing the threat significantly. I also admittedly fucked up as a sniper and didn't relocate or check my sides in my haste, and nearly got bisected for my trouble. Little lesson learned. What do you think the comments about that sequence were like though? That I think they're important for us to discuss?" 




Joan raises a hand first. "Well. We're Cannidor. You had the capacity to fight through them all. They were your enemy, In the 'Hewers, in the Blues. In most of the warrior clans... you go till the enemy's crushed. When the fight starts you go till it's finished. Preferably permanently. I assume the comments would be something along the lines of complaining you finished the fight... instead of prolonging it and defeating all the enemies on the field." 




"Well done." Jerry nods. "Words more or less to that effect. This is foolish, for a great many reasons. It is also despicable, for us, not just as soldiers, but warriors. Both should spit on this attitude. It's the attitude of mere blood crazed killers and warmongers. The attitude of the young, inexperienced... and worse, unprofessional. Who can tell me why?" 




Khutulun beats Boudicca to the punch with time. "Because the objective of a soldier, a warrior, a mercenary, is not just blood shed. In fact it usually distracts from your actual objective and can result in a mission failure despite you destroying the enemies of your people, nation, or employer." 




"Correct." Another approving nod. "We can go deeper though, Boudicaa, you have something to add I think." 




Boudicaa blanches, caught flat footed a bit, not expecting the discussion to continue. "I ah. Well it's what you've taught us about force. Limited and controlled, if you're going to do something, you should strive for efficiency in everything you do. The least amount of force required to affect the change you want to see in your environment. Whether that's moving a plant to another room, defeating an enemy or destroying an armored vehicle. In this way mass brutalization can be equivalent to weapons of mass destruction, high yield city killers and the like." 




"Also correct. Now some people have the goal of extermination, where our philosophy finds its limits... but that should be deeply dishonorable and abhorrent to us and those like us. Those who would murder for convenience in general are to be loathed and despised. Those who would glass cities or even worlds for convenience? There is great honor in killing such individuals, because you make the whole galaxy a better place with their deaths."




Khutulun raises a hand. "What about when your homeland used city killers on your world?" 




Jerry sits back a bit. "Well. I can tell you that the targets were selected with a military intent in mind, not just killing civilians. Hiroshima was the defense headquarters for the Southern parts of Japan, where the invasion was to take place. Nagasaki was a secondary target, but was a major industrial center. Against a fanatical enemy who had sworn to fight to the last man, woman and child. Who was training school girls with sharpened sticks to resist the end of the war they started..." 




Jerry shrugs. "We're still issuing wound medals to members of the military made in anticipation of that conflict. I have two of them. Whether or not that was moral or not... I'd say no. Justified? Yes. Dishonorable to a warrior? Yes. It was a dishonorable act to reply to the dishonorable stance the Japanese military government had taken, dragging the innocent to hell with them, instead of, per Bushido... accepting defeat, and followed by the leaders of their military killing themselves to wash the stain of their dishonor from the fabric of their nation. WMDs are somewhat off topic though. Such weapons are generally political decisions, not the tools of warriors. And as we know there's nothing less honorable than a politician." 




Jaruna chuckles. "That's why our politicians are just warriors. Political debate is generally accomplished by laying things out calmly and fairly and taking your time... because if you pull any bullshit someone's going to demand to duel you and try to put your ass in a box. Especially from the religious factions. They don't take kindly to abusing our natural gifts, or our own people." 




"Sounds delightful, especially if citizens can demand satisfaction from the politicians." 




"They can, though there's always checks to make sure everyone involved is of sound mind and is honest in their intent. Can't just let a paid assassin force a duel or some crap." 




Jerry waves. "Back to it girls. I'm sure we'll need to go into detail on Cannidor governance sooner or later. I can't imagine we'll not be visiting High Cannis soon enough. So that's the general context. We do less with more. We kill only when we need to. We get the results we want with the minimal amount of force or effort required. Why? Because we minimize suffering. Just because someone needs to die, we don't need to torture them. We don't need to make them suffer. If we defeat an enemy and they survive we either get them help or give them a clean death. We avoid hurting the innocent, because they don't deserve to suffer for the choices of their politicians or other associated miscreants. Suffering is a defining hallmark of existence unfortunately. We all suffer. You girls in particular know that suffering is just part of existing." 




The three girls freeze, sharing a shudder at their barely remembered torment. 




"Generally, in an ideal galaxy no one would murder or harm others. We don't want to be treated that way so we shouldn't treat others that way. The sheer abundance of the galaxy makes things like theft and piracy almost incomprehensible coming from the primitive and deeply difficult heart of Cruel Space hard to understand sometimes. This by the way is why sell swords are generally judged harshly by professional soldiers and warriors. Sell swords will inflict suffering for coin. Soldiers from a worthy nation, warriors above all... should only inflict pain and suffering on others in the defense and preservation of the nation state, and of those who cannot defend themselves. This is the responsibility of the strong. Noblesse oblige is the old term used on Earth. Those with more. Be it wealth or strength, what we'll generalize as power, have a duty to those without. Or as I've heard it said, one who claims to be a noble, must behave nobly.’ Something some parts of the galaxy's elites could stand to learn.”




Jerry stretches his neck for a second before settling his gaze back on the girls.




“So to bring it back around to our fields, both individually as Cannidor in most of your faiths, and more generally as warriors, we have a duty to make sure that thugs and criminals have to fight someone their own size, and not just get to pick on someone weaker. To harm others for their own benefit and greed. As such morality is key to all we do. Not just being able to wield weapons, but wield them justly." 





Joan raises her hand. "We know this well Father, you and Mother Jaruna have been most serious about teaching it to us... though... Mother, I have been meaning to ask. You were a mercenary yourself once. Did you... did it... we were also..."




Joan frowns, clearly not able to nail down what she wants to say exactly in the face of the moral instruction she's been receiving.




Jaruna snorts. "Fair enough question kiddo. Yeah. It's an easy trade to fall back on when you've only got a sword to your name. Something I intend to rectify with you three and your yet to be born little sister. Though if you stick with your clan you'll never have to worry about finding yourself with unworthy masters, or so I hope, but when I was cut out on my own after a conflict with my mother... well. I didn't have anything else, and a girl needs to eat. I tried some other trades, got scammed, ended up stuck on Centris with nothing but my armor and being a Cannidor."




Jaruna grasps the air, her musculature tensing in her powerfully built arm.




"I like fighting girls, there's nothing wrong with enjoying it either. I can't tell you how good it is to know I'm fighting for the right reasons instead of just needing to eat again. You should talk with the paladins about that. They're all former mercs. Yet. They rushed to the Undaunted with open arms. They, and all the Horchka Marines who were veterans of Ghorza's company stop just shy of outright worshiping your father. Because they craved something more than just money. Money's enough for a lot of people. Shallow people, broken in my opinion. Lots of folks crave more. Ghorza's idealism drew those people to her, and their faith in her was rewarded."




The three daughters nod slowly, considering that.




"That's not to shit on the 'Hewers or the Blades either. They have their place and purpose. That's their culture. It ain't our culture though, and there's always variance in even 'Hewer bands. Limits in the jobs they'll take. Some are completely cold... and that's tragic. Some are little more than animals. Most, like my Auntie's old band, took jobs that had some degree of challenge. A chance to test themselves. I had a similar standard as a merc when I wasn't snagging bodyguard gigs. In the end though? Not our business."




Three more nods.




Jerry leans in. "Alright, let's bring this back around to hunting shall we? We've gone over our own basis of morality, and moral behavior. So how does that relate to hunting? Hunting is similar and different. The other party is merely an animal. Two kinds, predators and prey. For the most part the dangerous ones, the aggressive ones, are predators. Like us, as we once were before we evolved and became something more. Predators don't attack you for evil means. For greed or for money. They attack you because you've invaded their territory, or because they're hungry. Like we are. They might be primitive, but they're still dangerous, and we have to respect their threat. They can fuck us up hard. Eymali will explain our specific prey... but we're not quite done yet."




Jerry takes a slow, deep breath.




"Prey have their place. They can also be dangerous, and deserve their respect, but they have a place in the natural order, as do the predators... as do we. We're all animals in the end. We're just a bit smarter and more capable in some respects. We've learned to use tools and axiom to compensate for the natural gifts we lack. My species is not like the Cannidor. We're smaller. Weaker. We're not particularly big or strong for our world either. Our hide isn't tough. Though we ourselves are incredibly resilient and able to take more damage than many would suspect. We are however... clever little bastards, and that was enough for us to win out over natural gifts."




"Heh, more than that you're all pretty damn crazy. Aggressive to a fault, the lot of you, but as hostile as your home world is..."




"Yep, everything is the way it is for a reason. That's another thing to keep in mind just in general. So, everything has its place. That place is part of a cycle. A circle."




Boudicca groans and hangs her head. "Oh god don't you dare break out into song."




Jerry barks with laughter. "I take it Cindy's discovered some of the old human animated classics."




"Yessssss." Boudicca exaggerates her gripping, getting amused chuckles from her sisters and parents. "We get this though, we are... you know. Grown."




"True, you are, and I'm not trying to talk down to you. Just walk you through the process and the logic. Most people in the galaxy have never had to get their own food. Be it raising and slaughtering livestock, hunting or growing vegetables. They are disconnected from the natural world. While it might sound strange to say I find that concerning considering we all live on a spaceship, being disconnected from the natural order of things doesn't have to go hand in hand with using technology or existing within the technological world we've found ourselves in. I don't preach primitivism, but rather compassion and understanding. By understanding our prey, understanding it has a place and a purpose, and can feel pain... everything falls into place. We have a responsibility to be stewards of the worlds we have come from or colonized. We hunt to eat, or to challenge ourselves... but we eat what we kill. We also have a duty to hunt. We have our place too. We are predators. They are prey. We eat of their flesh to sustain ourselves and in doing so, maintain the balance. It's the way the world works, and is fairly vital for game management on just about every world save one without a biome."




Jerry sits back, choosing his next words carefully, trying to explain in a foreign language a concept that had first been explained to him in Lakota Sioux so many years ago.




"So we fulfill our part, and we give thanks to the spirit of the game, and apologize to it, by ensuring its death is both clean, and not in vain, not for petty reasons. Death is an expensive coin. A singular point of view erased from the face of our reality forever. Maybe things will come back eventually. Some religions say they do. Maybe they don't. We also heard back on Lakran that there's some evidence of something... after... this. I don't think that information changes my perspective however. Not enough data to really draw a conclusion. So. Let's recap. Joan. Key takeaways?"




Joan nods. "Power, be it physical, political, financial or whatever, comes with responsibility to those who don't have that power."




"Good. Boudicca."




"Efficiency of action is proof of superior skill. A lesser warrior might have to kill many. Or a lesser hunter might have to shoot several times. A skilled individual can do with a single shot what an army can do with a thousand."




"Good, a bit off of what I was aiming for, but an important lesson. Khutulun?"




"Compassion. You only mentioned it once, but it's probably the most important factor. If we let ourselves become cold to others... we lose part of ourselves and can become cruel. Or worse than cruel, indifferent."




Jaruna nods. "Perfect. The only things in the galaxy that don't deserve a degree of compassion are the truly monstrous... be they animal or human. Even then, they don't deserve the horror they'd inflict on others. I know you don't like that name, but Talg..."




The daughters all flinch.




"...Is a good example. Namely. How your father dealt with him. You all saw the footage. One shot. Clean and quick through the head. Justice. Not punishment. To do any more would be to start down his path. Now... I know you girls have been taught other things about fighting. Hell I just said I enjoy fighting, and I don't want you to lose that. We're Cannidor. We fight. Just because we fight doesn't mean you can't think... and if you seek out worthy challenges you won't disappoint us, or more importantly, yourself."




More nods.




"Alright. That's enough food for thought I think." Jerry reaches out and pats the girls heads. "You're doing good. Plus, unfortunately, there's always a call for good people to do bad things to worse people in this galaxy. So it's not like we're ever going to run out of innocents to protect or bad guys to drop. Speaking of which" Jerry stretches for a second, then raises his voice. "Alright ladies, let's get this briefing going."




The paladins head over, their 'Hewer associate in tow, and Eymali slips out of her hammock and onto the floor.




"So you all know the drill, we've got a Cannidor size feast to prepare for today. Machuga is our 'Hewer guide, I believe you'll be joining us in hunting for the fun of it, correct?"




The 'Hewer nods. "Yep, I'm in. I enjoy huntin what I eat, and it's not like I can carry you guys all the way to fulfill the Khan's request. Cannidor eat a lot of chow. I won't help you with the bigguns either. Those things aren't anything I'd take on outside of armor like the Yauya do. Fuuuuuuck that."




Jerry chuckles. "Meanwhile we're dropping at least one of the big ones outside of armor. We're here to show the 'Hewers what we can do. The big ones are also supposed to be pretty damn tasty. Eymali?"




Eymali steps forward. "Since I'm the rated huntmistress and the local here, I'll be leading the rest of the excursion. There are or were, three major predators besides the Yauya on Awauynis. The Nagala, which translates approximately to ‘Razor Maw’ in an old dialect, is extinct for all intents and purposes. Two exist in captivity, and they're sterile clones. The Mawalnis, the great sky hunter, is a large flying reptile, and not a concern today. Our primary target is the Koralynis, the great shadow hunter. They look like this..."




Eymali triggers a holo projector and displays a large, powerfully built reptile with eight legs and some absolutely massive teeth. Jerry can't help but compare it to a Gila Monster he'd seen once, but by way of a Kaiju movie.




"There's no good way to hunt the great shadow hunters. Not really. If they don't want to be found they won't. So we'll hunt prey species, mammal and reptile alike, the blood will likely lure a Koralynis in unless we put up sonic deterrents, which we obviously will not in this case. Nor is there one way to kill a Koralynis. Their size, speed, and threat means anything goes, though the preferred way to take one out is an energy weapon to the back of the skull from above, but I've taken one with my wrist blades."




Jerry leans in. "Speaking of which weapons check. Let's make sure we're all locked and loaded. Everyone should have one kinetic and one energy weapon of your choice. Save for our guest obviously. Unless you want one Machuga, I bet we can hook you up."




"Nah I'm good. Be interested to see how those things do though. They do well. I'll probably be down to buy one of the big ones."




Jerry nods. "The Great White Shark shotguns are nice aren't they? 40mm bore. I assure you, you'll be impressed. Though we're only using slugs, what's called buck shot's the more favored combat shell for a variety of reasons. Meanwhile, I think most of us who aren't Cannidor have Bull Sharks?"




A few of the 25mm combat shotguns are lifted up in an affirmative.




Eymali nods. "They're well suited to hunting in the dense forests. The high caliber, high velocity slugs can penetrate thick brush where needed, and are long enough range to give you reach... but not too long range. I think the maximum clean shot you're getting down here is around 100 yards, and both Sharks can absolutely do that with careful aim. Our world is short on animals with armor because of some of the axiom related hunting habits of the animals here. High lethality made mobility and camouflage as the preferred ways to keep from ending up on something's menu, so keep a sharp watch, and make full use of the glasses. Night and thermal vision systems are wonderful leg up."




There's a light jolt as the crawler starts to come to a halt, and the Yauya woman operating the crawler sticks her head out of the cab.




"We're here folks!"




Jerry steps up next to Eymali.




"Alright, load up. weapons to condition one and check those safeties, if any one has an ND they're buying drinks for the entire company. We'll do the rest of the brief as we walk. We'll get the bait out and do a little hunting... then hope we get some big visitors so we can show the 'Hewers how we do business!"
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BANG!




The supersonic crack of a Bull Shark's 25mm slug hurtling down range heralds the death of another of the large rodent like mammals.




There was a wide variety of game down here and the complement from the Tear had been doing well.




Eymali hadn't been hunting herself, she'd been stringing up and gutting the game... something that made Jerry and Isabella Ramos exchange a look over the ease of which she performed that action. The wordless communication was clear. 




Maybe the Predator movies were a little more accurate than the Yauya wanted to admit.




Immediately gutting the animals also added to their bait pile for the Koralynis they were hoping to lure in. They'd been tagging a couple different types of large prey animals, both because they were there, and to add to the various scents being put out to lure the Koralynis, but also in the name of having a variety of meat on the table. . 




One was a massive gecko-like being that was apparently hell on Yauya fruit farms. As amusing as the idea of tree farms on trees were, less amusing was lizards the size of elk potentially razing the farms in large packs that could lay a smaller bough focused on sustenance to waste if the defenses failed for some reason. Rare in this part of Awauynis so close to Tal'Awauynis, but efforts to keep the population down were appreciated nonetheless.




It didn't hurt that they tasted pretty good, and were a common component of 'modern' Yauya cuisine. They'd been limited to low heat cooking for a long time, so their traditional meat cooking method was akin to barbecue. Only when they entered a more modern era were they able to do things like deep fry... and these lizards were apparently very tasty deep fried. A piece of information Jerry filed away in case Colonel Sanders ever made it to the stars, and for his own culinary endeavors.




The tone of the work is a happy one. The daughters have taken to hunting well, in a previous life they were accustomed to violence, and talk about combat efficiency and an implied challenge to drop everything that came at them with a single shot had them eagerly engaging in marksmanship competitions with each other. They'd even managed to take a few flying creatures with buck shot. Well regarded for food, but considered difficult to catch, more meat for the feast that was to come.




There were a couple hundred Undaunted being shuttled down in around six hours, assuming they completed their task, straight to the Hewer facility. They had some serious landing pads for friendly drop ships under cover somewhere it seemed. Cover in this case meaning armored hanger doors, not something like camouflage netting. 




Jerry had to respect the operation the Khan was running, he reflects as he stops and drops to a knee, resting on the knee pad as he listens... then listens with axiom enhancement cutting in. He holds up a hand signal to halt movement and seeks out the prey. Quickly, the long experienced commando picks out the targets in the dark, one of the rarer four egged game, something of a goat like creature that was wildly agile and had the ability to not just appear to walk up near vertical surfaces like mountain goats on Earth, but to literally walk up vertical surfaces.




Even the small game was large too Jerry noted, but with near a thousand people to feed and some two hundred of those people being Cannidor, they literally couldn't hunt enough chow. If they did hunt more than was needed it would be put into the 'Hewers larder, to be fed to Undaunted and 'Hewer alike over the coming days. 




There probably would, in all reality, be extra. Jerry had a surprise being worked up on the Tear. One of his Marines was a Texas BBQ pitmaster, and he'd been given the tools and area to smoke... albeit by slightly creative means, top quality brisket, pulled pork and ribs on a near industrial scale. Plus all the fixings of course, the Cannidor were omnivores and they liked a wide variety of food in their diets, much like humans.




Jerry can't help but suppress a feral grin. This wasn't exactly a hard challenge, or something upsetting. It was really just for the Khan to say she gave them a challenge, and an excuse to have one hell of a party afterwards. Hopefully before a couple weddings. The Khan herself had been pretty direct on that point, and Jerry already had Nikita preparing quarters for the forthcoming 'Hewers within Paladin company's barracks complex attached to their HQ.




He wasn't expecting much more than five 'Hewers to join the crew, barring a little group with a marriage pledge like had befallen a human soldier who went by the sobriquet ‘The Hat’ on the bounty hunting ship, the Chainbreaker, but that would still give Jerry and the Crimson Tear nine Cannidor shock troopers, counting Jaruna and his daughters. The charge of the brain washed, broken and poorly equipped Cannidor back on the mining colony had been a nightmare. If Jerry tried to repeat the tactic with his Cannidor troops, clad in top of the line equipment and highly experienced in the arts of war as opposed to broken and confused young women barely past their girlhood. Well. It was hard to truly comprehend the sheer increase in capabilities that the Paladin company was potentially receiving.




More important... would be getting the 'Hewers to play nice with their new sisters in arms. The Horchka specifically. That could probably be handled entirely internally without his influence, Top Ramos alone was more than capable of putting a Cannidor in her place, something Khutulun had found out the hard way, which had finally finished off the natural Cannidor association of 'small' meaning 'not dangerous' for the girl.




It had been a righteous ass chewing that probably had Gunny Ermey smiling down from Marine Corps heaven. Ramos had torn into the young woman for a solid thirty minutes, criticizing every aspect of her flaws, physical, mental, moral and genetic. Including a detailed analysis of her combat prowess or lack thereof from Ramos' perspective. Not once had the irate Latina SNCO repeated herself, nor had she used profanity. Good DIs didn't have to. Profanity was for special occasions, dressing down a boot to show them the error of their ways was just Tuesdayl. 




Better still had been Khutulun's response. She'd apologized, and asked for instruction from Ramos personally. The two women were on excellent terms now, and Jerry had caught Khutulun subconsciously imitating the woman's accent.




Jerry smiles to himself as he lets his brain savor the antics of one of his daughters as he creeps along a low branch, letting the axiom guide him. Multitasking was something to master in general, being able to let your brain relax a bit even as you moved. It was much easier with axiom checking you for safety.




He'd climbed a tree to get a different angle on the local area. Dangerous in Earth hunting, but when everyone had a live HUD and an IFF beacon it was very easy to check your fire for friendlies.




Movement crosses Jerry's eyes and the shotgun slides into position smoothly. One of the goat-like creatures was passing close. Around 50 yards from Jerry. The holographic iron sights weren't needed here, the small computer within the Bull Shark was more than capable of working with Jerry's sunglasses, now almost entirely clear in the darkness of the forest's floor. The HUD flashes up a cross hair as Jerry paints the target. It wasn't the targeting computer of the scope on his MDX, but it was a reasonable approximation. Jerry aims for the hind quarter of the goat's body, where the heart apparently was, something to do with gravity and how they fed.




He gently caresses the trigger, pressure... pressure... CHUNK! The sear trips, the hammer flies forward and the explosion of energy sends the slug screaming down range, as the weapon reloads itself, locked and ready before the round is even halfway to its target, even moving at its blistering speed.




The large slug slams square into the creature's hips, and it drops dead instantly, falling to the forest floor below.




"Gotcha." Jerry can't help but grin again, few things were more satisfying than a clean kill, and the creature hadn't even made a sound.




"Got one more to pick up over here. I'll get down and tag it."




Eymali's voice comes back over the comm. "You tag it, I'll drag it husband."




Before Jerry can respond however, there's a strange sound that reaches Jerry's ears. A sound like bark being ripped up on one of the large trees. The sounds of something very, very large moving around. Jerry automatically checks the chamber on his bull shark, then lets it hang on his sling, chambering a round into his pistol before checking the charge on the laser rifle he'd selected for the day's outing.




There's a pressure building in the back of his throat. Something was coming. Closer. Closer... the sound of the massive feet is in the clearing now, tufts of grass being crushed flat and great claws digging into the soil and ripping at the bark of the massive roots of the great trees... the carcass of the goat is suddenly flying, up into the air where it vanishes into an invisible maw. It was one of the great shadow hunters, the only thing on Awauynis that was more invisible naturally than the Yauya themselves.




"Contact! Koralynis at my position, switch to thermal vision!"




Jerry's shades switch modes at the digital caress of a finger. Letting the device integrate with his armor implants had been a bit more expensive, but was so dearly worth it in situations where he couldn't afford to drop his weapon to manipulate his equipment. In the blueish world of standard thermal vision, the monster is at last revealed to Jerry. It was very, very warm through most of its body, the heat tapering off into massive, armor rending claws.




For all their impressive bulk, Koralynis were not nearly as dangerous as the old Nagala had been. They stayed down here, the Yauya generally stayed up in the branches. In the old days, the creatures had been something of a threat to communities outside the forest's embrace... but even then it was rare, requiring a significantly lean season or famine, that would force a Koralynis to leave its den.




A will of axiom hides his signature. Still not quite as good as his huntmistress wife, but getting better every day. He wasn't quite sure he had the firepower to kill the great beast, they took pretty severe firepower to take down generally. To get a knife kill like Eymali took incredible speed and agility to get in close and slash one of the creature's arteries near it's throat, then getting clear to let it bleed out.




The creature delicately sniffs the air, moving closer to the sapling Jerry was standing on. Seemed it had caught his scent, or axiom signature. Or something. He'd have to take the shot. His pulse races as the ground shakes, the Koralynis now right at the bottom of the tree as it starts to sniff again. Jerry lines up the shotgun with the base of the creature's skull... and fires.




The round strikes true, right where Jerry had aimed it, but his aim was off. The round still burrowed past an armor plate, making the creature roar with pain and rage. He had however missed the actual tapered portion of the skull. Perhaps the creature had shifted, or he wasn't quite as clear on where the target from above was on the beast. Eyamli had only been able to describe it after all.




Regardless, the beast lived, was in pain, and was very, very angry. Its left forelimb was moving strangely, suggesting Jerry had literally struck part of the nerve bundle he'd been aiming for, but that wasn't making the creature any less angry, and was almost certainly increasing the pain substantially.




It sniffs the air, greedily inhaling gulping breaths as it sought whatever had harmed it. The trace of smoke between Jerry's shotgun and the creature was enough. It was a new scent. A strange scent.




The processing of its primordial brain was visible even without axiom. The scent was either prey or challenger. The scent was the source of the pain.




The scent had to die.




The creature barrels forward at full speed, slamming into the base of the tree and snapping its trunk with raw force!




As Jerry falls from his perch he starts looking for options. Escape would be hard, returning to stealth would be harder. As he fell towards the creature, the math of combat left him only one recourse.




Attack.
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Jaruna




Jerry's contact report echoes across the comm net, he'd moved out away from the group, stalking like he normally did. He was one of the most capable combatants on the planet. If anyone was okay solo, he was. So even though a small part of her was a bit worried, over all? Jaruna almost felt bad for the damn lizard. Her man fought like a damn demon and could take on far nastier customers then anything on this planet could dream of being.




What's a big fuck off lizard going to do besides end up on a plate?




Jaruna looks around, taking a quick head count and making sure the group's all formed up.




"Okay girls, looks like we got one of those damn Koralynis things baited in! Form up and let's move out. Don't want Jerry to kill that damn thing all on his own, his ego's bad enough as it is."




Joan cocks her head. "Father doesn't seem to have that much of an ego."




Jaruna nods sagely. "That's how big his ego is. He thinks he can keep his ego entirely in check."




That got chortles among the assembled group as they start moving towards their boss with the kind of careful swiftness that only the most skilled of warriors can accomplish.




Moving that is, until Vilka cried out.




"What in the void is that!?"




Jaruna wheels, shotgun in hand, her thermals engaging with a whisper of a command from her armor control nodes.




"Shit! There's two of them! Contact left! Drop that damn thing so we can get to Jerry!"




Heeding her own order, Jaruna brings up the massive shotgun the humans had dubbed the Great White Shark. Its slugs were practically artillery shells, and could actually be fired ballistically with decent accuracy with a little practice. Not necessary today. Not against something that size. Sure Eymali had told Jaruna where the root of its central nervous system was, but that was up on its back and Jaruna was down here. 




Being a practical former mercenary, Jaruna aims for what should just about be the right spot on the invisible super predator for one of it's several eye sockets, and sends a 40mm round howling into one of the beast's massive eyes, even as the creature tries to strike two of the Paladins, forcing them to take cover beneath a root.




The slug slammed home exactly where Jaruna had wanted it, the massive shell devastating the soft tissue it had been lobbed into in a disgusting shower of liquid as the creature roars in pain and soul searing rage as it thrashes about, smashing bark and smaller trees with its tail and claws as it tries to strike at whatever had injured it.




It had managed to catch them off guard because the Koralynis was rare, and so rarely found in pairs that it almost never happened per Eymali. They, however, were professionals. It'd take more than a sucker punch from a giant lizard thing to do more than disorganize them for a second. 




Jumping into cover to find safety from the scythe-like claws that were scattering showers of wood chips and bark across the little chunk of deep forest they'd found themselves in.




Being Marines, and four Cannidor, they introduced the Koralynis to what both Cannidor, and Marines, do when something frightens or surprises them.




Namely, at the most basic level, they smash whatever it is with something heavy.




If whatever is disturbing their calm is too big or too far away, once again, Marine Corps and Cannidor culture stand hand in hand. When smashing it won't work, both groups tend to shoot whatever the fuck it is. 




They tend to shoot it a lot.




A series of shots ring out, some of them finding purchase in soft parts of the Koralynis' hide, others being caught by its armored scales as it continues its rampage, rearing up with a series of fresh injuries and roaring out in pain.




A roar that is answered... from behind them.




"There's a third one!" Eymali calls out from high up a tree. "Must have gotten lucky and dropped near a nest!"




"Oh yeah I'm feeling really damn lucky right now!" Jaruna barks, working the action on her massive shotgun and putting a round into one of the creature's massive claws, shattering it and reducing the immediate weapons it can bring to bear slightly.




The beast stays up on its four hindmost feet and Eymali races across the bark of a nearby tree, bringing herself into position for what Jaruna assumed had to be a leap to cut the spot she'd told them about earlier under the neck.




"Change fire! Get the one behind us! Eymali and I have this thing!"




The Paladins pivot on a dime, opening up with a mix of slugs, lasers and plasma at the approaching third Koralynis, immediately drawing outraged shrieks from the creature that sounded like a massive kettle hissing.




Jaruna meanwhile focuses on the Koralynis that Eymali was setting up on. A few more slugs carefully placed to keep it up on its hind legs, she had to keep it in an easy position for Eymali to do her thing and get into the sensitive spots that she knew how to strike with her wrist blades.




Jaruna wasn't disappointed.




Eymali shoots a grappling hook across the way, swinging across the way in a blink. Three monomolecular throwing knives slam home into areas that Jaruna imagined must be pressure points, but that she can't pick out from the rest of the damn thing.




Whatever damage they did however is overshadowed by Eymali lashing out with her arm and cutting the beast's throat from edge to edge. A clean slice like only a monomolecular blade can produce holding for a moment, looking, for just a moment of a second like it wasn't damaged at all... before it bursts in a shower of purple gore as the creature thrashes a final time and collapses.




"Hot damn!"




Eymali waves from the tree before quick drawing a plasma pistol and taking a snapshot at the other Koralynis which is rushing into clearing like a bull with a nark on into a china shop. The beast shakes its head back and forth, its massive tail slamming against trees and shaking bark loose even as it tries to crush as many of the hunters as it can try to reach. The daughters however hadn't been idle while their mothers and the paladins worked. The girls had been moving into position and assembling a little surprise they had worked up for special occasions like this one.




Jaruna herself hadn't known they were carrying the advanced missile launcher. They'd only been trained on it recently, and even in the very gun friendly wider galaxy, the Undaunted tended to keep their anti armor weapons under lock and key.




Jaruna's first hint is when she hears Joan call;




"Back blast clear!"




She quickly traces the echoing sound back and finds her wayward children. The girls are set up in the roots of a little copse of trees a good 70 yards back. About as far away from the Koralynis as they can get. As clear a run for a missile shot as they can find.




Boudicca takes the time to fully check their six, then calls back. "Clear!"




The ever aggressive Khutulun face palms, and cries out "Would you two just launch the damn thing before someone gets hurt!"




Joan smacks her sister in the thigh then tightens up behind the targeting control unit.




"Fine! Fire!"




It would be tight, but the weapon leaps from the tube on a pillar of fire and smoke. Smaller and more agile than its larger ancestors it tracks on the heat source the girls had painted for it with the targeting unit as its prey.




The Koralynis's head.




The missile reaches its apex of flight, adjusts with a burst of thrusters, tracks, and starts its secondary burn, screaming downward like the fist of an angry god.




It was, to be fair, an excellent shot, and Jaruna can't help but be a little proud of her girls as the weapon lights up the shadowlands with its passage.




It impacts dead center on the creature's head. The missile's armor piercing explosive charge penetrates straight through the skull, a gout of flames bursting out through the chin as the Koralynis drops dead without even a twitch.




There were no death throes.




There was just a hole where the brain and the nerve bundle that was the core of the critter's central nervous system had once been. The daughters quickly reload, and hustle over to Jaruna.




"Where the hell did you three get that?"




"Family armory?"




"Found it!"




"Borrowed it."




Three very different answers from three guilty looking young Cannidor women. That has Jaruna face palming in turn.




"First off. Good shot. You even spared the damn meat. Second off, Make sure that launcher gets back where it actually belongs. Now let's move it, we haven't heard anything from your father. I doubt that thing has a chance in hell of killing him, but that doesn't mean he's not hurt and hunkered down somewhere or something. Form it up!"




Jaruna calls out the last at a bellowing shout before taking off towards Jerry's last known position, Eymali ranging ahead of her, running through the forest a couple dozen meters above ground level like only the Yauya could. Running along major trunks, or leaping from branch to branch as the dense forest terrain dictated. Animals that had gone to ground with the Koralynis arriving scattered before them all as they raced towards Jerry, a loud echoing roar informing them that the Koralynis is still alive and fighting.




They arrive at the edge of what was now a clearing, all the small trees in the area had been felled by the furious fight, which appeared to mostly consist of the creature doing it's absolute best to hit the smaller and far more nimble Jerry, who seemed to be just about everywhere at once, hitting the creature with every weapon available to him. It was even trying to bite him, rare in Koralynis predation tactics. They preferred to use their size and claws to end the lives of their prey. It was making such a mess that it was covering it's scales in mud, revealing more and more of the massive monstrous lizard.




Jerry dances around the clearing, and it quickly becomes clear to Jaruna that Jerry is leading the creature somewhere.




Vilka is at Jaruna's elbow, concern etched on her face. "My lady do we..."




"Nah. Wait for a minute. He's not hurt... and he's up to something. Girls, get a missile shot lined up just in case, but let's see what Hubby's up to."




Just then Jerry changes direction suddenly in the air, going to ground near a pile of fallen tree trunks and dashing into a gap. The trees could have fallen that way naturally, but Jaruna's brow wrinkled, this had to be part of the trap... but how?




The beast answers her question for her by shoving its head into the log pile. A familiar pull of axiom has a couple of the heavy logs falling square onto the creature's neck.




Vilka cheers, clearly excited at her lord's clever action. "He can escape easily now!"




"No, he's not going to escape. Look at that thing. He's shot it a few times with different caliber rounds, dug into its hide with his Kukri. He fought this thing tooth and nail. Jerry won't let it go... but whatever he does, he better do it damn fast, those logs ain't that heav-"




Jerry suddenly appears next to the creature's head with the afterimage fist. A blink and you'll miss it technique that was far simpler than crazy bullshit like teleportation. Jaruna figures she knows what's going on now... but looking closer finds her husband doesn't have a weapon in his hand. No honor knife, it's on his belt with his sword. The shotgun is slung on his back, the pistol's locked back on an empty mag in his thigh holster.




"He's out of resources. He’s not going for his sword though that’d do the trick with some effort.. He didn't bring any grenades or anything so what..."




Jerry takes a deep, slow breath, clearly concentrating and a ghastly blue light begins to fill the glade. Sapphire blue warfire bursts forth and square into the creature's ear canal, guided and encouraged to push deep into the creature's skull by Jerry's pyromancy. Instantly the smell of cooked meat wafts from the center of the clearing. The creature's eyes pop outwards with the intense heat of the flames scouring out the depths of its skull, devouring the brain and some of the meat and scorching the bone as some of the skin burns away.




An almost artful application of warfire to leave so much of the skeleton intact... or perhaps the creatures had exceptionally sturdy skeletons, but Jaruna doubted it. Her man was just that damn good, and he'd been practicing playing with fire for months now.




The creature goes completely limp, and the blue flame dies away, leaving Jerry standing alone with the slain beast as the family and the paladins slowly start moving forward. Picking their way over fallen tree limbs or trunks and brutally crushed vegetation. 




Jerry for his part rips a hunk of the animal off from where he'd just roasted the creature and takes big bite out of it before pulling out the camping spice shaker that most humans seem to carry and adding a little of some of the seasonings he preferred before pulling a bottle of hot sauce and adding a few drops of that... all while the creature slightly deflated behind him, the last of its energy ebbing away back into the universe.




"Hey girls!"




Jerry looks up and smiles, tearing another piece off and eating it.




"Well I have good news and bad news. As you can see I killed one of these damn things. I killed it using warfire though, slightly less good. Kind of cheating isn’t it?"




Jaruna chuckles before calling back. "Well don't keep us in suspense, what's the good news?"




"These bastards taste like chicken. Really rich, flavorful chicken, but chicken. Like if chicken got crossed with duck somehow. Not sure if that makes any sense, but in short, lots of nice dark meat. Tons of flavor. Gonna have to deep fry some of this sucker and enjoy it down home style."




Just then the daughters race up with their missile launcher, clearly excited.




"Holy shit that was awesome!"




Jerry however takes one look at them and the missile launcher has all his attention.




"Girls, why do you have an antitank missile system?"




"To get to the other side?"




Jerry rolls his eyes at Boudicca.




"Try again."




"It's fine! We're gonna put it back! And we just killed a Koralynis with one of its missiles!"




"Wait, there were more of these things around?"




Jaruna nods. "Yep, three total."




"Damn sounds like you girls have a story to tell me on the way up. Come on, let's get these carcasses butchered folks! It’d be a shame to miss our own party!"
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Jerry




Khan Isuras had met them at the top of the platform, surprised slightly by just how overloaded the crawler was with meat. The Hewer guide, Machuga, led the way off the transport, laughing all the while.




"Three!" She calls out to Isuras.




"Three what?"




"Three of those damn giant invisible things! Hah! Two of'em killed in hand to hand, the three daughters took another one out with some sorta missile launcher I ain't seen before! Shit was an absolute hoot to watch!" 




Machuga stops, and looks back to the disembarking paladins. 




"Hey, I want one of those damn boom sticks of yours! Just tell me how much!"




Jerry unslings the Bull Shark he'd been carrying, it had been from a crate broken out for this mission, his personal weapon was safely tucked away in the armory. He checks the chamber and tosses it to Machuga "Here, take one of the small ones for now, thanks for riding along with us. Get your info to one of the girls, they'll send you the link to my wife Wichen's site. I imagine you'll be wanting to do some customization of your Great White Shark?"




Machuga breaks out in a toothy, shark-like grin.




"Did you say customization?"




"Yep. We can do just about anything from paint jobs to engraving to custom variants of the bayonet or whatever. For a price of course."




"...Hell the fuck yes. I gotta tell the girls about this! You gals already got my info, I'll go round up some of the girls to make you folks some credits and give us some new toys!"




Isuras chuckles as Machuga runs off.




"Ah the enthusiasm of the young."




"Isn't she about two centuries old?" Ramos inquires, more polite and cordial now that she'd relaxed with a little violence to vent her hate and discontent on the universe.




"Yep, barely out of her diapers if you ask an old hand like me, but when you hit four digits as a merc... well. You've seen a lot of shit you know? Admittedly, you can still be surprised. Three fucking Koralynis! Koralyni? Hmm." The Hewer matriarch's brow rumples for a minute. "Ah fuck it, you know what I mean. Three of the bastards! I was expecting one at best!"




Jerry chuckles. "The girls even took one down themselves."




"Yeah Machuga said. Who took'em on in hand to hand?"




Jerry and Eymali raise their hands.




"Jaruna covered me, hardly a kill worth bragging about."




"I just dodged the thing till an opportunity presented itself to trap it. Nothing special either."




Jerry shrugs, clearly happy to deflect attention back to his daughters, but Joan wasn't having it, leaning in, excitedly.




"Yeah then you cooked its brain with those blue flames!"




Isuras chuckles slapping her breast plate. "Yep, they're your daughters alright, whoever whelped'em. They're yours now. So you girls took the damn thing down with a missile launcher huh? Nice. Good team work, good foresight, good thinking. Though why did you think to bring whatever that is?"




Joan steps forward as leader of the little group. "Well it wasn't for the Koralynis specifically."




Boudicca nods. "We uh. Well there was a lot of trouble last time Father made planetfall. Mother Jaruna said “be ready for anything..."




"Anti armor weapons in addition to your usual compliment means you're quite literally ready for anything. Plus this one's super versatile and can hit airborne targets! It should be able to bust anything from a star fighter down to power armor or a mech suit. But that'd be overkill. The best kind of kill!" 




Khutulun was a brawler at heart, but few things got her as excited as high explosives.




"The model we selected breaks down, so we concealed it and two reloads apiece between us." 




Joan finishes.




Jerry raises a finger, clearly about to chastise them slightly... but let it drop. "Well you girls were following instructions, and it turned out to be pretty helpful, so I'll just say good job today girls."




"More than just a good job." Khan Isuras notes. "I see three Koralynis here, that's more than enough for three suits of power armor I've got kicking spare. No 'Hewer customization, but I bet you Undaunted types have all sorts of your own customization and modifications you prefer."




Jaruna snorts with satisfaction. "Damn right. Not that you girls get to use'em just yet. You will be maintaining and cleaning them daily however. Work out your base load out, modifications like arm mounts... another month or two and your father may even let you start training in them, even if they won't be yours yet."




Isuras raises an eyebrow. "High standards in your clan eh Jaruna?"




"These girls deserve the best, so I'm going to make them the best. It's the best way to honor the name they've been given and the family they've been brought into. Isn't that right, girls?"




A shouted chorus of war cries reply to Jaruna's challenge, drawing a broad grin from the shark-like alien.




"Heh. That's just what I wanted to hear. Alright, let's get these weapons cleaned and stowed. We got a couple hours before the actual party goers arrive." Jaruna notes.




Jerry checks his communicator. "Actually, my first wave for this party should be arriving now if you'll clear them in Khan Isuras?"




"First wave?" The Khan asks, curiosity spreading across her face. She wasn't expecting a threat, but she did want to know what Jerry was up to.




"Well if we're going to share a table, I think it's only right we share some of our cuisine and meat with you. In exchange for some of the meat we harvested here of course. Feed a few meals to the crew, analyze the rest for possible commercialization. You know the drill."




"Hmm. Human cuisine huh? I hear you monkeys know how to eat properly."




Jaruna smirks. "You have no idea Auntie. Some of it hurts so damn good... but a lot of it? Yeah it's the good stuff to be sure."




Just then Isuras' comm chimes, and the matriarch triggers it.




"What? Shuttle? Yeah clear it into one of the cargo pads, the fold aways by the shield hall, they're expected. You don't need to call for Undaunted shuttles anymore. They're friends and welcome in this camp till I say otherwise. Yeah. I know that's rare. Do it or I'm not sending chow up to you and you can wait for scraps after your watch."




The shuttle drops down out of the sky with some careful handling, landing smoothly after a concealed landing pad rises out of the fortifications and locks into place with a reassuring metallic clunk.




"So what do your people need, Bridger?"




"A big balcony, preferably close to wherever we're cramming everyone in to eat that you don't mind a fire pit on, and access to the kitchens. Some stuff just needs to be warmed up. Other stuff we'll start cooking now. Plus I have some last minute changes to the menu I want to add. This damn lizard thing that tried to eat me is delicious, and I think breaded and deep fried in buttermilk will be very, very popular with Cannidor."




"Shit you had me at deep fried." Isuras chuckled. "Guess it's double PT every time there's humans around helping with the cooking. Can't let my girls get fat with anything that ain't a baby bump. Cannidor have a reputation to uphold at being sculpted, giant, war goddesses, and I'll be damned if I let one of my Crimsonhewers let the whole damn species down! Let's get crackin then! Sounds like we're gonna have us a hell of a meal when all the folks get here!"




It proves to be a busy couple of hours, the platoon's worth of civilian and military cooks, both professional and enthusiastic amateur, Jerry had brought down from orbit move like they're invading the Hewer facility, not making them a sumptuous feast.




Hover cargo platforms help, getting the special sealed smokers in place where they can be returned to normal operation to finish off the briskets and other goodies they've been taking slow and low for agonizing hours at the masterful hands of the man known as "Tex".




Captain Tex if you were being formal, but the big Texan Marine generally joked that he only went by his first name with his wives, and even they called him Tex in public. A long term pitmaster, Tex was working on a massive scale, producing an unholy amount of meat in record time.




An open pit is quickly set up. The Hewers actually had provisions for doing just that sort of cooking on the massive balcony outside of the shield hall. It was a stark contrast from the harsh brutalism of the sword hall Jerry and his team had entered through earlier in the day. 




Where the sword hall was for receiving guests, the shield hall was for entertaining and for companionship with one's fellows. It was also where the Hewers honored their dead, in the oldest examples, using paintings, some crude, some beautiful, on actual shields. You could see the change in the cultures across the centuries of memorial plaques, battle flags and other things that Isuras had picked up in her thousand years of service, or had been donated by Crimsonhewer sisterhoods passing through, to ensure that this shield hall was truly a place that represented the entire organization.




Jerry had an Undaunted battle flag to add to their number, freshly embroidered with the Tear and its infantry battalion's symbols, and their combat actions and accomplishments. Along with a small white star for each wound or valor medal awarded to fill up some space. The bright blue and silver would stand out brilliantly in the sea of Crimsonhewer reds. Nothing quite like making a strong reminder that everyone's friends in a place like this.




The hall itself was filled with long tables on benches, not unlike similar places on Earth. High ceilings gave it an almost church-like feel to Bridger, though the mix of trophies of uncountable combat actions and hunting trips made sure no one mistook this place for a religious site of anything but warriors.




The side of the room opposite the large balconies is set in a few tiers of platforms with tables. Jerry and his attending family would be at the second from the top as the leaders of the guests, beneath the Khan's high table. Then two layers of the most senior warriors present. The last and lowest tier would be the Khan and Jerry's respective honor guards. From there crimson carpets ran through the spaces between the tables like rivers of blood.




It was a rich, sumptuous room. It was a side of the Crimsonhewers that few outsiders would ever see, places where the millennia old leaders of the clans savored the company of their fellows and reminisced about days long gone.




"Skipper!"




One of the men overseeing the pit BBQ is clearly having trouble, and Jerry rises from where he was drinking with the other successful hunters. The Hewer culture was damned serious about only eating if you worked, and if you brought the meat in, you didn't have to cook it. Your part in the meal was accomplished so they'd been relaxing and trading stories with Machuga as she worked out how exactly she wanted to customize her new shotgun.




"What's up, Jonesy?"




"Sir, we can't get this fire pit to start. Something with the wood. Do you or one of the paladins have a plasma pistol handy maybe?"




Jerry grins. "I can do you one better than that sailor. I wanted to test something anyway. Everyone stand back!"




There's a scramble as the various cooks and volunteers leap back from the pit. Once everyone's clear Jerry points two fingers down the length of the pit as he focuses on flames... the heat, the intensity, the bond of man with fire as Prometheus came down the mountain. The raging fire within. Fire the destroyer. Fire the life giver. Fire the remaker. Fire the warbringer. Unrelenting in its power and might.




The flame is there, waiting for him, as it had been since he cultivated it, and he begins to summon it from the depth of his lungs, concentrating air around the shape and spirit of fire, instead of using the internal furnace of an Apuk. Not a random burst or a flamethrower like vomiting this time but controlled. Constrained. Tight. 




Jerry snaps his fingers, straightening out his index and middle finger again as he blows flame and sending a burst of blue warfire the length of the pit, the powerful, hungry lance of flames eagerly igniting the dried wood and kindling provided for them, that apparently had had just a bit too much moisture to reignite with normal means.




A little water was nothing to hold back the merciless heat of flames that can melt light starship armor, there's merely a burst of flash vaporized steam that goes up as the excess moisture is burned off, followed by the roar of flames. Leaving the pit burning merrily as Tex takes over, getting his crew to stoke the fire a bit and start feeding in support wood to keep things going.




The Captain theatrically mimes blowing smoke off his fingertips and heads back to the table with the rest of the hunters to a smattering of applause.




"Seems like I can call blue warfire whenever I want now. I finally figured out the trick."




Machuga nods slowly. "That's that Apuk stuff right? How'd you work that out?"




"Apuk wife taught me. Not everyone can do it, not everyone can get past red flames either. It's potent stuff."




"Shit seems like it. Useful too. Light a BBQ pit or kill a damn giant monster!" 




Machuga laughs, slapping her knee before going back to her data pad, messing with Wichen's ordering interface.




A few of the other Crimsonhewers start to trickle into the hall, it's getting close to their usual meal time, and they can damn well smell the delicious scents coming off the balcony and out of the kitchens. Some of Machuga's shield sisters by the markings on their clothes join them at the table.




"Seems there’s some new faces around." One rumbles, looking around.




"New friends per the Khan. They brought us a shit load of food. Buncha stuff they just hunted including three of those damn invisible lizard things! No power armor either! Wouldn't have believed it if I didn't see it." Machuga says.




Boudicca holds her communicator up. "I got footage of Father killing his!"




One of the newly arrived Cannidor raises an eyebrow. "What? Him? He's tiny and those things are huge."




"Heh, talk to the Khan and you might learn a bit about humans before you learn the hard way tonight." Jaruna chuckles. "Till then, watch that footage, my husband dropped that thing all on his own with no issues. Didn't even need his power armor."




"Huh." Another Crimsonhewer. "You the boss then?"




Jaruna hikes a thumb at Jerry. "Nope. He's the boss. You probably saw the video of our first date. Plaza shootout on Centris?"




The second Crimsonhewer peers close at Jerry. "Holy shit it is him! Hey! Hey go get some more of the girls and tell'em to bring something to get signed, the Bridgers are here damn it! I wanna know what in the nine hells you dropped that fucking Brute Arachne with. I've been campaigning for a damn century and I've never seen it literally rain blood before!"




The wait for dinner is well spent in good company, the group only breaking and heading for their seats as the first group of Undaunted arriving for shore leave arrive along with the rest of the usual suspects from the Paladins and Jerry’s family. “




“Not a bad way to kill a few hours.”




Jerry muses to Syl, offering her his arm and heading towards the seat reserved for his family near the Khan's high table. 




“You had fun playing with the Cannidor then, darling?”




“It's hard to not have a good time when you're just being asked questions about a favorite story by enthusiastic fans. Even if they're enthusiastic fans that probably count as walking nightmares for the galaxy.” 
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The feast was in full swing, every table full to bursting with various types of food. Meat beyond measure, sides of all kinds, drinks being moved around by servers with cat-like reflexes to dodge random large gestures from their Cannidor mistresses as they caroused.




If you could discern anything through the dull roar of a hall full of hundreds of people, you could hear a lot of learning occurring. Any Cannidor who tried mashed potatoes would immediately grab the entire bowl and take it to her shield sisters and demand they try it. Like it was a favorite new booze and they needed to share it. Similar things were occurring with humans trying out Cannidor dishes, usually something meat based, the sides weren't as popular.




Either way it happened again and again, someone tries something new at a table then rushes off with a loaded down plate to share it with his or her squad mates.




Meanwhile everyone who wasn't a human or Cannidor seemed to be eating almost entirely one handed, even though the humans had made sure that the bulk of the food they'd brought or made was galactic safe, no one was taking chances, scanning seemingly everything to the teasing of their Human and Cannidor peers.




Jerry was working his way through a plate of Cannidor cuisine picked out for him by Jaruna. The mix was a good one. Cannidor loved what humans called BBQ, though they used different profiles of flavor. Vinegar wasn't used at all, and some of the flavors were quite... Chinese? In a sense. The mix of sweetness and heat was very popular for the Cannidor. One sauce was honey based and still looked the part, glossy and clear, a light amber, it had little peppers and other things contained within it. It was of course a more complex sauce than that, but Cannidor cuisine was all about appreciable results. Food should look appetizing and communicate what it's got going on to the eater, then deliver on its communication in a forthright and expeditious manner.




So if you take a skewer of flame broiled meat cubes basted in a clear sauce with some pieces of a Cannidor hot pepper, a tamer red Jalapeno, you were going to get a thick caramelized sauce over tender, juicy meat with just enough kick to really keep things interesting. Teriyaki came to mind, but again with a honey base for the sweetness, and some spice. It was a fascinating experience.




It wasn't hard to figure out why the sides weren't as popular though. It wasn't that they were bad. Just bland to human palettes compared to the more robust meat dishes that were an oasis of flavor in a painfully bland galaxy.




A cheer goes up from one of the Cannidor tables as a large order of deep fried Koralynis is brought out from the kitchens by a young Marine that Jerry remembers from an inspection. The young man in question, was, to Jerry's knowledge, unmarried, but clearly doing his best to change that, flirtily hand feeding the senior of the unmarried 'Hewers at the table before heading back to the kitchens to bring out a bucket of white gravy.




Southern cuisine was indeed a hit with the Cannidor, as was the Marine's flirtation, finding himself pulled into the lap of the Hewer he'd fed and given a hard kiss on the mouth to another approving cheer from that half of the room and some cat calls from nearby Crimsonhewer husbands in various languages.




Isuras chuckles, leaning down the table towards where Jerry was seated with Jaruna and Syl. "Good to see the kids are getting along properly."




"I don't think I ever had any doubt about that."




"Seems you were right Bridger. Oh. Well maybe I shouldn't speak too soon, might have a fight on our hands."




Isuras points to a human, another Marine, squaring off with a decent sized Cannidor.




Her clothing didn't have the markings that the married Crimsonhewers preferred, nor was she wearing any kind of wedding band or oath bracelet. It wasn't entirely clear what had spawned the confrontation, but from what Jerry remembered the sergeant in question was rumored to have a thing for Amazonian redheads, and the woman he was apparently arguing with fit the bill in spades, along with having a bust that could likely cause a partial solar eclipse.




Considering the state of the galaxy it really took something special to mark a woman out as particularly busty, but Jerry could certainly see what had drawn the Sergeant's eye initially. The duo continue to argue animatedly as Jerry tries and fails to read their lips before smacking himself in the forehead. A slow breath and a little axiom manipulation later and Jerry can hear the arguing duo clear as if he was next to them.




"I told ya once, I'll tell ya again ya damn crazy monkey. I don't care if you're a warrior among your people, I ain't shackin up with the first man to come along who tells me I'm pretty. You're still tiny and cute and I need someone to help me breed a new generation of little warladies!"




The sergeant arches an eyebrow. "Huh, maybe you aren't the right gal for me. I need strong warrior sons and I didn't realize Crimsonhewer was a synonym for coward."




"The hell'd you say?"




"Fight me. I bet you I can end the fight with a single strike. If I win, you marry me. If you win... I dunno. I'll forfeit whatever coins I got on my person."




"Nah better idea, you pay for the combat shotgun I'm ordering."




"Deal."




The duo square off more properly now, and Jerry notices the space between the various tables seemed set up specifically to allow this sort of thing, and to provide generally good opportunities to watch for the bystanders from their benches. Jeers and catcalls from both 'sides' fill the room nearest the dueling would be couple as the Hewer rushes in with a strike.




The human ducks under and tries to slip under and up her guard, but finds himself blocked by the woman's massive mammaries. Instead he goes between her legs, narrowly dodging her thrashing tail before jumping up on her back. He quickly moves up near the Hewer's head.




"You're a nimble little shit, I'll give you that, strong too considering I can't get you the frag off! You ain't ending this damn fight with a single hit though!"




"Oh yeah? Just watch me gorgeous."




The Marine hauls himself up higher as the Cannidor starts looking for a good option to take this fight to the ground. It's too late however, the Marine springs his trap, grabbing a fist full of her hair to pull her head back where he wants it... and kissing her hard on the mouth. The Cannidor warrior woman just stands there for a moment, lightly touching her lips as the Marine grins at her from over her shoulder.




"Oh you've done it now laddy buck."




"See? Told you I could end this fight in one hit."




"Naw you just changed the rules. This fight ain't over till I'm pregnant. If you've got the balls to pull that shit off, you got the type of spunk I need to get strong daughters."




"Looking forward to raising'em with you gorgeous."




"Shaddap. Sappy fucker. Gonna make me go soft."




"Just wait till I get you in bed and I show you just how soft you can get."




"Promises promises..." The Cannidor rumbles.




She flips the Marine around carrying him off over her shoulder like a war prize as he visibly celebrates what he sees as a victory to his fellows, all the way out of the hall, to another chorus of cheers and cat calls.




Jerry turns back to Isuras, chuckling.




"See? No fight, just a young lady having a learning experience."




"Hah. Seems so... and apparently an inspiring lesson. Look."




The original group they'd been watching are also heading out of the hall, the young Marine riding on his presumed first wife to be's massive shoulder, leaning down and whispering things in her ear that makes her tail thrash, smacking her sister's legs as the three women carry their prize out of the hall.




"Never boring with you Humies around, I can see that now. You're gonna end up with a lot of Cannidor in your ranks over the years if your species is half as crazy on average as you are Bridger."




"I imagine there will be some sort of fight between the various Apex species over who gets to reign supreme as the best possible spouse for a human warrior. A tournament perhaps. I suppose the final competitors would probably be Cannidor and Apuk."




"Yeah, I heard those prissy bitches are rather fond of you lot. Which is interesting, you're a bit more rough and ready on average from what I've seen than they generally like their menfolk. Plus you're omnivores, so not entirely diet incompatible, but partially. Hard for them to eat your cuisine too, they're such delicate little things."




Jerry snorts with laughter before taking a long drink of the mead like honey liqueur the Cannidor served at gatherings like this. It was considered particularly strong by galactic standards, so it qualified as decent for a light drink by human standards.




"Meaning Cannidor are the superior option?"




"I wasn't going to say it, but since you brought it up..." Isuras laughs, slapping her thigh before tossing back another hunk of Cannidor style grilled meat.




"Mhmm. Good stuff. Alyenrie should be here soon, believe you've made her acquaintance. Not that we don't have enough food, but she'll be taking over control of the kitchens as well as bringing a bunch of fresh skewers and other goodness. No one's walkin out of here unfed. We'll pack up the rest of the cooked stuff and distribute it at random in some of the lower boughs of the city. Everyone's got enough chow, but few people say no to getting premium stuff like this on the house. Want to keep our profile nice and positive on this planet."




"Kinda figured most Crimsonhewers wouldn't care about that sort of thing."




"They don't. Hell I don't." Isuras gulps down another skewer's worth of meat. "Most planets we get by on fear. On a civilized core world like this it's better to mix fear with love. Especially with my deal with the local government. Fear's a knife to the throat of local toughs and a sweet on the pillow for the local government. Love of the general population near our base is a knife to the throat of the government. They don't want us to go. We do charity work and employ lots of locals we treat well. So they make sure their government treats us well so we don't go."




"Better to be both loved and feared, as a human philosopher said."




"Sounds like he knew his shit. Which did he say was more important?"




Jerry considers for a moment, remembering the text. "Fear is more reliable in situations where you cannot engender both in your people. Good will can break down in times of disorder and so on. All the better to cultivate both. My crew loves me, and I love them... but like a stern father I also have to be the avatar of authority, able to visit wrath upon them for their transgressions. So love and fear in equal measure. You give freely... but you're also Cannidor, a living avatar of violence."




"Exactly. We end up doing fear a lot more because frankly younger leadership ain't figured this shit out yet, save cultivating a few informants in the local population to give us a heads up if a hornet's nest is stirring up. Plus we operate in parts of the galaxy where violence is pretty much the only coin available."




"Nature of the beast for people in our profession." Jerry notes.




Isuras hoists a tankard in response, offering a toast which Jerry responds to.




"I'll drink to that human. I hope we stay allies for the long run, you lot are alright."




"And I'll drink to that!"
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Alyenrie and her crew arrive in grand style, a few Hewers helping haul in mass loads of skewers and a table of bread and fixings so Alyenrie's staff can make the Awauynis style sandwiches to order. This second wave of food was followed by a couple heavily laden tables full of desserts. Jerry had long learned not to underestimate the Cannidor sweet tooth, it wasn't too dissimilar from the average human's sweet tooth, not at all. Plus they could actually enjoy similar desserts.

Jerry makes a mental note to introduce Cannidor in general, but Alyenrie and her crew in particular, to chocolate as a concept. He suspected it would make the Yauya chef a nice chunk of change on top of her lucrative catering contract with the Crimsonhewers. Cinnamon too.




Though the thought that he should start trading in spices across the stars is the type of funny thought that Jerry's clearly had too much to drink to keep a straight face from, drawing a questioning look from Syl.




"Business opportunity my love, a very, very old school business opportunity..."




"Gods damn this stuff's amazing!"




Isuras suddenly interrupts with a roar loud enough for the whole damn hall to hear her. Tex had brought the Khan a specially picked out plate of human style grilled meat and BBQ, and to say the Khan was enjoying her meal was a significant understatement as she tears into a very juicy looking porterhouse steak.




"I normally like those Koralynis things a lot but I could eat this beef stuff till I pass out. Have you tried selling this stuff to the Apuk? I think you'd get a planet wide orgasm if you could get every person on Serbow to take a bite at once! So damn rich and flavorful, and you said this is cloned? Fucking black goddamn magic! Cloned meat never tastes this damn good! My compliments to quite literally everyone involved with this. You Bridgers, the cloning techs, that bastard with the big hat, the centuries of humans who carefully domesticated this thing and whatever critter was bred into the basis for this glorious piece of damn meat!"




Jerry can't help but laugh. No one goes over the top like a Cannidor, because they already start so far over the top that there's nowhere to go but up.




Isuras looks over to Jerry. "I don't know how much of this stuff you can produce before you break orbit, or how much you got in stock that ain't earmarked for orders already but I'll buy every damn ounce of this glorious meat."




Syl chuckles into her hand daintily. "Mofufufu. My dear Khan, you haven't even tried the premium product yet."




The Crimsonhewer matriarch's eyes widen. "There's better?"




"In a sense, hard to top a top quality porterhouse depending on what you like in steak."




Syl elbows Jerry so she can continue her sales pitch. "A5 Wagyu is our most popular product, it's only as close as we can get it sadly, and requires some special weaving of the cloned material, the real deal is produced in a place called Kobe with specially bred cows raised in a special way. We've come as close as we can until we set up ranching operations somewhere. We're currently scheduled to deliver a herd to Bruel, in partnership with the Undaunted colony there to invest in our supranational partner as they have invested in us, but that's not Wagyu."




"Damn, wish I had some nice grass fields around here, but this ain't a good spot for raising grass eaters the natural way. If you get the all natural stuff made I want an entire cow, and I'll pay a premium to get the first one you can sell. I figure Admiral Cistern's table is getting access to the first that's ready."




"A good bet, the Admiral's butler, Sir Philip, has a prospective order in just for that eventuality." Jerry notes. "We'll get you on the list however. You're a friend to the family and a friend to the Undaunted, and I take care of my friends."




"Guess I should probably order one of those damn shotguns the girls are going gaga over."




"We've got them ammunition manufacturing tools too. Commander Jim Givens is the human representative on Awauynis and he'll be swinging by to introduce himself and give your girls classes on the weapons, best practices and use, ammo selection, special ammo, that sort of thing. The 40mm shell we've developed is extremely capable. Jim will also make sure your girls have the tools to get creative themselves... hopefully without hurting themselves if they get too excited with the creativity."




"Don't worry about it Bridger, my girls know how to tinker with plasma and shit without blowing themselves up. Kinetics aren't that different in that sense. I also want to order some of the cannons... I hear from the girls that you've got some with power armor integration. Sounds... tasty." Isuras likes her lips somewhat theatrically before barking with laughter.




"Easy, we'll break a few units out of stores along with the set up to manufacture the 25mm round we use for autocannons and rotary cannons. Jim isn't power armor rated, but he's forgotten more about guns than most people will ever know, so he'll gladly assist you making sure any 'Hewer who wants to play with kinetics can."




"Expanding human influence in our organization besides stealing our daughters with every move. You're a truly conniving bastard Bridger. You know just how to make friends with people don't you?"




"As I've told Jaruna, the Cannidor are people after my own heart. I wish people would give me truck loads of meat and guns just for the hell of it."




"Well I think I can do a little somethin for ya. My hubby's got a spare 'Hewer ax that looks like it'd be a decent size for ya. Mark you out as fit to command Crimsonhewers and as a friend to us. At least parts of us. Some bands are... wilder than others."




"Noted, I'd be honored to carry the war ax."




Isuras nods, pleased. "It's one of our special blades. Probably one of the smaller ones made, my Hubs isn't the biggest guy in the world. Fights like hell though. Hence why he got surprise married by a literal couple tons of horny Cannidor. Well worth rescuing him from those shit heels. Anyway, The 'Hewers’s special weapon is basically a rasp from hell, they brutalize just about everything on a molecular level. Compare that to actually slicing through stuff, the molecular abrasion is... nasty. very nasty. Meaner than the rip blades most of the girls use that tear up organic matter like it’s made of teeth. Speaking of, that sword on your hip, rift field generator?"




"Yep, over a monomolecular blade. The upgrade’s quite popular with my troops if they carry a melee weapon and can afford it. They’ve nicknamed any weapon with the rift field a ‘power weapon’ after some game from my home world. Not quite as popular as plasma swords, but close.”




“Rift field over a monomolecular blade? Hell that’s mildly overkill. Not that I’m judging, I like some high end fighting steel too.”




Isuras chuckles darkly, clearly remembering putting some of that steel to use.




"That thing's a scalpel compared to one of our brutalizers, you just hack into whatever's pissed you off and the composition of the head will dig into the material and pulverize it. I'd use it for digging through heavy armor or breaching bulkheads before I'd risk something more precise like that beauty hanging off your hip. Where'd you get that thing anyway?"




“My wife Wichen who's making or overseeing production of the small arms you and your girls are buying is very serious about giving me the best, and loves any excuse to go over the top without thinking about minor details like 'a budget'. Takes good care of my Paladins as well. They don't all have a rift field on their blades, those rare elements ain't cheap so they actually have to pay for that upgrade, but every sword they've sworn on is ready to cut through anything and everything."




Jerry allows himself a feral grin. "I think your girls will fit right in honestly. Most modern forces want to stay at range. We're perfectly happy getting in someone's face and have all sorts of fun tools to ruin their whole weeks with."




"Hah! Damn skippy. I'll get you your new toy before you leave then. Bear it well Bridger, and take good care of however many girls your boys lift off me, if one of them gives you any shit, put a boot upside their head or head butt'em hard and they'll get the message on who's boss."




Isuras allows herself a proper laugh, clearly amused by the mental picture of Jerry head butting a Cannidor.




"Then you just do what I was tellin ya earlier about employing power armored troops. I watched the footage Jaruna sent me from that mining colony. Not bad. Good use of your people and toys, especially with lighter armor, but you really need to be more aggressive. Some of that was only having twenty at your back. Plus Jaruna and your irregulars like that Takra of yours."




Isuras pulls out her communicator, a noticeably simple, older model with a small holoprojector grafted on. It quickly starts displaying a power armor assault played out like Jerry's troops had moved at Alaqin, and then how Isuras would have done it. The movement was intense.




"To take full advantage of power armor over silly shit like mech suits... with the light stuff I'd say double your numbers. Your girls are from a combined arms merc unit I'd guess right?"




Jerry nods. "Yep, mech suits and crunchies."




"That's what I thought. Power armor works fine in a combined arms role, but merc units that aren't Cannidor struggle to get the mass you need to really bring the pain that only power armor can dish out. Still your girls fight like a mix of Cannidor and human, good focus on heavy weapons, taking advantage of the power plant. Was that Jaruna?"




"Jaruna and my other wife Ghorza, she's the former leader of the merc unit. Rolled with a Cannidor merc company for a while, and she learned power armor warfare from them, as well as how to maintain her own kit. Then taught her girls accordingly when she went independent."




"Yeah that all makes sense. The short numbers too. Well I just bet we'll be fixing that. You'll probably have at least a fire team of Cannidor to be the heavy end of the hammer for you now. Plus Jaruna and those cute little daughters of yours. Call it a squad. With that as a core you'll be able to use power armor mobility to its fullest potential. A Cannidor can't bounce around like lighter armored girls can, even in power armor, ain't no jump pack gonna work with all this woman!"




The Khan barks with laughter again as she slaps her breast plate before taking a big swig of her drink.




"You use those light girls of yours to move around often, aggressive and violent while Jaruna takes your Cannidor straight into the hornet's nest. With our heavier armor we can take a pounding, and with our ability to haul more heavy weapons we give even better than we get by a very painful order of magnitude. You've taken a charge from mind raped Cannidor who couldn't string two words together and managed to fight it. Mere girls with next to no combat experience. How was that?"




Jerry raises an eyebrow. "Let’s just say I'm glad I'm going to be the one pointing a proper charge of Cannidor shock troops at whatever I want sent to the void instead of being on the wrong end going forward. And if I do get charged again I'll have my own Cannidor troops to meet'em... and I'll make sure they understand just what a poor life choice facing down Undaunted with Crimsonhewer support is."




"Hah! The fuckin' tits on you Bridger. Shame you're happily married and in tight with a hell of a warband already. You'd make a decent 'Hewer. I'm sure we coulda found some pretty young would be warlady who needs a proper stud to burn planets with. Doubt we coulda done better for ya than Foxy and Jaruna though. You play the beauty queen Syl, but I bet you run that damn ship your hubby’s theoretically the boss of! Speakin of tits though..."




Isuras traces the shape of a busty woman in the air with her hands.




"Remember Zraloc? She was that ultra stacked redhead who was squared off with your Marine earlier and went to go break his pelvis. She's young, but that bod ain't just for looking pretty. She lashes a pair of heavy laser repeaters to her tail and can use'em like a fuckin turret while pulverizing what ever's left with her plasma cannons. Four's impressive even for a 'Hewer! Her favorite trick's to get in close and go to all fours, the plasma cannons go full flamethrower and she just floods the area with starfire and coherent light till the screaming stops. I'm damn pissed I'm losing her, but she'll be a good boss 'Hewer for your ship assuming your boys don't seduce someone more senior. Bout time she split off with her own band anyway."




Syl does her absolute best to look prim in the face of all the warrior talk. She knew this was the way of warriors. She had married a warrior after all, and had warrior sister wives at least as gruff as Isuras, though Isuras herself was impressive, even by the standards of the Cannidor she lived with! That she wished Isuras was a bit more polite with her compliments was written all over her face, but she’d dealt with worse and could handle a little Cannidor style hospitality, especially after Isuras complimented her management skills.




Still, anyone with eyes could tell that Syl clearly preferred her husband's more refined face... but the little glances she was giving him communicated to those same observers that she didn't mind the more gruff side of her warrior husband quite as much as a classy beauty like Syl might say she does if asked. 




Sensing a lull in conversation Syl takes advantage of the opportunity to steer things around to slightly less… aggressive subjects than power armor combat tactics and the sheer number of Cannidor that this meal would result in joining the ship’s company. 




"Khan Isuras, speaking of spouses, that does bring up a question I had."




"Shoot."




"Where is your husband? I had been hoping to greet him. I know your personal dependents and what’s left of your band is more or less… retired here perhaps?.”




A nod from Isuras confirms ‘retired’ works for lack of a better term and Syl presses on.




“Jerry explained that there are more than a few 'Hewer husbands here with a few of their wives and their younger children for security while their band goes deep into harm's way, and it’s not hard to see them dotted throughout the side of the hall mostly occupied by Crimsonhewers. This would probably be the most men I’ve seen in one place outside of the Undaunted. Yet the seat next to you remains empty. Is everything okay?"




"Ah."




Isuras blushes just a bit. Just enough to make everyone who saw it go just a bit wide-eyed at the delicate reaction from the millennia old warrior.




"Hubby volunteered to take over child care in the nursery so the gal who was taking care of the kids could get a shot at a husband of her own. She was the head of that trio we saw earlier actually, so mission accomplished I suppose. It's so damn sexy when he's just plain considerate like that! He's been messaging me the whole time. Even suggested I give you his old war ax Bridger. He also wants to send his compliments to that bastard in the hat... Tex? Tex. Whatever the hell a Tex is. On the food. He's part Cannidor so he's pretty robust in the food he can eat..."




Isuras is interrupted as Eymali drops out of her cloak, leaning on the back of Jerry's chair.




"Oh. Eymali. You taught me that trick but you're still a bitch and a half to find. Where the heck were you hanging around?"




"I was perching up on that little balcony behind us with some light finger food. Large gatherings like this can frequently become a bit... much for me. That said, I hate to interrupt good people, but darling husband, we have an interesting guest approaching."




"Do we now?"




It's not hard to find who exactly Eymali means. Neysihen is quietly making her way across the hall. She's not cloaked, coming boldly by Yauya standards, even if she actively has to duck and dodge a few wide gestures and other movements of people who haven't noticed she's there. She is however making a beeline straight for the Bridgers. A few more moments and she's in front of them, and offering a huntress's salute to Jerry and Eymali, before bowing politely to Isuras and Syl.




"Huntmaster Bridger, I need to thank you formally for saving my life."




Jerry chuckles. "I don't actually have the certificate yet and you're not in my crew so Jerry's fine. Mr. Bridger if you want to be formal. As for saving you, you saved me from the leader of those clowns and you didn't call your lodge down on me. We're square, kid."




"I'm relieved to hear it... that leaves me free to incur another debt."




Jerry cocks an eyebrow. "Oh really? Well don't keep us in suspense."




"It's more for... Huntsmistress Eymali."




"I'm here, young one, what would you have of me?"




Neysihen presents her certificate from her lodge, more or less a formal record of her training and report card mixed with an ID. "I would apply to be your apprentice. I would... also like to apply to join the Undaunted."




"Hmm."




Eymali takes the time to review Neysihen's records in detail.




"You know you would need to leave your current lodge?"




"I've made my peace with the Sky Blades and have Huntmistress Loshiay's blessing."




"Then you'll need to travel to the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade, and speak with the Grand Huntmistress before I can fully accept you. Lucky you, we're going to the lodge tomorrow. You shall accompany us. With your background and recent heroics, I'm sure the Grand Huntmistress will approve. As for your Undaunted status..."




Eymali nods to Jerry. "That is more the business of Captain Bridger than Huntmaster Bridger."




"So it is. I believe we talked about you maybe joining the special operations command aboard the Tear. Eymali mostly works with them so it only makes sense you would as well. If you just stay as her apprentice we'll see you fed and housed, and we'll work out a stipend. If you enlist, you'll get more training, more access to training, and you'll get paid a full wage on top of room, board and other basic care and accommodations. You would be called on to do things that most huntresses, even ones skilled in the war arts would not. Fight in ways that are not traditional to your people. Most importantly you would be expected to hunt, fight and kill sapient life forms."




Jerry takes a second, letting that thought sink in for a little bit.




“I can only swear as your possible commander that since coming to this galaxy, I have had an unending tide of wickedness and villainy to turn my people loose on. There's shades of gray in all walks of life, but there's plenty of evil in the galaxy, and while the Paladins are my sword, the Marines of the battalion my hammer, JSOC is my knife in the dark. What you do with them will save lives... but there will be blood on your hands, and you will not fight like a normal soldier. Be it from range with a rifle, or up close with your wrist blades, commandos don't fight our enemies, give them the courtesy due fellow warriors and members of the profession of arms. We hunt them like animals and frequently they die like dogs. Is that acceptable to you?"




Neysihen nods, the serious glint in her eyes speaking volumes to Jerry without any words needed. She'd gotten a recent taste of the galaxy's seedy underbelly. Getting an opportunity to return the favor by shoving a knife in that underbelly was no doubt appealing to a strong willed young woman like Neysihen.




"Yes sir."




"Good. You'll go through a lot of training and evaluations. Mind your instructors as well as any huntmaster or huntmistress and if you take your discharge at the end of your term you'll return home with some skills your fellows can't even imagine. I- Oh."




Sergeant Major Gurung comes into view, passing a drink to one of his opposite numbers in the Crimsonhewers before making a joke in the Cannidor language. Jerry gives a low whistle, a signal Gurung had taught all the troopers he'd trained. Apparently the call of a Nepalese morning bird. Gurung immediately looks up, and walks over to his commander with a sharp salute.




"Sergeant Major, my apologies for taking you away from your recreation, but this is good timing. I'd like you to meet our newest recruit, Miss Neysihen. She'll be apprenticed to Eymali... but she wants to join us formally. I'd like your opinion, is she a good fit for JSOC?"




"Not a problem at all sir, especially if it's a matter of new talent. Let's have a look shall we?"




The smiling Ghurka looks Neysihen up and down slowly, before looking deep into her eyes.




"Yes. She'll do nicely for the JSOC. She's young, but there's iron in her eyes. Iron we shall forge into the finest fighting steel. I hope you're ready young lady."




Neysihen, to her credit, doesn't gulp. She doesn't take a moment to be nervous. Just does her best to imitate a human style salute.




"Always ready Sergeant Major!"




She stumbles over the foreign words slightly, but her enthusiasm draws an approving smile from the Sergeant Major.




"Sergeant Major, can I leave the Private in your capable hands?"




"Private First Class at least given her background sir. I believe her card lists her as a journeyman huntress?"




Jerry doesn’t even skip a beat, even as some of the other people watching the exchange do a double take. Sergeant Major Gurung had seen her certificate where it lay on the table somehow and read it in a blink from a rather extreme angle.




"Correct, and that was my plan, she's ready for Lance Corporal  the second you tell me she's mission qualified. She has good instincts and did fine in the field. Just needs some seasoning and training. Once we get a good feel for her command potential, we can expedite to Corporal and start NCO training... and I think there's a fair bit of potential. She looked down the barrel of a couple plasma pistols with only a little bit of shaking the other day, and had the good sense to get to cover... and the better sense to find an opportunity to strike in the fight."




"Oh yes, you're that girl are you?"




Gurung takes a closer look at her.




"Seems we owe you a debt young lady, keeping the skipper out of trouble's an important skill for a commando."




Jerry, Gurung and Isuras laugh, while Neysihen just looks nervous. Like she wants to laugh but isn't sure if she's allowed.




"I just did what anyone would do."




Jerry shakes his head. "No you didn't, and that's all the more reason to make you a commando. That's the heart of what special operations is in the end. Doing what others wouldn't, and that others can't."




Neysihen considers that for a moment.




"I think I understand sir."




"Not yet, young lady, but you will."




Gurung smiles, beatific in his intent... but everyone in ear shot caught the edge behind those words. The man was an expert trainer, and he was already planning just how to show Neysihen her weaknesses... and build her up till her weaknesses with strengths, and her strengths were beyond comprehension of normal people.




Jerry raises two fingers, drawing attention back to himself.




"Sergeant Major, After the meal winds down, go ahead and take her back up to the Tear tonight after speaking with her mother somewhere quiet. Get the basic paperwork done, including a provisional bounty hunting license, her billet worked out, basic uniform issue and so on. After that, Private, you're on liberty until seventy two hours before the Tear breaks orbit. You'll also be issued mandatory software on your communicator. Some study material you can start reading, and so on. Eymali will contact you about our meeting tomorrow. Questions?"




"No sir!"




"Good. Stay loose kid, you're going to do just fine."




Gurung smiles and guides Neysihen towards the table with the other long in the tooth veterans of both the Undaunted and the Crimsonhewers.




"Come, sit and eat with us, listen to a few stories from your elders and you might just find wisdom that will aid you in the trials to come."




As soon as she's out of ear shot, Isuras chuckles.




"Kid has no idea what she's in for, does she?"




"Probably not. I didn't. Not at her age, but at her stage in life. Like I said though, I think she'll do just fine.”
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"You seem concerned, husband. Not ready for the climb?"




Eymali moves the air car through the boughs of various trees, weaving a tangled web that anyone would be hard pressed to follow. While the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade had a headquarters in the city that looked much the same as any hunting lodge, it's real lodge was tucked away a decent ways from any settlement.




Jerry looks up from his communicator.




"Ah. No. It's a message I just got from Evie in orbit. She apparently got a warning from some of the security back ups she set up for Mama Inara."




"Isn't that Syl's mother? And either birth mother or strong maternal influence to all the Volpir girls?"




"That's her."




Eymali’s pincers make a concerned movement as she tries to remember the details of that situation.




"...Wasn't she being hunted by a vindictive sister-wife who put her in a healing coma multiple times until Evie got her hidden away somewhere?"




"Yep."




Jerry nods, pulling up a photo of a mature Volpir woman in the light and breezy robes of a nun of the Unseen Order, with her veil removed. The resemblance to Syl in particular was striking.




"She's currently serving as the matron of an orphanage. It was just about the only way Evie could set her up with something that she'd accept it seems. For all that's happened to her, first and foremost, she's still a mother."




"Admirable indeed, husband... so what is to be done?"




"Evie says she thinks Indra, the small-time gangster and Firi's estranged mother, has found, or is close to finding Inara and is sniffing around. She's already bought her passage on a cargo ship, the Talasar Spire, that'll pass very close to us on its current schedule. We were actually going to do a cargo exchange with them, so Inara will come over to us then."




"Oh how wonderful, I'm sure Firi could use the help... but still. I'm a bit concerned about how this Indra woman is still hunting Inara. Should she be traveling without security?"




"Firi told me there's literally no end to how petty Indra can be, so I'm worried too, but as far as Evie knows, Inara's identity isn't compromised. So she simply is being sent on a task to another convent and will vanish en route."




"If everything goes well of course... we'll have to prepare for contingencies, husband."




"Evie's on it. She's been handling this for a while, so we'll just trust her for now."




"Uh... should I be listening to this?" Neysihen is sitting in the back seat, clearly feeling awkward.




Eymali chuckles.




"Not to worry, we're about to land. Besides, you're about to be my apprentice. Protecting parts of my family from assassins or two credit thugs might well be part of your training."




Appropriately, the path to the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade isn't exactly an easy one. Tucked away in a shady part of a large tree near Tal'Awauynis, the only sign there's a facility there at all is the concealed landing pads.




This is where the path started for the lucky aspirants who had a sponsor. People who sought the Lodge out without a sponsor had to make their way to the tree itself the hard way. On the plus side, anyone who made that trek was generally accepted. The sheer determination to do it that way was prized by the various huntsmistresses.




There was also a concealed lift somewhere near the landing pads of course. When senior members arrived on business, telling them to go climb a tree, while entirely valid in Yauya culture, wasn't at all practical.




Jerry and Neysihen on the other hand, hadn't been here before, so they needed to make the climb, and as their sponsor Eymali was coming with them.




Jerry kicks off the trunk and lands firmly on a branch before pushing off with a gentle touch of axiom to leap up and stick to the trunk, hauling himself upwards his own way while the Yauya used their natural gifts to scale the tree with slightly more ease and less axiom than Jerry needed to perform the same feat. They were moving with some approximation of stealth, maintaining invisibility the entire time, and trying to do as little damage to the great tree as possible. One of the ideals of a well trained hunter was being able to pass through a glade without bending a single blade of grass.




Whether that was literal or metaphorical and intended to push a high degree of performance wasn't entirely clear like it usually was for most such things... but Jerry blamed axiom for that with a shake of the head, even as his arms burn with exertion as he hoists himself upwards.




They'd been climbing for awhile now, and from the tattered edge of the purple banner Jerry could see, fluttering just a few stories above him over the lip of what appeared to be a ledge, they were close. A quick check beneath and around him shows Neysihen is keeping up nicely and Eymali's bringing up the rear, partially for safety, but also because Jerry and Neysihen had to find their way themselves, she wasn't allowed to help. So all she could do is follow.




It was somewhat pointless at this point of course, Jerry's fingers grab the ledge and with a touch of axiom into his arms throws himself upwards, landing neatly before turning around and offering his arm to help Neysihen and Eymali the rest of the way.




Eymali decloaks with a grin. "Nicely done you two. You made excellent time. To be expected of the lodge's newest huntmaster and an apprentice of mine perhaps, but well done all the same. It can be a hard route to pick out. Subtle in its signage and markings. Some even give up and trust their instincts. That works out occasionally, but generally it's better to find the well worn wear of generations of hunters climbing the route."




"Which one were you?" Neysihen asks, catching her breath.




"I was younger than you and barely had the foggiest clue what I was doing. I had met a Shadowed Blade huntress and was in awe of her stories, but was not immediately scouted as a prospect. So I made my way to the lodge the hard way with barely a novice's training. I made it up the tree to the appropriate spot not even on instinct, but pure luck. It was a very dangerous thing that I did, and since then I've made it a point to be good instead of just lucky. Not that I won't take luck when it's given, but better to have the skill to back it up. Now, let's do a gear check and proceed, yes?"




Simple kit today. Undaunted fatigues for Jerry and Neysihen, hunting leathers for Eymali. Pistols for Jerry and Eymali, then his sword, plasma sword and kukri, while the girls of course were always wearing their traditional Yauya wrist blades.




Neysihen's wrist blades were presently a stock model, but Eymali had arranged with Wichen to modify them while she was going through selection and the commando course with the JSOC. A graduation present for earning her tab and beret.




"Good, everything where it should be. Let us proceed. They'll be waiting for us."




Eymali gestures towards the trunk, where a staircase quietly reveals itself behind a panel of bark. Blue flames lit the path upward, keeping things moody and mystic.




A quick check informs Jerry that Neysihen's eyes are about as big as dinner plates and he has to suppress a smile. The pageantry wasn't lost on him either, but he'd seen more than the young woman had. For Neysihen, this was a big moment. The Lodge of the Shadowed Blade was far more reclusive than most, part of their status as radicals to the hunting traditions of the Yauya.




Their huntresses all served as bounty hunters or warriors, and all had to leave Awauynis and complete great feats of hunting within the wider galaxy. They typically left on two multi year trips. Once as an apprentice with their huntmistress, and then when the successful candidate was ready to test for the rank of huntmistress herself, she would leave alone, and return with what she felt was a sufficient claim to earn her title.




This being the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade, most of the women were either way out of left field or excessive to the point of near disbelief.




Eymali had managed to be in both categories.




The path slowly leads upwards and into the depths of the trees, only to emerge via the preserved jaw bones of some toothy predator into an area deep within the boughs of the tree. A platform was shaped here with the branches growing up and around it, leaving the whole area in a perpetual shadow even in the middle of the day. It was also entirely concealed. Jerry thought he could see tell-tale flickers of axiom shields and camouflage units to ensure this place wasn't found or accessed.




Less immediately impressive was the lodge itself. It was a low two story building, plain in its style save for the natural bark that covered many of its surfaces, leaving Jerry to question whether it had been built or grown as they approached.




When they're about ten yards from the entrance, the door slides open, and an older Yauya woman with her silvered hair in a single braid comes out to greet them.




Eymali immediately offers the salute she'd taught Jerry, and he and Neysihen follow suit. Salutes were not exchanged between fellow huntsmistresses or huntmasters so this could only be one person. The Grand Huntmistress of the Shadowed Blade lodge, Mariale, had come to greet them personally.




"Daughter of my spirit, we welcome your return home. Who then, have you brought with you?"




"Honored matriarch, I bring forth a huntmaster, confirmed by your hand, to visit his new home for the first time. His training is unorthodox, but I have taught him our ways as he has taught me his. We are not so different, the commandos of Earth and the huntresses of Awauynis." Eymali sweeps Neysihen forward. "This is Neysihen. I wish her to be examined, for I desire to take her as my apprentice in the ways of the shadowed blade. She is sharp of mind, good of heart and strong of limb."




"Is she capable of handling the... unique aspects of our order?"




"I believe so. She's proven quite adaptable, and there's no doubting her courage. She has chosen to join the Undaunted, and will be attending their commando course. To learn the skills of my husband and his warrior brotherhood as well as the skills of the huntress."




Mariale nods slowly. "This is commendable, but do come inside. No sense nattering on the doorstep like you're some sort of traveling saleswoman trying to convince me to buy a new vacuum drone or something."




The interior of the lodge is simple, elegant even. The floors are beautifully lacquered wood that Jerry felt right at home on. The echo of Japanese architecture was unmistakable, and had him relaxing almost immediately. The small entry room goes up a flight of stairs and onto a balcony that wraps around a large arboretum, contained within axiom fields.




About the size of two football fields wide and long, the dense forest terrain reminded Jerry of something... but the mix of terrain features, to include a few idyllic ponds that wouldn't be out of place with a few Koi. The overall thing seemed a touch out of place perhaps... unless. It clicks in Jerry's mind right as he sees a blur of movement dive down into a burst of dust and an invisible scuffle.




It was their training hall.




Jerry keeps his pace with the others, hoping to glean more from the ongoing training session, but it's soon concealed by trees before they turn into a long hall that features displays of weapons. Wrist blades modern and ancient, lashes, bows, laser and plasma weapons. An artistic display of monofilament wire that looked like it had taken a very long time to weave into a complex pattern that would give an Arachne fits. Made yet more refined as both display and trap by the bait gem stone at its center. Finally, right towards the end of the hall, where the Grand Huntmistress's throne awaited, there was a display of human weapons!




Jerry can't help himself, stepping over to investigate the selection of suppressed pistols and rifles. The preferred weapon appears to be the Tikka T3 Tactical in what was probably 6.5 Creedmoor. The pistol the aliens had selected was the H&K USP, though examples of a Welrod and Walther PPK were also on display. Holding down the far end of the case with the unmistakable silhouette of a Barrett MRAD rifle with what appeared to be the heavy barrel.




"Well you certainly know how to make a human feel right at home Grand Huntmistress, but where did you get all this hardware?"




The Grand Huntmistress assumes her throne with a grin, gesturing towards Eymali.




"While you were still on Centris, Huntmistress Eymali sent a selection of firearms home procured perfectly above board from the Undaunted or manufactured by your spouse and Eymali's sister-wife Wichen. They were predominantly for testing, though a few of the weapons were sent purely for the sake of the hunting arts of your world. We have a bit of a museum you see, and now have a selection of human hunting rifles and other weapons there. These are of course more modern pieces endemic to both modern hunting on your world as I understand it, and what we call the war arts of hunting. We have standardized on these weapons and have produced a limited run under strict internal control. This 'Tikka T3', serves us most wonderfully with its weight and reach."




"I'm flattered that the Lodge is already adopting human style weapons."




"There's a bit more to it than that, but that's a matter for a bit later Huntmaster. The matter of Eymali's apprentice takes precedence. I have reviewed your record and spoken with your previous lodge. Especially in light of your joining the Undaunted I am pleased to welcome you to the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade, and confirm you as Huntmistress Eymali's apprentice. Learn well, and luck walk in your shadow, young lady."




Neysihen bows deeply. "I am honored grand huntmistress."




"Tell me that after your initial training my dear." Mariele looks to Eymali and Jerry. "I know your ship has several weeks before it departs. I know this young lady goes with it. I would keep her for the duration of that time and prepare her. It will be a fast, intense course, but I believe she can handle it. I'll even adjust things to make sure she has time with her mother before she leaves Awauynis."




Eymali bows slightly. "Who will train her Grand Huntmistress?"




"I will." Mariele intones, still smiling casually.




Jerry can see Eymali's eyes widen slightly and her pincers move in a way that expresses surprise. "Grand huntmistress we are honored."




"Think nothing of it. We must send our best to the stars, especially to this new challenge of Undaunted commando training. I would ensure she is fully prepared with the basics we expect of her. So. What of it girl? Care to join me for some training?"




Neysihen bows just as deep at the waist as she physically can. "Yes!"




"Good, there you have it, but raise your head young lady, you can't take proper instruction with your head facing the flood boards. Now... to Undaunted business." Mariele's eyes lock on Jerry. "This will also serve as your first lesson Neysihen. Huntmaster Jeremiah, I am pleased to confirm your rank as I issued it... but I wonder. Would you have a match with me? A duel of hunting skill call it."




"What would that entail Huntmistress?"




Jerry keeps his tone affable, but he's really trying to figure out what the wily old fox was up to, and she was up to something. Human style weapons, asking for a duel with him. Something was afoot here... but he didn't feel any malice behind it if he tried to open himself to the local axiom, nor was Eymali concerned.




"Ah, well you could call it a simple game of tag really. We each start on the other half of the arboretum. We shall each wear a traditional hunter's charm, whoever claims the other's first wins." Mariele's eyes narrow, her smile turning into a wicked grin.




"Of course it is a test of all hunting skills my dear huntmaster. So all things are available to us, save actual lethal force. Traps especially are encouraged with whatever you have on your person. I know you don't normally carry some of our trap making materials, so a belt with some monofilament and other things will be provided for you. I know you haven't been trained in our way entirely, something I trust Eymali will correct as she teaches her apprentice, but your ways have been described to me, and I quite enjoyed your display of prowess escaping the city the other day. You're more than stealthy, mobile, cunning and aggressive enough to hold your own, else I would not consider it. Nor would I have granted you your rank."




The Grand Huntmistress gestures and a holo emitter starts up, projecting a Koralynis skull that was in the process of being carefully cleaned and preserved, it had a large patch that had been burned almost into glass on the left side of its skull.




"We also received your first trophy in more traditional forms of hunting. A most admirable kill, even with a non traditional tool. This will be placed in the hall of our mistresses, and now masters, where we keep a single trophy or token for all who achieve such rank."




"Must be quite the facility."




"No. Not really. We don't grant that many titles, and we are a comparatively young organization compared to the elder hunting lodges. Another time however. I'd have your answer. This is a friendly match Huntmaster Jeremiah. I have not had a chance to train you as I have my huntsmistresses. So I would like to test your mettle myself."




"...It would honor me to have a bout with you Grand Huntmistress."




"Then let us begin at once."
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The Arboretum was a green jungle hell that its first impression from outside really did not do justice. There had to be some axiom fuckery going on here, Jerry was sure of it. He was pretty sure the space was taller than the building was for one. He was at least three stories up in the largest tree on the same side as the entrance to the building unless he missed his mark. He was just waiting for the signal cloaked in the branches as his fingertips clung to the bark with his gecko technique. He'd been offered Yauya wrist blades, but now was not the time to learn how to use new equipment.




A loud gong echoes through the arboretum, and Jerry drops from the tree into the foliage below, his wing suit slowing his fall like a sugar glider as he reinforces his body to take what's left of the impact and land lightly springing forward through the trees. He had to move clear of the area he'd been in quickly, then he could start rigging up a few traps and preparing to face Grand Huntmistress Mariele. He was short on plans and shorter on options. Eymali had no advice other than to 'be himself', but he was still feeling a touch out of his depth with this style of fighting.




Not that it mattered. He was Undaunted. All challenges were to be overcome, and nothing in this galaxy had managed to put him back on his heels just yet. Even if he was facing off with a millenia old expert in the field in what amounted to her front garden. He just had to get clever and think outside the box, something the Shadowed Blade respected.




Thinking quickly he goes to ground... and goes right back up again. The Yauya preferred to move in the trees. Several logic paths suggested that might mean the Grand Huntmistress would be moving on the ground, but that was a dangerous conclusion to make without further evidence. Some biases were built into a people and a fighting style so intimately that they can't help themselves... Besides, getting him into the trees would, likely, from Mariele's perspective, get him out of his comfort zone.




Mariele didn't know that his people had dwelt in the trees once too.




Jerry moves across a few boughs, rigging little bells to monofilament wires. A rudimentary early warning system before he starts looking at actual traps. Snares seemed pointless, trip wires were possible but didn't help with much, even in the trees... a lightbulb moment. Muffling his sound, Jerry draws his kukri. The war blades were also utility blades and he quickly sets it to work chopping some reasonably thick chunks of branch about a foot long each. They had good weight. They'd do. A series of movements has him rigging up a few trip wires that will take advantage of the tension in the monofilament to fling the log. Some of them are aimed at the wire's general direction. Most are aimed away, meant to simulate Jerry himself making a quick escape.




A useful distraction that might give him a chance to attack for real, or disengage to an area that was more favorable to him. Or maybe he'd just whack Mariele and get her off balance. Jerry suspected that was extremely unlikely but he- Jerry gets up on a tip toe, pumping axiom to lock his leg into place and practically rivet himself into place.




He had stopped less than a centimeter from setting off a tripwire.




A trip wire he hadn't set.




The only hint he's in deep shit is the swish of a blade that Jerry immediately counters on sound alone with his kukri. He ached for a chance to switch to his sword but this was just far too close quarters to really help. Instead he guesses and kicks out hard, successfully pushing off Mariele and using that to fuel acceleration into the after image fist, right towards his own last trap, something he quickly triggers before going off a third direction away from his initial course and the course of the piece of wood he'd just launched into the brush.




It went on for hours. A mix of stop and start, crawling and running. Coming to a stop and listening for long minutes that seemed to drag on for hours where he didn't even dare to breathe. She'd even passed underneath him at least once that he could tell. The jungle was getting dense with traps, and Jerry was running out of things he could do with monofilament. The things he'd learned at the Marine Raider Battalions didn't begin to cover this type of trapping and trickery, and Mariele wasn't about to step in a snare like a particularly dumb deer.




No, Mariele was damn good. To the point that he expected she was toying with him just a little bit. She wanted to see everything he could do. How he could improvise and turn the situation to his favor and eke out a win. To prove the value of the philosophy of the Undaunted. Which sounded good on the surface, but his only chance to get her was to get her to slip up. To make a single mistake in his favor while he was in position to take advantage of it and-




Jerry stops dead. There was an entire field of monofilament wire in front of him. Like a spider's web from hell. He silently pulls his kukri... but the blade bounces off the wire where it had previously sliced it with ease.




"Reinforced huh? Clever girl."




Jerry has no choice but to switch to his sword, the monomolecular blade slashes out... and still does nothing, bouncing off the wire, the energy quite possibly moving through the forest of wires to give his position away to the spider at the center of the web. He needed to get this entire sensor apparatus, or as much of it as possible, out of commission. That meant another risk. A big motion, where big motion was basically a signal flare, and to use anything but the barest amount of axiom. The dimensional rift forms around his blade with a gentle caress of the activation switch.




The difference between a mere monomolecular blade and a dimensional rift was simple. A monomolecular blade was just an insanely, wildly sharp sword. It still needed strength to drive it. A dimensional rift was a powered field that surrounded a blade, or theoretically anything, and could disrupt molecular bonds with even less effort than putting a knife through butter at the dinner table. It ate armor alive... but was so monstrously expensive it was barely worth talking about for most troops. Not when plasma swords could have a similar effect, just less precise, for two orders of magnitude cheaper. The plasma sword also did a fair bit of nasty work with extreme heat and star fire. Which could be both a benefit and hindrance.




The reinforced monofilament before him might be able to withstand plasma on top of everything it had resisted already.




It would not resist the rift blade.




Jerry takes his stance, takes a slow, deep breath, centering himself and focusing... and moves. He pours everything into the after image fist, moving just fast enough to hit the edge of time manipulation as he could before. It was Jerry's limit, the quantum effects of that wall something he had trouble processing despite the nerds insisting that quantum physics were simple. Still, things slow just enough as he leaps from branch to branch, his blade flashing out like a storm that snipped every monofilament wire he could see.




Jerry races to the other side of the area and bounds away, moving to an ambush position and observing as a cloaked figure that could only be Mariele enters the region of the forest he'd just raced through. He'd spent some more time on the far left side of the area, as if he'd been heading that way, and Mariele seems to take the bait, leaving him alone for a moment to survey his work. Total damage to the forest? One branch and a few leaves pruned. More than Jerry had wanted, but it was also his first time trying this sort of thing with the newest weapon in his arsenal.




Jerry goes the way Mariele had come from, and looks for options for traps.




'I'd kill for some mines right now. I could do all... mines.'




Jerry looks down at his hands. Maybe he did have some mines.




He quickly swaps back to his Kukri and carves a rune in a nearby tree, imbuing it with the same axiom energy that exploded with powerful strikes of the Tret martial arts style he'd been practicing with Cascka for his forthcoming duel with the Apuk battle princess.




He backs off, and flicks a stick at the 'mine', and it detonates with a small burst of energy.




Jerry quickly flees into the forest, Mariele would have heard that, but he had a new tool... and a new plan.




Mariele




BANG!




Another mine detonates almost in her face as Mariele flings herself backwards. The bursts of axiom energy were more or less raw kinetic energy as near as she could tell, like taking a hard punch mixed with an explosion. Jeremiah hadn't put much juice in the little runes he'd seemingly carved all over the damn place.




'My apprentice, I think I see what you see in this man...'




She thinks to herself, her thoughts drifting for a half second to Eymali, her last apprentice before ascending to the Grand Huntmistress rank. Yes. She could certainly see what made this man a worthy warrior. She was exhausted, even with axiom. They'd been pushing hard for hours and Jeremiah didn't seem to be breaking a sweat. 




Literally. 




She'd been counting on his scent as a secondary tracking tool, but he'd moved around enough that his scent was everywhere, and she suspected he'd been taking swims to both hide, cleanse his sweat from his body and refresh himself. Truly, human endurance was a formidable weapon, but she'd been laying more traps. It was just a matter of time until-




"Come on! I'm right here! Come on! Do it!"




'The void?'




Mariele moves through the forest quickly as the human continues to shout. Humans were an apex species, and one that liked to fight on the whole. Perhaps Jeremiah had gotten tired of the cat and mouse and wanted a full on confrontation? She could oblige him. Anything was better than getting these damned mines going off in her face regularly. Quickly she comes into view of his chosen arena. He was standing in the middle of one of the deeper ponds, up to his knees in water, his plasma sword held high over his head like a torch.




"Come on! Come on! Take me! I'm here! Take me! Come on! Do it! Do it now!"




Something was off. He was planning something. He had to be. He was a formidable close quarters fighter, and it was entirely possible for him to be luring her into a fight.




Wary, she wanted to stay clear of him... but curiosity was a strong factor at her age. Curiosity at what her newest huntmaster was up to. Curiosity at how the mind of a human worked. All the things she was very much here to find out about in detail.




Mariele moves in fast. It might be a trap. He might have a plan. She just had to be faster and hit him from behind and he wouldn't even get a chance to execute his plan.




She lances in hard, grabbing at the hunter's charm on his back... and coming up with a twig as the dummy collapses into the water, the little white paper doll tacked to the head soaking with water as the plasma sword's safety interlock deactivates itself. The device splashes into the water... and there's a larger splash behind her. She doesn't have time to react as Jeremiah breaches clear of the water and pulls her tag off her arm with triumphant shout.




"Set, and match!"




Mariele can't help but smile. He'd bested her in a way she really hadn't expected. She hadn't expected him to go invisible under water. To possibly work himself into the sediment at the bottom of the pond. He'd done very well.




"Hah! Well done Huntmaster Jeremiah, I believe you will be quite the asset to my lodge... and this confirms my plan is the correct course of action. You have allied with the Yauya. I want to go a step further. I want to integrate my entire lodge with the Undaunted. I'll provide huntsmistresses as trainers and soldiers to fight in the shadows, journeymen huntresses as troops to be trained and serve, and look to the specific education of those who wish to participate in traditional job certification within Yauya and Dzedin hunting culture."




Well. That had caught Jerry flat footed, but he quickly starts to smile as he took in everything that meant.




"...Well ma'am, I don't think I can finish this negotiation completely, but knowing Admiral Cistern, I think I can safely welcome you aboard."
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A few hours sees Jerry and Eymali back in Tal'Awauynis, wandering the streets, Jerry cloaking himself to avoid adoring fans. Fans. Not would be brides. There were some of those around of course, but there were more huntresses or would be huntresses who wanted an autograph than anything else. Though there could be overlap between the two groups. One notable young woman who had approached them after they'd dropped Neysihen off to have dinner with her mother, had asked Jerry to sign her breasts. His cheeks burn slightly with the memory. It certainly made him happy to stay invisible as they proceeded through the twilight to make one more very important stop while visiting Tal'Awauynis. 




They had to visit Eymali's family. 




Not that Jerry was terribly concerned. This wasn't exactly meeting Masha's family of Apuk warriors with multiple members of the battle royalty in the clan, with its high expectations and deep noble traditions. 




Eymali's family wasn't poor, but distinctly middle class, around sixty girls strong, mostly working in a series of vertically integrated businesses in Tal'Awauynis and two nearby cities. They were... just folks, as Jerry's father would have called them, as amusing as applying the label was to something so novel as your alien in laws. There were a few more experienced Huntresses in the family, and even a few Huntmistresses, but they were all from far more conventional lodges than the Shadowed Blade that Jerry and Eymali belonged to. 




"There's something admirable in simplicity." 




Eymali looks over to her invisible spouse. "How so, my darling husband?" 




"Just thinking there's nothing wrong with living your life to enjoy it, taking what comes your way humbly and with joy, raising your children, loving your spouse and making the universe go 'round." 




The Yauya warrior woman contemplates the thought for the moment. "True, there is something admirable there. We both have similar backgrounds in that sense." 




"Yep. I mean, there's degrees, the ancient line of the family were Mountain Men, married in with the Sioux, then drifted south. Things mixed up a bit after that and my branch wound up in Colorado. For four generations the men of my family went to war, came home, grew crops, loved their wives, raised their children... and then I just didn't come home from the war." 




Jerry can feel himself get far away for a moment. 




"Honestly there wasn't much to come home to. My parents had me late in life. Pop passed in his early seventies, Mom followed him shortly after, Doc always said she died of a broken heart." 




Jerry shrugs, forgetting Eymali can't quite see him. "Had to sell the farm, couldn't maintain it, not in the middle of my commitment to the Corps. So then... I just didn't have a home, and I wandered. For damn near thirty years. Then this came up." 




The cloak drops, and Jerry's eyes cast skyward. 




"I always think about it on the rare chance I get to meet some of you girls' kin. What my folks would think of all this. If they'd be proud of me for carrying our species to the stars. If they'd like you girls. What they'd think of their grandchildren being entirely different species. I like to think they'd be overjoyed, and even more eager to get everyone around the table if Pop had to make a big enough table out in the barn himself!" 




The emotional tone shifts, from melancholy to a fond smile as Eymali takes her husband's hand. 




"I think they'd be proud of you. I can't imagine they could be anything different. You've spent a life excelling and challenging yourself to be more... and now you're so much more that most people can't even begin to imagine who you've become... and now at last, here among the stars, you're finally home again." 




"Damn it Eymali, I can't be all teary eyed meeting your moms!" 




Jerry chuckles as they make the last few steps into the small compound that housed Eymali's sixty woman strong family. 




There's a Yauya woman waiting in the garden that surrounds the entrance, a deep and verdant area that spoke deeply of the Yauya affinity for nature, and the affinity of children for play and leaving toys in odd places, something Jerry can't help but smile at, even as Eymali lets his hand drop and steps forward with a graceful bow. 




"Mother, it has been many seasons." 




The Yauya woman steps forward and rests her hands on Eymali's shoulders. "Ah Eymali, ever bold and ever headstrong, seems you've charged right into something interesting again haven't you?" 




"You have no idea mother." 




The soft laughter between the two women as they embrace breaks the tension, and warmth and color flood in as they turn to Jerry. 




"Darling, this is Yishan, my mother." 




Jerry offers his hand only to be expertly pulled off balance and into a bear hug. Yishan was one of the huntmistresses in the family, and according to Eymali was notorious about using her skills to capture her children for spoiling. An honorary title Jerry had just received being wed to her eldest daughter by birth. 




"Oh look at you Eymali! Here I was expecting you to find a man as wild and unpredictable as you can be sometimes but I didn't expect you to succeed so fantastically!" Yishan crows. "Hah, turned the entire planet on its head and gave that vile bitch Naryitiri a solid kick while you were at it! We've been after her for years!" Yishan chuckles. "Little less pleased that some of your boys and their Crimsonhewer girlfriends performed a freelance drug bust... but the bounties were valid!" 




Jerry stops dead at that. "I'm sorry they did what?" 




"Oh sure, they busted up an op that we generally had tied down to Naryitiri. Did a good job too. Didn't muck up the evidence despite obviously being inebriated. Didn't even use weapons! Just brawled the shit out of, call it two score armed women, and laughed about it the whole time as they hog tied them." 




That got an eyebrow raise and a pincer raise from Jerry and Eymali. 




"...Innnnnteresting. Darling, remind me to find out who's been 'assisting' our local law enforcement partners. I take it you're a police officer, Yishan?" 




"Yep, spent most of Eymali's life as a beat cop, putting my hunting skills to work to track down perps the more direct way, but they finally got me off the beat and into detective work a decade and a half or so back. Some of my sister wives are convinced I'll end up running the joint, but I don't want to get that far off the street. I have skills, I can help people with those skills. Those skills aren't running my jaw behind a desk." 




"I can relate to that." 




Jerry says emphatically as Yishan guides them towards the door. 




"Alright hun, brace yourself... Eymali knows what's coming but if I understand humans right this could be a bit overwhelming." 




"Well on the plus side, I'm used to big family gatherings, even if they weren't actual ki-"




Jerry stops as Yishan shows them through the front door... and all hell breaks loose. It's not so much a party and a reception. They're coming to dinner sure, and they're here to meet everyone... but this is just daily life around the household and it's impressive for its sheer beautiful chaos. 




To the left, an even dozen Yauya girls are industriously practicing their trapping under one of their mother's guidance. Some of the smaller girls are quietly playing nearby, but still watching attentively. Front and center, other children who have finished their tasks for the day are playing a three dimensional game of tag that hits the panic button on Jerry's burgeoning sense of fatherhood with each and every leap as the girls bounce off the walls up the staircase, getting shooed away by an older girl who's doing some cleaning. 




There are, in point of fact, people everywhere and the entire experience reminds Jerry of being in an infantry barracks as a junior Marine, but significantly more polite and homey. They're quickly ushered through a seemingly endless sea of hugs, kisses on the cheek from a million and one mothers... aunts? It certainly felt like Eymali's family was bigger than sixty girls strong and they weren't even all home! 




They're moved through the house slowly, with Jerry stopping to mend a broken toy with a flourish worthy of the most earnest street magician. The feat won Jerry immediate permanent approval from the few stand out mothers who weren't entirely sure about the strange alien from the depths of the closest thing this galaxy had to hell that had just married one of their children. 




To say it's a bit overwhelming is to say that a chemical rocket boosting a large payload to orbit can be a bit loud. Not just an understatement in magnitude, it's missing all the other factors that can make such an event wildly over the top if you're even vaguely sensitive. 




Before long however they're safely on the top floor, past the upper third where the Eymali's mothers keep their quarters, the lower floors being children's quarters, common rooms and the kitchens among other things. Only the mothers and daughters who have come of age are allowed up here, where Eymali's father keeps his home office and chambers, along with a study that he shares with so inclined wives and guests. 




Jerry quickly finds himself shown a chair and a glass of what at first looks like whiskey but turns out to be some sort of cider that Jerry suspects is a mix of fruit and tree sap. It's sweet, tangy and has a natural carbonation that's actually quite refreshing. Something that you'd really enjoy drinking on a hot summer day, like a tepache or something similar with an apple and berry focus somehow perhaps. 




It's only then, that the chair across from the couch he's on with Eymali spins, and reveals her father, Nalyis. 




"Well my boy I can safely say humans are making quite the name for themselves. Send one of you onto a planet and you can certainly cause quite the ruckus. Goddess only knows what would happen if there were two of you! I bet if they sent ten you’d take the place over in a fortnight! " 




The dapperly dressed Yauya man with a big laugh has a cheery attitude that suggests he finds everything just that amusing as he makes his way through the galaxy.




"You could certainly say that, though in my defense, I really wasn't trying to stir up a ruckus." 




Yishan snorts from what was clearly her usual chair where she's savoring her own drink. "Bah, Naryitiri and her ilk would have stirred up whatever trouble they could for any high profile male that even vaguely fit that religious law they were exploiting. Bad luck to them that they picked a man who's more than capable of making them eat their words!" 




Carana, another mother who's pouring drinks for herself, Nalyis, and Awvana, the third most senior spouse in the marriage, both snort at that before Carana says; 




"Hell more than eat their words, our girl's hubby damn near made them take a dirt nap." 




Eymali leans over and whispers. "Mother Carana is another officer at mother's department, her long time partner actually. They saved my father early in their careers from a kidnapping attempt. He remembered them and proposed when he came of age the next year." 




"What's that whispering you two?" Awvana asks, another jovial voice heard from. 




"Just sharing all the family secrets mothers!" 




"I admit Eymali I haven't seen you quite this cheery and light hearted before." 




Eymali smacks her husband's shoulder lightly. "Oh you know it... well. There's just something about coming home that makes me feel a few decades younger." 




"All the more reason to come home and truly relax my girl. Though from your letters and vids to us the home you're making is one well worth respecting. A home among the stars. Tremendous." 




There's a wistful tone to Nalyis' voice that Jerry suspects he's the only one who caught it. He might have chosen his own destiny by marrying the two hard working cops who rescued him once upon a time, which was more than many men in the galaxy could say, but there was clearly a part of him that wondered what was out there, even as he threw himself into work and family. 




"I hope my wives and daughters weren't too much for you Jerry. We were rather worried about Eymali you see. Most of her sisters have married off, but then she went off on her crusade to bring the damn razor maws back from the dead and we didn't know what would happen! To think my girl would succeed and then find some legendary hunter from Cruel Space to bring home!" 




"Certainly earned that title the hard way! Eymali sent us a picture from the feast with those Crimsonhewers, killing a damn great shadow in hand to hand! Even if you toasted the thing's brain with axiom flames that's a hell of a feat! I can't wait to meet my granddaughters!" 




"Well... about that." 




Eymali smiles demurely as the room stops dead. 




For Jerry it's the shock that she hadn't told her family that she was pregnant. For everyone else in the room, the shock that not only was Eymali pregnant, but pregnant with triplets resulted in another small explosion of chaos that sees Jerry slipping out onto the balcony to get clear of all the women crowding around Eymali. 




Nalyis follows him out with a knowing smile. 




"Triplets even! Will wonders never cease?"




"With your daughter in my life sir? I can safely say no to that." 




"Hah! Well said my boy, well said indeed..." 




Nalyis fell silent for a moment. 




"This might be a touch bold... but am I wrong in thinking that perhaps... you've lost your parents?" 




A cool breeze rustles Jerry's hair gently as he looks up through the leaves and branches to the stars above, the skies of an unfamiliar world twinkling down at him. 




"Yes... what feels like a long time ago now. In moments like this though? I feel like they're with me." 




"They are, our families are what we carry with us in our hearts as much as anything else... but having a place to call home and get spoiled and doted on is nice too. In this house, we try to give everyone the fair share, you, Eymali, your whole family. Well you're our family too, so you just come on home if you need to rest. We'll find the space for a proper visit." 




Nalyis offers Jerry a toast with his glass of the cider which Jerry meets as he considers the offer.




"You know, we might just take you up on that. If you ever want to do a little traveling with some of the wives we'll have a berthing waiting for you." 




"Hmmm... that would be a good way to see my granddaughters when they arrive." 




"That it would." 





27




Jerry doesn't greet all of the drop ships coming up from the planet as they prepared to depart for Serbow, but this particular ship was special. He had a small group of people with him, waiting to pick up various individuals who were aboard Old One Eye somewhere out in the black. The ungainly old beast of a transport wasn’t commonly used for this type of run, but they’d needed the extra space on this trip. Lots of people. Lots of personal effects, plus cargo on top of that.




With Jerry was Eymali, waiting to see to the care and feeding of Neysihen, who'd be settled into the same small hab block that Joan and the girls lived in before being shown down to Sir David to get the details of when her Commando training would begin. Then there was a petty officer Jerry didn’t know from the JSOC, here to look after their new Huntsmistresses who would be joining the JSOC, and their guests who’d be meeting up with an Undaunted transport ship en route to Serbow to start the long flight to Centris to form the initial Hunter cadre of the Undaunted, and finish those negotiations.




Floating nearby and changing shape in the wildly distracting manner of the Gravia, Babydoll had managed to generate an Undaunted naval uniform by way of a strip club. She had the appropriate rank insignia on at least though, so Jerry was willing to let well enough alone when it came to a Gravia.




"Like... Boss? Are you sure about like... me? I'm not. Am I-"




Babydoll looks and sounds nervous, therapy had been helping her with a lot of things, including more assertively expressing her emotions instead of hiding behind a bubbly facade. That one wasn't apparently trauma from the horrors she experienced, but a common Gravia coping mechanism.




Jerry holds up a hand to stop Babydoll.




"Babydoll, I commissioned you as an Ensign because you volunteered to join us. You wanted to be in a uniform like your boyfriend and I'm happy to oblige. You've done exceptional work for us, have incredible skills that have to be seen to be believed, and you're about to have women under your responsibility which means you need to be in the chain of command. I have full confidence in your abilities or I'd have never even considered it. You've got this. Besides, You're a bunch of hackers. I'm not exactly trying to make Marines out of you. There's allowances for informality given the nature of your specialty."




Jerry doesn't mention that they'd tried to make tech personnel conform more strictly on Earth and it hadn't worked, so letting Babydoll and her new recruits do more or less as they pleased within reason was simply practical. Never mind that enforcing uniform code on a Non-Euclidian being that was essentially a living math problem was so entirely beyond him in concept that he couldn't even begin to process where to start with that.




He suppresses a smirk. He'd kicked that one to the staff pukes back on the Dauntless to see what they'd come up with anyway. It was going to be amusing to say the least, if it didn't drive half of them insane.




Babydoll for her part seems buoyed by the positive reinforcement, floating a little higher off the deck before returning her feet to solid ground.




The nature of her existence seemed to designed to fuck with Jerry's head, constantly shifting resolutions and shapes. His favorite so far was a swirling cloud of complex math equations that glowed faintly in a coherent transparent shell, as if someone had done pin up fanart of the green scrawl screen from that one 90s action flick. His brain could process that easier than some of the odder graphical settings that Babydoll seemed to cycle through.




Jerry mentally says a brief prayer for Lieutenant Marvin San Martín, Babydoll's loving and very attentive boyfriend, for the man's sanity. Then again, as many had said, considering Marvin was a nerd by nerd standards, Babydoll was probably his idea of the perfect woman made... well. Not flesh exactly.




Jerry quickly feigns a polite cough into the crook of his elbow to cover a wince. Just like that, the attempt to comprehend his newest junior officer was back at the near migraine stage. He's saved from any deeper contemplation of what creating something like the Gravia meant for the universe, and its wider metaphysical implications by Ensign Pawthorne racing up to him, with another kind of wince entirely hot on her heels, a Mrega that Jerry recognized as a former pirate from the Alaqin colony.




Jerry returns Manila’s sharp salute and Chief Warrant Officer Eponea Marathi’s far weirder but still perfectly valid salute, crisply.




“Ensign Pawthorne this seems like an odd place for you to be.”




Manila nods. “Lieutenant Commander MacLellan decided he wanted to try me out as deck officer for this shift. Ms. Marathi’s with me for familiarization before she goes back to engineering. We’re also looking at some possible modifications to the hangar bays.”




“Sounds interesting ladies. Still, deck officer already Manila? You must have impressed Commander MacLellan quite a bit. That’s normally a lieutenant’s job.”




“I’m just doing my best and going through familiarization sir!”




“So I see, any desire to get stolen away by the airedales or some other section so far?”




“No sir! I want to finish this tour and get my watch standing quals back as soon as possible!”




“I’ll see what I can do about that. How about you Ms. Marathi? Settling in okay?”




Eponea offers Jerry a nervous smile. “Yessir! It’s nice working on stuff that isn’t jury rigged or broken. Or getting the shit kicked out of me for someone else’s fuck ups.”




The Mrega woman flinches and lapses into silence after that, and Jerry mentally notes Eponea down for an invitation to some therapy. There were clearly some lingering issues from her time as a pirate engineer.




“Well keep up the good work Marathi, we’ll get you back down to the engine bays where you belong soon.”




“While you’re here sir. Could you sign this document off? I was going to route it to you anyway…”




Manila holds up her communicator before fumbling for a stylus, a rubber cap on one of her claws suggesting how she normally handled that type of work.




“Let’s see… engineering authorization…”




By the time Jerry finishes signing off the document and the two women race off, Old One Eye’s passing through the axiom field that protects the hangar from the void’s ravages. Jerry and his people were all behind the red line, the secondary axiom field that was kept up during pressurized landing operations. Just in case.




Old One Eye settles with a sound that resembles an ancient beast of burden sighing more than anything else. The next sound that fills the hangar as the red line field deactivates is the solid clang of a boarding ramp dropping to disembark its passengers.




First out is a large pack of Yauya, led by a woman Jerry recognized as Mariele's second in command, the senior Huntmistress being sent to Centris. Most of them would not be shipping with the Tear long, the Undaunted were sending a resupply ship, and the women of the Lodge of the Shadowed Blade would head to the Dauntless when that transport departed from the Tear's bays.




"Huntmistress Korala, good to see you again."




"Huntmaster Jeremiah, thank you for the warm welcome."




The crossed arm, mutual forearm grab was a bit odd as a handshake, but was traditional among the lodge of the shadowed blade. No one remembered why any more, like any good tradition.




"I have a Petty Officer here who will lead your people to their billets, then show you all up to the promenade and the training deck. Sir David, the head of my special operations troops is eager to speak with you and your huntmistresses."




Korala smiles demurely. "I'm sure he is. I have been corresponding with him briefly, he is well versed in the war arts, I can tell from what he doesn't say as much as what he says. He'll be an able student and an able teacher to the three huntmistresses and three huntresses I'll be leaving in your care, beyond Lady Eymali and the bold young Neysihen of course."




"Of course. Is Neysihen on this transport?"




"She already slinked off with her bag while invisible. She said she had instructions from Eymali to carry out."




Jerry glances to his left. Eymali also had vanished, something that gets an eyebrow raise. Some game was clearly afoot, but he covers the intrigue with a smile.




"As eager a pupil for Eymali as she is, if she says it, I'll believe it. Petty officer, guide our guests to their quarters, and our new shipmates down to JSOC's billeting after their sisters in arms are settled in."




"Aye aye sir!"




The crowd of huntresses cleared out quickly, leaving three awkward looking young women, two Yauya, one Dzedin with some obvious tech augmentation, standing and suddenly looking very uncomfortable without the cover of the crowd. Babydoll races straight up to them.




"Hey girls! You made it!"




"So this is the infamous Lodge of the Digital Blade eh?" 




Jerry pins down who these young women were instantly. They're shy, awkward nerds. They'd fit in perfectly with the Nerd squad right up until the inevitable debates about top waifus and husbandos began, or whatever the galactic equivalent of that slang was. Then there might be a little digital blood shed.




Still, they took slightly different handling, and Jerry maintains a polite distance instead of going up and shaking hands. No need to overwhelm them when they were already having a big day.




"Ladies I'm Capt-"




"We uh. We know sir."




The first Yauya can't bring herself to meet his eyes.




The Dzedin elbows her. "Mayis, introductions are polite."




"Oh. Right. Uh."




"Is something wrong ladies?"




Babydoll clucks softly. "They're like, a bit embarrassed about some of the ads they help me put up. Meeting you in person is like seeing an actor or something. Plus you're built like crazy!"




"Riiiiiight." Jerry suppresses a smile.




"Really they're all like, totally worried you're upset and stuff!"




Jerry can't hold the laugh back now.




"Girls I gave Babydoll an open ended task to cause a little chaos. You managed that in spades, I kinda wish you had used slightly less cheesecake in your ads, but no one would believe I intentionally put ads like that out, so the deception was better that way. So no, I'm not upset with you. That's part of why I had Babydoll offer you ladies a job."




Babydoll nods eagerly. "They're some of the best non-Gravia hackers I've met! Our electronics section both like offensively and defensively just got a totally huge upgrade Cap'n!"




"That said." Jerry frowns, something jogging his memory. "Weren't there four of you?"




Mayis raises a hand quietly.




"Uhm. Serish can't really leave Awauynis for y'know. F-family reasons. And stuff. She's gonna be working at the embassy with Mr. Givens. Plus there’s… y’know this guy with the intelligence section and uhm. She ah. Stuff."




Jerry holds up a placating hand.




"I understand Mayis, I’m sure Serish is pretty excited about getting a boyfriend, and she will get a boyfriend provided she talks to him. Even by message if she’s feeling a bit too shy. I'm sure she'll have a good time working with Jim and his team too, they could really use her skills, just like we can use yours. Just so you girls know, I’ll be billeting you and teaming you up with our Nerd Squad. They’re boys, but they’ve got a lot of similar interests so I suspect you’ll get along pretty well.”




“Like… video games and stuff?” The Dzedin asks, clearly hopeful.




“I mean a lot of humans like video games, but the Nerds love video games. What was your name again, miss?”




“Oh! Shit. I even said something to Mayis! Uhm. Petty Officer Kopish sir!”




“First name or family name?”




“I only have a first name, sir. All of us actually. We’re all orphans except Sherish.”




“Right, that’ll make some of the paperwork interesting I’m sure. You’ll also be living with a small group of adepts we’ve been informally calling ‘The Coven’. Ensign Alyria is their boss, and all of you are under the authority of Babydoll’s boyfriend…” Jerry looks over to Babydoll. “Is it still boyfriend Babydoll?”




Babydoll’s form goes through a series of color shifts almost entirely in the red to pink spectrum, which Jerry had generally started to take as being embarrassed.




“Like! Sir! You can’t just like! Ask me stuff like that on the spot! Ohmygod.”




“It’s an honest question. I’m pretty sure you’ve been dating Marvin for a while.”




Babydoll does her best to look bashful, though considering the sheer volume of woman on offer the effect is somewhat ruined.




“Like… I think Marvin’s gonna propose super soon.”




“I bet I can guess the answer. Well be sure to let me know so we can organize a ceremony or authorize you some honeymoon leave… perhaps on Serbow? Something to think about.”




“Omg! That would be like, totes amazing! It’s straight out of a story book around there! Like, I was doing some VR exploring and there’s all these super amazing castles and everything!” Babydoll gets a thoughtful look for a moment. “Probably need to have some sister wives with me though. Apuk are supposed to be like… kinda grabby.”




“If they get too grabby call the shore patrol if you can’t handle it. Most Apuk aren’t battle princesses and a shock truncheon to the head still works effectively to communicate ‘give up the hostage’.”




Babydoll salutes sharply. “You got it cap’n!”




“Heh. Alright. Anyway ladies, you’ll be working directly for Babydoll, then for Lieutenant San Martín. If you have any problems, I have an open door policy, especially for my nerd squad, and we’re pretty good at getting people settled in. Any questions girls?”




Jerry takes a visual poll and on getting a negative response nods sharply.




“Excellent. Babydoll, take them down to the Nerd cave, introduce them to Marvin, the boys and the coven, maybe order everyone pizza, on me?"




"Oh yes! You're the best boss ever!"




Babydoll does a jiggling flip while going through six different graphics settings before waving the new recruits to the nerd squad onward.




"Come on girls! Like, dinner's gonna be awesome!"




The three women are swept up in Babydoll's raw energy, and the last thing Jerry hears as they're walking out of the hangar is Kopish saying;




"What's pizza anyway?"
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Next off the ship is a series of hover pallets moving with a VI robotic guide, bringing out a set of large weapons crates from the transport, the routing tags marked with Wichen's signature catching Jerry's attention as they pass.




"Huh, Wichen hadn't mentioned needing new materials or anything for her usual work. I wonder-"




The thought is cut off by the sound of loud, booming steps on deck plates, the slow, inevitable stride of power armored combat boots dropping down with a report like thunder under the sheer weight of both armor, and wearer. They were an imposing sight to be sure. A few human men leading a pack of eleven Cannidor warriors, making it very clear, the ship's new group of Crimsonhewers have arrived.




All were wearing the armor with their helmets off, and it was obvious to Jerry that most of the women were quite young, and one was obviously unblooded from her clean shiny armor, completely devoid of the splashes of crimson that gave the Crimsonhewers their name. Crimsonhewers painted their armor after the pattern of blood sprays that ended up on their armor in combat. The redder the armor, the more battle a ‘Hewer had seen. Power armored Amazonian bad asses by nature aside, the Cannidor warrior women were looking around with the kind of excitement that really killed the imposing look they'd been going for as part of their introduction to the ship.




Walking at their head was Mrs. Zraloc Stone, recently married to Sergeant Jericho "BULL" Stone, a Marine Jerry had recently transferred to Paladin company as a new power armored infantry trainee before they had made port in Awauynis. A fortuitous decision that had seen Sergeant Stone volunteered as the Crimsonhewer liaison. There's no wishy-washy behavior with this group. The Hewers come straight to him, falling into a tight formation by Cannidor drill standards for a formal inspection when joining a new war band.




The human Marines salute normally, while the 'Hewers all put a fist to their right breast, smacking the breastplate of their armor loudly.




Jerry sharply returns both salutes before greeting the leaders of the little warband.




"Sergeant Stone. Zraloc."




"Sir."




"Boss."




Jerry makes a small show of inspecting the new troops, marching quietly up and down the ranks. Checking the light weapons they were carrying and their armor, looking into each woman's eyes until they yielded to his will.




Not a word was said. Not a word needed to be said. The communication was perfectly clear. Jerry turns sharply at the end of the last file and moves back to the front, coming to a halt in front of Zraloc.




"I am honored to add your blades to mine. Let us quench them in the blood of our enemies."




"And twist the blade while it's in the meat." Zraloc chuckles, putting her own flair on the somewhat traditional response. "Khan was right, you're alright, and not just fun to watch in a fight. Your boys are fun too, and not just the bedroom kind."




Ritual over, everyone relaxes. Warrior cultures were big on ritual, something Jerry intimately appreciated, and was more than happy to play along with. Besides, who wanted an emotionally distraught Cannidor on their hands?




"Yes I hear you all had a fair bit of fun tracking down some trouble. Any issues with the local law Bull?"




"No sir." Sergeant Stone glances at his wife. "We took down some bad guys with valid bounties, and we didn't drive the air vans we took there, strict auto pilot, so they couldn't hit us for DUI."




Jerry sighs. "Well at least you were safe when you went out to raid a Tal'Awauynis gang operation."




Zraloc grins, all Cannidor trade mark white and pearlies. "How better to greet a new commander than by delivering a crushing blow to the enemies of his family? Little shits didn't even see it coming. Hahah. Not with their boss already cooling her heels in the can. Give me a week and enough booze and we could root the entire organization out."




"We'll let the intel guys and the local cops finish the job, but I'm certainly not going to complain. That said... Bull. What's with the power armor?" Jerry asks, gesturing to the hover pallet that had come to a halt with the rest of the first round of equipment the Hewers had brought. It was rather conspicuous with a human sized set of Crimsonhewer marked power armor laid out on it.




"Uh. Well sir. Zraloc..."




"Yeah that one was on me. Especially once I heard he'd been selected to join Paladin company but he didn't have power armor assigned yet! Couldn't let my hubby go around as a normal crunchy could I? Not after that beast of a man nearly head butted me to shove his tongue down my throat in that fight. I had cash to spare so the girls and I bought an old suit that was for a husband off the Khan. It never got used, so we got it fit to Bull and updated to our modern standards. He said to leave the arms and part of the back clear for Undaunted weapon modifications, but otherwise it's up to present 'Hewer spec, including our preferred defensive blades. We also got Hubby to our preferred surgeon on the planet and got him top of the line implants."




"We'd have issued him all of that stuff eventually you know?" Jerry says, making a mental note to get the armor techs to get very specific instructions about working on Crimsonhewer power armor from Zraloc and her girls so no one ends up short a hand by accident.




"Yeah but he's got it now, so no worries. Plus he gets to take it with him when he goes. Like most of you folks and us he owns his armor and is lending it to the Undaunted."




Jerry shrugs. "Alright. Fair enough. You'll be working under Jaruna going forward. We've got a fifteen woman Cannidor shock troop section counting my daughters once they earn their power armor. Any issues with that Zraloc?"




The edge in that question was perfectly audible to everyone in earshot.




"Nope!"




Zraloc holds her hands up in a position that's generally a body language attempt to be placating in Cannidor culture.




"No worries. Already spoke with Jaruna a bit, and if the Khan trusts her it's good enough for me. Culturally of course, these are my girls, but in combat we answer to her, Top Ramos, Captain Nikita and you if you drop with us. She uh. Also made it clear if we try to convert your daughters to the 'Hewer culture she'll have my hide for boots. Anyone else I'd tell her to fuck'in try me, but frankly I ain't seen anyone able to communicate hate that cleanly through a damn comm line before, so no 'Hewer pushing to the kiddos, just traditional Cannidor values and combat skills."




"Right. As long as we're clear. Sergeant get'em down to Paladin Company's hangar. We managed to find a second vessel of the same class for sale here in system that we use for the rest of the Paladins. So we're modifying it into a second drop ship. We then built in a hangar partition to cordon off our part of what was the battalion's bay. Which means that small bay forward of our armor lockers is now just Paladin company. Or we can join the battalion in the main bay. Rank hath its privileges. We also have the locker rooms expanded, and more Cannidor scale armor mounts ready to go. You girls go ahead and drop your armor there, get familiar with the briefing room and the company armory which is just aft of the armor lockers, so you can find your shit later on, then Bull will take you to your billets. Most of you are going to your family quarters, but there's a ready barracks near the Paladin company briefing room, lockers and hangar if you'd prefer that for whatever reason."




Zraloc clears her throat. "Actually boss, I got one more small thing for you."




"Sure Zraloc, what's up?"




"I was ah... I heard about your Promenade. Would it. How hard would it be to get licensed to open a traditional Cannidor style bar?"




Jerry cocks his head, considering that for a moment before realizing he doesn't have enough information to decide.




"...What's a traditional Cannidor style bar like?"




"Big ass booths or little side rooms, lots of fresh grilled skewers, deep fried food, snacks, and our version of what Bull tells me is called (beer) in English. Lighter alcohol content than what humans are used to, but Cannidor beer makes most of the galaxy's hard booze look like a soft drink. It's a place to hang with your blade sisters and relax and eat. Usually not a full on meal, just good snacks with some after mission drinks before heading home for a proper meal. Crimsonhewers tend to debrief at places like that, and I uh. Always wanted ta. Ya know. Own one."




Jerry bites down on his lip to suppress any reaction at the ten foot tall avatar of violence suddenly coming off all shy as she confessed the sin of wanting to open a small business.




"Sounds kind of like an Izakaya, a traditional kind of pub from Earth. Alright. Approved. What kind of space do you need?"




"Ah... figure we want at least four booths, four of the little side rooms, bar, kitchen and a big room in the back that can fit the entire company. Not just us. The Horchka, everybody. We're part of the company so it's the company's room."




Jerry nods. "Company bar. I like it. Alright, it shouldn't be an issue to get something set up. Get me the dimensions in the next two hours and I'll get an engineering crew on it. I'll have my aid push you the authorization to bring some cargo up so you can get anything specific in the way of wood, furnishings or whatever. We should have an engineering crew in want of something to do that can help out, but you girls will need to do the bulk of the work."




"That's fine, we know how to work with our hands, and we'll get the benches and shit standard from a supplier down on Awayunis. Can you really make all that space happen so damn fast though?"




"You underestimate just how big this damn thing is. This ship was designed as a colony transport originally, it's massively reconfigurable and can theoretically carry a 12,000 person colony plus a year's supplies plus it's actual crew and the supplies to get everyone to the colony with full hydroponics support. That's what puts it in the medium band for a Mass Conveyor by the original standards."




"So what's the ship's company sitting at bodies wise?" Zraloc asks, clearly doing the math in her head.




"Counting you girls? We have Two thousand one hundred sixty seven members of the crew and ship's company aboard as of this transport. That's not counting any dependents such as non-combatant spouses who aren't part of the civilian operational staff, children under the age of majority, and so on."




"How many folks does it take to actually run this joint?"




"Well we just hired some new civilian staff including child care specialists and a woman with a master teacher's certificate, along with bringing on new staff for the cloning operations. Those cloning operations and cargo take up a decent amount of space, as do other expansions we're making to support new military capabilities. Even with all that though, relatively? The ship's damn near empty, and that's with sacrificing a decent amount of space for armor, enhanced shield generators and sensors, a full suite of weapons, magazines for the torpedoes."




"Shit! You have torpedoes on this thing!?"




"Yep."




"...Goddessdamn I like you Humies style. I can't even imagine the sheer shock the first time this thing must have induced against whatever rabble tried to jump you in deep space."




"Don't imagine, just watch some of the combat footage. You all need to view the entire Alaqin combat sequence anyway. Should help you girls integrate with Paladin Company."




Jerry checks his communicator, tapping out a message quickly.




"Back to your bar. I'll have Director Sylindra push the standard contract out to you. It's pretty gentle, rent plus a small percentage of profits and you'll get a discount for buying from the ship's store for dry goods, essentials, and booze, as well as buying meat from our cloning services. If you want specific meat from Cannidor space, get us a genetic sample and we can probably make it happen for you. Push the Director a request for a bulk buy of Cannidor beer or whatever else you'll want before close of business today and we should be able to get it before we depart. Half the credits down on order, half on delivery. Jaruna's got a decent amount of Cannidor beer available, but I doubt she's sharing her stash."




Zraloc raises an eyebrow as she processes that before grinning. "Shit that's a nice little system you've got worked out there boss. A lot of that cash goes right back into your businesses."




"Which I can then reinvest into reliable vendors or provide further services. For example we've got two swimming pools opening and a couple bath houses opening by the hab blocks soon. I also invested in Cannidor specialized exercise equipment for the gym nearest Paladin company's theoretical barracks and the gym nearest the hab block you and Bull will be living in with your sisters. I got the other girls and their husbands set up around there too. Save for Krakodi and Tibora."




Two of the Cannidor straighten up at hearing their names.




"You girls just go with your husband after you drop your armor. I'm sure his wives are looking forward to meeting you properly."




Two firm acknowledgements. The young women were actually looking a bit nervous about the women they were about to go meet. If Jerry remembered correctly their husband had a few Horchka wives and one Seramali officer as first wife. He wasn't entirely sure about the circumstances of the marriage... but it was non-traditional in that none of the Marine's wives had been on hand. Now all was fair, Jerry was under the impression they'd called and had a decent talk with the Seramali woman, and the husband had been sober during all this based on a short investigation... but still. Certainly a set up for an awkward conversation or two before everyone settled in.




Jerry turns back to Zraloc.




"This ship's my family business Zraloc. My home, and now your home for as long as you stay with us, but the one rule is that the house always wins. It's what I have to do for the sake of my wives and children... and your husbands, and their wives, and your eventual children. As long as we all pull together we'll seize whatever we damn well please from the future."




Bull raises a hand and makes a signal, and the Cannidor each stomp an armored foot and shout "GUNG HO!" as one.




Jerry smiles at Bull's antics, shaking his head just a little.




"Damn right. Gung ho. Now get out of here you miscreants, the cargo crews need to unload the rest of this drop ship. Including getting your heavy weapons routed to Paladin company's armory."
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"Are you sure about this honey?"




Bari clings a bit tighter to Jerry as they walk towards Cascka's dojo. Anyone could see that she was clearly a bit agitated, her tail swinging wildly like a thick, fluffy bull whip. Jerry for his part just pats his newest spouse's arm, trying to comfort her.




"Sweetheart, what's wrong? You know Cascka. You like Cascka. She's not going to do anything to hurt you, she just wants to help us figure out what happened the first time we had sex... and some of the latent effects you say you've been having. Why are you acting like I'm taking you to the dentist?"




"I dunno." Bari's ears fold against her head. "It's just. I'm not. Good with adept stuff. It's just kinda..."




Bari makes a 'spooky magic' motion with her free hand that she'd clearly picked up from a human coworker somewhere.




"It's just a bit weird, okay? I'm not entirely sure how I feel about it. And stuff."




Jerry leans in and kisses Bari's wrinkled brow. She really was clinging to him like a teenager out for a date with her new boyfriend... on the way to the dentist. An interesting mix of behaviors to be sure, but endearing for all that as Bari subconsciously snuggles up to him with every opportunity she gets. It got them some looks walking through the corridor, but it was mostly positive. The occasional covetous look, but mostly rubberneckers who'd probably have a choice comment for 'the captain's girlfriend' getting her prize... if she wasn't draped over the Captain's arm presently. Friendly teasing, sincere congratulations, the pattern had been pretty consistent since Bari made her very public 'proposal' to Jerry after evacing him from Tal'Awauynis.




The next night however, when they went to bed together for the first time, something had... happened. Some sort of connection or bond that had laid them both out flat like a freight train. Jerry had talked to Cascka about it a bit, but she hadn't been too concerned. Jerry had been content to let it drop, but then Bari had come to him saying she was having weird after effects. Echos. She'd been reluctant to explain fully, so Jerry had tagged in Cascka, who had asked them to come and see her today.




Jerry and Bari slip out of their shoes just inside the door and head up onto the mats where Cascka is waiting. The room's set up for relaxing instead of training today, with her size and occasional sensitivity to the increasingly chaotic nature of the Den, she appreciated having somewhere quiet and more spacious than her quarters as a home away from home.




It's not to say Cascka was solitary. She was just a nerd, and her family understood and respected that.




"Welcome! Please do join me, I've just finished brewing the tea."




The other thing Cascka was, of course, was a talented actress. Her version of the nerd squad's coping mechanism, doing with unhurried, seemingly effortless refinement and grace what they did by rolling with the punches, had proved to be a fairly reliable and successful tool for navigating social situations for Cascka. Her hair and the little makeup she used were done perfectly. Her public clothes tended towards the refined but simplistic, a bit old school perhaps, but still very fashionable. Her every word and motion oozed class and graciousness that occasionally put even aggressive individuals on the back foot to her. It also meant that most people never suspected she was an axiom power house who could summon shields that would tank capital scale naval weapons fire.




To many members of the crew however, who did know Cascka's abilities, their conclusion was of a slightly different sort.




Bari is almost instantly soothed by the magnanimous Cascka, her immediate worries smoothed over by the radiant beauty that was offering tea and companionship so readily. If you let Cascka do her thing, she could get most people playing along at her pace whether they wanted to or not. As meeting with some of the new Crimsonhewers the other day had proved.




Zraloc was still confused about how she’d ended up spending an hour with some of her girls sharing tea and polite conversation with Cascka before going on their way.




Bari and Jerry quickly join Cascka on the cushions, Bari taking her tea with a respectful bob of the head before savoring a long sip.




"Cascka you have to be some sort of secret princess or something! You're so pretty and classy I don't even know how to act around you!"




Jerry suppresses a chuckle as Bari innocently voices the crew's favorite theory about Cascka. That she was some princess of a far away world in exile and that one day Jerry would retake that world for her and the crew of the Tear would pass the ship on to new masters, forming the core of the world's new Royal military.




It was all absolute nonsense of course, save perhaps that she could be called the princess of a major crime syndicate, the possible connection bleaching a bit of the color from Cascka's face before she's immediately reengaged and social again. The mask was strong, but Jerry could see past it.




"...Wow, you're the daughter of the queen of an interstellar crime syndicate? That's super cool!"




Bari looks up from her tea suddenly as Cascka nearly drops the tea cup she was passing to Jerry.




"...Well I suppose that brings us around to the point of our visit today Cascka."




Cascka quickly recovers herself, smiling politely to hide the rush of emotions she must be feeling at being so easily unmasked.




"Bari, you said you've been having some strange axiom after effects? Jerry told me about what happened the first time you ah..."




Cascka blushes, just off balance enough to need to fish for a word before Jerry helpfully steps in.




"Consummated."




"Yes, that's the word, consummated your marriage."




Cascka still has the dusky blue blush running across her cheeks, but she's more in control now, and things coming into her realm of extreme expertise means she can press on more confidently despite slightly embarrassing subject matter. Cascka was rather sensitive about romantic subjects. She preferred to hold hands with the lights off for example. There were some times when her blood was up for whatever reason that she reminded Jerry exactly why the maxim 'It's always the quiet ones.' was a thing, but for the most part she was still every bit the reserved, demure, beauty she'd been the day Jerry had met her.




"Jerry said that there was something of a... connection, or bond. Not uncommon during times of... 'intimacy', especially with strong compatibility or bonding. I know I've felt some of Jerry's surface level thoughts, or become hyper aware of his body and our..." Cascka gulps. "Coupling."




"Really? I never noticed."




"Usually such things aren't two way communication in an obvious sense. The other party is generally feeling good enough in the moment that truly feeling the link would be nigh impossible. Having a link in normal circumstances requires strong trust or absolute subservience and must be carefully maintained even with totem support. Except."




Jerry and Bari lean in.




"Except what!?" Bari's panting a bit, clearly a bit nervous still despite Cascka's attitude generally putting her at ease.




"Just relax Bari, everything's fine. Right, Cascka?"




Jerry reaches out and takes Bari's hand, her emotions are bouncing around a bit and he gives her a squeeze to help calm her down.




"Well before I draw any conclusions, Bari I need you to tell me about what you experienced. What you feel."




Bari screws up her nose a bit, thinking for a second. "I uhm. Get like. Flashes. Of thoughts. Feelings. Lots of feelings. More than what you get from axiom... and more... complex?" Bari cocks her head, clearly confused about what she's experiencing and how to describe it. "It's. If the normal way you feel emotions with axiom is a picture of a meal, I get flashes that are the entire meal, fresh cooked and vivid and... weird. It's weird. I've also been getting more well... flinches recently. I've always had something of a gut instinct that Ms. Matroika always encouraged me to lean into. I just... I dunno, I just find stuff. If I needed to find a good place to hide as a kid I just... found good spots that they never checked. Or found a good place to get off the road I might have talked past. Or or, maybe I just feel like taking another route home from school and I find some coins or avoid an accident. Just... lucky that's all."




"I see. What are you usually getting flashes of? Everyone around you? Someone specific?" Cascka sips her tea slowly, thinking about the situation carefully before she says anything more.




"Oh, it's almost always Darling!. It's like I know where he is exactly all of the sudden. Or what he's doing. How he's feeling. I'm just... aware of him. Like just now, he was thinking about your mother, and I just. Felt it."




Another slow sip of tea by the Nagasha woman.




"I have a theory... but I'd have to check to be sure. You'd have to open your mind to me Bari. I suspect you were born with some incredibly mild latent psychic abilities. To include a natural precognitive ability. Which is incredibly rare! And incredibly frustrating for my colleagues who try to develop precognition themselves."




"Wait wait. People can see the future?" Jerry's attention had fully been on the conversation but it's riveted to the conversation between his wives now.




"I predicted that you were going to ask that, so you could say so."




The unexpected joke from Cascka catches Jerry flat footed and has Bari dissolve into a giggle fit, intentional or off the cuff it dispelled the tension in the room marvelously.




"Seriously though." Jerry begins, straightening back up. "People can predict the future? Accurately?"




"Somewhat." Cascka closes her eyes, clearly recalling some information. "In short, the issue with true or studied precognition is the problem is simply too big. Every now and then you can find a node in causality that's somewhat simple enough to follow the thread of... but that only takes you a short way, and then even the simplest thread explodes into a spider's web. There are so many moving parts to even the most minute thing, so many things that might change the outcome ever so slightly, that by the time you get down to something simple enough to trace, the next hour of a butterfly's life or something, you're at the point where it's useless to peer into that future. The problem is simply too large for a mere mind to comprehend... and to add insult to injury it's constantly changing and shifting. We try to look at one small part of the grand tapestry of time to predict the future... but everything is interwoven and connected, and no one, not even a Primal Nagasha like my beloved mother, has the power and perspective to view the whole thing at a wide enough scale to approach it from that direction."




Cascka holds a hand up to forestall a question from Bari.




"In a minute please darling, let me finish my explanation. There's other ways to try and predict the future of course, pattern analysis, risk assessment, but these are logic tools, not actual precognition. So the intentionally developed skill of precognition therefore is near entirely useless, because it's near impossible to reach a usable state with it. That state of course is being able to seamlessly predict the future. Nor can you use it as Bari can use it. It's allegedly possible for someone to train to use precognition without thinking about it, but it's something of a holy grail for the discipline. Oft sought, never found. Thus that leads us to natural precogs. People with 'the gift'. Because you can use your ability unconsciously, you can actually benefit from precognition at its most effective state, namely in the seconds or minutes before things happen. Perhaps a vague sense of unease about how a certain course of action is 'trending'. It's not certain, but your instincts are reacting to it seeming like it might react to something dangerous with your extra sense same as a predator might avoid prey with a certain threat display."




Cascka rises up a bit off of her coils begins to make motions with her hands that has Jerry silently cracking up as she pantomimes not a flight maneuver, but pantomimes a pilot describing a flight maneuver with their hands, going just shy of generating a large axiom watch on her wrist for the sake of demonstration as her little hand fighters fly a series of maneuvers.




"I suspect the gift is critical to your flying style actually from what Masha has said. You're talented, but you also have this gift to find these perfect little bolt holes or opportunities. You've previously called yourself extremely lucky, but I believe it's your gift nudging you in the right direction. Highlighting an opportunity or warning about a hidden danger you haven't detected consciously yet. Unfortunately the very nature of the gift is that you can't control it. It will engage and disengage with your mind more or less at random, and there's no way to truly train the gift that anyone's found. Not without running square into the usual problems with precognition axiom techniques"




Finally Cascka settles back onto her coils and the rest she had leaning against when Jerry and Bari arrived, and takes a breath.




"Okay, ready for your questions."




"...I uhm."




Bari visibly considers what she's just been told for a moment.




"I... guess I don't really have any? I mean that was a pretty concise explanation, what about you hubby?"




"I'm tracking on that. What about the rest of the things Bari is experiencing, Cascka?"




"Mhmm. That's more... interesting. A lot of the time, the gift also comes with a tendency towards skill or adaptability with what humans would generally label as 'psychic' powers. Those tend to present quite differently than what Bari's experienced. I suspect in this case, that Bari's just strongly empathic... and very, very, indescribably in love with you, darling. So she’s developed a particularly strong bond with you. It’ll probably ease off in a few days' time."




Bari visibly blushes, clearly considering burying her face somewhere convenient.




"I... I... uhm. It..."




"Well it's not like I didn't know you were in love with me Bari, and you know I feel the same way about you."




"I know but I apparently developed some weird axiom ability with you based purely on the fact that I love you and that's really really embarrassing!"




Cascka shakes her head. "It shouldn't be. It's admirable. Beautiful even. To love someone so much and so eagerly. Honestly it's inspiring. I wish I could intentionally develop something like a latent bond with our husband. I- oh!"




Bari lightly slumps against Jerry's shoulder, who quickly supports her.




"She gets a bit... excited about things sometimes doesn't she?"




"Just a bit, it doesn't happen often, and seems to primarily be connected to romantic things. She's fine with everything else."




"She's really got it bad for you doesn't she? I'm glad she got one of the seats at the table. She's so earnest and sweet it would be heartbreaking if she didn't."




Jerry smiles down at Bari, brushing her hair out of her face.




"Yeah, I'm glad she proposed a second time too."




Cascka finishes her tea and rises slowly. "Perhaps I could offer you a bed? I keep a Japanese style futon here in case I need a nap."




"Care to join us? You might not love me hard enough to somehow link our minds with raw enthusiasm, but you love me plenty and I miss your coils."




Cascka smiles, the grin going far past her version of the infamous 'public relations' smile. Her true smile that Jerry considered one of the secret treasures of the galaxy.




"I'd be delighted darling. Simply delighted."
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Jerry wakes into the cool night air of the master bedroom in the Den with a very odd feeling. 




Something was very wrong. 




A quick head check of kits and other assorted babies in for the night shows up the right number, all sleeping deeply and breathing normally. A check of the telemetry from the nursery shows a lightly snoring Jaruna and more sleeping infants. With half the Volpir sisters delivering, including Evie, then Wichen, and Ghorza due any day now, there were certainly plenty of babies around. Enough that the family was getting just a touch overwhelmed. Firi too was close to delivering and was nearly immobile. Mishka had stepped up, being a few months behind the bulk of her sisters, and was more or less the saving grace of the family. 




The idle thought flows by that Syl had been correct. They really needed to plan this a bit better for the next round of pregnancies. Which was more or less happening. Some of the wives intended to go on birth control immediately, such as Ghorza. She wanted her pregnancy, she was painfully overjoyed and eager to meet their twins, but she was a fighting woman and having to keep her feet up was driving her just a bit up the wall. Or as she herself had said while griping at Jerry during a foot massage; 




"I keep missing all the good fights gods damn it!" 




Disjointed thoughts flow like water across a windscreen as Jerry pieces together his reality bit by bit and slowly starts to extract himself from bed. A muffled excuse about making a head call is enough to sate a stirring Evie, leaving her to drift back to sleep. She's holding down the left flank of the bed with her twins Freyja and Sif nestled up tight against her, Evie's tail wrapped protectively around the little infants who only fuss a bit as their father levers himself out, pausing only to dust a kiss on Evie's brow. Before standing in the cool air of the darkened room in his gym shorts. Instead of padding towards the bathroom however, Jerry goes for his nearest t-shirt, a pair of sandals... and heads into the passageways. 




They too are calm, cool and quiet, the darkness not nearly absolute, but lightened to only shadows. There were motion lights, but they were specifically keyed to alert to people who didn't have a family ID tag. Purely for more easily spotting and tracking intruders, designed to blind and confuse while one person or another engaged while others still locked down the children's barracks and the egg room. The plan was detailed, multifaceted and worthy of any fortress.




Gods help whatever fool tried to hurt any child under Firi Bridger's protection. 




There was another lighting system that used low red light to guide Cindy or other future small children following in her footsteps to the children's head if they needed it in the night. This too was not currently active, leaving the slight ambient light from powered down screens, the occasional night light marking certain doors... but these aren't really anything to axiom. Jerry reaches out with the energy and finds... nothing. 




Not in the passages. 




Still something is bothering him. Something is wrong. That something is getting urgent too as he paces through the passageways, stopping and listening for one thing or another to try and identify what the wrong thing is. 




Finally, at the door to the children's barracks, he hears sniffling and crying, and the types of terrified little sounds coming from a child that had him ready to fight aggressively enough that he was about a step and a little axiom from transforming into a warform that would make Nezbet's look like a pussycat. Still he moves silently, and decisively. Mikasa wasn't barking. Or fighting. Or crying. So either something had killed the loyal beast already... or the enemy was something more insidious than a mere beast or intruder in the dark. 




Silent movement was a skill, one Jerry had been studying for a long time, and had nearly perfected. With axiom, he was a ghost in the light breeze of the ship's air conditioning. He moves quickly to Cindy's little cubicle and her bedside. 




The facts as Jerry knew them were simple. His conclusions are ironclad. 




Cindy was alone in the barracks, having wanted to sleep in her own bed now that the babies were a bit fussier and nosier. Perfectly reasonable and Cindy was a big girl. She was checked on at least once throughout the night. She had her very stripped down communicator, and most important of all, Mikasa's with her, as the giant fluffy dog almost always was. 




If something else was with Cindy and Mikasa that wasn't supposed to be, that thing was going to die.




Instead, Jerry turns the corner and finds what might just be the worst option of the two possibilities. An enemy of flesh and blood could be defeated, but as Jerry looks down at the shivering little girl clinging desperately to her puppy, writhing and whimpering as nightmares claw at her mind. He knows the enemy here is a far harder monster to slay.




"No please- I don't- I don't want to not be again! I don't like the white! No!" 




Cindy pleads with an unseen tormentor in her sleep. Saying words she almost certainly never said to her captors. She'd never had a chance in what little records the pirates had found from the organ harvesting operation said had most likely been centuries of captivity. 




Whoever Cindy had been, she’d barely been tracked compared to the other ‘patients’ in the gang’s clutches. Khobs were vermin to many after all, and the organ harvesters had been contemptuous of sapient life in general with their cruelty and sheer disregard for living beings that even Talg could not equal in some ways in all his blood stained atrocities. 




In his twisted way Talg cared about his victims. He hated them. Fed on their fear, suffering and their very flesh... but they were valuable because they were alive. Living beings. Talz was many things, but save to broken toys he no longer wished to play with, he was anything but indifferent. 




Cindy's captors had been indifferent in the extreme, using the blessing of healing comas in a way that was truly beyond callous. Their victims left in eternal hibernation as they had their organs ripped out and repaired time and again, destroying their minds for profit when there were numerous better options to accomplish that task. But actually taking care of their victims, making them partners, might have made an infinitesimal difference in the money. 




So across three different organ harvesting operations as bands formed, changed hands or splintered over the decades, the girl who would become Cindy was passed around like so much meat. That Cindy had survived at all was a testament to her body's strength, and perhaps even her soul's will to endure. Their rough and brutish surgery methods when actually harvesting organs killed 'hosts' often enough, and what was rough treatment for something human sized was unimaginable brutality to a Kohb.




A particularly strong spasm wracks Cindy's body, waking Mikasa even as the dread sets into Jerry's stomach. The puppy does her best to comfort her mistress, licking the shaking child gently, but Cindy sleeps deep as the nightmares gnaw at her. No horrors of flesh and blood stalked Cindy Bridger... but oblivion. Of nothingness. Of not knowing where she comes from or who she was. Of losing the little pieces of a life she'd only so recently regained just to be thrown into darkness again.




It really was an unimaginable hell. An unending cycle that your brain didn't even get a chance to process, not even given the chance to die with dignity. Memories constantly eaten away and destroyed little by little as the healing comas repair your traumatized body. Perhaps with the only memory you made in decades being the process of ‘harvesting’. A barely comprehend savaging as the butchers rip the needed organs out without the slightest care for the host that had grown their product, brutalizing the meat that had grown that product without a second thought. 




The healing coma would fix it. 




All that took one second. One second of horrid memories that stalked a father's nightmares just as ably as they stalked Cindy in the darkness. Jerry could, however, send these monsters away. Perhaps with axiom, Cindy could remain asleep for that process, but this time... Jerry scootches Mikasa over slightly, giving the now very large Alasatian a pat as her golden eyes look up at him with concern. The message was loud and clear. 




'You can help... can't you?' 




Jerry wakes Cindy ever so gently, and before her mind can fully process the nightmare being gone she's pulled into Jerry's embrace. The tears flow immediately as Jerry soothes the frightened toddler, nightmares of something no person should ever have to endure translating down to just fear, the shadow of what few hints of her past might lay in the darkness of her subconscious mind retreating. Jerry knew better though, even as he strokes Cindy's back, his precious daughter clinging to him just as fiercely as her tiny body could muster. Even seemingly unconsciously pulling in axiom to cling even beyond what her body could handle. 




This wasn't a nightmare of her past. It was a nightmare for her present. Of being told too much too early at a young age. Of being lost. Alone and scared far more than any child should be. But Cindy Bridger wasn't alone any more. 




"Shhh sweetie. It's okay. I'm here. Your moms are here. Mikasa's here. We're all here." 




The tears continue to flow for what could have been minutes or hours, until finally Cindy takes a few choked breaths. 




"Is... it ever going to be okay? I just. Papa sometimes everything feels so... wrong. Like. I don't... it just. It's confusing and those people did things to me. The pirates said... and if I think about it too hard, if I try to remember my head hurts and I..." 




Cindy lapses back into tears as Jerry pulls her in just a little bit tighter. 




"Sweetie it's okay. Sometimes it feels like it's not, because they did horrible things to you sweetie, and that's just the truth. I can't and won't lie to you about what they did. They hurt you. They stole everything from who you used to be. That girl... part of her lives on in you, but she's not who you are any more. They stole that from you and that hurt won't necessarily go away. Your now though... your Mama Nadi, me, your whole family who loves you is here now. Whatever came before. Whoever came before you. Whatever hurt they did you. Whoever might have loved you. It was a long time ago, even though it feels so fresh and hurts so badly sometimes for you. It's okay that it hurts. Because we're a family and we take care of each other, and that can make the worst hurts go away. So you're Cindy Bridger. You're the eldest of the youngest, and you've got a lot of cute little siblings who are gonna be counting on you to keep an eye out for them soon. Whatever was stolen from you. I can't give it back. I don't think anyone has that power. What I can do, we can do, is give you something new, and love you till the stars burn out. Do you understand?" 




There's a fresh round of tears now even as Cindy nods against his chest, the void has taken a hefty toll on Cindy's psyche. Something that concerned Jerry a fair bit. Cindy hadn't mentioned nightmares before. Not like this. Not about what had happened to her. Just the usual terrors like a monster in the closet or whatever that seem universal to all children of all species. Even kids who looked a hell of a lot like some of the more popular monsters in the closest back on Earth, such as the Dzedin. 




Finally Cindy calms, her body relaxing completely after a hard, full body cry that had left her utterly exhausted. Jerry finally lets out a relieved sigh... but as he looks up, an odd sight seems to be waiting for him. Across the room, by one of the doors is a slightly glowing figure. The shape, the details were unmistakable. An older Cindy, dressed in the type of boots and leather that seemed to be universally endemic to a rougher crowd. Piercings. Tattoos. A tough looking customer, for a Kohb anyway. 'She' takes one look at herself, still trying to catch her breath, face buried in her Daddy's chest... and smiles, before offering a two fingered salute and walking through the door and vanishing, leaving Jerry, Cindy and Mikasa on their own. 




Now a less observant man would have called that a ghost... but the details on the ghost were odd. The tattoos looked more like they'd been drawn on in crayon. Piercings almost placed at random. As if that had been Cindy's conceptualization of who she might have once been. Which calls to Jerry's mind the case of one Reginald Pike, a human engineer on the Dauntless. From Reggie’s case the humans had learned that under exceptional duress and with a little axiom sensitivity, a mind can sometimes create an axiom construct. A ghost from the meat instead of the machine if you will. 




Engineer Pike had literally had an argument that seemed like it could have ended up as a fist fight. All caught on camera, the shadowy figure right where Engineer Pike said he'd been. Which leads Jerry to a new theory. That Cindy's subconscious had been fighting this battle the entire time, far from the surface of her waking mind as her body tried to cope with literal centuries of trauma that no living being truly had the tools for. The last little vestiges that had been hanging on by some small miracle of will. The nightmare, the specter of her past, who she might have been, clawing and scratching at the injustice of it all... even as those last remnants of who Cindy had once been started to assimilate into who that soul was now. As Jerry pulls Cindy in just a little bit tighter he silently hopes, and prays, that those fragments of a person were finally at peace.




"Daddy?" 




"Hmm?" 




"C-Can I sleep with you and Mama Syl tonight?" 




"Sure sweetie. I bet Mama Syl or Mama Evie will wrap you in their tail like you like too." 




"And can... can I spend the day with you and Mama Nadi soon?" 




Jerry rises to his feet, patting his thigh to get Mikasa up and following smartly before heading back towards the master bedroom. 




"Sure sweetie, we'll spend the whole day together. Next world we visit, Serbow? We're gonna take the whole family down and find a nice spot to stay. A little vacation while the crew's taking shore leave once Daddy's work is done." 




Cindy's eyes are drooping again, her head is nodding as she lets Jerry simply carry her instead of holding herself to him like she normally did. 




"Isn't that when you have to fight the dragon princess lady?" 




"Yep." 




"Mama Jaruna said the dragon princess ladies really like to fight."




"Yep." 




Easy answers for half asleep Q&A with a child seemed like the best bet to Jerry. 




"Mama Masha showed me a movie from the dragon lady world the other day… s’was. Cool, I wanna breathe fire too. But it made me worry about your fight Daddy. What if you fight her really hard an an, and she falls in love with you and tries to do kissy face stuff with you in the middle of the fight?" 




"...That's an oddly specific question kiddo, but I suppose then we'd have to tack a wedding and a honeymoon on to our vacation. From what Mama Syl's telling me we can pretty much park ourselves over Serbow indefinitely and make plenty of money to keep flying so I suppose the crew will just have to learn to survive shore leave... and preferably not get kidna-"




A little snore from Cindy gets a chuckle from Jerry. Just like he'd hoped, his serious answer to a silly question had sent Cindy right back to sleep. 




"Daddy loves you Cindy, so very, very much." 
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Jerry shifts his head a bit, trying to get the little comm drone to line up properly with his face. The surprise comm call from a pirate queen had caught him out of his office.




"Sorry Agenda, new tech."




"New to you, that shit's nearly a thousand years old since it first got popular."




Agenda Lilpaw barks with laughter across the line.




"Still I only sent you a message an hour ago... and since when is Vucsa 5's communications infrastructure good enough to make intergalactic calls with minimal lag?"




The pirate queen offers Jerry a feral grin, displaying the numerous sharp, white teeth in her muzzle..




"My dear Captain Bridger, you of all people should know that we've been quite busy upgrading."




"Fair point, but let's cut to the chase."




Agenda shrugs then leans in on her elbow, getting closer to her recording field.




"I'm always down for a little banter Bridger, but seriously, you can't send me a message inquiring if any of the perps of that organ harvesting op are alive, then, politely asking that if they are alive, to make them unalive as quickly as possible. That's the type of thing that gets my attention. Almost painful levels of curiosity. It leaves me burning up, desperate to know what just shook out of the tree that made a man like you say something like that. I know, I know, badass commando, but you're a nice guy Bridger, and I want to know what pushes a nice guy like you to the point that you want me to put a couple people against a wall."




"My daughter still has nightmares."




Agenda blinks, confused before her eyes widen and her mouth drops as she remembers. "But some of your wives only jus- Oh. Oh that little Kohb girl."




"That's right, Cindy."




The pirate queen softens immediately, her voice dropping down to a near whisper.




"How bad?"




"Agenda, if she was yours and that trash was still alive you'd rip their throats out with your teeth. I don't know how it works, but something... traces... something deep in her subconscious remembered the void. Remembered, if not comprehended, hundreds of years of nothingness. It's not in her waking mind, it's not even frequently in her sleeping mind. I've worked with tough customers most of my life. I've had men come up from a dead sleep with a knife going for my throat from a PTSD night terror. Cindy's night terror last night was one of the worst I've ever seen. She's got bruises in her palms and fingers because she was clinging to me so hard!"




"...Fuck."




"Yeah, that was pretty much my reaction. Luckily she was just fine this morning save for feeling like she'd played extra hard yesterday. Didn't remember a thing."




"Shit. Small favors. Well Bridger, I can't deliver you fresh vengeance, but I can tell you that all fifty two of the whores involved in that mess are taking a dirt nap. Not as satisfying as me sending them to you to kill yourself or hanging them or something I know, but they were put down like animals and tossed in a mass grave months ago during the take over. Miles and the boys made damn sure they didn't miss a single one."




"That's more than enough for me, Agenda, just knowing that scum won't hurt anyone again. I don't know, maybe part of me hopes it'll help my daughter rest easier."




Agenda offers Jerry a sympathetic nod before steering things towards a more positive subject.




“Fair enough, how’s the family otherwise? I heard from Mabby that her littermate delivered?”




Jerry can’t help but smile there. If he was anything, he was a very proud father.“Yep, two healthy girls, Bastet and Hecate.”




“Interesting names, what do they mean?”




“Ancient human goddesses, both related to cats in some way. When we got everyone together to talk names, including human mythology and history seemed pretty popular. Ghorza’s next to deliver for example, and the twins are going to be named Ghalza and Lagertha. The former’s a Horchka heroine and the latter’s a well known human warrior woman from a culture called the Norse. They were a bunch of raiders and pillagers among other things, Agenda, I think you’d like them.”




“Hmmm. I’ll have to ask Miles to drag some appropriate material up for movie night. Certainly sounds like my kinda people.”




“How about over there? The Claw’s baby boom should be swinging in style by now.”




“Oh you have no idea. The medical girls are getting run slightly ragged. I was a hair away from sending a crew to raid a frontier world for some damn maternity ward staff. I settled for hiring a few instead and rounding up some locals to train.”




“Heh, probably the smarter way to do it in the end. You know I think Miles is rubbing off on-”




Jerry cuts off mid sentence as he sees a large crate on a hover pallett pass the hallways down towards Power Armor company's armory and ready rooms... followed by a suspicious looking Boudicca doing her best to sneak around with all nine feet of herself.




"...Speaking of my children... Did I mention I've adopted three Cannidor teens recently?"




"No, but I think I heard something about it from Miles, and from the girls I sent out to the mining colony. Victims of that nasty piece of work right?"




"Yep."




"How are they doing?"




"Good. Very good actually... and I think they might be up to something, so if you'll excuse me, I have some parental discipline to dish out."




"Hah. I almost want to stay on the line and watch. You're a decent sized guy, but if you've got teenage Cannidor adopted daughters they probably have at least three feet on you!"




"Give or take. It's not the size of the dog in the fight though."




"It's the size of the fight in the dog, Miles likes that saying too, and the goddess knows he's proved it to me. Ta ta now."




The call ends... and Jerry's already invisible, slinking down the hallway like he's not even there. Overkill perhaps to bust a couple of teenagers up to some mischief. Especially Cannidor teenagers to whom subtlety is a mystery that none of them have yet solved. Still, it was good practice.




Jerry slips around the corner into Paladin Company's spaces. The area was controlled in that all the doors were sealed to anyone without appropriate credentials, and Babydoll kept an eye on the electronic security for the location with numerous minder programs. The only places that were more protected were JSOC, Intell, the engine room and the Den itself. Considering each individual suit of power armor could easily cost as much as a starfighter, never mind higher end models like the armor Jerry wore? It was a reasonable choice.




Of course, the girls had appropriate credentials. Cleaning the company's power armor, and now cleaning and maintaining their future suits of power armor was a major part of their daily chores. To the point that a lot of the sword sworn had taken to calling them 'the squires', with a big sister's teasing affection.




There's a sudden hiss of compressed air and an electronic chirp as Khutulun comes out of the armory with a small pile of tools and parts, heading for Armor Locker 2, where all of the Cannidor armor was located.




Jerry follows in her wake, and slips to the side when she stops to check her six for anyone following her. The sounds of various power tools are emanating from the armor locker. Whatever the girls are doing, they're hard at work, and it's far beyond basic maintenance. He immediately dodges to the left to avoid Khutulun running him over, and takes cover in the hall to the showers for a second.




"Okay I got the rest of the tools and parts."




"This would be a lot easier if we could get Mother Wichen down here to help." Joan gripes.




She'd never liked maintenance.




"Or Mother Jaruna." Khutulun again.




"We don't want her to find out yet! Come on girls, it's a secret project. Bad enough we had to tag in Mother Wichen to get what we needed."




Boudicca was apparently the mastermind in this little caper... which made sense to Jerry, Joan was a bit too straight laced to get up to anything too sneaky, and Khutulun was... direct. To say the very least.




"Not like it was hard to get her to help. I mean. We're her daughters too! What's a bit more?" 




Joan, ever reasonable is not wrong. Whatever they're doing.




Boudicca sighs. "...Fine. She does like working on stuff, and she made most of these mounts. Maybe we can ask her to check the calibration before we surprise Dad."




Well. If that wasn't a cue to enter and see what's going on directly. Jerry drops his cloak and steps around the corner.




"Surprise me with what girls?"




The tableau was a funny one. One Jerry couldn't laugh at, because it might mess with his fatherly aura, but three Cannidor teenagers caught in the middle of a variety of tasks as they mounted things to their suits of power armor, their jaws dropping collectively with shock and displaying the Cannidor white and pearlies made Jerry wish he could take a picture. There were tools and weapons crates all around, and their previously pristine armor was now showing the very visible additions of a wide and exotic variety of weapons.




The girls stay frozen as the seconds tick by, his daughters clearly trying to figure out what in the galaxy to say. Right until Joan drops her wrench, and they all start talking at once. They all talk over each other for a second before Jerry holds up a hand.




"Enough! One at a time ladies. Boudicca... seems like you're the ringleader here?"




Boudicca stands up from where she's crouched, a tool for checking electrical couplings getting set aside as she does her absolute damndest to appear cute.




"Weeeeeell you see father..."




Jerry arches an eyebrow.




"Drop the cutesy act, you're all too old for that... and you're not in trouble. Yet."




"...Shit. Alright. Uh. Soooo. You and Mom. Mother Jaruna. Said we could work out the load outs for our power armor right?"




Jerry nods slowly. "Right, I do recall saying that was an exercise I wanted you to start thinking about..."




"Well. We uh. Kinda did. So we took that to Mother Wichen a day or two after the feast, she's the expert after all, so we talked to her about it, showed her what we were thinking and she uh. Kinda went and built it."




"Which wasn't our idea! Really she just... did it!"




Joan interjects, clearly wanting to be anywhere but here despite having willingly participated.




Jerry holds up his hands. "Calm down girls. I already said you aren't in trouble... and I know better than anyone that sometimes Wichen just... does things. So she built the kit you wanted and you wanted to get it all hooked up to surprise Jaruna and I, is that it?"




"Pretty much. Yeah?"




Boudicca offers a weak smile and a nervous laugh.




"Well we did just knock out the last round of your pairing processes. Your profiles from your old implants needed a bit of a tune up but we were otherwise able to get everything working together in the top percentile. So, let's assume I'm not mad, and I'm not so far. How about you girls walk me through what all this stuff is? I’d have preferred a chance to do this before you went and talked to Wichen. Jaruna too, I imagine, would have liked the opportunity to head check what you were up to, before we threw down credits on whatever you girls talked Wichen into."




Jerry walks forward and toes a big unopened box for emphasis.




"Let’s start here for example. What were you just mounting to the back of your armor, Boudicca? And what the hell is this massive thing?"




"Shithejusthadtoaskabouttherailgun..." Boudicca mutters, looking very guilty now.




"...Did you just say railgun?"




"No! I mean. Yes! Uhm. It's not my fault!"




"...What's not your fault?"




"I didn't! I mean I wanted a rail gun, but the specs are. Uhm. It. Expanded power pack. That's what I was just integrating. Generation capability, power bank and quick charge capacitors just to support the rail gun."




That got both Jerry's eyebrows up. "Wait, it needs enough juice that it needs its own damn power pack!?"




"I told you! Wichen went... kinda... overboard. I uhm. It's better if I just show you."




Boudicca moves over to the crate Jerry had just tapped, and quickly undoes it, revealing an absolutely massive rail gun, an ammunition mount and what appeared to be a some sort of launcher with a dual feed magazine. The rail gun was of course the centerpiece. A gleaming weapon that could clearly extend its barrel under certain circumstances, and had articulation to fire over the shoulder, or maintain high angles from the back for what almost certainly had to be indirect fire.




"...Did Wichen basically make you a magnetically accelerated howitzer?"




"...Pretty much. Yeah."




"Huh."




Jerry rolls that around in his head a bit.




"So it can do indirect fire?"




"Uh huh. In indirect mode, if I put basically the entire capacitor into it, Wichen says it should be able to go ballistic in the big nearly orbital sense, not just following the principles of ballistics. So the kinetic energy should hit like an orbital strike. It’d take a while to recharge, and it only works in gravity, but in vacuum with less juice I can theoretically put a round through a warship’s hull.”




Boudicca points to the odd looking launcher that was also in the case with the massive weapon.




"That's a magnetically accelerated drone launcher. It can also lob recon grenades. That’s why the two magazines are so weird looking. With the extra telemetry from the drone I should be able to drop a round on a ballistic arc into a bucket with what Wichen calls decent precision to the literal limit of the drone’s endurance and sensor range. In point shooting... she said it was laser accurate to as far out as our ranges go."




"Walk me through the rest."




Boudicca points to her right gauntlet.




"Well besides the half ton of reloads for the rail gun, I went heavier on the right arm weapon than the other girls, I'm already carrying a lot so I went for mostly energy with a heavy laser repeater. Just a bit more firepower than even four of the standard pulse lasers the Paladins use. Wichen cut it down custom, increased the rate of fire and upped the beam intensity somehow. She wouldn't explain what she did, but I don't think it's unstable... hopefully."




The nervous look that crosses Boudicca's face suggests she's not nearly as confident as she'd like to be.




"On the left arm I just went Undaunted standard issue, belt fed bull shark paired with a plasma caster. The grenade capability mixed with the flamethrower or just using it as a normal plasma weapon's just too damn useful. For a hand weapon I'm carrying my custom Great White Shark. I got a mix of shells for different situations, but mostly buck shot."




Boudicca points to her gleaming Great White Shark resting in its rack. The gun was distinctive with its gray body and its heavy Celtic theming, the girls taking deep inspiration from the namesakes they'd selected. Knots and Cannidor battle runes flowed intricately from the butt stock to the muzzle, with two knotwork wolves running almost the full length of the barrel from the action. The real flare for the weapon was how near the muzzle those wolves transitioned from paint to a gleaming golden muzzle device shaped like a wolf's head with a full throated snarl going on. Wichen had done such a good job working the sculpting on the muzzle device that it practically looked like it was leaping at you.




"I haven't picked out a melee weapon yet... I wanna try some more stuff... but I'm thinking about a Cannidor scale kukri."




"Sounds like a decent kit. Joan?"




Joan startles, clearly not expecting to be called out next.




"Oh! Me. Uh. I." Joan manages to look as close as a Cannidor can to bashful. "I uhm. Just went with your load out Dad. Just... a bit bigger."




Joan steps over to her armor, and lifts the right gauntlet, which had what was clearly a full size minigun cut down and stuffed into it.




"I literally told Wichen that... and she uh. Gave me all this. So it's a full on minigun in 6.5 Creedmoor, just to make ammo easier since we already make so much of that. It also extends its range just a bit, but it's massively overkill for the application. Wichen's apparently trying to work out a 6.5 Raufoss round for me. The pulse lasers were replaced with heavily cut down light laser repeaters. I can't put out quite as much laser fire as Boudicca but I can get pretty close."




That got Jerry's attention, and he stepped in to inspect the mounting. "Wichen must have worked literal black fucking magic to cut this shit down. Especially the laser repeaters."




Joan nods, and steps back behind the armor and drags a pair of boxes forward. "My left arm is the Undaunted standard issue, bull shark, plasma caster with a grenade launcher function. For my right shoulder weapon I have two options, a recoilless rifle, and an armor mounted and integrated version of the guided missile we killed that damn lizard with the other day. I really liked what I could do with that and being able to reach out and touch someone with high explosives always makes for a big surprise considering how short range a lot of weapons are. Throw in a back mount energy weapon of my choice, I have a plasma cannon or heavy laser cannon to pick from so far, and that’s me done. I'm also carrying my Great White Shark. I'm sticking with slugs primarily."




Joan's Great White shark is likely to become a hit with the Paladin company in terms of theme. A rich white with golden embellishments that were more Cannidor than human, with a take on the Coat of Arms of Joan of Arc featuring prominently just forward of the action. It turned a brutal weapon into something slightly more artistic and almost elegant that extended into its gleaming fleur de lys marked bayonet.




"For a melee weapon... I want to stress. I just asked for a sword."




Joan seemed very nervous about this one, and Jerry braces himself... but he couldn't have expected the sumptuous blue dyed leather and golden sheath Joan pulled from its case. The hilt extending from it had a very familiar guard. An aquila. An aquila that concealed the telltale generator for a dimensional rift field.




"Been enjoying those 40k books huh? And a rift field?"




"...I ah. A little. And I told you Dad! I didn't ask for a rift field generator, it's just too much! ...But it's really amazing otherwise."




Joan draws the great sword with a fencer's flourish, easily swinging the massive weapon around through a set of Cannidor sword forms, alternating between one and both hands on the grip.




Just looking at it Jerry can tell that the weapon looks light, but with it's intensive reinforcement and special alloys taking a blow from it would be like getting hit with a very, very sharp I beam without the gentleness inherent in such an encounter. That's before Joan turned the rift field on, after which it would just be a nightmare. Still something catches Jerry’s eye, an inscription of some kind on the blade. .




"What's that written on the blade?"




"Oh! I translated a human thing I found on a picture of sword into Cannidor." Joan clears her throat. "Do not unsheath me without reason. Do not wield me without valor. I thought... it sounded cool honestly, and I was talking with some of the sword sworn and I kinda thought it'd. Fit." She grins weakly up at Jerry, clearly searching for approval. 




"I like it. Good stuff honey." Jerry savors the beaming smile Joan lights up with on getting affirmation for her choices before he turns to his final daughter. "Whatcha got Khutulun?"




Khutulun kicks at the deck plates a bit. "I uh... don't have anything super out there. You know me Dad, I like to scrap, so I'm running a twin 5.56 microgun mount with paired vehicle grade laser repeaters for maximum short range fire power on the right hand. Left is the usual bull shark with a shorter range heavy plasma caster that's optimized for flamethrower work instead of the usual Undaunted set up that focuses on firing standard plasma bolts and plasma grenades. It can still do the grenades, but bigger and with less range."




The young Cannidor gestures up to the cannon hanging over the back. "Got one of the 25mm autocannons with the multi ammo type feed for my back mount. Versatile and gives me some long range options. I skipped another back weapon for more ammo and juice free for what I already have. The really special thing is I asked Mother Wichen to reinforce my power armor's gauntlets and make me three sets of kutha and alloy knuckles. I got a daily wear pair. Another pair built into my favorite gloves, and then these..."




She points to the gleaming knuckles on the gauntlets of her power armor.




"They should be able to let me generate a set of massive axiom fists, along with some other effects. One of the Crimsonhewers at the party was telling me about a human who goes by the Hat who beat down a Crimsonhewer in an arena with something similar and well..."




"...You like to scrap, I know sweetie. So how hard can that hit?"




Khutulun considers for a minute. "Shit, what'd she say... oh right. It'd take my punch from 'freight train' to 'getting bitch slapped by an ICBM.' which sounds good to me! Wichen being Wichen, she also gave me rift field generators for my gauntlets. So if big handed beat downs aren't enough I can always just haul off and punch a tank to death."




She lifts the gauntlet, larger than her sister's noticeably, and points out some of the reinforcement points and displays the access port for the rift field generator before continuing.




"I'm also packing my Great White, I'm mostly running buck shot but I have some Dragons Breath and a couple slugs as a 'just in case'. I'm also working up an AP slug for the Great White with Wichen. We have a rough plan for a High Explosive Dual Purpose that should wreck whatever I point this thing at. Joan already said she wants, and I quote, an unholy shit ton of."




"Sounds like a good capability add for the Great Whites, good work girls. Did you get your custom shotgun back, Khutulun?"




Khutulun steps back and pulls her shotgun from its rack. Khutulun's is the most Cannidor of the designs, Mongolian and some of the older Cannidor artistic styles matched up quite nicely, and Khutulun had gone all in with a dark red design with old school blessings in one of the older, more aggressive Cannidor scripts in a brighter red. Mixed with Mongol style illustrations of horses, wolves and other powerful totems along the casing of the massive weapon.




"Hmmm."




The three girls lean in, clearly awaiting Jerry's judgment, Joan most clearly of all still expecting to be punished.




"Well I suppose I did tell you girls to figure out your loadouts, and I certainly can't blame you for Wichen getting enthusiastic. Tell you what, let's get Jaruna down here, get these things rigged up and get them range tested."




"What?" Joan goes from waiting for death to surprise.




"Really?" Boudicca glances longingly at her new rail gun, clearly excited.




"Hell yeah! Best Dad ever!" Khutulun punches a fist in the air and shoves her shotgun back into the rack as the other girls turn back to their own work.




Jerry can't help but smile as he calls up Jaruna's contact on his communicator. It was always good to take the opportunity to spend some time with family.
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Jerry swings his body through a few of the more simple kata, slowly warming himself up for a work out as Masha and Yuuko talk. His focus was somewhat dampened by a sharp pain in his hand, but he was trying to force his way past it. It would be important to be able to summon warfire even with battle damage after all. His working idea was to feed the pain into the flames and make them burn even hotter if possible. Not a reliable way to enhance warfire, but it might be a good way to dump a little nitrous in the mix in an emergency. Still, the bruising damn hurt.




"Husband, are you well? Oh! Good heavens!" 




Suddenly his hand is yanked downwards as Yuuko's ever so soft hands wrap around his. Jerry considers pulling through and finishing the movement, but relents and opens his eyes. 




"Was I that obvious?" 




Yuuko nods. "You were grimacing. What in the world happened to your hand, Dannae-sama? The bruising is significant! You might have even broken a bone!" 




"Nah I know what a broken bone feels like I'm just a little roughed up, that's all." 




Masha leans in. "That's more than a little damn roughed up. Did you fail on your reinforcement in a sparring match with someone or- Oh." 




Masha smacks the side of her head, just forward of her horn. 




"Of course. Yuuko, I know what happened. What significant thing for the family happened last night?" 




Yuuko strokes her chin, trying to remember, tails curling behind her before swishing up as she snaps her fingers.




"Oh! Ghorza gave birth last night. Oh. Oh my. Ghorza did that to you?" 




Jerry grins sheepishly. 




"Kinda what I get for not reinforcing more for the first of the seriously physically strong brides. When Ghorza's stressed she pumps axiom almost naturally, and she was violently redirecting that strengthening to anywhere that wasn't... y'know. Possibly dangerous for the twins. One of the Docs explained that in those particularly strong species axiom reinforcement will flow from the mother via the umbilical cord, itself a natural stress reaction apparently, so if they're full on primally moving axiom around, the same instinct that crushed my hand will keep the infants in good shape. Which they were for the record. Perfect, healthy, ravenously hungry and seriously strong little girls. One Horchka, Ghalza, and one Human, Lagertha."




Yuuko gives Jerry's hand a kiss, imbuing it with a little healing axiom that seems to ease some of the pain and damage as Masha slaps her husband's back. 




"Hah. I bet, considering the father and the mother. Makes me look forward to greeting our own little monsters when the time comes for the clutch to hatch. How strong are we talking though, darling?"




"Not quite as strong as their Momma yet, thank the gods. Or I'd have some bruised fingers on the left hand to match their mother's damage to my right, but the little beasts already have a grip fit to hold a damn sword. They're gonna be twin terrors in a couple of years, mark my words. Both of them can survive Cruel Space most likely to boot. Ghalza has a kidney and a significantly more robust liver, and should be able to enjoy tamer human cuisine. Lagertha has all the signs of being an outright amazon when she grows up, and should keep up with her twin without any issues at all." 




Yuuko claps softly. "Oh how wonderful darling." Her hand drops down to stroke her still trim stomach. "Makes me wonder what my twins will be like. You know what I mean, Masha." 




"Mhmm. I think some of it's the hormones, but playing with the various babies. Even helping out with the less glamorous duties, it does things to a woman. And those less glamorous duties are piling up, especially with Firi nearly incapacitated with how close she is... honestly they should probably induce considering everything. Or perhaps consider a c-section." 




Jerry shrugs. "She's set on delivering naturally, and only when the kits are ready. It's her pregnancy, she's the boss barring a medical emergency, and she's found a firm ally in Dr. McCoy in that regard. Bones had some surprisingly nasty things to say about doctors who are so ready and willing to induce or perform a c-section without medical cause. Even in the wider galaxy where that operation is accomplished via teleport and is even safer... the natural way is best. In the end though I'm here to go to bat for you girls unless I think you're not thinking straight. Firi's desire being inconvenient isn't her not thinking straight, it's just inconvenient."




"Perfectly said, dannnae-sama. Say... what do their names mean? Ghorza's daughters. They almost sound like similar languages, but one of them's human isn't it?" 




Yuuko's tails wrap around Jerry, embracing him with her plush fur. She was still early in her pregnancy, but the hormones had seemed to make her far less sexual compared to some of the other girls, but significantly more touchy feely. Yuuko liked to cuddle normally but it was hard to pry her off now. Not that Jerry was inclined to. Mofu cuddles were the best cuddles. 




"Ghalza is Horchakasha, or a rather a galactic trade pronunciation of a name in Horchakasha. She was a heroine of near legendary renown from Ghorza's family a loooong time ago, before her clan fell from grace. Lagertha was a viking warrior woman, a shield maiden. The Vikings, or more properly the Norse, were a human warrior culture from the Northern part of my homeworld. I have heritage in that land that's as direct as it can get, and still practice their religion as a matter of fact. Mixed with the occasional ritual from my Sioux relatives." 




Yuuko nods. "Oh yes, we've discussed your faith! I need to get back to reading some of the books you suggested. There's some fascinating comparisons between Japanese Shintoism and Norse Paganism. Something of a universal trend for human animist faiths which is certainly a paper in a few journals waiting to happen!" 




"Ever the academic darling. Now I hate to be a bore but weren't we training?" 




Masha shakes her head, setting her long red pony tail shaking. 




"Uh uh. You can't train like that. Here. Hold still. Yuuko started it, but I'll kiss it and make it feel better too." 




Masha steps in and takes Jerry's hand into hers, bringing it to her lips which start to shine with axiom, on contact warmth suffuses Jerry's hand, like being bathed in flame or immersed in a warm bath. When she lets his hand fall from her lips, it's feeling significantly better. 




"Little healing trick I picked up when I was still training with the idea of claiming a crown as a girl." 




"With a flirty twist of course." Jerry chuckles, shifting his grip to kiss the back of Masha's hand. 




"Of course. Normally you just need a touch." Masha smiles before spinning on a heel. "But I'll be damned if I let you get away with that when it's just family training, and Yuuko inspired me. Alright. So let's get to it! Yuuko's been hard at work while you were causing trouble and marrying a new wife." 




Yuuko nods, managing her breathing and calling forth red warfire, which swirls around her like a snake before its color changes to a vibrant bright blue. 




"Just a color change as opposed to proper blue warfire, I've yet to even get a blue tinge on my red flames." 




"Red flames are impressive for a non-Apuk, you should be proud, Yuuko." 




"Oh I am Masha, I've worked hard for this after all. Honestly red warfire's probably enough, I can fight with it if needed, but illusions and other axiom use are still my specialty. Plus I can always just shoot them. I've been attentive to my weekly marksmanship drills too. Honestly I wish we'd thought to build a pistol range into the Den. I'd shoot even more." 




Jerry nods slowly, appreciating the flames and considering the idea of more convenient pistol training. 




"Nicely done Yuuko, and maybe next renovation we can add one in. I've been wanting to get more small ranges out among the various hab blocks. I have a meeting with Commander Grey tomorrow, I'll make sure to get him thinking in that direction." 




Jerry steps into position and takes a fighting stance. 




"I wasn't entirely idle while I was on Awauynis." 




Masha nods. "I hear you managed to kill a rather massive monster with warfire." 




"Blue warfire to be specific, managed to just lightly roast part of it for a taste test too." 




"Hah! That sounds about right. Was it that lovely meat that was sent up the other day?" 




"Exactly right. Syl's evaluating it for adding to our premium line of meat. It's a rare delicacy when it's hunted, and it's almost unknown off Awauynis because of that." 




"I think we'll make some decent money off that." Masha nods, stepping down range and taking a fighting stance. "Now show me that fire! Hit me with your best shot!" 




Jerry takes a fighting stance and pulls his hands into the hidden mudra, taking a slow, steady breath before moving to the seal of the ring of the sun. He'd tried all sorts of things on returning to the Tear. He'd try to use seals and all manner of silliness, just to see where axiom would interact with not just the martial arts, but quasi martial arts nerdery besides. 




In the end however, kuji-kiri on their own were enough. 




The old ways were enough. 




Unlike for many of the nerds. 




It was likely a failure on his part in a sense. A lack of imagination or being slightly too grounded. Dragonball was helpful in that regard. Because, the show preached training to unimaginable levels of skill. Saiyans started out extra tough and strong, but will, discipline and training were the seats of human and alien power alike. So the Zanzōken, the After Image Fist, was possible. Even Goku, Dragonball Jesus, had to train to use it. instant transmission was of course possible with enough effort. 




So many concepts, studied until they were old friends. So much philosophy, history behind the art. Its weight could be imposing to some, but for Jerry it was a solid foundation, as solid as the Rocky Mountains his ancestors had hunted, fought and thrived in. 




Jerry gathers that now familiar warm energy, drawing from within and without, mixing them in his gut, firm in his foundation... and breathes.




The rush of blue flames leap across the training room Macha had made as warfire proof as was possible and engulfs the Apuk warrior who laughs with glee as the flames roar and snap around her, as much a concern to Masha as a rush of water would be to a skilled swimmer. 




"Hot damn! Solid blue! I think there might even be some tinges of green there! The princess you're set to fight sure as shit won't expect this!" 




"Let's hope so, I want to make a good showing of myself." 




Masha grins, a toothy smile that makes both Jerry and Yuuko think of a dragon that the Apuk were said to resemble. 




"Nah. I don't think we should shoot for a draw anymore. I think I'm going to train you till you beat that crown off her dainty little head and feed the damn thing to her." 




"...Feeling a little aggressive today Masha?" 




"Mhmm. Maybe. Hormones. Letter from my goddess damned aunt, but frankly... I just want to show off to the whole damn planet. Eymali got her chance, so it's only fair I get a turn, and nothing will show off to the Apuk quite like you winning your bout, shellcracker tournament be damned!" 




Jerry chuckles, running his fingers through his hair. 




"This keeps up and I will end up getting a new wife out of this. Or several. Especially if Jaruna's got some sort of warrior tradition for me to participate in for Cannidor space." 




Yuuko clucks her tongue. "I doubt she'd actually do that if such a ceremony does exist, Dannae-sama. As she frequently says, you only need one Cannidor wife and the rest of the species can 'go fuck themselves with a chainsaw driven dildo.' What a chainsaw driven dildo is exactly, I'm not sure, but it seems pretty definitive as a statement." 




"Fair. Anything like that I need to worry about for the Volpir?" 




Yuuko shakes her head. "No, we're not an Apex species, and we're not prone to showing off in the same ways. Though if we raise your profile too much who knows who might come slinking around. Be it slinking sneakily or proudly... like if some Pavorus decides she wants in." 




"Guess we'll just have to make sure you girls train hard so you can put any would-be fiancees in their place." 




Masha roars with a boisterous laugh.




"Sounds like a plan to me! Come on Yuuko! You're next! Let's see that flame!" 
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"How goes the special project Commander Grey?" 




Jerry flicks through a couple reports and images of repairs and modifications as his Chief Engineer gives him the once every two week briefs he liked to do with his department heads. Instead of the free for all of a staff meeting it gave him a chance to go in depth with his department heads one on one and get the details on what was going on with their sections, their needs, wants and nice to haves. It also gave him a chance to check in on special, secret taskings he handed out from time to time. 




Sometimes it simply wouldn't do to ruin the surprise. 




Grey looks up from his tablet and brings up a few schematics on a holo projector. 




"We're pretty much done with the external reinforcements to the large docking port on section four. We should be able to piggy back or 'haul' a vessel of up to similar mass to ourselves. So anything too big for the hangars should be able to dock there without issue. It's in an odd portion of the ship still skipper, almost seems like it was for military traffic and not civilian cargo, but you're the boss." 




If there was a hint of suspicion in Grey's voice he didn't show it, but then again, the man was bland beyond bland and if he did think something was a bit janky he probably didn't actually care. Still, he accomplished his tasks with aplomb and if something wasn't sound by engineering principles he made his voice known and that was more than enough for Jerry in a chief engineer. 




"Excellent, give the team on that job my regards, I know working on the hull while not in dock, even with drones is hard work. Recommend a suitable bonus to me in the next day or so and I'll authorize it, Al." 




"Sounds good Skipper I'm sure the crew will appreciate whatever it ends up being, I'll have to think about it. Next up though, we've finished all the new mini parks. They're tied into the ship's oxygen recycling centers predominantly just like you wanted, and the integrated system to deal with... fecal material, from canines and other pets is all set up. Are there really going to be enough dogs on the ship to merit a dog park in each section and that massive one near the Marine spaces." 




"I'm afraid so Al, I mean hell your crews set up the kennel blocks for the Military Police and Masters at Arms on the Provost Marshal's request the other week, and the battalion's kennels and Paladin company's kennels should be done..." 




Jerry frowns down at his data slate. 




"Wait, when will that be done?" 




"Finished them up yesterday, as requested. So Military Working Dog sections. Interesting. Big damn dogs too from the size of the kennels."




"They hopefully won't spend too much time in those kennels, they'll generally stay with their handlers after training, but the kennels will be their action station."




"Which explains why they're basically escape pods." 




"Yep. Give them a fighting chance at least. I'm going to look into manufacturing carriers like that for civilian pets aboard and start encouraging people to train their animals to use them on the battle stations alarm sounding. I'm not anticipating us all getting spaced, but I'd rather be overly paranoid and never need it." 




"Got it loud and clear Skipper, I don't know what I'd do if something happened to Charlie. I'll volunteer some of my crew to fiddle with that project with your civilian tech specialists." 




"Got some dog lovers in your teams?" 




"With Charlie moving around to help morale... Well sir, it's hard to top a Golden Retriever puppy for improving someone's mood, even an exhausted engineer." 




"Fair enough, well if you can spare them, have them coordinate with the Director's office, Syl will put them to work in the next week or so once we're through the bulk of orders for Serbow." 




"Any alien cat fancier clubs this time sir?"




"Heh. Not this time Al." 




Jerry chuckles, remembering that particular unexpected encounter. 




"Got a few requests from the boys in the ninja village though. A couple of human-adjacent families and people who've been getting into human media looking for pets. We've been giving them extensive educational material before confirming orders considering they don't have something like the Awauynis Cat Fancier's club to provide structure and assistance. A pet's a lifetime commitment after all, and with healing comas a lifetime can be... impressive. To say the least. Especially now that most breeds have a 'prime' configuration. I got the healthiest strands I could, but the improvements Syl's team have made is damn impressive." 




"Yeah I heard in the ward room the other day. Some really fine detailed work too. Might be a bit over my head, but I can appreciate any form of good engineering, including genetic." 




"So dog parks are done, kennels are done... which is extra good, the first batch of enhanced Dobermans and Malinois should be decanting today." 




Al raises an eyebrow. "Pardon me Skipper... enhanced? Like, more than the prime strains?" 




"Yeah they're calling them Super Dobies and Hyper Malinois as jokes, but they're the Prime of both breeds, enhanced. They should be bigger, more athletic, more intelligent, more acute senses and able to interact with axiom as naturally as any other galactic animal. Syl's projections are incredible with SI support, looks like the Malinois, and this would have happened naturally over time mind you, will naturally channel axiom to its bite. That's going to take some very special training, because if a Malinois channels hard enough it could probably put a damaging bite into armor plate. The Super Dobies should be able to take a hit while also being able to deliver a solid bite... but their main thing is their physicality. A Super Dobie tackle should be like getting hit by a freight train, and that durability is before we give them armor." 




"Sounds pretty wild. Mind if I come with you for the decanting?" 




"Not at all. I think there's only one last thing to go over before we head over to the labs. That range project I sent you?" 




"Oh right." 




Al pulls up a 3D display of the ship and zooms in a specific set of sections. 




"We should be able to get at least fifty yards and a few one hundred yard ranges near the major hab blocks for recreational shooting and practice. We're aiming for five to ten lanes depending on anticipated traffic with various hard light targets. Easy. Cheap. Can provide varied training and moving or pop up targets. We've got a big range planned out for near the blocks where the bulk of the battalion lives. Honestly that'll save us some pain, the Marines go the hardest on their shooting, so by keeping them mostly in one place we can just reinforce that location. We've got the space for a 50 yard pistol and shotgun range near the Den. SMGs too obviously. Or even rifles if you want to do some action drills. I have to build that one heavy no matter what. That 7.5 FK round is no joke... nor is that 40mm cannon Warrant Officer Jaruna's calling a shotgun." 




"So everything's all sited and planned out?" 




"Yep. Honestly working on this tub is almost too easy with how modular everything is... and frankly we're just not using that much space. I don't consider it serious work until I've got to start looking at potentially rerouting service tunnels and jefferies tubes, and I haven't had to do a damn thing like that yet." 




Al rubs his temple. 




"The damndest thing about it is that's not even that big a deal! These tubs are modular enough I'm convinced they're cheating somehow. If I didn't have some of my wives on hand I'd be losing my mind over some of this stuff. The engines are simple. The internal configuration of this starship's black fucking magic. Like. I'm pretty sure we haven't messed with the interior spaces with axiom... but now I'm getting paranoid that it came that way. Then I remember how big this thing is. Supposed to be able to comfortably ship twelve thousand people, plus crew, across the entire galaxy, plus all the material to found the colony, to include buildings and vehicles. Plus a year's supplies. Plus all the supplies to feed everyone and keep them happy on the way there, and feed the crew going home in a considerably more spacious style." 




Gray hangs his head theatrically, the most emotion Jerry had ever actually seen from the man. 




"Regretting your choice to come along Al?" 




"Not on your damn life! Figuring this weird alien shit out is way more fun than trying to keep naval nuclear power plants in good trim. The company's significantly better too." 




"You are married to half the engineering section it seems." 




"Not half." 




Jerry raises an eyebrow. 




"Oh fine, a lot of the senior team and the individual engineering team leads are my wives. Like you can talk, Skipper. You're married to half the senior staff! I'd claim nepotism, but it's a no shit family business so it actually makes sense. Which brings up warships in private ownership, which is an American tradition, but the fact that you just... own something this big." 




"After a literal lifetime of work from Sylindra in the most competitive market in the galaxy, decades of bounty hunting from Jaruna and the more martially inclined girls, blood money from the mother of those gangers, and a generous loan we're still paying off." 




"Paying off slowly to keep building a credit history." 




"Fair. We could pay it off now, but I'd rather keep the money liquid honestly and reinvest into the ship and our capabilities. If it's a military capability the Undaunted reimburse us. So those ranges for example are on Cistern." 




"Nice. Didn't know a lot of this was out of your pocket." 




"Most of it, save wages, comes out of my pocket first. A lot of it does get reimbursed mind you. We have contracts with the Undaunted to provide food and services, leasing the medical facilities and the like. All at very fair rates mind you, but that's part of the deal with the loan. It favors Cistern to keep those terms good for both of us as it means we'll likely stick around longer. Which, admittedly, is currently the plan. Ten years at least. Maybe twenty. Once we’ve built out the business network, maybe bought some more ships that will stay purely commercial, and can afford to buy a planet we'll put this beast to work colonizing again, and either put it in the hands of either employees or the next generation of the family to keep up the trade routes and make money."




"Well I'm happy to be along for the ride. You could probably tempt me into private service if I ever want to leave the Undaunted for whatever reason. Not that there's a huge reason to try and push for promotion and a command or something for me. Cistern pays us damn well, and on top of that he pays all my wives damned well. Throw in the low cost of living aboard ship and it's hard to 'tempt' me off the ship and onto an urban megalopolis like Centris or some other hell hole."




"That's exactly the attitude I want to engender Al. I want everyone to want to stay on this ship, and to be assigned to the Tear to be considered incredibly desirable." 




"Well it's working. Keep this up and the Admiral really will promote you again. Charm that pirate gal's panties off and you'll have a second ship in the fleet and can force an advancement to at least Commodore."




"...I'd rather not. Not that way any way. Past that, Incerra's not really my type."




Al gets a sly grin on his face. 




"What's wrong sir? I thought you were a dog person." 




"Don't you damn start Al. Speaking of though... let's go check in on the decanting. Drop the subject of Incerra and I'll even let you have a look at a secret project Paladin Company's working on." 




"I mean, I know you're getting working dogs for the company, I authorized the work orders for the kennels."




"Sure, but you don't know what kind of dogs, and let me tell you Al... they're something special."
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The walk through the passageways to the special cloning lab reserved for Undaunted MWD production, and its further sealed off section where Paladin Company's dire wolves were brewing wasn't a terribly long one. With the various conveyance systems throughout the ship in all dimensions everything was close to something. 




Unlike the Dauntless, the Tear hadn't been inbuilt with long periods of micro or zero gravity in mind. Handholds and the like were still there for safety, but instead of the giant poles that the Dauntless now provided artificial zero g for, and just plain hoofing it. Instead there were omnidirectional, high speed elevators that the humans had quickly dubbed turbo lifts.




Arriving at the labs, Jerry lets out a low whistle.




"Good thing we isolated this lab. The original intent was to make things easier for separating out military supplies and special orders specifically for the ship's crew and the embarked battalion, but damn Al, look at this mob! Letting them into the main cloning bays would have been a hell of a mess."




The lab was swamped with an absolute throng of Marines from the battalion, including the selected handlers for the various MWD teams and the trainers who would be putting the puppies through their paces. The enhanced animals would grow faster and be easier to train, the perfect canine weapons and sensor platforms to assist their handlers with anything from explosives detection to man tracking to bite work... but Jerry suspected the real reason for the turn out... was mass puppy time.




Adding to the mass of people, beyond the actual lab staff, were the sword sworn, loitering casually in the back near a very special secured door. That door led to the lab where the Dire Wolves were being created under lock and key with the strictest secrecy. Not so much because they were a classified super weapon and more because Jerry didn't want to deal with denying an unending torrent of requests for one of the massive animals to be.




Also hanging out was Nezbet. Her puppy was also about to be decanted.




Jerry and Al join the feline warrior woman who greets her husband with a kiss.




"Mrow! Hubby's here! Nezbet is most excited to meet her new friend."




Al peers into the tank with Jerry, observing the absolutely massive Doberman Pinscher puppy in there. He was smaller than the super dobies... but not by much.




"Doberman? Excellent taste Madame Bridger. They're wonderful animals. Should be a good size to play with Mikasa too. Good guardian dog as well where Mikasa's breed as I understand them is more of a companion right ma'am? Skipper?"




Jerry nods. "That's more or less the long and short of it for the American Alsatian. They look tough but they're couch potatoes. Don't even need much exercise. A walk a day, not even a run and they're set compared to a Husky that could use two long runs a day minimum. Dobies have some strong energy needs but with Mikasa, Cindy and Espirit around he should get plenty of play time. Plus you can always take him down to the battalion dog park to play with the other puppies."




"Nezbet also desires to use running track with new friend once he's big enough. Could use the PT. Nezbet might be pregnant, but is no excuse to be fat. Will bounce back faster from pregnancy as well, easier to seduce husband for next litter nyahahaha!" Nezbet winks, clearly teasing.




"I'm going to go investigate these so-called 'super dobies', I can't imagine they'd be that much bigger than this little fellow!'




“Head towards the back in around five Al, I’ll let you in to the reserved lab.”




As Al walks off, a Nurse technician takes that moment to walk up to them. The cobalt blue haired Carib woman was dressed in the light blue scrubs the Tear's medical personnel had adopted as 'uniform standard', with the Genetic Engineering department logo in silver riding on her left shoulder marking her as a civilian staffer as opposed to a military member of the ship's medical team.




"Mrs. Bridger. Oh! Captain! Thank you for joining us. Obviously it's a bit of a big day in the lab."




Jerry nods an affable greeting, putting his more public face back on.




"It's going to get loud I'm sure. Is the puppy ready?"




The tech turns to the read out for the tank and flips through some screens, checking metrics and health telemetry.




"Looks like it. I'm going to drain the tank now."




A warning light flashes on the tank slightly, getting the entire room's attention as the iron womb begins to gently drain. The tech quickly hands Nezbet a towel. "You just lift him out gently when the tank opens and help him dry off. He should open his eyes in the first thirty seconds or so, and the bonding process for most pack animals will begin more or less immediately."




Nezbet leans in, eager now as the puppy begins to stir, and the tank opens itself. The puppy is instantly bundled up in the towel and wrapped in Nezbet's embrace, the Takra moving faster than the eye could see to ensure that not even a second of initial bonding time was wasted with her new pet.




Jerry leans in and gives the puppy a gentle scratch around his 'wisdom' as the puppy lets out a tremendous yawn, then lunges up to lick Nezbet's face before finally starting to look around, quietly observing his new environment as he tries to comprehend his new world.




"Smart little fella. You can tell he's sharp."




Jerry meets the puppy's gaze readily, reaching out his hand to let the pup sniff him a big before scratching behind his ears. One other change in the 'Prime' Dobies. The pup's ears were already a nice, distinct, angled shape and would clearly stick up on their own with maybe a little assistance, but certainly no surgery required. Not quite as aggressive as the traditional cropped ear maybe, but preserving the look while minimizing surgical intervention. The puppy's tail starts to wag, smacking away between Jerry and Nezbet as they give the little creature attention and affection.




"So have you named him yet Nezbet?"




"Nezbet has indeed selected a name, husband. The puppy's name is Maximus!"




"Enjoyed Gladiator that much did you?"




"Names are important to the Takra'Takra. Maximus is good name for a fighter, Nezbet hopes to draw out great courage and tenacity in the Pup with an auspicious name. Much consideration must be given to names of people, animals and things. The inspiration, be it fiction, myth or a heroine or hero who once lived and breathed matters not. What matters is the ideals they embody."




Jerry nods. "What does Nezbet mean then?"




"Nezbet is also the name of a Takra'Takra heroine who ascended to become one of the goddesses of the hunt, among a few other domains. Her adventures are many, though the luster attached to her name has faded in recent centuries. Nezbet hopes to one day commission a tri vid about her namesake's adventures. People like Apuk high fantasy, surely they will enjoy the proud culture of the Takra'Takra Empire! Besides. Battle Princesses just throw warfire around."




Nezbet makes a dismissive gesture.




"Warforms are much more exciting to watch in glorious battle."




"Right." Jerry takes that in for a second. "How many goddesses of the hunt do the Takra have any way?"




"An even dozen, a holy number, but such is the import of hunting and the hunt to Takra. We are not so different from the Ya'Yauya in this regard, though they only have one hunting goddess. Each of the Crown worlds of the Takra'Takra Empire has produced or enshrined one of the great huntresses, who stalked the stars themselves and seized the strength of the goddesses for themselves. Or so goes the story. It was long ago, and what is myth and what is history is clear as mud in a dark room yes?"




"Yeah, humans have their mythic history too. So I get it. There's a lot of questions about some of the nicknames American Marines have earned over the centuries for example. At this stage however the truth doesn't matter to a degree. History has been overtaken by mythology, and all the facts in the world won't do much to change it."




"Nezbet actually has artifact of Great Huntress Nezbet. Is treasure seized by honored mother. Is alleged to be the great huntress's war caster. How do you call... is... crossbow, but with four limbs. Traditional tool of the Takra when not using ourselves as weapons. Good for piercing armored shell of certain kinds of prey. Better than warform in some senses. Warform has many risks, especially for a lone huntress. Used poorly, the beast might seize control, or worse, the huntress will run out of excess energy and be left at the mercy of the prey. In the solo hunt, such a thing almost always lethal."




The puppy barks, punctuating his mistress's statement. Nezbet looks down and gives the pup some more attention, bouncing him a bit like a baby.




"Nezbet will return this little fellow to the Den so he can meet Mikasa and get settled in. This is going to be so much fun!"




Nezbet gives Jerry a kiss and she's out the door. Leaving Jerry free to follow in Al Gray's wake and wander among the pods as puppies begin to be decanted, the room getting nosier and nosier as more and more handlers are introduced to their new partner. Jerry works his way through the room, some of the puppies having an impromptu exploring and play session, racing around the room, providing the last bit of distraction to slip through the door to the special projects room with Al hot on his heels.




The sword sworn had quietly filtered into the room as the main room had gotten more and more chaotic as more and more puppies were released from their tanks and into the arms of their new handlers. This room was more restrained. The animals they'd be producing would be a few hundred pounds at full size. The Dire Wolf was projected to be the ultimate war animal. An animal utterly beyond comprehension for even Jerry's ancient ancestors who had hunted alongside tame wolves.




The first batch was a litter of six. They were the test cases. The dog park built for them was more an enclosure than anything, and it was huge. More of a range or a run to let truly large animals enjoy themselves. Jerry was even considering suggestions that deer be cloned to give the dire wolves a chance to hunt on their own. Which sounded nice, but divorcing their handlers from the food process didn't seem particularly wise. The wolves should be domesticated, not just tamed... but this was an animal that had never existed before. There had once been a species called a Dire Wolf on Earth, but as Jerry looks into the tank and the absolutely monster wolf pup within, it's clear this is not even a cousin of that once great beast.




Few things are scarier than a wolf in the woods. It was a luxury most in North America had forgotten due to mass slaughter of wolves over the process of European colonization and expansion. For one they're big. Very big. Comparatively these little saber toothed beasties would be monsters. Still... golden eyes haunt Jerry's memories for a moment.




An extended maneuver behind enemy lines in the cold and snow. Getting separated in the storm... Death stalked Jerry closely, even as he struggled to find shelter and save his own life. He had thought the golden eyes belonged to Death, stalking his footsteps, waiting to carry his soul off if he faltered.




He was wrong.




Death had blue eyes.




The white tiger had been stalking him for what could have been hours. The mighty beast far more than a mortal man could hope to handle alone when taken by surprise. Its camouflage, its slow movement, was perfect for the driving storm as night fell.




It was then Jerry had made his mistake, putting his back to the unseen enemy as he faced the golden eyes in the trees.




The cat pounced without a sound, no dramatic roar like something out of a movie, as the golden eyes rapidly closed with Jerry, bursting out the trees as he tried to get his rifle into position... even as claws bit into his shoulder, the wound would have been far more brutal without all his equipment. It was bad enough as it was, the blow was like getting bitch slapped by a frying pan with meat hooks attached to it.




His cry of pain was lost in the harsh bark of the second animal to enter the small clearing that would have been the site of Jerry's death. The mass of gray slams into the tiger with unremitting fury. The golden eyes that Jerry had been focused on belonged to a great wolf, massive for her kind.




The rifle snaps back up, trying to find a shot on the tiger through the melee. If he didn't intervene the wolf would die. Finally, the wolf leaps back and Jerry fires once. The suppressed round burying itself in the tiger's heart.




The drop in adrenaline leaves Jerry collapsed to his knees, holding his shoulder for a moment. If the wolf was death... now was the time.




Instead, the wolf waited for him to recover, sitting on her haunches, eventually leading Jerry to a nearby cave where he could make a small fire and take shelter, as well as perform first aid on himself.




The wolf stayed with him through the night, but vanished in the morning with the storm.




Jerry had never told that story to anyone. Now though it echoed in his mind as Al lets out a low whistle. 




“Hot damn skipper, you weren’t kidding when you said they were cooking up something special back here.” 




A nervous technician approaches, apparently Jerry's emotions had been playing out on his face somewhat. He does his best to return to a friendly smile.




"Yes?"




"Sir, they're ready to come out. With your permission?"




"By all means technician, this is your show."




The process goes quickly, and before long, six healthy, and very large, puppies are happily romping around the room. They played with each other, but were happy to go up to their new handlers and owners for affection or play before going back to wrestling with their siblings.




Quickly, the largest of the pups takes a more dominant role. He was bigger, yes, but he was also wickedly smart, quickly learning how to play fight and wrestle with cunning, not just using his raw strength to overwhelm his litter mates. It was fascinating to watch as the paladins chat and play with their new companions.




Finally, Jerry reaches out, and picks the largest pup up, bringing the creature up to eye level, looking deep into the puppy’s eyes. His golden eyes were oh so very familiar from the battle in the snows long ago. They glinted with a deep intelligence, a sense of understanding. A sense of comprehending the world around him.




"I name thee Fenrir. Lead your pack, and hunt well among the stars. We've got quite a bit to do, you know."




Fenrir barks once, seemingly in assent, before licking Jerry's face, wagging happily. Just chance, and a puppy being a puppy? Or something more? Only time would tell.
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This might be the most difficult trial Jerry has ever had to endure. He could feel his body tensing with every second going by, and each second felt like hours as the clock ticked on, sweat forming on his brow as the excruciating noise dug into his brain, sawing at the neural pathways of his mind and... Sharon pushes back into him a bit, unintentionally distracting him with her pert backside in a set of delightful yoga pants. 




The pastel colored room near the maternity ward of the hospital comes back into focus as a very maternal looking Carib woman finishes explaining a new breathing technique to the various couples...or moresomes... scattered throughout the decent sized room. Gods figure that Jerry could be literally a galaxy away from Earth and he still couldn't escape the torment that was what most humans from the United States would refer to as a Lamaze class. Even if that wasn't the technique being taught, it had become something of a catch all for birth preparation classes that couples would attend after finding out they were expecting.




Which in its own right should explain exactly how ludicrous it was for Jerry and Sharon to be here. Jerry was the father of over sixty children, a solid half of which were already successfully delivered. Sharon was mother and auntie to the same. Having it explained to him how to hold a baby... of every major species composition identified by the Galactic Council as part of the requirements of how these new parents courses were structured, again, was just patronizing at this point. Or about two dozen more methods of breast feeding than was necessary considering that the entire class almost to a woman was a bipedal mammalian omnivore or carnivore.




The men in the equation were of course entirely human.




The instructor continues on in her kind, droning, generically motherly tone. It threatened to lull him into a trance a bit. Anything to escape the monotony that was being shoved into his ears with every syllable. It was easier to focus on that indignity than some of the outright disrespect built into the course. Especially when the material, not the instructor, made it painfully clear that men weren't expected to know any of this shit. Or even be present. 




Expected perhaps in a clan of a hundred women where a man might be lucky to spend any time at all with his offspring, especially if he was in season, but that particular flavor of hell was a hard no for Jerry, one of the many reasons he'd set a hard limit on the size of their family.




Thankfully this instructor knew better, but Jerry was already mentally composing an email to Joanna McCoy ordering her to prepare an Undaunted official course that would, of course, conform to galactic standards... mostly. 




Primary changes? Respect the time of everyone involved just to start. Brute Arachne breast feeding methods were indeed somewhat fascinating considering how their body was under intense internal hydraulic pressure, but did little to change the fact that there wasn't a single Brute Arachne on the ship, much less a pregnant one.




Still, the real reason for being here was to help calm Sharon's nerves. Her mother had always suggested something like this 'when the time came', and with her mother millions of light years away as they skimmed through distant space, tracing a gentle course to Serbow that allowed them to make a few trading stops along the way... this was as close to having Sharon's Mom around as it got.




The Undaunted weren't making the stress Sharon was under any easier either. The Bridger family in general and Sharon in particular had been bombarded with countless requests and even outright demands for information. Some of it of actual scientific import, most of it completely useless and nonsensical, especially at this very early age of development. 




That had all compounded with a proposed science team coming out to the Tear to observe and research the pregnancy and early development. They had made some noise about the Tear's equipment not being up to snuff, madness considering they had more modern medical and scientific equipment than the Dauntless herself had!




That had proven to be a larger stalemate than anyone had expected. Sharon was only getting more and more irritated and stressed out, eventually shutting off her communicator and disabling the comm panel in her quarters. When actual physical letters started to try to be delivered requesting some inane blood sample or another, Jerry had had enough. 




He understood they were being enthusiastic because this was, in fact, history in the making. The first humans, pure blood humans, to be born off of Earth. It was a big deal to say the least. Jerry understood. He'd said as much. That he felt where the scientists were coming from, and that the Tear's internal medical teams would do their best to accommodate reasonable requests as the mother's duty schedule, health, and tolerance for bullshit allowed.




Then he put his foot down and drew his line in the sand. Jerry had made it clear that if an entire science team showed up at the Tear to study his wife and children that they would be met at the docking bay and asked politely but firmly to leave. If a second request had to be made it would be delivered by an entire platoon of power armored Cannidor. A third request for the team to depart would be made at muzzle velocity.




Cistern had been forced to step in, and had agreed with Bridger that the Tear had the most advanced Undaunted medical facilities available, and further made it clear that Sharon would be forcibly brought back to the Dauntless over his dead body, never mind Jerry's. So research would occur, but it was to be kept at a minimum level of invasiveness, and would not involve the research team making direct contact with the mother. All communication had to go through her attending physician.




The last requirement was actually a rather nasty stipulation on Jerry's part, considering Sharon's attending physician was none other than Doctor McCoy herself... and Bones was legendary across the entire Undaunted for her abrasive attitude. It seemed every Marine, sailor or officer had been on the receiving end of Bones' tender mercies at least once. She always fixed you up. Always left you in better shape than you started before whatever dumb thing you'd done had ended you up in her med bay to start with. Sounded good, but the other boot was that you weren't escaping without an ego bruising to match the real injury you'd just received.




Dr. McCoy was even more infamous for how she dealt with people she felt were wasting her time, or people who were potentially endangering or even inconveniencing her patients. All three of them in this case. That two of the three would be the first pure humans born Out of Cruel Space didn't matter one damn to Bones. What mattered was those baby boys being born healthy and safely, and the mother making a full, fast recovery.




Or else.




It was joked about among the original crew of the Dauntless that Bones had the type of command presence that could make God stand up and take notice within her domain. Because within Bones's hospital and medical center, God was just another patient like everyone else.




So in the name of helping Sharon relax and actually ease into being pregnant, into being a full on mother not just a step mom or auntie or whatever you wanted to title the sister wives of the mother under discussion, to the expecting parent prep class they had gone. Most of the course ended up not being too terribly painful. Running through the quasi pregnant lady yoga, breathing exercises, and a variety of other techniques that ranged from useful to merely aggravating.




Jerry figured they could have done the same thing in about an hour and a half in Cascka's dojo with some nude yoga, tea drinking, meditation and snuggling in the futon as a cool down exercise. It certainly made more sense to Jerry. Sharon however, had wanted the cool, calming voice of a female authority figure telling her everything would be okay. Again, a maternal surrogate. 




For a woman so close to her own mother, it was somewhat difficult to be going through this process without her. It had been easier when the Dauntless had been a suicide mission. A long shot for humanity to reach the stars... but now there was life out here! Life!




Which led to today's other activity. It was time to tell the in-laws the big news.




Another ship of the new Lance class was being prepared to go home. It was significantly larger than the first messengers sent back to Earth. She’d be taking the first full load of cargo, what the wags were calling plunder, to appease the factious nations of Earth. There was a couple years of Earth's planetary GDP getting put on that transport in wealth of knowledge alone. As always with the squabbling governments, plenty and plunder would almost certainly appease them. Plenty of loot would mollify them to their independent galactic polity that some were calling ‘rebels’ and ‘traitors’ at the moment.




Yet in reality the Undaunted were a necessity. The face of humanity to the stars... the landing pad and launch pad for all human endeavors out of Cruel Space. The nations themselves would take to the stars, but it would be on Undaunted ships, guided by Undaunted crews. Cistern wasn't about to let them destroy what he built, and he controlled everything that came and went from Cruel Space, or was shortly going to be able to. A masterful hand.




More important to Sharon however was she could send the video diary she'd been keeping for her family home at last.




The raven haired beauty fusses with her hair a bit as she collapses into a chair in the 'office', a room kept separate for study or more 'serious' computer use away from the sanctity of one's bedroom without leaving the Den. Today it has been turned into a 'recording studio'. Not much work with axiom equipment, but the effort had been made.




This was important news after all.




"God I'm worried."




Jerry reaches out and places his hand over Sharon's.




"Don't be. They love you. They'll love your family... and even if they don't. Well Jaruna once said there's nothing that can bring the in-laws around quite like grandbabies to spoil... and you're carrying twins. It might be more common around here, but that's very special for a human woman. Even a Marine. Try as Headquarters Marine Corps might, they have yet to figure out the trick to get female Marines to have litters so they can mass produce the next generation of Jarhead."




Sharon dissolves into a giggle fit.




"Damn these hormones, I'm all over the place... and I swear I'm starting to show."




"You're pretty early on still..." Jerry directs his gaze downwards. "You are pretty petite over all though."




"Yeah well, like I said. Just... I dunno. Probably hormones still. I'm starting to feel fairly bloated regularly."




Sharon skootches her chair to the left, laying her head on her husband's shoulder.




"...Are we doing the right thing? Having them out here?"




"Yes. Even away from our families, we're giving our twins the gift of the stars. Gifts no mere mortal could dream of till now. The answer, my love, is not to go to your family, it's to bring your family out to us. If they want to come, and if they do, we'll prepare a place for them. Either on the Tear, or at one of the Undaunted shore stations or colonies. Maybe Bruel. Should be a nice spot to retire. Certainly don't have to worry about the cold around there. At least until we put down roots ourselves."




"Right. Yeah I mean. It's not good bye. We knew I probably wouldn't be able to come home... and they can come. There's a place for them and..."




Jerry pulls Sharon into a hug.




"Deep breaths babe. You're hyperventilating."




"Right. Calm. I can do that. Of course I'm calm. Just capping off a series of videos about my new life as a member of a nineteen girl strong harem...'




"The word is 'marriage', or 'clan' if you're feeling formal."




Sharon playfully punches Jerry's shoulder. "Let me freak out my way you big brute. Effortlessly making everything better for me."




"That's my job. Make sure you're one of the nineteen happiest women in the known galaxy. Not an easy job, but you're all worth all of my everything."




"Big softie."




Sharon closes her eyes and takes a slow centering breath before scooching her chair a bit closer again.




"Okay. Let's do this thing. Ready?"




Jerry nods his assent and Sharon reaches for the controls, setting a five second time. It counts down quickly with a blinking red light that goes solid as it begins to record.




"Hey Mom, hey Dad. So this is going to be the last entry from this video diary. I gave you a tour of where I'm living now. What I'm doing. You've obviously met Jerry, and I think we got introductions for most of my new sisters. They're an interesting bunch. You got to meet your adorable step granddaughter, and some of the many other step grandbabies who could really use some Grandma and Grandpa spoiling time. You'd love them all, and they'd love to meet you someday. That day might come. I hope you take the chance to join us if you can. I... We... will always have a place for you. Because I- I'm not sure I can come home. I'm not sure Earth is home any more."




She'd started strong, but despite herself Sharon was sniffling, her voice cracking a little bit. Hormones as much as emotions, Jerry thought.




"I've made my home out here. With a husband who loves me. With sisters who support me. With children who need me. They're just as much mine as the rest of the girls. Especially because I- it. Godddamnit I'm such a mess."




Jerry stays silent, passing a handkerchief to Sharon to blow her nose and dry her tears.




"I'm pregnant. With twins. Twin boys. Not exactly a mystery who the father is. Having a husband's convenient like that. Tell my half sister she should try it sometime."




Sharon breaks into a giggle.




"God the hormones really are a trip, I'm an emotional yoyo. Crying one second and catty the next. My Doctor says I should level out around the second trimester. I'll be taking lots of pictures and videos to send home. I know you can't be here physically. Not yet... but your love's still with me every day. Still with all of us."




Sharon snuggles up to Jerry a bit as a hand drops unconsciously to her stomach, wordlessly demonstrating the start of 'all of us'.




"I know I'm in it up to my neck in something strange again. I know I've gone and done something crazy. I know it's hard that all of this is happening so far away, but we knew this could be a one way trip in the end, but I knew it was worth it to reach for the stars. Now, among them... I've found I can't go home. Not for the sake of alien monsters or eldritch gods killing us all, but for the sake of love, and family, and duty. Just like you raised me. Just like we're going to raise them. I love you."




Jerry smiles into the camera, and leans forward a bit.




"We love you. Even if we haven't gotten the chance to meet, I know how much you matter to Sharon. You raised an amazing woman. I'm lucky to have her in my life, as one of my officers, and as my wife. As strange as the way aliens do things might be... all I can promise is that Sharon, her love, the life we're making together, and the lives we're making together..." Jerry's hand joins Sharon's on her stomach. "Are honored, and cherished. Just like she's always deserved."




Sharon punches Jerry in the shoulder again, happy tears streaming down her fast now..




"You big lunk, you can't just spring that on me! You didn't say you were going to say that!"




"Going to edit it out?"




"Sniff." Sharon wipes her face with the handkerchief again. "No. I only edit for brevity and technical screw ups. This is us. Just as we are... except instead of warts and all it's more having an obnoxiously romantic husband with his stupid handsome face and- Mmmph! Mhmm~"




Jerry cuts off the hormone fueled rant with a passionate, loving kiss that sees Sharon's arms wrapping around his neck in an unconscious display of affection and intimacy.




"Feeling a bit hangry dear?"




"Yes."




"Let's sign off with your folks, and go get pizza."




"Oooh. See? Told you guys he was a catch! I love you all! I'll send messages again as soon as I can."
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A few busy days had passed since the arrival of the Marine battalion's new working dogs, and the still somewhat low key arrival of Paladin company's founding pack of Dire Wolves. That time had seen them pass into Apuk space. Jerry was getting a touch... nervous wasn't the word. Still there was something bugging him about this upcoming fight with an Apuk Battle Princess, and he didn't like whatever the feeling was. Uncomfortable? Maybe? It was more like his intuition was telling him that there'd be something more to this than they expected.




Sharon suddenly looks up from her station, the motion catching his eye. 




"Captain, priority transmission, data file says it's Apuk Imperial Navy, on the emergency band."




That had Jerry's immediate attention. They'd only just crossed into Apuk space! He quickly adjusts his uniform and settles himself in his chair.




"On screen commander."




An Apuk woman with shaggy blonde hair and a gruff look comes on screen, her tight uniform a distinct contrast from the ball gowns and finery favored by Apuk ladies in general.




"Captain Bridger, Vice Admiral Vak'Lorish, Apuk Imperial Navy."




"A pleasure, Admiral. To what do I owe the call? I believe we filed our schedule appropriately for transit through to Serbow."




"Your paperwork's fine as far as I care. I've got another matter. An enforcement matter that I think you can help me with Bridger. We have a situation evolving out your way, the SCV Talasar Spire, a large cargo hauler, has been struck by pirates and began broadcasting an emergency signal about thirty minutes ago. You're the nearest naval vessel in response range. I'd send a ship, but I don't have anything out that way."




Jerry takes all that in... and the name Talasar Spire rings an immediate bell. That was the name of the ship they were supposed to be making a rendezvous with to take Inara aboard!




"As it happens, we were supposed to meet the Talasar Spire for a routine cargo exchange Admiral. Can we safely conduct enforcement operations in Apuk space?"




Vak'Lorish shrugs before offering Bridger a smile that can only be described as 'to hell with it'.




"Normally I wouldn't think to ask, or take offers from most warships or half warships, whatever that monster you're flying is today, in Apuk space. However... since we're new allies and all, you're not just any other warship transiting Apuk space. This isn't Undaunted space, so you don't have to, but I'd consider it a favor if you responded to the situation and dealt with it. If it's liability you're worried about, I'll deputize you or give you a letter of marque or something. If something goes sideways it'll be dealt with by the Apuk Imperial Navy, not the Undaunted."




Jerry considers that... it seemed to satisfy any legal concerns he might have had... and with Inara in trouble...




"We'll handle it for you Admiral. Can't have our new allies thinking we don't do windows do we? Besides, like I said, we were already due to meet up with the Talasar Spire, so we'll just make our rendezvous, but instead of cargo I'll deliver a company of power armored infantry and a company of specially trained Marines for hostile boarding actions."




"Hah. Sounds good. Shame you don't have some of our Marines. I'm sure your boys and girls are good, weird as that is to say, but Apuk Imperial Marine squads are all led by Battle Princesses."




"A normal human's managed to trounce a rogue battle princess, I think we can at least keep things interesting."




That got a sharp bark of laughter from the Admiral.




"You know, I don't care much about sorcerers one way or another, but I goddessdamn love human attitudes. I'll get a cutter heading your way for support, but it'll be a few hours even if they push the engines to their breaking point."




"We'll make sure everything's nice and tidy for them to turn up and take on whatever's left as prisoners."




"I'll be counting on it. Thanks Captain Bridger. The Apuk Imperial Navy owes you one. Data stream with the coordinates and whatever intel we have is on the way. Vak'Lorish out."




The silence on the bridge echoes for a minute after the channel closes, the staff unconsciously holding their breaths as they wait for orders.




"Comm, are we receiving the appropriate data?"




"Yes sir."




"Transmit the coordinates to Nav."




"Already got them sir! We're about an hour away ourselves at current speed. Thirty minutes at flank speed."




Jerry nods slowly.




"Helm. Lay in the new course you're receiving from Nav. Flank speed."




"Bosun."




"Bosun, aye aye sir."




"Senior staff to the main conference room right the hell now. Paladin company, JSOC and FAST platoon to the Paladin company briefing room in ten minutes. The Valkyries and Armadillo flight are to move to alert status.”




"Aye aye sir."




Jerry rises from his chair and straightens his duty uniform, thankful that today at least he wasn't stuffed into a dress uniform.




"Lieutenant Commander Sharon Bridger, you're senior watch stander, you have the conn. When we have sensor contact with the Talasar Spire, take us to general quarters."




Sharon's acknowledgement is drowned out slightly as a chaos of activity breaks out on the bridge, different professionals setting to work in a quick and orderly manner in a confined space could still produce a fair bit of noise after all. Jerry catches Evie having one of her senior petty officers take over sensors as he hits the door, his wife hot on his heels.




"Jerry, that's..."




"I know."




Jerry turns back and the stricken look on Evie's face causes a pain in his heart.




"I'm going to go get her. I need you on those sensors giving me all the telemetry you can get."




"Okay. Just. Be safe. All of you."




"That's a promise, and you know me. I always keep my promises."




The meeting with the senior staff is quick and efficient. They have contingency plans for exactly this kind of scenario after all. It was another benefit of being Undaunted. When everyone you worked with was just that good it was easy to knock the loose structure of a plan together that can get everyone moving in the right direction while leadership works out the fine details.




Jerry’s walk down to Paladin Company's briefing room is a swift one. As the Skipper he can't run. Often. A medical emergency like Syl going into labor was one thing, but most of the time, especially when they were imminently going into action, the calmer and more in control he was, the calmer his sailors and Marines would be. After all, if the old man isn't worried, why should they be worried? Still the urge to sprint like he's on the clock to the Paladin company briefing room is almost making him feel restless.




A fast walk has him arriving perfectly on time, and right as the last of the FAST platoon's stragglers pile in. Master Chief Daclan's taken up an appropriate perch and snaps to as Jerry hits the door.




"Attention on deck!"




"As you were!" 




Jerry calls out, striding down to the front of the room, cracking his knuckles.




"Ladies, gentlemen, thank you for joining me on such short notice."




There's a chuckle around the room, Jerry's tone making this sound far more like a social event than a combat briefing.




"Our Apuk allies have called in a favor. There's a ship broadcasting an SOS near us, indicating they've been attacked by pirates. The ship is the SCV Talasar Spire, who we were previously scheduled to meet with and exchange some cargo and passengers..."




A visual of the Talasar Spire pops up, the intel petty officer was on the ball today it seemed.




"As you can see, the Spire is perhaps best described as two ships. The drive section is the largest, being a decent sized cargo vessel in its own right. The bridge section is also fairly large, and has passenger accommodations for those looking to move between planets on a budget. Running between the drive section and bridge section is an umbilical that allows movement between the two sections, and access to the centerpoint station, which is where the cargo containers can be managed from. Which is the main defense for that umbilical really, it's in the center of some heavy duty scaffolding and a massive volume of cargo containers."




Jerry glances over to Diana Lawson, who's nose deep in her computer screen and working busily. Not quite time to call her in just yet... which meant this was as good a time as any to lay out the personal hook.




"Alright folks, I'm going to be straight up with you on this one. This is not just a normal pirate op for us. For me at least. This is personal. Director Sylindra's mother is on that transport. Suffice to say she's being hunted by some very not nice people. Part of our scheduled cargo transfer was to move her onto the Tear for her safety. While I'm not going to change how I'm prosecuting this mission, nor would I have let these people suffer at the hands of these pirates... well. Let's just say these fatherless whores made a poor life choice when they hit the Spire in particular."




Shalla Bulrag's hand shoots up.




"Warthog, something to share with the class?"




"Not you too, sir!" Shalla gripes theatrically, her smile all bright white teeth. "Just saying on behalf of FAST platoon that we'll be damned to the void before we let this trash harm one hair on Madame Directors' mother's tail. Sir."




"I figured I might be able to get a few good Marines to help me out."




Anything Jerry might want to say is momentarily drowned out by a room full of war cries, even the normally taciturn JSOC operators joining in.




"Alright. A whole shed load of good Marines, and our new Crimsonhewer friends. So Commander Lawson's going to have the intel brief for us on this mess soon, but the general plan is going to remain the same. Jaruna will lead Carcharodon platoon, that's you Crimsonhewers, herself and my daughters, along with JSOC to secure the engine section, with Sir David in overall command. I consider that the most critical task, so I'm putting the heavy end of the hammer there. It's also the largest section and probably where we'll find the majority of enemy resistance. Doesn't hurt the fact that seizing the engine room does mean we have the ship by the tits and they can't blow the bitch into the next life with us all onboard."




The intel petty officer puts up a schematic of the Talasar Spire and a variety of points light up in a bright red color.




"Sir, highlighting all the possible entry points for you based on this class of vessel. There may be some modifications, or good options for tertiary penetration, but that'll take the boys in Intel cell a second to research."




"Thanks Petty officer. Alright, so Paladins, FAST platoon, that means the command module's ours. Theoretically this is the easier job, but it's also where the majority of the hostages will be. So it's more delicate work. There's some large spaces within the hull still, and nasty spots for redoubts or defenses just from a quick look at the schematics on my way down here, I'm expecting the hangar bay to be particularly nasty, so Paladins, we still need to draw heavy weapons, but otherwise prepare for close quarters battle and make sure not to play too fast and loose with the boom. Dead civilians because pirates murdered them is tragic. Dead civilians because we fucked up is unacceptable. Clear?"




A nice uniform "Yes sir!" echoes back from the Paladins and FAST company.




Jerry grabs a pointer stick and stabs the forward hangar bay, one of the red marked areas on the model.




“Paladins, we’ve got the armor so we’ll lead into the assault with FAST backing us up. The way galactic construction works we should be able to comfortably get power armor most everywhere, but FAST can put the boot in where needed any way. Once we start rescuing hostages, 3rd Section of FAST will split off to move and protect the hostages. Armadillo will not be flying off the hostages, we’re going to be sending another shuttle in on a steady rotation to immediately fly folks off. We will not have the combat engineers set up an emergency teleport to minimize risk of exposing the Tear to counter attack.”




“Sir, doesn’t that all rely on space supremacy?”




Jerry nods at the unseen individual who just asked the question near the JSOC’s general direction.




"That’s correct. All of this comes after the Tear’s gunners disable the pirate vessel, and the ACE splashes any fighters they might have, securing local space superiority for us. The ACE will then establish a CAP while we put the boot in. Normally I'd want to lead with a stealth torpedo strike, but that might take too long. We’re also still not entirely sure about what’s waiting for us. We’re moving at flank speed, so this is gonna test us all. We need to analyze the situation, form a plan and execute more or less immediately. Petty officer, zoom us out a bit please?”




The wire model backs up, showing a general ship with a question mark on the hull docked to the Talasar Spire.




“Once we have sensor lock, we'll have Ensign Babydoll and her team begin electronic warfare efforts to keep them from knowing we're there till there's a knife in their guts. Or more importantly a shit load of high velocity forty mike mike from a Huscarl where their engines used to be. We'll go spaceborne in our transports right after the Huscarls launch. A little dangerous, but we need to hit them as hard and as fast as possible. The longer we give them to respond, the more people, including our own and the civilians on that transport die. So we-




The blaring sound of the general quarters alarm cuts Jerry off.




"General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations!-"




A well positioned NCO smacks an override shutting the alarm off in the room even as it continues to blare outside.




"...Okay, guess we're doing the intel briefing in flight."




Lawson looks up from her data pad.




"That's probably better, Babydoll and her girls will have more information for me as to what we're facing. So complete intel brief while you're in flight folks."




Jerry looks around the room, checking the eyes of anyone who will meet his gaze. A curt nod indicates to the many, many people watching him that he likes what he sees.




"Alright people. Mount up!"
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The daughters corner Jerry right outside the armor lockers.




"Dad."




"Girls."




Joan gets a slightly nervous look.




"Are you... sure about this? We haven't earned our armor yet and..."




Jerry cuts the sentence off with a curt slash of his hand.




"You've been doing combat drills in your armor. You've run the power armor assault course with respectable times and good efficiency. You've all been impressing the hell out of me. This is an emergency. So you can use the power armor. Do a good job, don't do anything stupid and show the enemy the fruits of the effort you girls have been putting in? I just bet you'll keep it after today. We need you. The family needs you. And that's what everything's about in the end. Family. Our family. You girls can ditch the Sa' prefix regardless of how you do today. If you don't perform up to snuff, we'll keep training till you do. Because you're my daughters, and there's nothing I won't do for you. Questions?"




Three teary eyed head shakes no.




"Good. Then go gear up. We need to save your Grandma, and a whole lot of other innocent people besides."




Instead of running off, Jerry's swept up into a high intensity group hug like only Cannidor can provide.




"Can we really do this? After..."




"You've got this. You're entirely different women, and this is a very different mission than the one that brought you into contact with Talg."




An even larger set of Cannidor arms signals Jaruna joining the family hug like the second salvo of an artillery strike.




"Doing a little family bonding without me eh?"




Jerry shifts enough to lever himself up and give Jaruna a kiss.




"Wouldn't think about it, gorgeous. Take good care of the girls."




"Oh we'll be alright. We got Zraloc and the 'Hewers backing us up and the entire JSOC is deploying, they're bringing their new huntmistresses along too! Hah. Shit's gonna be a hoot. Already had a five second game plan with Sir David. We'll go straight in, JSOC will attack from all angles while we keep them distracted. Or dead."




Jaruna grins, those big white teeth shining.




"Obviously I'd prefer dead, and we got all sorts of new toys to share with these twat waffles to make that happen. Come on girls. We got work to do."




After Jerry is freed from the embrace of his new daughters and their adopted Mom, they head straight into locker two to start gearing up. Jerry finds Ghorza leaning on the wall by the doors to locker one, grinning.




"Hey stud."




"Hey yourself, didn't want to join in the group hug?"




"Didn't want to distract the girls from bonding with you two. We'll have a big first mission pre deployment hug with our twins once they grow up too. I could use some sugar though if you have any to sp-"




Jerry slides in close and taps Ghorza's hips and sternum in the right spot to get her off balance, gently sweeping her leg to dip her low and kiss her deep, like they'd just finished a particularly intense dance or something before helping her back up.




"Wow. Guess you did."




"I always have some sugar for you. Besides this is the first time we get to fight side by side. We need every suit of power armor available."




Ghorza nods.




"Doesn't hurt that most of the battalion's on the defensive, playing home guard in case a pirate gets stupid. I raffled off who gets to provide security for the medical and supply transports. B Company's second platoon is the object of considerable envy right now, as are the Corpsman for the cas evacs and the section of combat engineers who got the gig to come in after we go to work. Arleigh has everything else covered."




"In that case, shall we get dressed?"




"I like how you say that, like you're inviting me to dance."




"Oh we're going dancing alright, and we're going to paint the town red. Or whatever color of blood these dirt bags might have in their veins."




The armor is waiting, like it always is. The suit of power armor had become a faithful friend to Jerry already, a reliable and beloved tool. Perhaps it was the integration with his body talking, but as his implants make contact with the armor's SI and it opens up Jerry feels a sensation in his chest not unlike coming home. 




This was his modern weapon of war. With this he would defend home and family. Would deliver justice to the wicked and relief to the innocent. If there were those that he failed to save, then this vessel of mighty alloys and powerful weapons, this axiom fueled war machine would become the avatar of their vengeance, that their souls might rest peacefully knowing their killers and abusers will never hurt someone ever again.




It wasn't much.




It was something though.




More perhaps a comfort for Jerry, and those like him, who had to deal with the fact that they simply couldn't save everyone. Certainly not in the big wide galaxy, but not even on one pale blue dot lost in the void.




People that Jerry failed to help. People he couldn't have helped. People who had been brutalized and murdered long before he and his troops arrived on the scene. Or even arrived in country in some cases.




Memories of a village in a remote mountain range that had been 'punished' came unbidden to his mind. They hadn't been in the country the day before. Intel said friendlies would probably be in the village, friendly and quite possibly having intel on the bad guys du jour. Instead they found only corpses. Brutalized and butchered. An act of savagery to do any would be tyrant or monster proud.




They had trailed the murderers, the same band they were there to hunt, to their camp, hidden away in mountain side caves, so tight that Jerry could still feel the pressure on him as he slid quietly through the gloom, finding his way without light and in perfect silence. With knives in the dark they'd killed every last one of the murderers, leaving the caves as their tomb. 




To really drive the point home, they’d collapsed the entrance, and one of the more impassioned Raiders left a curse in six different languages carved deep into the rock. 




Mission accomplished. 




Theoretically. They still felt like they had failed. Even if it was beyond their control. Beyond their power. Beyond any reasonable interpretation.




The one bright spot had been finding survivors of the village. Prisoners in the cave. Two young boys and two girls. They had been... defiled. Brutalized like their kin. Unsurprisingly. 




Their wounds were infected. The chill of the cave doing things to their lungs that had the Corpsman worried, but they were alive for now. Three had strong eyes. One did not.




On evacing the survivors back to the MEU, they were given asylum, taken to Naval Hospital Balboa back in the States and treated. Jerry's unit had kept up with them. Sent them letters and presents. One of the men was even talking with his wife about adopting some of the kids, or even all of them. Eventually he adopted three of them. The fourth... had slipped out of the ward in the night, and chosen another path to deal with the pain.




The other three kids were grown men and women now. Two had followed their adopted father into the Marines, the girl pushing her body to limits she didn't know she had to earn the Raider dagger, while her brother was a successful naval aviator, flying F-35Cs, and later joining the lead squadron for the Corps' new sixth gen fighter. The third sibling was a Navy doctor now.




You couldn't save them all. Couldn’t even save most of them. You certainly couldn't save anyone who didn't want to save themselves.




Sometimes though, when there was someone with enough will, even in the face of horror and adversity, you got a chance to be part of a miracle for someone, and that could make the worst days easier.




"Sir?"




Jerry looks up at his armor tech, a young Feli woman, Gunner's Mate Second Class Carolatta Bisen. he'd been going through his power up check list on autopilot, letting his mind wander as he did his cross check and systems tests before starting to button up the armor.




"Yes, Petty Officer?"




"Sorry Sir, I know you were concentrating. Just confirming your load out for a hand held weapon today. You haven't deployed with one before."




"Special circumstances, I'll take the second bull shark just in case."




"Okay sir, I'll get it into the mag holster and get the buck shot speed reloaders. You want any slugs, sir?"




"Nah just buck's fine. You got the recoilless rifle load out all set up with only confined spaces rounds?"




"Yessir, that should cut your back blast down nicely. All the girls carrying a recoilless rifle today have them too. you've got a spare magazine as well, this is the new rotary mag so you can select a round instead of just feeding. It's mostly High Explosive Dual Purpose, but I took the liberty of putting one of the new Area Defense Munitions in the first mag."




Jerry looks up at the affable young woman.




"Refresh my memory as to what that is, GM2?"




"It's what the Great White Shark shotgun wants to be when it grows up, sir. Easiest comparison is something Chief Halsey told me is called 'canister shot', from old Earth muzzle loading cannons. So it dumps about a thousand and one hundred flechettes into... well. Whatever's in front of you really. It'll saturate the whole area in front of you. Theoretically it could break a decent sized light infantry charge, especially in a volley format or with a couple in the magazine for rapid fire. I only gave you the one though because it still needs a field test."




"Well hopefully I don't need it, GM2, but I'll be sure to give you feedback if I do. Anything else?"




GM2 Bisen shakes her head. "Nope! You should be good to go sir. All ammo loaded. All systems reading green on my end. You're all buttoned up from my angle. You can go ahead and give the signal to detach the cradle at your leisure."




"Alright. Help the rest of them get out the door, then you get to your battle station. We'll go clean up the scum, so it's your job to make sure we have somewhere to come home to."




"Aye aye, sir!"




Bisen scampers off, just in time to almost run into Syl, Bisen quickly throwing herself to the side and snapping to with what had to be axiom, before a nod from Syl sends her running off to her next task.




"Even the military personnel know who the real boss is around here it seems."




Jerry chuckles as the cradle falls away, detaching itself from his armor and awaiting his return.




"Still, you're a bit late aren't you, gorgeous?"




Syl smiles softly at her husband. The mood is heavy around her, and not really lifted by her husband's attempts at levity.




"I wanted to see our daughters off, the first combat drop with your clan is very important for Cannidor, or so Jaruna tells me. It's so strange sometimes to think about all they've been through. How things have changed for them... and how they chose it. Chose to be girls in their culture again when they had been women. Chose to try again. There's a freedom in that, a strength. To surrender your hard work, and starting again, technically from zero, with a whole new world view being taught to them. They’re special girls, even if they don’t realize it yet."




Another demure smile. "However, I know you know all that too, I'm not here to talk about the girls. I'm here to see you off... and to ask you..." Syl gulps. "Bring my mother home safely."




"I'll do everything I can, you know that. Your mother's a tough woman, she's survived a lot no worse for the wear, she'll make it through this."




"I hope so... I just. I have a bad feeling. A coldness in my gut. My heart tells me pirates aren't the only thing to worry about on the Talasar Spire."




"You think Indra sent an assassin or two?"




"She's gone far lower than merely hiring an assassin to murder her own flesh and blood so I think it's a reasonable conclusion to draw."




"I'll keep an eye out. FAST company's already sworn they're not letting anyone harm a hair on your mother's tail, and you know how the sword sworn feel about protecting members of our family. So anyone who wishes harm to Inara had best be getting to be on good terms with their god."




"I'll pray you're right, and pray for your success."




Syl steps up onto the low gantry that the armor techs used to access some of the upper parts of the armor to share a slow kiss with her husband.




"Come home to me."




"Always."
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Jerry and Ghorza do a final check of each other's armor before heading out of the armor locker and into the hangar. The last of the Crimsonhewers are mounting up in their transport and Zraloc offers Jerry a 'Hewer style salute before tromping up the ramp.




Chief Kyre is waiting at the ramp of their own assault boat, the aging Horchka warrior looking down right venerable today, save for the sheer hate animating her limbs.




"You good, Chief?" Jerry asks, checking on the last member of his team. 




"It's nothing sir. I just... have a score to settle with your average variety of pirate."




"Well you get a chance to smoke some of them yourself with the ramp gun covering us as we assault the hangar bay, be my guest. Otherwise, you just consider us the weapon system you're deploying to kill the bitches on your behalf."




"Hah! Sure you don't have tusks hidden away somewhere sir? No wonder half the Apex species in the galaxy start falling down all over themselves when they learn about what humans are."




"Anything I need to worry about?"




"Nope. Thanks for the new pistol by the way." Kyre taps the field pistol riding in a shoulder holster over her flight suit.




"Figured the whole team should match Chief, and you're very much part of the team."




"Keep the sweet talk up and I'll forgive you for giving me competition for my bar!"




"Can't handle a little free market competition? Especially when you basically raised half your customers."




"Hah! Fair enough. Come on, I want to get buttoned up so we're ready to launch."




"You got it, chief."




The ramp retracts behind Jerry and Ghorza as they start moving through the transport and inspecting the twenty sword sworn of Paladin company. The company was growing, and fast. There was no denying that, not with needing a second drop ship for their second platoon of power armored troops. They'd bring that second company up to strength with a full squad of human power armored troops, which would leave the ship with forty power armored infantry. Fifteen of those of course being heavy power armored infantry like only Cannidor can be. 




Still with things moving so quickly, Jerry missed the intimacy of Paladin company when it was just the sword sworn, these troopers were special, as special as any of his Marines over the years... and maybe the chivalrous knight cosplay was rubbing off on him a bit.




There was no visible sign of the capes today, though Jerry knew they were all stuffed into a storage locker somewhere on the transport, his own included. For the return home. Either in victory... or in the final glory.




"Alright ladies, game faces on. I assume we've got our order of battle worked out, Nikita?"




The Horchka warrior stepped forward, the freshly painted subdued major's insignia tucked subtly under her helmet seal.




"Yessir. We've got it all worked out. We have four five woman squads. I lead squad one, Top generally leads squad four. I'd like to put you with squad two, and Ghorza with squad three."




Ghorza chuckles. "Damn, go and get knocked up and do this greater command responsibility shit and I'm a stranger in my own damn company!"




"Not a stranger, we're just more responsible for your protection because you're our boss, and your husband's your boss. Two levels of boss on a drop make a girl nervous, even before we take our oaths into account."




"So we'll have two squads of six? Sounds good." Jerry nods. "Why squad two by the way?"




Nikita snorts as the girls of squad two make a bit of a ruckus.




"Two features some of your more regular bodyguards. We even managed to pry Vera back from the spooks for this drop. Apparently they've been teaching her all sorts of spooky crap. Right Vera?"




"Ma'am, let's never piss off intel, those fuckers are weird." Vera calls back to laughter from the company.




Nikita nods. "There you go. So if Sheryen, Vera and their girls can't keep up with you, no one can."




"Sounds good to me. That good with you Ghorza?"




"Shame I can't fight side by side with you, but it's more sensible to spread the four of us out across the squads."




"I'm sure we'll be close enough at one point or another to keep things exciting."




Nikita snorts. "Sir, Ma'am, I'm trying to hold a briefing here."




The muffled sound of a launch alarm echoes through the hull from the bay, followed by the distant roar of a Huscarl's engines revving up to the axiom engine equivalent of full afterburner. Which was more or less full afterburner. The concept worked with axiom based engines, just without the fire. There was a similar opportunity to induce a secondary stream of axiom fuel near the 'exhaust' equivalent of an axiom engine and get more thrust. 




Masha had tried to explain it in detail and Jerry had wanted to pretend he didn't have a master's degree and plead off being a dumb grunt. The technical details of how an axiom engine produced thrust were just beyond him.




Chief Kyre drops down from her spot up in the third seat of the cockpit. "Lifting in one! Strap in sir and ladies! We can't move as fast as the gunships but we look better doing it!"




There's a scramble to get the company strapped in properly, Ghorza and Jerry joining their squad mates to make disembarking easier. Just as they start to lift, Diana Lawson cuts in on the overall command frequency that lets people with the appropriate credentials talk to the entire force going into combat at once.




"Alright folks I'm going to make this as quick as I can. I just briefed the fly boys. We have two pirate vessels involved with this mess. They'll hopefully be past tense by the time you all get in there so I won't be messing with the comm band by showing 3D models at this time, going to save it for tactical data. So that was the bad news. The good news is we know who these bad girls are... which is not better news. The first crew's a well known squad of ne'er do wells from local space, flying aboard the corvette, Prancing Pavorus. They're not particularly vicious or vile, and have a habit of preying on other criminal factions where they can.” 




An image displays what Jerry might think of a standard pirate ship, a heavily modified Jules class Interceptor distinguished by a rather attractive paint job like a Pavoru’s tail feathers. 




“For their normal operations they're more smugglers than proper pirates, but they've murdered and robbed their fair share of innocents so don't start going easy on them. They went dark a couple months ago, Apuk Naval Intelligence suspects a leadership shake up. This is the first they've been seen since then. ANI says they previously have used pretty conventional tactics in the past piracy wise. They point big guns at people and look scary till they cough up the valuables, not nearly as creative as some of the EFL girls got. Their new friends however, are a serious problem."




The image changes to another ship, this one was clearly a fair bit larger, Jerry mentally classed it as a cruiser of some kind, but couldn’t quite discern if it was a war ship or a converted merchant vessel.




"The other faction at play is a Narlabore pirate clan. They're also pretty well known, and recently worked their way onto Apuk Imperial Naval Command's shit list, so we'll likely be making the Vice Admiral's day if we turn in smoking corpses and making her whole week if we can take prisoners so she can figure out how to hang these beasties. I can't pronounce the name of their ship, and the universal translator refuses to translate that specific word in the Narlabore language. The Narlabore themselves are MIO 1/100 #17, and they are very bad news.”




An image flashes up displaying some sort of rocky, crab looking monstrosity.




“Narlabore are incredibly insular, they move in clans like some other insect species, but with a near unheard of hostility to outsiders. To make matters worse, they're cannibalistic, and are much like the meat eating plant people called the Floric in thinking meat's meat. So our passengers and civilian crew are almost certainly in extreme danger. They will snack on another sapient life form without even thinking about it."




The display starts highlighting different parts of the Narlabore's anatomy, including highlighting possible weaknesses in their natural armor.




"They're immune to the effects of the void of space, so don't count on depressurization to kill them. The rocky outer shell is decent armor, but AP rounds, plasma or explosives will deal with it in short order. Those claws are bad news, so don't go close quarters if you don't absolutely have to. They can crush stone and cut through far thicker armor than anything a living being can wear. The upper body and the fine manipulation arms theoretically lay down along the back, and move the shell over themselves. That might be a weak spot, so exploit it if you're above them. Otherwise intelligence suggests overwhelming firepower to deal with them. You know. Human style."




The display switches to the Talasar Spire herself.




"We've got some more information on the ship. JSOC you have some new entry points that are being transmitted to your command team now. Paladins, FAST, looks like forcing the hangar is still your best bet. Babydoll has gotten into their systems and we have some internal cameras, we can't get a good count, but the hangar is decently defended. There's just not many good opportunities to engage a large number of the pirates without letting them scatter besides the hangars. Which will almost certainly be reinforced by a decent sized group of pirates nearby. We'll get a recon fly by before you go in to confirm the defenses, so you won't go blind at the very least. Maybe even send in one of Intel's new armed drones with you. It's about half the size of a Starblade but will still do its part once we have space superiority. We figure this is a good opportunity to do some field testing."




The display switches to a telemetry image showing Geirr squadron racing towards the Talasar Spire, pacing a pair of anti-ship missiles.




"Ensign Babydoll's people confirmed to my and Commander Bridger's satisfaction that the pirates have not had time to secure the ship, and have therefore not started moving captives or plunder. The engineering section, secondary bridge parts of the passenger spaces and the center point are still held by the crew. So we authorized anti ship missile strikes in a bid to knock the enemy vessels out before they can detach and become active. The ship's crew in the center point have locked down the transit hub completely and might have blown some of the transit lines themselves. There's no moving from one ship to another without going EVA or teleporting at this time, and while Talasar Spire isn't a tub, it's not in the class of commercial vessels where its owners are about to pay for general use teleport pads."




Jerry breaks in with his command authorization.




"Not to interrupt Diana, but what happened to the main bridge?"




"The main bridge was hit with capital grade weapons fire. Pirates apparently caught them with their pants and their shields down. The entire primary bridge crew died so far as Babydoll can tell from the crew's internal communications."




The entire company shares a slight wince. The common human adage was that stupid should hurt, but there was a good chance this had been exploiting someone's good will instead.




"That concludes my brief unless someone else has a question. Ensign Babydoll will be providing electronic warfare and hacking support for the Paladin platoon half of Paladin company. Petty Officer Kopish will be supporting Shark platoon, Petty Officer Mayis will be supporting FAST company, and JSOC has made its own arrangements for electronic warfare, but will be getting hacking support from Petty Officer Kopish. The girls are currently hard at work ripping their entire network open to our tender mercies, so you might be getting some serious ISR support as they continue to work. To get proper local control however, we've provided you with a series of transceivers, if you can plug them into various systems, the girls can take control more effectively... and more quietly than brute forcing the system from outside."




The display of the Spire resolves into Diana Lawson's face.




"That concludes the intelligence brief for this operation, good luck, and god speed."




Jerry switches his comms channels to the Paladins and FAST.




"Alright folks, you all heard the briefing. I'm sure JSOC and the Sharks are hard at work on their game plan, so let's get our heads in the game and nail something together. Anyone has a bright idea I want to hear it. I'm not worried about rank, I'm worried about saving lives. Past that? Here's what I think we should do..."
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Tyler 




There's a heavy clunk as the Huscarl hits the end of the catapult and the scream of the engines go quiet as they pierce through the field at the end of the launch tube. The void surrounds them, and Tyler takes a slow, deep breath, marveling at the field of black and stars around him. One second of clear skies before getting his head in the game. 




"Geirr squadron, Leader, let's form up and fence in. Gaucha, you've got CAP like normal. You be careful playing on your own and call for help, you hear?" 




"Geirr Nine acknowledges, and it's the other way around, Leader, you call me for help!" 




"Gaucha sounds like she's in good spirits today." Cassie remarks over the intercom from Geirr 1-1's back seat. 




"She's always in a good mood when she gets to fly. Better when she gets to fly and dust some pirates while she's at it. Not that it's hard, most of these girls can't fly for shit, and that's before they get high or drink on duty. Speaking of duty though." 




A sense of mild unease crosses Tyler's stomach. Bad enough flying with his first wife in the back seat, though it's something he'd more than gotten over during months of combat engagements together... but now they'd confirmed Cassie was gravid. Two eggs, slightly less fragile than another form of pre-natal life perhaps. They'd be ready to be laid soon, and Tyler could breathe a sigh of relief with the family's incubators safely under Nara's protection. He knew all this, but still he felt the need to confirm he wasn’t risking their children by flying the mission. He knew the answer, but he had to ask one more time. 




"Cass... about the eggs. Should we-"




Cassie clears her throat delicately, cutting Tyler off.




"Darling, I need you to trust me. Gravid Seramali warriors have gone into far more personal combat than anything we're doing here, and the only danger to the clutch was the death of the mother. Considering I'm flying with one of the best gunship pilots in the galaxy, I believe I'm as safe as I can be while still doing my duty. You focus on flying and taking the fight to the enemy. I'll defend us and our brood, and you best believe my normal ferocity is nothing compared to how I feel now."




Tyler suppresses a gulp. Cassie could get pretty damn scary when her blood was up. They weren't Cannidor or  Apuk, but the huntresses of Seramal deserved their fierce reputations and Apex status just as much as either of the two heavyweight champions of the galaxy. 




"Well when you put it like that love, I guess I should just get to work and splash these fatherless whores so we can get back to more important work like snuggling." 




"Precisely, and I'm truly and personally aggrieved with this particular batch of scum that they're pulling me away from that precious family time. Even with our children unlaid and unhatched, that sort of bonding is important."




"The emotions reflect in the axiom, right, I got it." 




A few flicks of a switch finishes the fence in, and Cassie gets a fix on the anti-ship missiles getting close to their terminal attack phase. 




"Hmm... I have weapons fire. Looks like there's enemy fighters trying to engage the missiles." 




"Right, calling it in." 




A flick of the appropriate switch has Tyler's voice going out to the squadron. 




"Geirr squadron, Raven, tally unknown number of bandits, there's some interference, possibly there's a lot of small ships close together, but they're there. Looks like they're trying to engage the torpedoes the Tear just launched." 




"Geirr squadron, Raven. We read them as thirty pirate fighters of an unknown type. They appear to be light fighters. As far as the torpedoes, they're defensive and engaged in various automated EWAR work so it doesn't appear the pirates are having much success. Their shooting is clearly abysmal even from back here and that's before the jammers start messing with them. Command wants you to escort the missiles in, we don't want those ships going anywhere and leaving them a cloud of debris strikes the skipper as the appropriate way to keep them from doing anything." 




"Acknowledge, Geirr squadron moving to engage." 




Back down to the squadron only frequency.




"You heard Raven, Geirr squadron, and you know the drill, let's plow the road for the missiles. Pick your targets, keep some missiles and 40mm in reserve for surprises and call for help. Gaucha? Lead the way! Everyone else, coordinate over the data link with Nine's telemetry, we'll give them a volley of fox threes just to announce our arrival as politely as possible." 




"You're all heart and fine manners, Leader, I'm sure they'll appreciate it in the afterlife. Geirr Nine is outbound!" 




Geirr Nine races forward, Gaucha clearly throwing the throttle past full military power to the maximum power the fighter's engines could sustain. With Apuk engineering, supported by Menken Reach defense contractors, the Starblade could go at maximum power pretty much till it ran short of go juice or needed to actually maneuver, and it was a streak in the void compared to the comparatively slow Huscarls, even as they pushed their throttles up into the territory that would light off their afterburners. 




"Leader, two, we're hound dog, in position and ready to fire. Got us a juicy target all locked up." 




A light goes green on Tyler's data link, even as he searches the sky for his own target, picking out one of the more aggressive and faster moving enemy fighters that were now resolving more clearly as Masha got closer to properly employ her targeting sensors. One by one, nine signifiers for 'target locked' pop up on the data link. 




"Geirr squadron, leader, fire volley on my mark, then pick a fresh target and prepare for a second volley. Make sure you don't pick off a bad guy that's already got a missile inbound, wouldn't do to waste these expensive missiles after all." 




A chorus of acknowledgements filter pack and Tyler's finger settles in on his trigger. 




"Geirr One, fox three!" 




There's a slight thunk and a sensation of weight shifting as the heavy phoenix missile drops free of the Huscarl's internal missile bay, it's warhead using the telemetry fed to it by it's mothership and by Geirr 9 to locate it's target and lock it with it's own targeting computer, going 'pit bull' almost immediately, before lighting off it's engine and roaring into the void with speed that made Masha's starblade look like it was standing still. 




All of that took approximately a quarter of a second. The weapon had its target and was on its way. The way defenses worked in the wider galaxy, the pirate fighter pilot might not even know there was a missile screaming her way with ludacris velocity. 




Tyler is followed by a chorus of eight other launches as the rest of the squadron fire their missiles and quickly set to work picking out their next victims. 




The second volley launches before the first can even make it to their marks, the sixteen fighters marked for death marked clearly on the data link as the Huscarls followed Masha into a better engagement range for the rest of their weapons. The lasers could hit that far out, but accuracy was everything when there was such a high risk for collateral damage. 




"Leader, Nine. Stand by for battle damage assessment... impacting in three, two, one... hit! Leader I have confirmed nine bandits splashed. Whatever defenses these things have, the Super Phoenix ate them alive like they weren't even there. Probably optimized for speed and throwing out firepower to take down cargo ships, not actually fight comparable vessels. Not the worst idea, if those things can move it'll frustrate lower grade targeting computers for turrets. Let's keep sharp, they might be able to surprise us in a fur ball if they really start dancing." 




"That's why we're taking them down from over here Gaucha. BDA for the second wave of fox threes?" 




"Stand by. Impacting in... now! Damn that one went up so hard it killed its buddy! That's two for me!" 




"Leader, Three, does it really count if the two for one's by pure chance?" 




"I'd say it counts Three, no need to rain on Nine's parade, maybe someone else will get lucky." 




"Four just did!" Crows Masha. "That was a beautiful shot, that'd be training material if it was intentional, the missile gutted the engines and sent the fighter tumbling into her wingman. Showing twelve effective hostiles remaining, but get your dancing shoes on boys and girls, the rest of them are coming at us hot!" 




"Which means they're no longer shooting at the cruise missiles Nine. Raven, Geirr One, status on the cruise missiles?" 




"Look for yourself Geirr One, you're closer than we are, but missiles are starting terminal boost... now." 




"Squadron, break by pairs and move to engage, if this boom is as big as I expect it to be it should distract the hell out of the enemy pilots." 




Two tucks up a bit closer low and to the left relative to Tyler's fighters as the rate of closure continues to increase, flicking the weapons selector over to his Super Sidewinders gives an immediate tone of weapons lock. 




"Well hell if they're going to make it that easy." He mutters to Cassie before triggering the wider band comm. "Geirr One, fox two!" 




Even as the weapon leaps free of the launch bay, its simple minded warhead eager to feast on the massive heat source it had been pointed at with its oversized engines, a bright flash blinds local space for a moment. 




"Whoa! Geirr Five, I have an impact on the enemy cruiser... that looks like a kill Raven, she's broken in half amid ships. I think the flash was her power banks discharging all at once." 




"Raven copies Geirr Five, does anyone have eyes on the corvette?" 




"Geirr Seven, I have an impact on the pirate corvette, the Prancing Pavorus is still active, I repeat she is still active. Looks like she just broke free of her moorings and is trying to come about." 




Tyler's eyes search the sky, eventually picking out the now familiar shape of a Jules class corvette. Whoever Jules was, the woman had sold more corvettes than Tyler could comprehend, so he hoped the solar system she probably bought for herself was a nice one at least. 




"Leader here, I have the corvette. We're analyzing." Back to the intercom. "Talk to me Angel." 




"One second, I'm parsing a few different information sources. A Jules class corvette's tough enough we'd be in trouble, but the hull's reading as compromised in multiple locations... including engineering, if we can get under her, we should have a square shot on her drive core." 




"Raven, Leader, I have a plan, I'm going to go in hot with two and attempt a shot on the Corvette's drive core. We don't have time for another missile with the assault boats already in the void, and I assume we don't want to jump the Tear in to finish this thing with her guns." 




"Stand by Geirr Leader." There's a pregnant pause across the comms for a moment as Raven consults with whoever's running the show back on the ship. "Geirr Leader, authorized. Make your attack run, we'll prepare a backup just in case you miss." 




"Oh I'm not going to miss it." Tyler flicks back to the comms. "Highlight the area where the engine should be exposed for me lover mine, and then focus on the turrets, if there's any fighters left or more held in reserve they're going to hit us-" 




"Bandits! Another squadron's worth coming up from behind the Spire, must have been patrolling over there." 




"Nine to squadron, finish off your current dance partners and come around to heading 230 from the bullseye marker, cover leader and two while they make their run on the corvette and try not to get splashed by those guns!" 




Masha seamlessly takes command, leaving Tyler to plan things out quickly in his head and start to maneuver his fighter towards the corvette as he brings his throttle up. 




"Looks like a bit of a trick shot, I'm going to have to crank our angle of attack to near ninety degrees and take the opportunity to unload literally everything I can into that hole." 




"That'll kill our momentum a bit and leave us in an energy deficit."




"Just gonna have to hope Two is on his game today and you're a hot hand with those turrets." 




"I think you know what I can do with a joystick darling."




"Boy I don't even want to know how they're going to interpret that comment if they play back the tapes on this one." 




"Well when a Mommy and a Daddy love each other very much..." 




"Save it for the kids when we tell them the story about this run." 




"It'll be quite the story to tell." 




Husband and wife quiet, working in perfect sync as Tyler slides in along the corvette's hull, it was spraying laser and plasma fire everywhere it could from what turrets it had left, thankfully the weak spot that Cassie could find was on the dorsal hull, and it had less in the way of turrets than the ventral side. Doesn't stop Tyler from having to donate laser, plasma and cannon fire to a few of them as they move. 




"Two, Leader, are we still clear?"




"We have some rude strangers boss, but I have them in hand. Geirr Two, fox two!" 




The call for weapons was almost immediately followed by a similar report. "Geirr Two, splash one. One might be sneaking your way along the hull boss, changing direction to try and intercept." 




"He won't need to." Cassie mutters over the intercom. "This one's mine." 




Her entire being was clearly focused into whatever she's doing as actuators and servos bring the turret into position. The enemy fighter roars into view... and Cassie immediately throws a stream of laser and plasma fire at it, aiming low on the spindly looking fighter's hull. The pilot dodges automatically... straight into the hull of the corvette. 




"Splash one for Geirr One Whiskey." 




Tyler reports, working his control sticks as he nears his target. His timing and angle had to be perfect, or he wouldn't get a clean shot on the core. He slowly starts counting in his head, marking the spot on the hull where he'd maneuver. It was a violent maneuver even out of atmosphere, in atmosphere it would be nearly suicidal. He hits his mark, dumps his speed and violently twists the sticks, changing the angle of attack of the Huscarl a full ninety degrees from its point of travel. Absolute madness if they were in an atmosphere, but in the void of space his momentum continued, bringing him right into position to dump everything into the exposed engine room of the corvette.




"Guns, guns, guns!" 




Tyler imagines the roar of the 40mm autocannon as it dumps ammunition as fast as it physically can take it off the linkless feed system. The lasers pound away, widening the hole for more autocannon rounds and turning the metal white hot as the fury of concentrated star stuff from the plasma cannons eradicates what the other weapons merely pulverized. 




In a normal ship, the drive core would scram itself, preventing any explosions. In fact, in a normal ship the drive core already would have scrammed itself. Yet the corvette was still moving under her own power. Pirates frequently didn't care about safety protocols. They also frequently stuffed far larger drive cores than one would normally find in a vessel like a Jules class corvette into the otherwise svelte and somewhat aquatic looking hulls. 




Both factors contributed to the core going critical in spectacular fashion as Tyler recovers the fighter and fulls the throttle to maximum power, fighting to get clear of any shrapnel or larger chunks of ship thrown his way by this region of space's newest debris cloud. The same energy carries him up and over the Talasar Spire, diving down behind it to try and elude any pursuing fighters long enough to fully recover and be back in the fight. 




"Leader, Nine, you good?" 




"Got singed a bit but we're good." Tyler reports after checking his damage control panel. "All good back there Angel?" 




"All good darling. All three of us are just fine. I even brought a medical scanner just to be sure." 




"This really will be a hell of a story to tell them in a couple years." 




Tyler's mind snaps back to work, checking his sensor board for more threats. 




"Squadron, Leader, I show no hostiles active in local space. Anyone got a BDA on the corvette? I can't see her from here." 




"Leader, Three. The Corvette is in four large pieces and a shower of metal parts." 




"Damn, she blew up pretty good." 




"Fine shooting leader." Came a sheepish Two, now back on Tyler's wing. 




"Lost you there for a second, Two." 




"Wasn't expecting you to go up and over once you cleared the blast radius boss, zigged when I should have zagged and splashed the last bandit in the AO." 




"Well as long as you got a kill out of it I suppose Two." Tyler double checks his sensors, then the data link before opening his squadron comm line again. 




"Alright. Threat board reads as clear. Looks like we're secure. Everyone good? Check in and report damage." 




The reports came back crisp, clear and quickly, eight Huscarls and a Starblade, no major damage. Tyler nods, satisfied, then presses the key for the comm channel to talk to Raven.




"Raven, Geirr Leader, local space around the Talasar Spire is secure. Threat profile for the enemy cruiser is zero. Threat profile for the corvette is less than zero." 




"Copy Geirr, assume combat aerospace patrol and be ready to react to calls for help. Paladin flight, Armadillo flight, Serpent flight, you're clear to begin your assault runs. Cas Evac shuttles are cleared to launch and orbit outside the CAP cordon established by Geirr squadron until called in. Crimson Tear will remain at a safe distance from the Talasar Spire as per the action plan. Good luck, and good hunting." 
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Sir David




JSOC's drop ship was quiet. Men and women murmuring quietly to each other as final checks, be it of weapons or self were made. Commandos could be just as rowdy as any other form of soldier, but when they put their mission faces on, the distinction from an ordinary soldier was clear as crystal.




It was, for all the novelty of their ride being a spaceship, taking Sir David and his people to assault a pirate held space going cargo ship that dwarfed any human vessel ever put to sea aside, a familiar place for Sir David. How many times had he been on a boat heading to a mission? Or waiting aboard a submarine? Sitting in the back of a Blackhawk approaching a container ship in a storm?




Just another day at the office.




Sir David snuffs out his cigar, stuffing it into a pouch on his stealth optimized hard suit before standing up. A quick tap of the controls on his wrist opens a channel to people. All eyes and ears were instantly on him.




"Alright ladies and gentlemen you all heard the briefing from the lovely Commander Lawson. We have all sorts of strange nasties to deal with this time around, so let's review the plan. We're going to infiltrate about five minutes before Paladin and FAST company make their assault on the command module. We don't have to kill every confirmed hostile we see. Yet. Especially these Narlabore creatures. Not sure how our quiet weapons will work on them, or even where their vitals are. If you have to go loud however don't hesitate. Move in teams of four. If you find survivors or hostages, one man or woman will split off from the team and defend the civilians."




Sir David sweeps his gaze around to his troops, eyes burning with intensity normally covered over by the man's jovial attitude.




"By defend, I mean that if those civilians are killed by the enemy, the enemy will only kill them through a mountain of their own dead. Clear?"




A round of curt affirmatives echo back.




"Past that, usual door opener people, the beach head's metal but it doesn't change our mission. Locate command and control, such as they are among pirate scum. Heavy defensive emplacements, and so on. Then clear out the enemy. Feel free to lock down rooms if you feel certain you can trap pirates inside. Petty Officer Kopish is our electronic warfare support and can almost certainly assist you with that task if you want electronic back up for any mechanical 'securing', you might do."




He paces a bit, freely moving around the transport like it wasn't a spacecraft in motion.




"Our primary objective is to capture the hangar control room, we will then clear the fine ladies of Shark platoon in to make a refined, leisurely landing like the gentlewomen they undoubtedly are. Chief Warrant Officer Jaruna's girls will then provide the heavy end of the hammer to smash all juicy, sensitive bits we'll be carefully exposing to their concentrated hate and discontent. They'll split off in three fire teams of five, with Jaruna's team holding the hangar bay to defend survivors and counter any reinforcements or attempts to break out. They're the least experienced of those girls, so I'll be wanting one fire team to stay with them and provide support. They don't need their hands held, but we're doing this by the book. The other teams and sections will then spread out, with our people roving far and wide and staying in contact with the Shark section they're attached to. No stones left unturned."




A hand goes up. "Sir, rules of engagement?"




"All targets are... expendable. Don't shoot surrenders, but use your best judgment, especially with civilians and hostages at risk. If you feel the need to drop a pirate and give them an anchor shot on the way through the room I'll have your back to the skipper... and Captain Bridger likely won't ask questions to start with. He knows our business as well as any of us. Anything further?"




There's a quiet second as Sir David waits a beat to see if any of his people had anything else.




"One minute out. Stand by to deploy."




Sir David looks up as the pilot's voice echoes across the intercom. The crew chief slides down a ladder as they fix their own helmet into place and race over to the 'moon pool'. A specialized airlock system that allowed them to drop groups of operators into the black without having to seriously slow down or vent atmosphere from the bulk of the hull. It was faster than an airlock and gave the ship a modicum of protection and plausible deniability as it vanished beneath the deck plates and under the external armor plate to blend with the hull completely.




"Right, get tactical people!"




The commandos go through their final rechecks of their gear, tightening down various straps, taking their weapons to condition one, double checking charge packs on laser weapons, or letting a plasma weapon 'breathe' in atmosphere to condense into pissed off star stuff, broiling away in the containment chamber, down right eager to ruin someone's day for it's commando master or mistress.




Sir David is part of the first team out of the moon pool, their mag boots bringing them down perfectly at their entry point. One man goes to a knee, pops a panel and quickly wires in a transceiver that quickly starts blinking as it ties into the Talasar Spire's network and establishes a tight beam communication with the Tear's hacker collective. A solid green light cues the commando to transmit;




"Petty Officer Kopish you are cleared to begin interdiction. If you could open this hatch for us?"




"Uh. Roger? Maintenance hatch C-77A is opening... now!"




The hatch slides open smoothly as David listens to the clearly nervous young woman on the other end pant just a little bit.




"You're doing just fine Ms. Kopish, just relax. Just opening a few doors, not even hard hacking!"




"I uh. Just haven't done anything operational before. It- There. You should have full access to everything. If it demands a password type T-E-A-R in galactic trade. If it asks for a numeric pin dial in 119."




"Got it. Thank you, miss. Anything else?"




"There's a couple people about fifty meters through your entry point past a third set of doors from the airlock. Head left. They're armed, and casual, so probably bad guys. They look like bad guys. Lots of tattoos and piercings. Not the type of thing you see on corporate security. Those girls are usually more clean cut."




"Personal experience?"




"Got arrested a couple times. Stupid mistake on my part, but they couldn't make the charges stick. Admittedly I hacked the courthouse servers to tip the balance in my favor, but that's besides the point."




Sir David suppresses a laugh, he'd clearly underestimated the shy Dzedin woman!




"Uh... Do you guys want the security camera feed or something? I can route it to a communicator or-"




"No Ms. Kopish I believe the lads and I will go introduce ourselves to the ladies in question. Only pays to be polite, you know. What are they doing?"




"Uh. Looks like they're looting. There's four of them, not really armored but they have vacuum suits, mostly armed with laser rifles. So lower level girls. Plasma's expensive!"




"I see, capital work Ms. Kopish, we'll take it from here. Ah... but if you don't mind, if you could do one small favor for me?"




"...Sure sir!"




"Turn that camera off. In fact, if you direct commandos to a hostile target, I want you to turn the camera off immediately after, and leave it off until directed to restore function or we give the all clear signal."




"Okay... uh. Why?"




"Just call it a favor for an old man, my dear."




"Okay! Got another team ready to make entry, gotta go! Good luck guys!"




The four men share a quiet laugh before splitting through the open maintenance hatch, two of the men chatting as they wait for the hatch to cycle, taking the moment to bleed off a little pressure.




"She's a right little ray of sunshine for looking like something out of a horror movie ain't she lads?"




Wingate, one of Sir David's hand picked SAS men.




"Too right. Though it's hard to think of her as a horror movie monster with curves like that. If any of the lads are interested in a shy nerdy type I'd say Kopish is probably the pick of the new hacker litter."




Fairbrook was a Royal Marine Commando who'd left the green world entirely and joined MI6 before returning to 'clean' work for the Dauntless project.




"I think Westbrook's angling to make a move on her, certainly not going to let one of the regular grunts have first crack. He always liked the quiet types, even back with the Regiment. Bad luck his last girlfriend was the base commander's daughter!"




"Oh? How did that go?"




"Well he's here isn't he?"




The laughter's faded away as the airlock cycles open, four shadows melting into the darkness as they slip through the corridor away from the air lock. Air locks were noisy. It could draw attention. Most of the men were running MP7s in a drop leg holster, a back up pistol in a cross draw on the war belt or on the armor somewhere, and their carbines. A trait of the commando was to be able to turn every weapon to purpose if need be, but in a properly resourced environment, they wouldn't need to. They'd have all the toys they needed to use exactly the right tool for the right job.




All four of them were carrying AR pattern carbines in .300 AAC Black Out. Sir David had to hand it to the Yanks on this particular subject. The potent .30 caliber round was an undisputed close quarters champion, getting incredible ballistic potential out of a very, very short barrel. All the better now that they could skip the suppressors and sub sonic rounds in favor of the suppressor rings and supersonic ammo. All the fun, none of the drawbacks. Especially with the new flash suppressor Wichen Bridger had designed.




They could hit like ghosts with their new weapons. Their opfor were about to learn exactly how scary that capability could be.




The four men emerge from a door into a larger chamber and immediately spread out, moving up on top of platforms or under tables and making their way in the shadows, surrounding the small group of pirates in the room.




"I'm telling you I heard an air lock cycle!"




"So go check it out numb tits. It's probably one of the Narlabore."




"That's why I don't want to go check it out alone! They ate another one of the girls the other day because she had a look around solo."




"You'll be fine ya big baby. Quit acting like a man away from his mother's apron strings for the first time and at least pretend you're hefting a decent rack and go look. We'll keep looting the area while you're gone. We won't even take your share."




"Fine."




The pirate, a Feli woman who was clearly looking slightly more distressed with every step, headed straight through the door JSOC had left, reducing the count of pirates in the room to three.




There's a quiet moment as the pirates fan out and return to their work. David triggers two clicks across his radio and everything happens more or less at once.




The largest of the women, a particularly rough looking Horchka, drops dead. She’d been shot clean through the head with an almost artful precision.. She'd been most heavily armed and was more wary than the other two. The commando assigned to her hadn’t seen a nonlethal takedown method available that wouldn’t expose the team, or even worse, possibly trigger an alert.




The next, a Tret, looks up at the sound of her comrade's body hitting the ground and opens her mouth... only to have a gag stuffed in it as Wingate explodes out of the darkness like a nightmare and delivers a vicious punch to the woman's temple, knocking her unconscious and dragging her back into the shadows.




Pirate number three, a six armed Desert Nagasha has enough awareness to appear to be frightened for a moment, clearly trying to figure out what’s happening for a heart beat. A sudden clank draws her eyes left into a dark corner, and she advances with a brace of laser pistols at the ready, seeking the source of the noise.




Fairbrook walks right up to her and drops her with a vulcan axiom pinch before she's even aware that she fell for the oldest trick in the book. Fairbrook had thrown a chunk of scrap to get her attention focused where he wanted it.




"Clean up."




Sir David orders.




The two survivors are zip tied and stowed away in a convenient storage closet, the body is stuffed in another, leaving only a blood splatter, standing out even brighter than normal under the harsh industrial lamp at the center of the room.




Then the men go back into hiding as the door that leads to their point of entry cycled once again to admit the remaining prey from this room.




The Feli was coming back.




"Something accessed that airlock girls, but I don't see anyone around definitely not one of those Narlabore fre-''




She looks around, panicking slightly at suddenly being alone in the room.




"G-Girls? Where did you go? This isn't funny!"




Sir David casually drops down behind the Feli from where he'd positioned himself over the door, falling silent as a whisper without a drop of axiom needed as the Feli looks around, panicking more with every second. If the poor girl didn't want to have a complete freak out, today was not her day.




His hand snaps out, shoving a gag into her mouth and pulling her head back, exposing her neck to his Kukri fighting knife. She stops struggling immediately at the gentle caress of the blade, her muffled pleading barely making it through her gag as Sir David idly shaves a small patch of her throat with the blindingly sharp edge.




"Good evening miss, let's have a little talk."








41




Sergeant Major Gaje Gurung




Across the ship, Gaje Gurung is having what he would describe as a leisurely walk. Sure it wasn't quite as nice as a stroll through the jungles or a traipse through the mountains, nor were the enemies on offer particularly stimulating or engaging, but the Ghurka rarely had a hard time keeping his spirits up. It never cost one anything to smile after all, and if one could make a choice, why not simply choose to be happy? 




There was much in life to find joyous after all. Even when one had work to do... but even that work could be joyous. Helping rescue your protege's mother in law for example, was a joyous thing. If she was a beloved mother in law that is, and Inara was apparently much beloved of her nine daughters. That all nine of said daughters were married to one of his finest adopted sons only made the mission that much more critical.




The sound of boots running down the corridor herald a pirate attempting to respond to a slight electrical fire one of his men had just simulated. There were plenty of electrical shorts in some parts of the ship from battle damage. The ship's security detail had fought back hard and he'd found all sorts of interesting evidence that most of the crew and most of the dependents in this section had evacuated to the engine room, and sealed it. Obviously the pirates were going to do everything they could to force those very heavy blast doors, but until then it was a stalemate for both parties.




A door to Gurung's left opens, and an armed woman flies through it... she dies before she even has a chance to register shock, the Ghurk's kukri moving faster than most eyes could follow. For many in the galaxy that sort of speed was a gift of axiom. For Sergeant Major Gurung it was a finely honed talent that he had spent decades refining to the point of peerless lethality.




Another woman follows the first out, only to be dropped immediately with a suppressed rifle shot to the head, Gurung's team was shadowing him as he moved, he was bait, distraction, lure and one man wrecking crew. There wasn't a single combatant alive on this ship that could likely touch Sergeant Major Gurung in terms of pure skill, and with axiom on the table... the old saying of fearing a little man with a big smile and a big knife had never been more true.




One of his men is moving through the maintenance tunnels above, using a bore snake and other tools to peep into rooms they have yet to clear. Usually it was something boring, but occasionally it was something interesting. Or concerning.




"Shit. Sergeant Major, we have a problem."




"Yes, Westbrook?" The SAS man could be a bit excitable, to Gurung's standards he was a bit young yet, but reliable for all that. Still the intensity in Westbrook's tone has Gurung moving just a little bit faster.




"The room behind door 61-G is occupied. Three hostages, and a pirate... I think it's one of those Narlabore things. There uh. Might have been another hostage previously. I can't really tell with the bore scope. I hate to say this Sergeant Major but I think we found one of those monster's larders."




"Status of the hostages?"




"Two adults, one child. All female, all Tret. Child's cried to the point of exhaustion and is quiet. The two adults are in shock. Both are wearing what we know to be standard crew uniforms of the Talasar Spire. Looks like they might be from the hangar crew? No idea where the kid came from. I thought the messages we found on that one dead security trooper's data pad said all the dependents had been evacuated to the engine compartment safely."




"Seems they missed a few... I worry there might be more than them around too. Any more details?"




"I managed to get a microphone close enough. It's uh. The creature. The Narlabore. It's muttering something to itself in a mix of galactic trade and its native language. No translation available for the latter, I checked with Ms. Kopish... but the galactic trade is very clearly equivalent to veal in English." There's a tone of disgust in Westbrook's voice that overwrites any warm feelings the man might have had for getting to speak to the girl, Kopish, Gurung notes, a spare thought marking that particular relationship down as a smart match, like a father looking to marry off his sons to good women back home.




The one positive thought fades quickly however as he assesses the tactical situation at hand, and paternal fury silently races through the Sergeant Major's bones. He was many things, to many people, but first and foremost he was a husband and a father. They were to leave the Narlabore if they could. To lock them away. To lock the monster away with hostages however was simply unacceptable.




The death sentence was as good as if it had been handed to him by the hand of whatever god wished to issue such things. The monster beyond the door in front of him had eaten its last child.




Sergeant Major Gaje Gurung, VC, was going to make sure of it personally.




"I'm going in. Cover the door, keep things quiet."




"How are you going to kill it Sergeant Major? Damn things really do look like a rock crab."




"They are beasts of flesh and blood, no different than we are. Their natural armor will offer them no protection, and I shall offer them no mercy save what the Buddha might provide for their blackened souls."




Gurung draws his kukri slowly. The handle was familiar, but the blade itself was like nothing ever seen in Nepal. It had taken him hard work to re-bless the weapon after Mrs. Wichen's efforts on his behalf. To bring the blade to a molecular edge, so sharp as to defy belief or conventional understanding, the reinforcement and similar runes that Gurung had hand inlaid himself in the shape of a traditional prayer he'd learned as a young Ghurka private, so many years ago. One of the finest melee weapons humanity had ever produced, pushed to the limits of what technology could do with simple wood and steel.




He taps the door control without ceremony, the two hostages looking up with shock at the blank faceplate of the black clad commando with his mighty war knife. He surveys the scene as adrenaline hits his veins, pumping hard as he takes in every detail of his target. The 'armor' did appear to be thick, but far from stone, it appeared to mostly be chitin to his eyes, hardy to be sure, but not enough to stop his blade with proper aim. His well trained eye seeks out weak points. Joints, thinner chitin, fractures that allow for a blade to get purchase, all the little places he could stab steel into and twist to cause maximum disruption.




The blade flashes and purple blood splatters across the floor as he takes one of the ugly thing's legs off at the joint into its shell. It shrieks in pain, a hideous noise like a steam kettle as it rears back and turns to face him, swinging a massive claw as the hostages dive for the deck.




Gurung is nowhere near where the massive stone crushing and steel cutting appendage swings however, he ducks under the creature and slices up with a hard chop like he's cutting a branch and rolls clear of another arterial spray of blood as he nearly amputates the creature's claw. From the way the blood is spraying Gurung decides the creature must be something like the Brute Arachne, using hydraulic pressure to move its large and heavy body around. That the initial spray slackened off immediately suggested the aliens had some sort of extremely fast acting coagulant that occurred in their blood naturally. An adaptation to living primarily in the void of space no doubt.




The alien rears back with another shriek of pain and rage, its shrieks resembling the samples of the truly alien Narlabore language. Pronouncing it with a human mouth would be difficult, if not outright impossible, and understanding it required a listener to be able to hear certain pitches that most species could not. The Narlabore who weren't child eating scum relied heavily on machine translation tools to interact with other races.




It slams itself backwards, crushing some furniture as Gurung gets the hostages on their feet and running into the waiting arms of one of his commandos. This was a knife fight in a phone booth, but that didn't mean the hostages had to enjoy the show. The Narlabore however was using the brief seconds it had received to study Gurung. It's eyes peering at him on the end of their stalks before retracting into its shell. Gurung watches as the seemingly perfect craggy exterior breaks in two places and the upper body reveals itself.




An ethereal body with near white skin, and a purple caste to its features, this then was the way the Narlabore resembled the rest of the galaxy. The upper torso lay forward in a prone position with the actual arms capable of fine manipulation safely tucked away. The hips it's upper torso hinged at was in the rear of the shell. The face was familiar enough, though the mouth was full of blood stained fangs and the eyes could clearly extend and retract on stalks as needed. Its mouth had two large pincers around it, likely to aid in moving food to the primary mouth when in the prone position that the alien likely spent most of its time in. 




The creature wore no clothing, though identifying secondary sexual characteristics was hardly a challenge in the wide galaxy. The breasts however were smaller than normal, and the female genitalia appeared to barely be formed to a casual glance. A non-fertile female perhaps? Like in an insect hive?




The details didn't matter so much, the weaknesses would likely be the same for most species. Even with a plasma pistol held in one of the fine control arms, Gurung was less than concerned. This fight was already over.




He dodges an overhead smashing attack from the creature's claw then immediately jumps on top of it, using it as a springboard to get up close to the main body as it tries to get its weapon in line with Gurung. No such luck for the creature today. He dances in, feet finding sure footing on the craggy shell on pure instinct before leaping forward!




The severed head falls to the ground a few feet away with a wet splat, as the alien's body collapses to the ground, with Gurung making a graceful landing near the door. He grabs a nearby rag and quickly wipes his sacred blade of the filth of the impure alien. Not even the molecular deburring unit built into his sheath could purify it enough. He'd have to conduct a ritual after this mission.




Westbrook meets him at the door, the hostages safely in hand, the two women weeping as they hold the little girl. The girl though reaches out towards him and whispers, ever so quietly.




"Thank you mister."




Gurung switches his face plate to clear.




"I only wish I could have gotten here sooner little lady... tell me, where did you come from?"




"M-Me and Kris got separated from the others when the pirates attacked! Ms. Marquella, our teacher, wanted us all to go back to the daycare center, n'we got separated when Kris and I got scared after something exploded! We didn't know where to go after that."




"We found them wandering in the passageways. We were busy securing our stations and sabotaging some things so we didn't make it to engineering in time. We took the girls with us and looked for a place to hold up. We've been hit by pirates before." The first woman, a pink haired woman who'd be quite fetching in other circumstances starts.




"Yeah they're business women. More or less. Scum, but they don't just eat people like that freak. So we hid, tried to secure the door. I swear it tracked us by scent or axiom or something. I think one of the pirates got the door for it. It wasn't dumb... but it didn't seem sharp enough to hack an electronic lock on its own." The second woman, with dark blue hair continues. "Then it came in and... well. You saw the aftermath."




The child's eyes glaze over slightly, her mind retreating from the trauma of watching her friend or sibling being devoured by the beast.




"There's a daycare center in this part of the ship?"




Blue hair nods. "Yeah, it doubles as a school for the really little kids. Bigger kids go to the central school in the command module, once they're old enough to safely use the transit system alone and they prove they can use the various emergency tools if they need to."




Gurung pulls a waterproof notepad and pencil from a pocket on his kit and hands it to the woman.




"...I need its location. Quickly."
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Sir David




Team two had just joined up with Sir David's own team one outside of the last section of the facility to be cleared. They had managed to rescue several hostages, and killed or captured a dozen and some change pirates. This part of the facility was heavily defended however, according to his own interrogation of the pirate engineer, one Purisha Velour. Ms. Velour had been most forthcoming with her information, swearing up, down, left, right and center that she was telling them everything she knew and wasn't lying.




Amazing what a knife to one's throat could do for honesty.




Then the tone of the operation changed considerably as the familiar voice of Sergeant Major Gurung echoed over the comm line, breaking their radio silence.




"This is Sergeant Major Gurung. Confirmed Narlabore are cannibalistic and prefer their prey alive, one child hostage KIA. Enemy down. Two adult hostages, one child, being moved to evac point alpha. All points, be advised, there is a daycare somewhere in this section of the ship that has likely not been evacuated. The Narlabore hunt by scent or perhaps some other senses. They will be hunting the children. Some two dozen possibly. Recommend we expedite."




Sir David stops dead for a half a heart beat. Hot fucking damn. Two dozen kids at the mercy of monsters. He knew Gurung wouldn't break comm discipline for something small, but Mother of Mercy. As the father of what used to be three precious little girls and a precocious boy, he feels the bottom of his stomach drop out a bit. Hardened commando? Perhaps, but few were the men who could truly be impassive when children were at risk of such barbarity. He takes a slow breath, and triggers his comm.




"This is stiletto six to all points, confirm. The daycare center is now priority number two. No change to the current operational plan, we need to get the hangar clear so we can bring in the Cannidor. I'm already feeling a bit naked without heavy support with this much heavily armed trash around, and if I can't have a tank, a power armored and angry Cannidor seems like it'll do just fine. Teams one through six are to proceed to secure the hangars, teams seven through ten will continue on mission with Sergeant Major Gurung, securing our back field, locking off routes and preparing the way for the assault phase of the operation. We were already on the clock, you can consider our time cut in half. Move out!"




The shadows in the corridors coalesce into commandos in their armor, running silently as they move through the halls towards the hangars. The time table had moved up, so direct action was needed. There would be far less quarter offered to the pirates than there had been previously. The strong possibility that a pirate had let one of the insectoid scavengers into a room with innocents, knowing they'd be eaten in the most gruesome way... had engendered a certain ruthless efficiency in the men and women of the JSOC. It didn't have to be spoken among them. No order needed to be given.




Not for that.




Not after some of the things the men in particular had seen back on Earth. In places where they couldn't do anything. Where their hands were tied in all but the most... opportune of moments. Where the opportunity for justice made itself available with a knife in the dark or a grenade under a tent flap.




Not this time. This time they could dispense justice for brutalized children. So the men's demeanors went from professional, to cold. Icy. Killing intent in every motion as they began to sweep through the remaining spaces on the ship.




The alien commandos who had joined their ranks understood, even if they didn't quite understand the meaning of how the humans would refer to what had occurred after the fact.




The human commandos had silently voted as one to raise the dragon.




It was an ancient Terran term that had but one meeting in battle.




No quarter.




Those who did survive had best thank their gods for the rest of their existence that they managed to reap the whirlwind and come out alive... for all their sisters in arms were dead women walking before the first shot of the open engagement was fired.




Mercy was for people who didn't feed little girls to monsters.




They wouldn't go out of their way to kill surrenders, so perhaps it was more that JSOC had hoisted the black flag. Quarter only with prompt and enthusiastic surrender... but Sir David knew they were in a gray area between the two. It was, perhaps, a war crime... but not by interstellar law. The laws the Undaunted were party to.




Plus... pirates were criminals. They wanted no laws to apply to them, and JSOC was willing to oblige. They had their limits of course. Torture in all but the most dire of circumstances was a failure for intelligence operatives and special forces personnel, and even that should be more working over the mind instead of merely damaging the body. That was punishment, not extracting information, and punishment was for the courts, not soldiers.




Sir David considers for one moment having Kopish send a message to all the pirates in this part of the ship to surrender and die... but the timing was too tight. The mission was too dire. Especially with innocents on the line. This had been breaking a siege from behind, it was now the most critical kind of hostage situation. No threats that hostages, if the pirates had any, would die if their demands were met. No, that would be too easy. Sir David had dealt with that often enough with Her Majesty's Special Air Service. This threat was some degenerate feeling peckish and taking a limb off of a hostage for a snack, and that simply would fly. Not while Sir David and his troops drew breath.




His rifle snaps up as a door opens in front of him, a pirate wandering out of what was likely a bathroom and getting a three shot burst of .300 Black Out to her forehead for her trouble.




No hiding the bodies this time. There was too much to do, and dozens of pirates and their heavy weapons to clear out, even with all their reinforcements dying in short bursts of suppressed gunfire as JSOC tore through the halls like the emissaries of Death incarnate, here to reap the due bounty of souls from this sector of space.




Sir David's carbine pops up on reflex as he came around a corner and walked up on a patrol of three pirates, point shooting was all he needed at this range to nail head shots at this distance. Three up, three down. Sir David grabs a magazine from one of his pouches and quickly swaps it, retaining the half empty mag in the pouch he'd just drawn from rounds up. He might still need even the partially filled mag later, but one did not go through a door with a partially filled magazine. Not if one wished to live to retirement age.




Whatever that was in this galaxy.




"Team One, two doors up, four hostiles. They're armed, and not alerted." Petty Officer Kopish is whispering excitedly, clearly doing her part to try and remain stealthy, forgetting that their communications systems were sealed and she could announce targets with a brass band without alerting the enemy.




Team One stacks on a door quickly, small hand signals that are barely perceptible, much less comprehensible to outsiders communicating everything they need. Sir David takes point, and Fairgate jumps to the other side of the door, priming a flashbang and concussion grenade combo.




"Kopish. Door." Sir David orders tersely, counting down the seconds.




The door opens, and a confused noise is heard as the grenades go sailing into the room.




One second.




Two seconds.




Three seconds.




Four.




The muffled twin blasts of the explosives silence confused alien voices and Sir David is through the door half a second later. Two Horchka go down in a blink, but an eyeless Dzedin lashes out hard, axiom infused tail blade blazing as she pins Sir David to the bulkhead. Instead of fighting to free his rifle, he drops the weapon, letting it hang on its sling and drawing an Applegate–Fairbairn commando knife and his revolver.




The powerful handgun is tucked under the Dzedin's chin in a blink, the .454 Magnum rounds ending the pirate's life just in time for Sir David to use the body to catch a burst of laser fire. He rolls clear and comes up with the knife. The Applegate–Fairbairn was a fighting knife, not a throwing knife, but Sir David kept a trio for a reason, and kept them balanced for throwing just in case. The fourth pirate in the room is a Memri if Sir David remembered the species right, and the blade blossoms from her throat in a literal blink. The steel in her windpipe distracting her just long enough for Wingate to make it through the door and put a three shot burst with his carbine into the woman's head.




"Clear!"




Sir David takes a slow breath, checking around quickly before confirming.




"Clear! Could have been a bit faster there Wingate."




"Sorry sir, we were taking fire in the hallway from a patrol and it delayed me a quarter second."




That got a snarl from Sir David.




"Blast and damn, the density's going up. We need to form up with the other teams."




Four more black clad commandos, half of them very clearly alien and even more clearly female run up right at that moment.




"You called sir?"




"Good timing, come on you lot, we have the big job of the tasks at hand. We need to capture central control for the hangars intact while the others neutralize the defenses in the hangar itself."




Kopish comes back over the radio.




"Teams three and four report the other half of the rooms are secure. All rooms cleared. Four more hostages are being moved to evac point alpha. Shark platoon is in position outside the hangar doors and ready to make their landing."




"Well I think we'll just need to open the door for them then. Would be rude to keep the ladies waiting. Especially the Skipper's wife and daughters."




Sir David points a knife hand forward, and the two teams move forward as one to the point their HUDs have marked out as the large doors that lead into the control center. They stack up around them automatically, the room within was too big for effective use of flash bangs, and they needed the room usable immediately, so toys like CS tear gas were out. That left the traditional tools for victory in close quarters battle.




Speed and violence.




Unfortunately for the pirates, speed and violence was JSOC's stock in trade.




"Kopish, status of the pirates in hangar control?"




"Wait one... camera feed's live. They're a bit more active than they were, but aren't alerted yet. Call it sixteen girls. The other teams are in position at the hangar entrances."




"Start a thirty second timer for them in their HUDs after I pass through the door to the control center. Orders are to sweep and clear the hangar."




"Aye aye."




Kopish goes quiet for a few seconds.




"Teams report ready. Timer program ready. I have control of the doors, their safety interlocks are disabled, they should open near instantly. Waiting for your signal."




Sir David takes a slow breath, centering himself slowly.




"Breach."
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The doors slam open just as fast as Kopish had promised and JSOC pours through in a tidal wave of violence, carbines quietly dealing death in 150 gram doses at lightning speed. Three pirates drop so quickly their features don't even register fully in Sir David's vision, they're already moving past them, one of the commandos behind the first wave firing anchor shots into each fallen pirate's head. No chances, not with time now critical and child eating nightmares prowling around.




Sir David wasn't worried about justifying it to command. Bridger knew the score. Sometimes you had to be sure a bad guy wasn't going to get up. Period. Cold? Yes. But Sir David valued the lives of his troops and the lives of those civilians more than he did a bunch of thieves, murderers and low lifes.




They'd made their choices. JSOC's commandos were the consequences.




Deeper into the room some of the pirate staff actually manage to react somewhat, a charge of plasma going off into the ceiling and a few lasers discharging in random directions. At the center of the group is a large Platen, the naturally armored woman has received heavy cybernetic augments to allow her to comfortably carry two plasma cannons. The display of wealth alone proves her status as an officer, as does her attempt to shout orders to her pirates.




Sir David fires a burst of automatic weapons fire at the pirate officer and rounds splatter off the Platen's natural armor, sending tiny bits of shrapnel into her flesh and into the woman next to her. Not enough to wound, but enough to distract and irritate to be sure. Another of the pirate holdouts goes down in a shower of gore as Wingate donates her a load of buckshot from the light under barrel shotgun he'd worked up. Dramatic, impractical... but effective, as it turned the four armed Rabbis' chest cavity into a bloody mess and dropped the woman to the floor like a broken doll.




With his rounds failing to penetrate the Platen's armor Sir David instantly drops his carbine to dangle onto its sling, and pulls his MP7 from his thigh holster. The high tech submachine gun was optimized for anti armor work, and was quickly becoming a favorite of the Undaunted across all sectors, along with it's long time rival the P90. The high velocity 4.6mm round shreds through the Platen woman's natural armor as he donates an entire magazine to her before she can finish the next word out of her mouth, leaving a large red blood splatter and a few tiny dents across one of the hangar control windows.




Sir David quickly hits the mag release and flicks the little sub gun to the right, throwing the empty magazine clear before slamming home the new one. Another burst of automatic fire drops the next pirate, a fool of a Gohb going for a clutch of plasma grenades instead of immediately dropping to the ground... and it's all over as the green skinned alien collapses over the small pile of incendiary explosives.




Not so much anvil and hammer as being stuck between two hammers determined to slam against each other. It was a technique that turned clearing the room into shooting fish in a barrel, surrounded by all sides, but performed by any but the most supremely skilled troops it was a sure fire recipe for fratricide. JSOC was not only skilled enough to perform this style of pincer attack, they drilled it regularly back on the Tear, with both simulated and live ammunition.




They had yet to have someone get hurt in their training.




"Clear!" Calls Wingate.




The report is quickly echoed by everyone in the room and Sir David switches his face plate to clear as he begins reloading his weapons on auto pilot.




"Clear. Secured. Right then. Someone get a transceiver in there so Kopish can get the doors for our friends." Sir David orders. "And someone get me a status report on the hangar!"




"On it sir." Fairgate races over to begin getting another transceiver locked into the system to further physically compromise the ship's computer system even as one of the commandos peeks down through the windows. The woman quickly waves back to someone before looking over to her shoulder and catching Sir David's attention.




"All clear, no casualties. We can bring the transports in!"




Sir David allows himself a breath as his troops see to their tasks, too busy to pay attention to their commander. He felt ragged. Tired. He was getting too old for this. Something he would have to correct. Immediately. He'd held off for too long, hoping to speak with his children besides his adult son who was back on Centris. A son who had just reported he had an even dozen alien grandchildren on the way.




Not being able to see those precious little infants when they were born. To not get to meet his new daughters in law who had finally tamed his wild warrior son. To risk the precious lives on this very vessel. To let his soldiers down.




It all boiled down to one, incontrovertible truth. He couldn't afford to hesitate anymore.




There was still so much to do. So much to protect. Even if that took him further and further away from his wife and her humble little plot back on Earth. Perhaps that too, was something he must let rest. She would have wanted him to live. Would have chided him for dying with her in all things save for being a grandfather. It was a heady choice... but he'd never forget her. She'd never not be his first wife... and to honor her was to live. To ensure that their children and grandchildren were safe to thrive among the stars... and benefit from the miracles that would have saved their mother's life.




Of course, choosing to live meant all sorts of things might change. Might... happen. What shape the consequences of that choice might take, Sir David couldn't begin to guess, but he would cross that bridge when it arrived and not a moment before.




There was a job to do first.




"Someone call into control. We need more support. Let's get two squads of Marines and some sailors in here to take control of this position and defend the hangar with Warrant Officer Jaruna and the daughters Bridger. I can't spare commandos when the job's this urgent."




"On it boss, I'll call it in!" Calls Wingate.




"Good, in that case, I'll go greet our reinforcements. Team two will stay here till relieved. The rest of you, final check of KIA, captives, and any more survivors. Mark doors with paint or chalk as you go a second time, then rendezvous with Sergeant Major Gurung. Oh... and someone fetch that prisoner... Ms. Velour was it? I want a fast shuttle to take her straight to Commander Lawson's tender mercies... light gloves ladies and gentlemen. I've already scared the dickens out of her and she might be a potential recruit."




Five minutes later and Sir David himself is waiting comfortably in the hangar bay as Shark platoon's transport gently hits the deck, the ramp lowering to reveal fifteen armed to the teeth, literally, Cannidor. It was an intimidating sight. One Sir David was feeling rather happy to be on the right side of.




Jaruna steps off first, looking around with a nod as she examines the blood stains on the floor and against some of the walls. One of the heavy weapons stations was a smoking crater, the other one was being reoriented to be able to defend either direction from either reinforcements for the enemy coming from without, or would be escapees coming from within.




"Seems like you boys and girls cleaned house. They're gonna be washing the blood off the walls and floors for a while after we get this finished. Quiet too. Bit of a shame, the screaming and noise is half the fun."




Sir David smirks. "I would have thought your own commando would have shown you that screaming is generally reserved for relaxing after a mission not during it, Warrant Officer."




"Hah! Suppose he has at that."




"Mom, for the love of the spirits." One of the daughters, Boudicca? Groans.




That got another smile from Sir David, a nice reminder that kids were still kids, even when they'd just hit ten feet tall and could carry enough heavy weapons to make a tank blush.




"If you girls will come with me, we have work to do. The rest of the commandos are staging for the next phase. I've left a team here, they're waiting to be relieved by reinforcing Marine infantry and some Navy specialists. They’ll hold down the fort with the team you’re leaving here."




"That wasn't part of the original plan." Jaruna notes, clearly curious.




"Job's bigger than we expected... and the Narlabore are nasty pieces of work. I'll brief Shark platoon as we walk..."




Motion at one of the hangar doors catches his eye. Master Sergeant Fairbrook was frog marching the Feli pirate, one Purisha Velour, who was bound by her ankles and feet.




A perfectly normal looking Feli under all the pirate swagger, with a plush gray coat, save a little battle damage here and there... which made it stand out all the more that her entire throat was perfectly shaved down to the bare skin.




"Ah Fairbrook my fine lad, excellent timing, could you bring our guest over here for a moment?"




Velour couldn't move much further from Fairbrook than maybe a few inches to the left, but she took every one of those inches to get further away from Sir David, eyes wide with fear. He hadn't gotten too much out of her, but she had been left to stew after a decent enough interrogation, and he'd confirmed what they suspected about how the pirates were moving about, their comm channels, little things like not using encryption, that plasma was rare in the band due to recent money issues. Still she'd resisted telling him any more and he'd been in a hurry. Now he was in even more of a hurry, perhaps too much of a hurry to let Diana Lawson's interrogators work their magic.




"Ms. Velour."




She flinches hard.




"Ms. Velour, it's polite to speak when spoken to."




"Yes! I uhm. I told you what you wanted, wh-what can I do..."




The pirate shudders.




Jaruna leans in. "Hmm, gotta say I'm not used to not being the scariest thing in the room. If the human saying about cats having nine lives is true I reckon you used about four of hers. Whatever you did."




"Now that's not fair at all. We just had a pleasant little chat, didn't we Ms. Velour? Your body is completely intact and unharmed. Not even a scratch on you!"




"Uh..." Velour gulps. "Uh huh. Th-that."




"You were so helpful, you might even spare yourself a prison jumpsuit."




Velour looks stricken for a moment.




"B-but I helped! You really don't have to kill me! Honest!"




Sir David hadn’t been trying to mess with her, but the young woman jumping to being spaced at that innocuous comment gives rise to wicked temptation. That evil little desire to push the Feli a little further and see what happened. Not in the cards for today though. For one it was cruel, and Sir David was not a cruel man, no matter how efficient he might be. For two, and more important, if she had a complete breakdown she'd be useless for extracting information from.




"I meant you'd potentially be offered a job. Not shoved out an airlock. You just keep being helpful and you'll likely walk out of this alive."




"Huh?"




The truth might have been more confusing than more threats considering how discipline generally worked on pirate ships. Many masters of such bands ruled with an iron fist, and engender loyalty solely with shares of plunder... those captains that didn't avail themselves to slave labor where needed of course. Even with all the technology and outright magic in the galaxy, Sir David was disappointed to learn that cannon fodder was as popular as it's ever been on Earth.




"I mean you aren't going to die girl. Now focus please."




The slight edge in his tone was clearly more of what she was used to when being bossed around.




"Yes ma'am! Err. Sir."




"I need you to tell these lovely ladies what you told me about the deployment of the pirates on this half of the ship. You providing clear and actionable information is your freedom, but time is of the essence... your allies eat children you know."




Velour flinches hard at that one, her voice cracking a bit. "Th-they eat anything, and anyone."




Clearly he'd hit a nerve the previous questioning had exposed.




"...Is that personal experience Ms. Velour?"




"They uh. Sniff... they ate my sister. Alive. I can still hear her screaming sometimes. I shot one a couple times, trying to get them off her, but a hand laser didn't do a damn thing to that armor. Then the XO more or less slapped me across the room. Told me it was her fault for getting too close when feeding our 'guests'. Being a pirate was... we weren't so bad. Not like some crews, but ever since the Cap'n joined up with those monster things it's been a nightmare."




The whole teary eyed show could of course be an act, but considering Purisha Velour was a few steps shy of a nervous breakdown and quietly crying freely as she tried to keep her eyes up, fearful of whatever punishment might be dished out for looking down... including a possible death blow... even Sir David felt a slight pang of sympathy. He wouldn't have handled her any differently of course. These were pirates, even the 'good ones' were thieves, murderers, con women and thugs of the lowest order. But, at the same time Purisha Velour was a victim too.




Right now she feared him, but the hand that struck could also feed, and Sir David pours pure fatherly warmth into his voice as he gingerly strokes the young woman's shoulders.




"There there, let it all out... but Purisha. We need your help. We'll kill all the monsters. One of my men already killed one earlier. Saving a child in the process. You can help us save more children. Avenge your sister. Just tell us where they are and what the plan is."




"...Okay." She sniffles, wiping her eyes, looking for all the world like a house cat cleaning her face for a moment. "I-I'll help. Just... they'll kill me if they see me again."




"No one's going to hurt you Purisha. We take care of our friends. Are you going to be a friend to the Undaunted? Our captain has a soft spot for friends who were previously in bad circumstances. I bet he'd give you a place to stay for the short term at the very least."




Off balance. Out of step with her usual behavior. Confused. Frightened... and finally offered a juicy life line. They'd need to confirm she wasn't utter scum, but with her background Purisha Velour might just yet make a decent sailor.




"I... yes. The XO, Ms. Convicta, she's a powerfully angry Lopen. Likes taking chunks off people with her teeth to prove her point. She's on this half of the ship, with about a third of our crew, with more of the technical girls. This half's where the bulk of the Narlabore are. They're tough. Good siege troops the Cap'n said, so she convinced the hive queen to take the nastiest job and we'd just hold the saw for them while the rest of the crew with the Cap'n looted the command module properly. There's some Narlabore over there. Two dozen or so, to provide meat shields, or so the Cap'n called it. The Narlabore aren't stupid though... they get more benefit than we do out of here. They don't just loot, they salvage, right down to the hull itself if they have time. Like scavengers tearing at a corpse. It's..."




Purisha gulps, trying to catch her breath after her fast paced explanation.




"They're wrong. Something's wrong about them. I don't know what, but I never want to be near one of those things again! I had to go over to their ship once and that thing was some fresh layer of hell... what happened to it by the way? What happened to the Prancing Pavorus?"




The Feli cocks her head, finally thinking to ask what happened to her ship and its ally.




"Both vessels were destroyed earlier. You'll see the wreckage on the way out. Now, you run along with Master Sergeant Fairbrook, we've got a shuttle coming just for you. You keep helping Commander Lawson and I'll bet you're out of those binders as a free woman before we get back.”




"O-Okay."




Purisha Velour doesn't say any more, just moves forward quietly when pulled, head down, as she realized just how violently her world had been changed today. For the better it seemed.




Sir David waits a few beats, then turns to the Cannidor.




"Well you heard her. We have our work cut out for us."




Jaruna nods and gestures to her Crimsonhewer subordinate.




"Zraloc, you know what to do. Lursa! Get your rump over here, you're stayin' with me and the girls. No groaning neither. Three teams of five."




Jaruna looks around the hangar a bit and mutters softly, just loud enough that Sir David can hear it.




"I have a feeling we're going to need every gun we can get too."




The Commando looks around himself, and feels a cold shiver at the base of his spine. Something was wrong. They were forgetting something. Some tiny detail, but Sir David simply could not puzzle it out.




He's stirred from his moment of thought by a Marine landing craft entering the hangar bay and setting down, disgorging what appeared to be an entire platoon of Marines and some Navy technicians.




"Well. There's your backup Mrs. Jaruna. Zraloc, ladies? If you'll follow me, we'll police up my team two and get to work."




Sir David would just have to hope that Jerry, Paladin platoon and FAST company held up their bit of this mess.
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Jerry




A winking comm channel request catches Jerry's attention as they wait for their assault craft to move into position. A brush of his mind against it via the interlink connects Diana Lawson on a private channel.




"Operative Lawson, to what do I owe the pleasure?" Jerry does his best to keep his tone light and cheery, like he's out on a Sunday stroll instead of standing by for the clearance to assault the enemy.




"Just bringing you an update on the other operation, the Cannidor are landing now, Sir David's people successfully opened the way, secured about two dozen hostages and got at least one prisoner. No casualties. There's some other critical operational material they found, but it's not relevant to you, and I want you to focus on your own task."




"Glad to hear it, and appreciated Diana. What's this about a prisoner?




"Yes, Ms. Purisha Velour. She told Sir David and I more or less the same thing and she's being very, very cooperative. You're facing about two thirds of the enemy crew, all of their heavy troops and most of their fighters... but few technical specialists. They were all over here to support the Narlabore. Save for a handful of prisoners they're also dead to a woman now. Looks like the XO, Chief Engineer and the XO's special squad of leg breakers are all that's left besides the vast majority of the Narlabore. There's about two dozen of those things ahead of you somewhere for the Captain to use as shock troopers and 'meat shields', direct quote. They consider this the easier work, and are really just looting. They're leaving the passenger quarters until they have the engineering section secured. It's more heavily defended, and the Pirate skipper considers her Narlabore allies... expendable."




"Seems like a shitty deal for the Narlabore."




"I suspect the Narlabore don't give that much of a damn about expending lives. Based on a brief conversation with Sergeant Major Gurung after he killed one, he suspects they have a large number of infertile females serving as workers and soldiers. So similar to many other hive insects. Considering the harsh environments they evolved in, having an 'expendable' class socially and biologically certainly makes a degree of sense, but I've long given up on understanding quirks of axiom connected evolutionary theory. What makes it a good deal though is the Narlabore are salvagers, so they'll strip everything of value out of the hull itself, including the axiom ride out of the drive cores until there's barely a hulk left. Pirates generally don't like to work that hard, so everyone feels like they're getting a win. Or they did, right up till we turned up."




"Wrong galaxy, motherfuckers."




Jerry mutters, drawing a surprised laugh from Lawson.




"Anything else, Diana?"




"I'm taking the liberty of increasing your follow-on troops to a platoon of Marines to hold the hangar. Enemy resistance has been higher than expected and I don't like surprises. Past that? No, not at this time Skipper. The drone we're testing is on stand by. It should automatically detect priority targets and hit them with weapons fire, as well as suppress large groups of the enemy. We have a controller standing by to make sure it doesn't get enthusiastic and start shooting at friendlies, but we based this thing on fairly proven technology."




"Full platoon of back up for the hangar as soon as we secure it. Sounds good. Alright, sounds like I have a party to get started then. Keep up the good work Diana."




"Aye aye, sir. Lawson out."




Jerry stands up from where he'd been sitting with second squad and moves forward before switching his comm to cover both companies of troops that were a part of his assault force.




"Alright folks, the first phase of the operation to retake the Talasar Spire's complete. JSOC has successfully infiltrated the engineering section and the Cannidor are preparing to share their culture with the pirates still aboard the hard way. That means we can make our landing. With hostages at risk we don't have time to infiltrate once we start our parade. So go fast and give the enemy as much pain as they're happy to take. FAST company's fourth section will be holding the hangar to start, and providing runners to escort survivors or prisoners back to the hangar. You'll be relieved by a full platoon of regular grunts, then you'll join us in the rest of the operation. If we have to split up for some reason, Second section, that's you Warthog, are with me, second and fourth section of Paladin platoon. The rest of you will be backing up Colonel Bridger and Major Dertann. Any questions?"




There's silence across the channel.




"Right, you all know what to do. Good luck, and god speed. Paladins, stand to."




Jerry switches back to the Paladin platoon channel.




"Alright ladies, I'm modifying the plan based on some intelligence we got from a prisoner, we're all going out the side assault ports instead of down the forward assault ramp. Chief Kyre."




Kyre looks up from where she was checking a system.




"Sir?"




"Chief I want you to get on the forward ramp gun and rain hell personally on these assholes while we disembark. You were going to cover us any way, but I want you to set up the gun shield and fire till the barrels glow, or you run out of targets. Whatever comes first."




The smile on the old Horchka's tusky face suggested Jerry had just given her a Christmas present she'd wanted since she was a girl.




"Yes sir!"




Chief Kyre immediately runs over to the panel that housed the special weapon Kyre herself had worked up for the assault boat's ramp guns. Mounted on a gimbal arm it paired a triple barrel rotary heavy machine gun labeled as a GAU-19. A .50 BMG machine gun with over triple the rate of fire as the venerable M2, its firepower had to be seen to be believed. Paired with the high velocity raufoss ammunition they were using it with... there wasn't much that could stand up to it. This custom mounting however had a friend paired with it. A heavy laser repeater, set up to have the same point of impact as the GAU-19, it could also be used as a spotting laser.




A spotting laser that could penetrate an infantry grade hard suit without a blink, but a spotting laser all the same.




An armored gun shield mixed with an actual axiom shield completed the fighting position and made it an absolute nightmare for anyone trying to harm, assaulting or evacuating troops in a hot LZ. The drop ship itself had a selection of laser turrets, and they'd be 'assisting' keeping the pirates busy while the Paladin company made their assault.




That, and one more surprise.




Jerry checks his network, she should be in the company chat... "Babydoll, you on the net?"




"Like, present and accounted for skipper! This is totally exciting! Almost like I get to ride along with you guys. Like not really but I- oops. Sorry."




"You're fine Babydoll. How much control over their systems do you have?"




"I'm doing better than Kopish is. Like, the pirates almost certainly started their assault over here, so the engineers had more time to lock down and sabotage systems. The hangar crew here didn't have much of a chance to lock down anything for example. I have near full control or opportunities to get into just about everything. The actual security system's more spotty. I could still use some transceivers, they'd help a lot."




"Do you have security control for the hangar?"




"Totally! I like, can see them all, even use the various sensors to check for stowaways and the like. I've totally visually confirmed everyone in the hangar's a bad girl!"




"...Well in that case. Lock the internal hangar doors. Then I want you to depressurize the hangar and shut off the axiom containment field."




"Okay boss, it’ll take me a little to get core access and I’ll get it done, but I can't like, make that super subtle or anything. They'll know I'm in the system if they have any hacker girls themselves, plus they'll have time to get their helmets and stuff on in the hangar."




"That's okay, the depressurization will just make it easier for us to shoot at them without forcing a landing, then opening up. No need to tie the drop ship down in one place if we don't have to. We're more than mobile enough to get around on our own."




"Okay! No problem! When do you want me to start the process?"




"How about you start right now?"




"Aye aye sir! Babydoll's on it!"




Jerry looks around at the second squad. The grin on his face is as vicious as any wolf licking his chops as he watches a particularly slow and juicy looking deer.




"They're never gonna see this coming, and it's going to be glorious ladies."




Vilka fist pumps up into the air. "Fuck yeah! Get some!" before suddenly blushing. "Goddamnit. I hate being nineteen again. Hormones are fucking me up and really ruining my ability to stay completely calm and in control."




"We appreciate the enthusiasm any way Sergeant, anyone else got any personal comments before we go chat with Top Ramos? Not that I expect you girls to hold back just because I'm around. I'd be a bit disappointed if you did honestly."




Vera's doing her best to seem calm, but she's clearly taking her first combat deployment after being appointed Jerry's chief bodyguard very, very seriously. She was responsible for the physical safety of the entire Bridger household as she saw it, but very specifically her primary task was to protect Jerry himself. Who was absolutely determined to keep going into combat. Not that she'd try and stop him, but it would clearly make her life a bit easier.




"Just focusing myself, sir." Vera says.




"Tusks girl, you get any more serious about the Skipper and your hubby might just get jealous you know." Sheryen teases.




That broke Vera's serious face.




"What? No! It's not like that! I don't-"




Jerry holds a hand up.




"We know it's not like that Vera, Sheryen was just teasing you. Relax. We've been in a gun fight together before. Nothing's changed because of some ceremonial titles. We all pull together. We all look out for each other and watch each other's backs. We do that and we all get to come home in one piece. Which, for the record, is the only thing I'll accept. No casualties. I'm sure some military planners would tell me that such a standard is unrealistic..."




Jerry starts to project his voice more. Since Vera had given him an opportunity to pump up the Horchka a bit, he'd damn well take it.




"That going into a gun fight against an entrenched enemy and walking out with no casualties is unrealistic. Well. They're just fools and cowards. We're Undaunted, and we're Paladin company on top of that. Impossible odds are just Tuesday. Now let's put the galaxy on notice!"




Jerry moves forward into the assault port, his helmet sealing and closing off the sounds of Horchka war cries. They were so... earnest. It gave him a good feeling. The Horchka were so desperate for what almost felt cheesy or corny. They were still professional soldiers. There was nearly a thousand years of combined combat experience in this single drop ship, and these girls had done jobs that made the worst of Jerry's tours in the sand box look like familiar territory. The Horchka just desperately wanted to believe. In each other. In themselves. So all Jerry had to do was believe in them, and give them a standard to follow and they'd follow him right into hell.




Getting to beat down his own jaded demons with that same standard was a nice bonus.




"Second Squad. Ready up. Call status."




"Sheryen, all systems green, ammo green, seals one hundred percent. Combat ready."




"Vera, all systems green, seals one hundred percent, ammo topped off. Combat ready."




"Vilka, I'm spoiling for a fight! All green, seals to one hundred, enough ammo to take on a battleship myself! Combat ready."




So it went, till Jerry reported his own status over the squad net, then triggered a private comm channel with First Sergeant Ramos.




"Sir. Fourth Squad is ready to roll."




"Good shit Top, Second Squad is ready to drop."




"You can go first, since you're already in the door and everything."




"Age before beauty First Sergeant, especially when it comes to drawing enemy fire. Your husband would be mighty displeased with me if I let you get hurt."




"Respectfully sir, if I let you get hurt I'm pretty sure Madame Director would kill me, call me back from the dead somehow, then kill me again just to make the point."




"So let's not get hurt, save our spouses the blood feud."




"Sounds like a plan Skipper." Isabella's voice hitches for a second. "Sir, do you remember, back on Earth? Before that helicast on to that island?"




"Yep, your first mission as a Raider, a bright eyed young lance corporal who had been high on being the first woman to successfully earn her dagger... on the male standard too."




"Damn right, I wasn't gonna let them let me in just cause I'm a chick. I had to earn it, or it wouldn't mean anything. The boys wouldn't have respected me either. Hard enough to get respect without being hamstringed by the regs."




"Damn right. What about it though, Isabella?"




"Do you remember what you told me? I was getting pre mission nerves and I was getting upset because I was scared. I didn't think anyone noticed but..."




"Gunny and I did, it's our job to notice. You know that now."




"Yeah, guess I do. Here I am working for you again, with a shit load of stripes on my collar... a billion light years from Camp Pendleton."




"And I'm damn glad to have you. I do remember what I told you, though. I told you was I scared then, and I’ll note that I'm scared now. That doesn’t matter though. Courage isn't being without fear. It's mastering your fear, and enduring it for one moment more. Because every moment we endure fear, we shield someone who can't endure, and shouldn't have to endure, from fear and terror."




"Yeah. That. I just wanted to hear it again. You're still scared though?"




"More now than I used to be. I have a lot more to lose now, but I still have to go, it's worth the risk. Because it's for my family, and your family, and families I've never met and will never meet. Taking out this band of pirates helps the people of the Talasar Spire, but it helps more folks than we can even dream of. Because now this band of scum won't ever hurt anyone again. The good we do echoes through eternity, a web of consequences seen and unseen. It’s immutable, unstoppable, not even death can stop our echoes. Just because we die, doesn't mean that impact goes away. It echoes in eternity forever. All the more important then to put good into the universe. To make sure our legacy is a joyous one, even after we're long forgotten."




"You didn't say the echo part before."




"I've had over a decade to think about it."




"Fair enough. Thanks sir."




"Why were you thinking about that first mission?"




"Oh, nothing serious, I just... I dunno sir, it's silly, I just kept that with me. The bit about mastering fear. Enduring for one moment more. I even had it written inside my helmet at one point. It meant a lot to me. Hell might even be part of why I reupped. I was just dirt from South Los Angeles. I wanted to compete. I was aggressive. The Corps was a good fit. For whatever reason though... when you told me that something just clicked, and I realized what I was doing could mean so much more than just rolling with the boys and taking out the trash. So I suppose I just wanted to hear you say it again."




"Heh. Didn't know it had that big an impact on you. Well I was proud of you after that first mission, and I'm still proud of you now. You were a hell of a Marine then and you're a hell of an NCO now. So. Let's show the new breed how the old breed does business... and teach these pirates why they should fear."




"It'll be the last lesson a lot of them learn sir."




"Oohrah, Top. Let's move out."
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Babydoll




She was working harder than she ever had in her life. She was working harder than when she'd been a pirate slave. She was doing far harder work than anything that bitch had made her do. She was pushing her natural gifts and initially crudely developed, then recently highly polished, skills beyond anything that she could have ever imagined. Her fingers would have ached from weariness if her body worked like that. Her mind did ache with the sheer amount of effort she had to put into the high intensity multitasking she was accomplishing.




She loved every second of it.




Ensign Babydoll, Undaunted Navy, as she liked to think of herself. Ensign Babydoll San Martin soon enough, which she suspected would be a relief to the Skipper and to other people who had trouble with her name for whatever reason. It was a pretty name! Marvin said so! 




"Hah! Gotcha!"




Babydoll's body color shifts into a satisfied red tone as she forces open another logic gate.




The computer systems on the Talasar Spire had one virtue in a defensive sense. They were old! The cargo ship's parent company clearly hadn't upgraded the electronics on this ship since she first entered the void from the shipyard that had birthed him! Poor old fella! She begins to compile an upgrade suggestion list in both software, hardware, and different budget levels and sources, along with complexity of upgrade, and projected benefits with graphs. Displaying data was fun! Helping people was fun too.




That she was doing a high level analysis of their systems while currently in said systems up to her metaphorical shoulder, along with a few other simultaneous operations besides... was just part of being a Gravia. She was pure mathematics. A genius level IQ in every discipline she cared to put her mind to. Sure a girl just wanted to cut loose and have fun, but the Undaunted made work fun!




The old bitch had just hurt her, and wanted to abuse her body. To inflict pain in that which was, to the bitch, ‘not even real life’. To control her. Babydoll avoids a flinch by flooding another logic circuit in the Talasar Spire's computer network with an intense stream of mathematics, forcing the circuit to reset.




She was better now.




Stronger now.




The Skipper just wanted her to be happy and to do her best. He didn't demand anything from her that was unreasonable, and praised her for a job well done. It was simple perhaps, but after a lifetime of abuse, it was all Babydoll needed. A paternal figure providing guidance, encouragement and approval. A maternal figure in Ms. Diana, unconditional love from Martin, all the gear they could possibly requisition from supply. Truly it was good to be, Babydoll.




"Like, maybe I should have had the skipper adopt me!"




She murmurs aloud as she exposes another vulnerability in the system and passes the data on to Kopish. It linked back to the other side of the ship, and could potentially open up control of the tram system between the two sections of vessel.




Slowly but surely she tears into the deeper functions of the hangar control network. Kopish getting a transceiver set up for the other hangar was making this even easier now. The systems were exactly the same. A burst of computing power brute forces a password, another password is dealt with by her list of common passwords and default passwords from various manufacturers. Mathematically they had excellent odds of exposing a system. The hangar control system's deeper functions apparently weren't messed with much. Another pulse of satisfied red as she takes total control of the system.




Total time elapsed? Twenty two seconds.




She could do better than that. She begins a performance review process even as she finishes off her upgrade analysis and recommendation for the Talasar Spire, even as she opens the comm channel to the captain.




"Like, I have control, Cap'n! Ready whenever you guys are!"




"Execute."




Babydoll sends the series of commands and pulls up a set of camera feeds. Sir David didn't like her watching, and for JSOC's work she was fine doing that for him. They didn't fight normally anyway. It was... colder. Which is why she suspected Sir David didn't want her to watch. They didn't fight the enemy. They murdered them. Not this time though. These women would have weapons in hand, and know the Paladins were coming. They'd have every chance to resist.




It wouldn't do any good. But they'd have the chance.




Babydoll throws the best view of the hangar up on the big screen in the impromptu electronic warfare office, right as the hangar depressurized and the axiom field faded away. A panicked pirate pounds on the locked doors to no avail as Paladin Company's assault shuttle comes into view.




Maybe she should have made popcorn? Babydoll triggers a recording function on a couple streams, ensuring the cameras are focused properly and taking the highest definition footage possible.




"Like, don't look up if you're busy girls, but this is gonna be good."




Jerry




Jerry slowly moves out of the assault port on the side of the assault shuttle as the pilot smoothly brings them into position. The axiom field was down. They just had to wait for the signal, and were getting themselves out onto the hull of the assault shuttle to make for even more angles to attack the pirates from.




"This is Chief Kyre."




Jerry swears he can hear the revving electronic engine of the GAU-19 in the background as Chief Kyre prepares to get the party started.




"Suppressing the enemy. Attack!"




Instantly a stream of high velocity explosive .50 caliber rounds pours out of the drop ship next to a stream of coherent light, the rapid fire beams roasting whatever the raufoss rounds didn't tear asunder. A weapons emplacement with a pair of crew scale repeaters is reduced to nothing but shrapnel in a matter of seconds as pirates race for cover.




"...Wait one Paladins, let the Chief have her fun, but I have an idea." Jerry switches channels. "Babydoll."




"What's up boss?"




"Can you kill gravity in the hangar? It should be on a local grid to allow for easier cargo movement if needed."




"...Yes! Say the word!"




"Now!"




Jerry grins viciously as a warning light starts to flash, the sudden lack of gravity taking the pirates off their feet. The paladins were trained for void warfare. Most pirates didn't bother. It was quite a bit of work for your average band of freebooters. There were some specialists, but when gravity generators were so prevalent, so easy to use... laziness was ever the enemy of irregular troops like pirates. They were only as good as their captains, and most of their captains weren't great to start with.




There's obvious panic among the pirates as Chief Kyre lights them up as they float from behind more solid cover, or as the cover itself begins to move off. Flash frozen explosions of condensation, pressure and blood as pressure suits are torn asunder or shredded by a combination of explosions and shrapnel. While pressure suits had automatic repair functions and emergency pressure seals, they were designed for small breaks in the course of regular use, and even the combat versions of those repair and safety features couldn't hold up to the sheer volume of damage being dished out by the gunship's primary turret.




Pirates at the edges of the hangar, seemingly safe from Chief Kyre's wrath try to shoot back, only to be brutalized by flashes of coherent light as laser turrets on the stubby wings of the assault ship begin to flash. The flight team clearly didn't want to be left out of the fun of the shooting gallery.




One of the pirate leaders seems to be getting her girls organized, and Jerry transmits a priority target identifier to Kyre's HUD. The woman gets rendered into mist by a long burst of .50 cal rounds.




Clearly enjoying herself, Kyre triggers a wide band comm transmission, spreading the word as far and as wide as possible, doing her best to make everyone could hear as she cackled. "From Earth to here, for well over a hundred years and counting, ladies and gentlemen, may I present the work of Mister Jooooooooooohn Moses Brooooooooooooowning! Look upon his works ye mighty and despair!"




Jerry chuckles and switches to the company net. "Alright ladies, let's not let the Chief have all the fun. Prioritize energy weapons over anything with ammo. We're not going to get much of a chance to resupply, so lasers and plasma up front and save the good stuff."




A chorus of responses fade just in time for someone to shout out a warning.




"Chief Kyre! Get down!"




The warning is the herald of a series of bursts from a heavy rapid fire plasma cannon, a rare, expensive plasma emplacement that passively gathered the rare gasses it needed into a large storage tank. Once the battle was joined, it could fire a series of rapid bursts, faster than any other plasma weapon... but at the price of putting itself out of action for a time as it recovered pressure, after which it would return to a slightly slower state than a normal plasma cannon, as it's larger storage tank made it more difficult to achieve the requisite pressure for combustion of the various rare gasses into star stuff to hurl at the enemy.




The plasma shots hammer in and around the mouth of the assault boat.




They should have started the ship moving sooner.




"Someone get some ordinance on that weapon! Jerry calls.




Vera answers immediately, popping up, squaring herself up and locking herself to the assault shuttle's hull with her mag boots. The recoilless rifle smoothly slides up and over her shoulder. The unit's HUDs all light up with the warning area for her back blast, and a few paladins relocate, the back blast warning indicator going green.




"On the way!"




The silent fury of the weapon flashes bright in the darkness of the void, racing towards the heavy weapon's emplacement where it shreds the sensitive weapon in an explosion of fire and shrapnel. There's a brief pause as the weapon's containment system is ruptured, and suddenly a new star is born in the hangar as all the remaining concentrated star fire erupts into the void with the kind of fury that only a star can bring. The shrapnel had left a few pirates limply floating through the void in the tiny debris field of the plasma weapon. The containment bottle rupturing flung those bodies in unrecognizable pieces across the hangar, swallowing a few more nearby pirates besides.




Jerry suppresses a wince. That type of weapon was generally heavily shielded and had a complicated axiom scram system, specifically to avoid that kind of fratricide. Apparently the maintenance of the complex system had been too much. Or perhaps they'd disabled it in hopes of upping the rate of fire somehow. Either way, they paid for ignoring safety protocols with a brutal death, torn at by star fire and the icy grasp of the void in equal measure as the breath was ripped from their lungs.




A yellow warning light flashes over one of the large airlock doors from the hangar into the Talasar Spire, generating renewed attacks from the disorganized and confused pirates as their reinforcements arrive.




Jerry considers the battlefield, the situation at hand. They'd been sitting back on the transport long enough.




"Paladins, attack!"
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As the Paladins begin the assault, crawling over the hull of the assault shuttle like armored nightmares from hell, Jerry opens a private line to Sheryen. 




"Sheryen, break off, go check on Chief Kyre... we haven't heard from her since..." 




"I'm on it boss." 




Sheryen jumps away, the EVA unit built into the power armor making it just as maneuverable in the void as it was on the ground. 




Below the pirates are still reorganizing, waiting for the airlock to cycle and spill in what had to be a decent amount of reinforcements. 




Jerry flicks back to the company comm net, then cues Babydoll into the channel. It was time for the Gravia hacker to start providing active support to the platoon. 




"Babydoll can you tell us what's coming through the airlock?" 




"Both airlocks now boss, they just sealed up the one to the left and started it cycling." 




"What's in both?" 




"Mix of hard suit and pressure suit infantry, about two dozen mech suits, and... looks like four suits of power armor boss. Markings suggest they're the captain's personal bodyguard. I don't think the Captain's with them, but I can't confirm it. From what I can tell, the captain is a Pavorus, the daughter of the previous captain. She's non-traditional and vicious compared to her mother. Traffic on some of the pirate's communications devices suggest that the Captain killed and... ah. Ate. Her mother. Over the plan to ally with the Narlabore it sounds like." 




Jerry thinks quickly as some of the Paladins begin to open the engagement with long range pulse laser shots, leaving a couple of pirates floating through the cargo bay like marionettes with their strings cut, bodies contorted in odd, broken shapes. 




"Babydoll, can you override the security and safety protocols on the most pressurized of the two airlocks and force it open?" 




"...Uh. Maybe? Why- Oh! Like, that would basically simulate explosive decompression if I can force the doors open fast enough!"




"Exactly. You know how I love surprising people, Babydoll." 




"On it boss!" 




A few seconds pass as various paladins begin to take opportune shots on the enemy, keeping the pirate masses busy as they work to figure out what in the hell is happening to them, mostly taking shots on the assault shuttle. Their less advanced suits simply didn't have the sensors to pick out the power armor coming towards them out of the black. 




"Got it! Check right!" Babydoll calls out, and twenty two sets of weapons all point right in unison. The warning lights on the right airlock go from yellow to red and the heavy door wrenches itself open violently in the blink of an eye. The explosion of air wrenches a large number of pirates off their feet. The closest to the door is sucked out violently, their face plate smashing against the edge of the door. The figure struggles as the air escapes their environment suit, only to go limp as a 25mm auto cannon round reaches out and slams through their chest, sending their body bouncing off the deck plates. 




That single shot sets off a Fourth of July's worth of fireworks, and Jerry's feeling downright patriotic as he pulls up his recoilless rifle and sends an anti personnel round down range to silently take out its rage on the chest of a mech suit. Its kinetic energy cracks the cockpit, and the shrapnel shreds the suits of nearby regular pirates en masse, even as 25mm fire walks through the ranks, leaving frozen explosions of blood blossoming in the void as bodies bounce off advancing mech suits. 




"Advance! Most of our load out's close range! So get in their teeth damn it!" 




Jerry calls out, kicking off the assault ship's hull and getting a strong boost with his jump pack. The EVA micro thrusters correct his attitude and trajectory automatically, leaving him free to open up with his recoilless energy weapons. 




Pulse laser fire slaps into huddling infantry, vainly hiding behind cover that doesn't handle death from above terribly well before the high cycling lasers send them scrambling, suppressed in that they're far too busy running to even consider fighting back.. Switching to the plasma caster strapped to his left arm, Jerry lines up a series of plasma grenade shots, sending the orbs of axiom and star firing arcing through the air. The first sticks in the knee joint of a heavily modified industrial mech suit that had been crouched in ambush behind a container. The machine attempts to move, detonating the burst of star fire in the sensitive joint, sending the machine sprawling into some nearby pirate grunts, knocking the hapless women off their feet and sending them spinning off in the midst of zero g. 




The pirates quickly begin to adjust however, jumping up and behind now floating cover, moving in the full three dimensional space they now found themselves in as their remaining leadership or what passed for it began to organize them. The remaining heavy weapons continue to lash out at the assault shuttle primarily, wasting their fire on the far less dangerous part of the attacking force relative to the platoon of power armored soldiers. Jerry notices that the assault ramp is closed, but he still hasn't gotten an update on the fate of Chief Kyre... or heard from Sheryen. He searches around, but now on the deck of the hangar, picking out an individual power armored soldier was difficult on a good day, and pulling up the detailed electronic systems to let him pick out individuals in the middle of a gun fight seemed ill advised. 




"Sheryen, status?" 




"Sorry boss, I already got stuck back in." 




A flashing marker on Jerry's HUD tells him that Sheryen is behind him to his left about fifty meters away. Practically rubbing elbows by power armor standards. 




"How's the Chief?" 




"She's fine. Ripping mad, but fine. Minor damage to her suit, including her comm unit. The bastards took her toy out of commission! She's working on getting it fixed." 




"Good." Jerry switches to the platoon wide channel again. 




"Alright ladies, I think our new friends have gotten used to the new rules again. Time to change thing u-"




"Boss!" Babydoll interrupts. "Boss, that second air lock's opening. The one with the power armor and other reinforcements. I've been delaying it as much as I can, but they finally engaged an emergency mechanical override on the door!" 




Jerry turns to face the general direction of the right airlock and takes a snapshot with his plasma caster, catching a pirate in an infantry grade hard suit square in the chest as she leaps upwards and sending her tumbling backwards. The four power armored troops bound up into the middle of the void and begin pumping out laser and plasma fire on mass. 




"Everyone go to ground! Babydoll, as soon as everyone's on the deck I want you to cut the gravity back in, and then seal and re-pressurize the hangar. We need our weapons working normally."




"Aye aye boss! Everyone stand by!" 




A few fast bursts of thrust from power armor jump packs get the last of the Undaunted on the deck, right as enemy fire starts intensifying. The appearance of their own power armor and more mech suits had reinvigorated the pirate defenders, and they were now bouncing off the walls to try and get better angles to shoot at their Undaunted attackers. 




It was a reasonable way to use the battlefield and the terrain at hand... but this was a battlefield that Jerry had completely control over. The enemy would get whatever terrain he gave them, and what he gave, he could take away as it pleased him. 




"Stand by, gravity coming back online in three, two, one... mark!" 




The axiom field comes back online with the gravity, cargo containers, tools and pirates falling from the sky. Some managed to recover, some soared too high in their bid to get to a safe position to fight from and found themselves in the middle of the air with nothing to grab on to. One woman manages to grab onto a rafter, dropping her weapon as she clings desperately to the ceiling beam. The woman who had been with her wasn't so lucky, lunging for a similar support beam and missing. She fell to her death near silently, any screams not making it past her sealed helmet. The sound of her neck snapping on impact however, echoed throughout the chamber.




The rules had changed again, and the Paladins were already on the attack. Shotguns started coming into play now. The semi auto hand held Bull Sharks and the ones mounted to the Paladin's gauntlets working on different targets in harmony. The Paladins had more or less matched their load outs to each other. The wrist mounted bull sharks were loaded with their usual high velocity buckshot. The weapons were for close range self defense, and were good for that. The handheld 'normal' shotguns were loaded with slugs, and people were pretty much exclusively carrying slugs for reloads. It gave the paladins a degree of ranged reach, and the 25mm slugs hit like a particularly pissed off mule kicked. The kinetic energy could even theoretically do damage through a hard suit's armor if the slug didn’t penetrate. 




The chorus of the Bull Shark roars filled the hangar as the Paladins pushed hard towards both airlocks, the sound rushing back in making everything audible outside of things attached to one's own armor. The sound of heavily armored feet pounding on deck plates as Jerry and Top Ramos lead their two squads up the right side, and towards the enemy power armor. 




One suit was already knocked out of the fight, having caught a recoilless rifle round square to the helmet. Another was listed as a 'mobility kill' by the armor's simulated intelligence, its joints melted by the sheer weight of plasma fire that had hit it when it had popped up onto a cargo container to try and get an angle on the paladins. That left two. Jerry slaps his shotgun back over his shoulder. There was a power armored suit immediately in front of him and to his left, waiting in ambush. Clear as day with the armor’s outline marked out by his suit's sensors in a vibrant red. A burst from his jump jets takes him up to the top of the cargo container as the Crimsonhewer war ax comes into his hand. 




The weapon's a nasty one. Its tribalistic design hid its technological complexity. Once made it was simple, requiring no maintenance or real care. Nor did it seem to be anything particularly special. A bearded war axe with a nasty pair of hooked blades on the back, specifically for digging into flesh or armor and yanking someone back into your grasp so you could take down or finish a fleeing opponent. These blades were the more traditional Crimsonhewer blade, seemingly designed to brutalize flesh and dig into the meat of a target. 




No one ever accused the Crimsonhewers of being gentle by Cannidor standards. Or indeed anyone's standards. Nice as they could be to their friends, it was a sobering reminder that this was an organization who painted their armor based on blood stains from particularly memorable kills. 




Khan Isuras' armor, as most 'Hewers of her rank, was stained a deep, blood red across every surface. Kindly old great grandmother, pleasant, charming, warrior woman and mentor to thousands of young women. 




Nightmare from the darkest bowels of Hell. 




Such were the two sides of the Cannidor people.




It was another place where the Cannidor lined up nicely with Marines. For a favorite Marine Corps slogan summarized the Cannidor beautifully as well. 




No greater friend. No worse enemy. 




Jerry boosts over the container with the enemy power armored infantry behind it, punching downward with his shield ring active to catch the reflexive plasma cannon blasts. The shield drinks the energy and fuels it into the explosive punch he was charging up... and releases it in a brilliant flash of energy as he drops in, bringing his fist down on the pirate's helmeted head in a hammer blow straight from hell. The stunned pirate staggers backwards, opening herself up to a vicious slash from the 'Hewer ax. 




Jerry slices into her from hip to shoulder, the blade pulverizing armor and flesh alike as if it was eating the very metal and the meat it was trying to protect. The pain overwhelms the pirate for a moment before Jerry's follow up swing crashes down on top of the helmet, leaving a pulped, bloody mess where that head used to be, mostly contained by the ruined remnants of the helmet. 




He doesn't stop moving. He can't stop moving. Being still in a fight is death. He was Death, and that meant he needed to move. 




Another charged up punch sends a hapless pirate trying to mount a normally crew served plasma cannon onto its tripod flying into the hangar wall, the ruined cannon arcing after her. His left arm snaps up, the suit's SI highlighting priority targets, the red flashing to a neutralized blue as rounds of buckshot pulverize one pirate's chest, rip out another's throat and takes an arm off the third, leaving her screaming even as she tries to raise her laser rifle before the follow up shot ends her pain. 




A waste. Jerry snarls, angry now at the idiot pirate. She could have survived. Could have lived. All she had to do was drop her weapon and she didn't have to die. Instead she had to make one last spiteful, stupid decision in what had to be a lifetime of stupid decisions. It made him angrier than if it had been motivated by hate. Or cruelty. That was understandable. Dying for your own stupidity on the other hand? It was just... pathetic.
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Jerry looks up and listens over the suit's auditory sensors as much as he checks the various read outs and filters that allow the suit to integrate all the detailed information flowing into it from its various sources. A small pocket of resistance goes down across the hangar as Ghorza leaps in with her twin swords swinging. A series of brutal cuts leaving sprays of arterial blood across the wall in almost artful patterns. Pirate resistance in the hangar bay died with those women, with a few survivors throwing their rifles down, and the rest being too injured to resist further.




His eyes sweep his immediate area, it seemed clear, until his suit detected movement. Someone was inching a laser rifle back into a dark corner. Slowly, quietly, as quiet as power armor could possibly be, Jerry slips closer, mentally noting and discarding the all clear call as Nikita calls in FAST company. Then orders a platoon of follow up troops to deploy to hold the hangar bay instead of leaving it to FAST.




Smart. It was the call he'd have made too, a distant part of him notes as the rifle inches ever closer to the unseen person in the corner.




Jerry's mighty boot drops on the rifle, pinning it in place and crushing its barrel slightly as he rounds the corner and raises his left gauntlet, the bull shark's cavernous maw primed and ready to claim another soul for the butcher's bill for the day. The unfortunate pirate now at the wrong end of the weapon immediately throws her hands up, backing up from the weapon just as fast as she can scoot.




"I surrender! I surrender!"




"I bet you've heard that a lot on the other end of the weapon. Helmet off... and keep your hands where I can see them. You twitch wrong and I'll send you to dine with your ancestors."




"Okay okay, no need to be too hasty!"




The helmet comes off, revealing a Merra woman, who then goes to remove her gloves.




"Not so fast. I know what your fingernails can do. Useless on power armor of course, but you can keep your gloves on, Wouldn't want you to catch a chill would we?"




The Merra panics a bit, eyes all over the place as she starts to hyperventilate.




"I wasn't! Really! I wouldn't! You've got me dead to rights sister I'm done! I don't wanna die!"




"I'm a mister, not a sister, and I’m sure you've heard ‘I don’t want to die’, a lot too. Or are you going to spin me a story about how you were a virtuous pirate who never did anything wrong?"




"...Uh. W-Would that help?"




"No, but it might be entertaining if you can tell a good enough lie."




"Mom always said I sucked at lying."




"Guess you're shit out of luck then, and aren't of any value to me. Unless..."




"Unless!?" The Merra leans in a bit, clearly eager to get herself out of the hole she'd ended up in in one piece.




"Unless you can give me some useful information about your crew and what you're doing here."




"...Really?"




Hope starts to color the fish woman's face, she's practically on her knees like she's about to start praying to the armor clad figure looming above her.




"Cause if you're for real I'll roll on them all damn day! Especially after these Narlabore freaks showed up! The new Cap'n's lost her fucking mind."




"Yep, tell me all about it and I promise you'll walk onto a shuttle. At the very worst you'll go to prison."




"I can work with that! Prison beats dead all hollow! Look what you gotta know is this was just a usual gig. The Narlabore just want salvage, and uh... food. Whatever the hell that means. I didn't like the edge the Cap'n put on that word though. I don't like the Narlabore in general. Damn things are freaky. Anyway, Standard enough cargo route, and this is pretty far from the Apuk navy's regular patrol routes. Especially with the Narlabore's cruiser we felt like we'd be good to make for a big score. Strip the ship for valuables and whatever cargo she's hauling, scrap. Uh... slaves. Which is new admittedly. Normally we just let the crews and passengers go once we got their valuables. The last Cap'n, the current Cap's mother, y'see, said it'd raise our profile too much. If we didn't hurt folks much, or take people, even men, we could get rich without getting high enough up on someone's shit list for them to hunt us down or even offer a serious bounty."




"We heard the new captain killed the old captain. Do you know why?"




"Well Cap'n Maren was always gonna take over from Cap'n Lilen in due time. She was learning the ropes n'all. Then Cap'n Maren got in with those Narlabore. She started talkin ‘bout bigger scores, bein’ more ambitious, more aggressive. She bought some new gear. Went on a few raids with a couple of her girls to steal some weapons. Like that combat mech."




Jerry arches an eyebrow.




"...I need you to tell me everything you know about the combat mech."




Less than five minutes later, the Merra, Mikena, is being herded up the ramp with her fellows by some particularly unimpressed looking Marines. She'd gotten a concealed ID tag marking her out for immediate interrogation on return to the Tear, but Jerry felt he'd gotten all the tactical information he could out of her.




What's more Babydoll had gotten them a firmer picture of the map, which Paladin company and the senior leadership from FAST company was now viewing on a small holo projector. Near the hangar bay was a central plaza that formed the heart of the command module. Pretty much everything was accessible from the three story compartment, somewhat like a more central version of the promenade on the Tear. From the security cameras Babydoll had co opted, it was absolutely crawling with pirates too.




Jerry gestures to a point on the holographic map with the point of his sword.




“They're probably gonna throw as much as they can at us here, per their original plan. We're just regular security forces as far as they're concerned. So what we're going to do is have FAST make a small attack, then fall back a bit, get them thinking they've got us feeling like we're in over our heads. See if we can lure some more reinforcements in. Once we've got as many in this chamber as possible, we're going to have Babydoll seal the doors behind them. Nowhere to run, no reinforcements. They'll have their backs against the wall so they'll fight harder, but it's our best chance of getting as many of their hides nailed to the wall in a single encounter as possible.”




Jerry triggers an animation to play out, showing markers moving up and engaging markers representing pirates, then falling back into defensive emplacements in the hallway.




"So FAST will fall back to these defensive positions we're going to knock together quietly, and we proceed to kill everything that sticks its head around the corner of that hallway. With the narrow passage their numbers won't mean nearly as much. When the opportunity presents itself or Babydoll detects a weakness in their lines, Paladin will assault forward and smash the bastards, then FAST will follow up to mop up little pockets of resistance and bag survivors. This plan does mean increased risk to us, since we're making for a bigger fight, but more importantly it minimizes the risk to civilians. If we didn't want to be in it up to our necks, then we picked the wrong line of work. Questions?"




Nikita gestures with two fingers. "I think it works boss, but what about that combat mech? I don't like the sound of that thing. That Merra didn't know much about it, except 'big and mean', and Babydoll hasn't been able to find it on the cameras."




"I think it'll be pretty close to this Captain Maren. Mikena did not corroborate the rumor intel came up with that the current captain ate the previous captain, her mother, Lilen by the by. So she might be saner than we're currently expecting. I'm guessing Mikena just didn't know, or repressed it so much that she couldn't bring it up. Nothing like a little cannibalism to encourage you to turn your brain off."




"She wasn't exactly the highest intensity plasma cutter on the mining station either if you follow me." Ghorza scoffs, getting a series of sniggers and chuckles from the assembled Marines.




Jerry nods, but immediately steers the unit back to business. "On the gripping hand though. It sounds like these Narlabore are exactly as bad as you'd expect from what intelligence managed to dig up for us, and I find the reports of Maren changing significantly since coming into contact with the Narlabore extremely concerning..."




"Worried they might have the capability to mess with people's heads, Hubby?" Asks Ghorza, ever an able ringer in the audience for her husband.




Jerry nods. "That's exactly what I'm worried about. For the theoretical Hive Queen at least, and possibly the more advanced Narlabore life forms. The worker he killed barely struck Sergeant Major Gurung as conscious. Like it was just reacting to stimulus like an animal. It found food. It ate. It got hurt, it tried to fight back. Luckily the hive queen isn't supposed to be our problem, and if we're lucky she died on the cruiser. Either way, we'll make sure JSOC and the Cannidor have a heads up. Babydoll, any change on the pirates in the plaza?"




"They're moving around more, preparing defenses. I've seen a Pavorus moving around a little bit, she mostly sticks to the shadows except to issue an order or berate someone. I think she's paranoid about the security cameras."




"As she should be, we're watching her after all, and unless anyone has any objections we're going to put her in an early grave."




Jerry looks around, checking for ideas or objections.




"Alright. Other than that, get water, a power bar, top off your power packs and ammo if you expended any significant amounts and let's move out. Remember to check your transceivers and if you find a good computer node, plug it in. The more control Babydoll and her girls have, the better."




It took ten minutes of hard work even in power armor to get the special collapsible field fortifications positions in the hallway. An adept from the Coven had come over with the Marine platoon, and was able to stick an illusion at the end of the hallway, making it look as though the hallway was as it had been after the battle of the hangar. A few pirates took a second to look down the hallway, but no one bothered to inspect or patrol. It was a few hundred extra steps. If Jerry guessed right, the pirates were well into a long shift for women of the galaxy. They were getting tired. Hungry. Axiom could only do so much for the body, especially when you didn't train that body properly, and most of the galaxy did not.




A further fifteen minutes later and the bulk of FAST and Paladin company are behind their barricades. FAST had even managed to 'borrow' some heavy weapons from the infantry platoon, on the understanding that the Marines of 3rd Platoon, B company would be making this their primary defensive point once FAST and Paladin moved on.




They were ready.




A quick round of rock paper scissors between the FAST company section leaders sees Shalla Bulrag and her section heading forward with a cheery swagger, like Shalla was leading her boys and girls on a Sunday stroll.




"This should be a lot of fun Odie."




Jerry can just hear Shalla talking to her platoon sergeant at the edge of his hearing as they head forward.




"Just don't have too much fun ma'am, I'd hate to have to explain to Lieutenant Savić that his fiancée got her ass shot off because she forgot we had a job to do."




"No worries about that Odie. I'm just in a good mood. I'll be in an even better mood after we send these witches to an early grave. Section!" Shalla raises an arm. "On the double! Get in, find cover, pick your targets and make a lot of noise. Fling whatever grenades you can. Flash bangs. Smokes. Concussion. Frags. If you have thermite, toss'em. The more of a mess we make the easier it'll be to fuck these bitches up! Keep an ear out for the fall back signal!"




Jerry swears he can see Shalla 'Warthog' Bulrag's toothy smile from here. He almost pitied the pirates.




Almost.
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Shalla




Shalla's been having a slow day so far, and she absolutely hates it. She's normally the tip of the tip of the spear, so languishing behind Paladin company was all sorts of boring. Sure it made perfect sense to let the heavy infantry take the bigger fights on the chin while FAST dished out the hate to everyone who was too busy focusing on the Paladins.




That doesn't mean Shalla had to like it. She liked fighting. Enjoyed scrapping. She, to quote a Terran Marine who's writing she'd been reading recently to work on her English, 'fought with a happy heart'.




The only thing that made her nearly as happy as fighting was her Aleksej, and she had some fun ideas about how to work off the last of her battle blood brewing in the back of her head already! She was a woman who lived by her passions. Bold. Brash. In your face and on the attack.




She grins, reviews the plan for the quick mission they were about to accomplish a final time, then stands up. Her white and pearlies were gleaming behind her blacked out face plate. She might have been a bit bored before, but things were turning around in a hurry. It was a good day to be Warthog yet again.




"Weapons check. Make sure you've got the suppression rings on. Both settings, we want recoil canceling and full suppression. Get loud when the bad guys realize we're here, and not a second before. I want to prune as many of them as possible before they realize they're in deep shit and 'counter attack', and 'push us back'."




She orders, checking her own XCR-M rifle then sends her smart scope through a quick self diagnostic and zeroing process. The scope was apparently based on something called an XM157, and while much lighter than that venerable machine, used axiom to severely increase the power available to its ballistic computer, while integrating with the HUD of various types of armor. Power armor didn't need it, coming with its own advanced ballistic computer for all its integrated weapons, but for light infantry, the upgrade was a welcome one to be sure.




The chunky bolt of the XCR slides back, revealing the gleaming brass of a 6.5 Creedmoor case. Satisfied, she lets the bolt go forward. Her Horchka and other large alien girls had mostly drawn the heavier battle rifles for this gig instead of the usual .300 black out Tavors that FAST preferred. They figured the extra reach in the large spaces presented by the target vessel could be helpful, and some extra firepower never hurt.




There's a loud ker-chunk noise that gets everyone's attention as Corporal Nerash, an Agela transfer from the Dauntless and the newest member of second section, sends the bolt and barrel forward on the ultimate example of extra firepower. The GM6 Lynx was a bullpup 'Heavy Sniper Rifle', in .50 BMG, and the little thing was a whole hell of a lot of gun for your average man or woman. Nerash could carry it comfortably without axiom reinforcement and it fit her body quite nicely as a compact rifle. She'd apparently brought the weapon with her from the Dauntless, and Shalla believed it. She was a dead eye with the powerful weapon, and with a mix of ball, AP and Raufoss ammunition available to her, the sheer variety of bad day Nerash could dish out was almost inspiring.




A quick head count and a full set of thumbs up has Shalla's squad quietly charging into the main hallway, weapons at the ready. Like all of their operations, the math was simple. Speed x Violence = Victory. The faster they were and the harder they hit, the more likely they walked out of here both alive, and as the winners.




Nerash opens the engagement with a .50 BMG headshot, exploding the skull of a Cannidor pirate with a lot of bling on her hard suit, a feat Shalla quickly replicates with a scary looking Carrib adept who's just starting to glow with power when a three shot burst of 6.5 rounds leave her a crumpled heap on the floor. By Shalla's count in the five seconds of the engagement all of her boys and girls drop at least one pirate, and most drop two. Not bad. Potentially decisive in one of their normal fights. Unfortunately the enemy had a whole lot more than a handful of girls and one scary adept. This had clearly been a decent sized crew!




The pirates quickly begin to respond. Three floors of bad guys round on them as the first smoke grenades arc out, concealing the second section's position. One of them was even a rarer anti-laser smoke grenade. Shalla wasn't sure where someone had stolen that, but she wasn't complaining as the smoke dissipates a spread of shots from a heavy laser repeater being flung their way.




"Oh come on! Crew served weapons are cheating!"




Shalla calls out on her PA system even as he XCR swings up into line with the laser repeater. Her hand leaps forward to her underbarrel plasma grenade launcher. She'd been a master of such weapons when she was working for Ghorza, and Shalla thought she'd only gotten better. The plasma grenade arcs perfectly and goes straight down the central assembly of the laser repeater, nestling up to the sensitive components before exploding violently, knocking the weapon out of the fight and sending a massive feedback pulse into the power pack, detonating it and killing the gunner. Shalla suppresses a wince. Pirate dip shit must have been running the weapon with the safety interlocks removed. Sure you could get the weapon into action faster, with harder hitting shots, but the risk of being killed by your own weapon was dramatically elevated.




"I suppose no one's ever accused pirates of being the most intelligent sapients around."




Shalla mutters to herself as the mighty crack of the Lynx thunders out.




"Respectfully ma'am, if they were smart they'd have probably found honest work instead. Or at least been smarter about their activities. Honestly these shit heels are half the reason I joined the Undaunted."




Nerash calls out, moving up by Shalla to kneel down and take another shot.




"Weren't you a cop before Nerash?"




"Yep. I can't stand these stupid bitches getting away with it, but I didn't want to go bounty hunting. Then I met some humans..."




Nerash pauses and takes another shot, drilling a pirate in a pressure suit center of mass, the round tearing through them and exiting the other side of the pirate's body, burying itself in a second pirate's shoulder.




"And instead of just wanting dick like some clit brained moron, they told me about what they did- Staff Sergeant! Watch high left!"




Odie looks up from where he'd been suppressing a pair of pirates behind a heavy metal planter in the open space on the ground floor of the plaza and snaps off a burst at a pirate about to swing a bag of plasma grenades. She crumples and the bag detonates, sending her body and a large chunk of railing flying across the room.




Another mighty peel of thunder from the Lynx heralds a pirate being thrown off her feet like something out of a movie before the Agela continues.




"They told me about the Marines, taking the fight to the bad guys n'shit. So I quit my job that same day and signed up. Volunteered for FAST after boot, graduated top of my class and more or less demanded to be assigned to the Tear. Not disappointed so far!"




Shalla considers that for a minute as she lobs another plasma grenade and a burst of rifle rounds down range.




"So you didn't end up married out of all this?"




The Agela shrugs before taking another well aimed shot at a woman trying to get a heavy plasma cannon into place on the third floor, gunner and cannon alike falling to the floor after a mighty peel of thunder.




"Dating in the Undaunted is hard boss. Like, there’s guys everywhere, but I like quiet guys. Less feminine you know?"




Shalla considers that.




"Hmmm I just happen to know a guy like that... let's you and I talk after this Nerash, you keep impressing me and I might just be in the market for a sister wife sooner rather than later."




"Your guy cute then?"




"Don't get her started or she'll never shut up about him Corporal, and yes that's a damn order."




Odie growls, sliding behind the cover the two women are sharing.




"Ma'am, probably time for us to fall back, my recon grenade is showing some decent mass starting to form up further back behind cover. Looks like they're getting ready to rush us."




"Copy that Staff Sergeant." Shalla nods. "Time to make a good show of it, people." before triggering her PA system. "Officers, fall back! Fall back, there's too many of the bitches! The cunts got the comm officer! Fall back!"




Normally FAST would make an orderly fighting withdrawal, but instead every Marine hurls a few grenades around the room and starts to run hell for leather. They had to appear panicked and in disarray. Most people barely understood what a human was, never mind what the Undaunted were. Any pirate worth her scars knew what a fleeing enemy meant though, and they were usually shortsighted and blood thirsty enough to race eagerly after a routed enemy without thinking of the consequences.




Second section does a great job of looking panicked even as they continue to donate explosives, plasma or rifle fire to various priority targets, a couple of the female Marines audibly freaking out as loud as possible, even faking an injury or two as they withdraw. If they'd let one of the boys do it, it might give the game up. Armor was just armor, it could be anyone underneath it. Plenty of the girls used axiom pockets for their curves to slim down their profiles in a fight.




Still, normal security forces bringing men into a fight? It would never happen.




That was just another of those special human things.




Second section pounds through the illusion. If the adept was doing her job right, it would show the second section running down an empty hallway. If they were extra lucky the adept would shift their exact positions slightly to mess up the enemy's shooting as they chase after them. A laser blast nips at Shalla's heels, and one of the FAST company Marines in front of Shalla takes another laser to the back plate. She doesn't even slow down, throwing the man over her shoulder and running harder as a growing horde hits a critical mass and begins to give chase... right as they make it to the impromptu defenses.




Shalla tosses her Marine behind cover before throwing herself behind a shipping container, dropping a magazine for her battle rifle and coming back up, weapon ready just in time for Jerry to call out.




"Open fire!"




The illusion drops and the swarm of pirates are suddenly confronted with a wall of weaponry poking out from behind nice sturdy defenses completely with armor and energy shields. The centerpiece was a minigun on a pintle mount, the modified weapon in 6.5 Creedmoor opening the next stage of the engagement with a full throated roar like a monster from Horchka legend breathing fire.




BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT! BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT!




The long bursts of fire vibrate Shalla's teeth slightly as shell casings go flying and the first ranks of pirates are cute down like a scythe sweeping through grain.




Then all hell really breaks loose, as the rest of the dug in Marines make their own contributions to the party. Everything from a variety of small arms, to 25 mm autocannons and every scale and flavor of laser or plasma weapon lashes out before the pirates even have a chance to react. It was a killing field that had to be seen to be believed and Shalla could barely see it even as she contributed. The fatal funnel of the hallway was turned into an absolute wall of lead, coherent light and star fire, hammering away at the enemy until what few pirates survived managed to get clear of the doors, falling back deeper into the plaza.




There was no escape however. The call to open fire had been Ensign Babydoll's signal to seal the doors.




The pirates were now about to learn that their ambush, which they probably thought was terribly clever, was in fact an ambush for the pirates now.




Shalla allows herself a feral grin, whispering. "I'm not trapped in here with you, you're trapped in here with me."




"Cease fire!"




The torrent of fire finally slackens, and Marines quickly get to work swapping empty mags for loaded ones from prepared stocks, making sure they all had a full fighting load for what came next.




Shalla watched closely as the Skipper stepped forward, drawing his shining sword and pointing down the hallway. Shalla can't help herself, even in that second. She snaps a picture with her high res helmet cam. She'd need to edit his cloak in, but that was a recruiting poster waiting to happen!




So inspiring is the heroic figure of the skipper, that she nearly misses the order she was waiting for when it comes.




"Attack!"




In a surge of jump jets and axiom enhanced movement, the power armored Marines of Paladin platoon leap out ahead of their light infantry brethren, charging into the breach.




Shalla turns to her troops and sets her face plate to transparent, making sure her people could see the massive grin on her face. She had to do this. She had to.




"Come on, you sons and daughters of bitches! You wanna live forever?"
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Jerry




Jerry reaches the edge of the hallway and opens the next phase of the fight by throwing his sword with the rift blade on, pinning a pirate to a pillar before calling the weapon back to his hand with ruthless glee. Axiom really did make things too easy sometimes. Especially when you wanted to do something that your six or eleven year old self would describe as 'totally awesome'. 




It was part of what fueled the sheer unrepentant joy Jerry felt in combat outside of Cruel Space. That most humans felt out of Cruel Space from his conversations with his Marines and sailors, and with fellow officers. It was hard to get killed if you weren't stupid. It was easy to pull off feats of combat prowess that made the wildest Wuxia flick seem uncreative... and just about anything could be viable with enough will and enough axiom behind it. 




The high pitched shriek of multiple streams of microgun fire fills the massive room as the Paladins begin to open up on various targets, hosing down what could have become pockets of resistance as what had been a rout for the pirates to exploit turns into a rout for the Paladins to crush. Unfortunately for the pirates, the Paladins were far better equipped to exploit a rout than they had been.




The Paladins chased the pirates like wolves running down a herd of fat, slow, deer. The variety of weapons Paladin platoon carried gave them a wide variety of options by which they could take out the bulk of the initial group of pirates, then begin engaging the stunned enemy troops on multiple floors. Those who were out of immediate contact immediately went to ground, trying to reorganize themselves as heavy weapons began to open up from higher floors up in the plaza. 




The confused and shocked reactions from the pirates surprised Jerry slightly. Surely they must have expected that Apuk Imperial Marines might come down on their heads eventually. They were operating in Apuk space after all. It would only take one or two engagements with Apuk security forces before the Imperial Navy decided they'd had enough and dropped the heavy end of the hammer. The pirates had to have been ready for a Battle Princess or two to come after them.




Their captain likely had a contingency somewhere, that assault mech they'd heard about from their new friend Mikena probably, but they hadn't seen that yet. They hadn't seen any more of the captain's handful of power armored troops too. They had at least a few more, one of which was allegedly a Cannidor. 




"Come on... where are you?" 




Jerry mutters to himself as he donates a recoilless rifle round into a small knot of pirates trying to get a heavy laser cannon back into action after Vilka had hosed it down with a burst from her microgun, scattering weapons and pirates in an explosion of shrapnel.




It was as chaotic a fight as he'd ever been in, but the Paladins quickly began to overwhelm the pirates that were holding the first floor. The paladins push hard, using their superior mobility and firepower to dish out the pain as the pirates return fire sporadically. 




If Jerry felt inclined to give the enemy any credit at all, he'd say that the pirates fell back somewhat smartly at least. The women were clearly heading for the far set of stairs as FAST platoon moved up behind the Paladins and began to start taking well aimed shots, letting the Paladins soak up the lion's share of the attention as they picked off the enemy. 




The first wave of reinforcements arrives in the guise of a power armored figure leading a squad of mech suited troopers, followed by a mob of pirates. Jerry triggers his targeting software and flashes it to every combatant in the field with a one word order. 




"Grenades!" 




A mix of flash bangs, concussion grenades, frag grenades, and a new micro EMP grenade flash out, detonating among the mob and ripping into the sensitive backs of modified industrial mech suits. The shock and disorientation is enough to send some of the unarmored and lightly armored pirates scrambling back. Their power armored leader whirls on them with a scream of fury that could only come from a Phosa, sending some of the women reeling even as the Phosa opens up with a pair of laser repeaters. 




"Get back here you craven whores! If any of you run and live I'll have your hides for some new clothes!" 




Ghorza picks exactly that moment to introduce herself, turning a long boost from her jump jets into a gravity and axiom assisted drop kick that dents the breastplate of the power armored pirate as she's kicked across the room. Not that it seems to slow the Phosa down much, the woman leaps back to her feet, going for Ghorza with another shriek of pure rage, ranting in a language Jerry couldn't understand, or paying close enough attention to the universal translator's text read out to decipher. It was likely unimportant. A passionate rant about the Phosa's delicate feelings and how Ghorza had just hurt those feelings very badly. 




More important was the mech suit infantry trying to get involved that were still coming down the broad staircase.




"Oh we can't have that!" 




Jerry jumps between Ghorza's duel with the Phosa and three heavily armed mech suits. One was on the ground floor right in front of him, the others were a flight and two flights further up respectively, keeping their interval spread out somewhat at least. Had he at last found vaguely sensible pirates that didn't work for the Undaunted? 




"Didn't someone teach you girls that it's rude to cut in on someone else's dance?" 




"Well I guess you'll just have to be our dance partner then. I'll show you what that fancy armor's worth whore!" 




Jerry smirks. He'd heard some new slang recently from a junior Marine, and this seemed like a good spot to try it. 




"Fucking bet, bitch." 




Jerry's ax is in his hand and buried in the first suit's armored chest in the literal blink of an eye. With a few mighty hacks, Jerry disables multiple actuators, leaving the mech suit paralyzed before leaping to the second. The ax flashes from 'groin' to 'shoulder', tearing easily into the heavily modified industrial mech suit and peeling through its up armored frame without even a blink. The third mech suit starts backing up, as an after image fist brings Jerry into close contact, lashing out with a power armor and axiom enhanced boot to kick the mech suit over the handrails, leaving it to drop about two stories where it's immediately set upon by a FAST Marine with a charge of high explosives. 




Jerry checks in on Ghorza, and can tell his bride is playing with her food a bit. Using a decently armored opponent as an excuse to warm up as the attacks start to slacken a bit in the face of the ongoing Marine assault. Plenty of time to jump back to the first mech suit and use the 'Hewer ax like a can opener. Jerry turns the cockpit into a convertible, exposing a now deeply terrified Blood Sonir. 




"...Oh goddess." 




The woman's eyes are as big as dinner plates as Jerry looms over her.




"Now. What to do with you?"




The Sonir answers the question for Jerry by passing out. 




"...Thor's beard do we just find exclusively cowardly pirates or what?" 




Jerry asks no one, before jumping in next to Ghorza, ax flashing out to get a blow in on the Phosa's waist as he opens his private channel with Ghorza. 




"Finish your meal love. We have work to do." 




Ghorza laughs theatrically. "Oh fine. You never let me have fun." 




Her sword flashes out and neatly removes the Phosa's armored head from her shoulders, leaving the suit of power armor to collapse to the deck.




"I can only assume someone trained her wrong on purpose. The kit was okay but she didn't fight like she knew what she was doing out of power armor, never mind in it." 




"Probably a pirate thing. She's scarier, so she gets the toys. That doesn't mean she's competent with those toys. Being able to explode someone's head with your voice is admittedly a decent trump card."




The couple put their face plates together for a minute. A moment of calm in the midst of a lull in the battle. A moment that was broken when Sheryen screams out;




"Adepts!"




The second wave of reinforcements had arrived.




A group of five women jump over the railing from the fifth floor, arresting their descent almost artfully as they drop. Artfully until one of the Paladins separates a Deep Craig Nagasha's entire top half from her bottom half with a 25 mm autocannon round at least. Then everything goes to hell in a handbasket. 




More pirates above get organized, firing on the Paladins even as the adepts begin to fling lightning and other powerful axiom effects around, disrupting some of the systems of their power armor. Jerry and Ghorza push off of each other, using their jump jets to split up and get off the X at the same time, leaving Jerry clear of the initial brawl and able to survey the battlefield for key points of resistance. Getting stuck in at random was a waste of power armor. He needed to pick a critical juncture and apply violence to shape the fight the way he desired. 




Like pruning a Bonsai tree, but with belt fed weapons and high explosives.




The adept that stands out as the most powerful in the newly arrived group is a Carrib woman with rune carved antlers and rune branded flesh. She literally glows with power as she throws Vilka across the room, the youthful Horchka immediately jumping to her feet and getting back in the fight as another of the adepts falls to Ghorza diving in with sword in hand, easily piercing the woman's tech and personal axiom derived energy shields to bisect her with a vicious over head cut that literally leaves the adept in two pieces.




Not seeing many options, and with the Carrib throwing another Paladin hard enough to do serious damage if the girl in question wasn't up on her reinforcement, Jerry comes to the only possible conclusion. He'd have to deal with the primary threat immediately. 




The axiom conduits within his armor glow as Jerry digs deep into the local axiom and risks exhausting himself to use instant transmission, lashing out with an ax kick that sends the floating Carrib towards the ground with a shriek. His right arm snaps up, and riddles a group of pirates who had been shooting at the Paladins safely from behind cover that he'd now flanked, driving another mob to flee in a panic as some of their sisters in arms fall around them. 




The Carrib is far from out of the fight however. By the time Jerry hits the ground she's rolled to her feet and her hands and eyes are absolutely crackling with charged up electricity, eager to get back into the fight now that an opponent has challenged her. She's in his face again immediately, seemingly striking with numerous limbs she doesn't have, all with a fist full of lightning, putting Jerry on the back foot as she tries to disrupt or damage his systems by overwhelming the electrical insulation built into the armor.




A quick kick to the Carrib's ankle has her falling to the ground, only for her to recover by dodging upwards, vomiting lighting towards Jerry again who catches the burst of electricity squarely on his shield. The room must reek of blood, cordite and ozone now. With his helmet sealed, Jerry couldn't actually smell anything, but he could imagine it well enough as he continues to spar with the pirate adept. The fighting is fierce enough around him that no one can immediately assist, and that he doesn't want to distract anyone. 




Another burst of lighting splashes against his shield, and at last Jerry settles on an idea. The Carrib was focused tightly on lightning as her weapon of choice. She also seemed to have a tendency to go 'up' instead of letting herself go to ground. Another set of blows exchanged, with the Carrib catching a few rounds of buck shot on her own shield gives Jerry enough time to work out his plan. First, he'd need to get her very, very angry. He sets himself in a proper fighting stance and triggers his armor's PA system. 




"I'm going to mount those damn horns of yours to the wall in my trophy room! Even if it means I don't get to take the bounty out of your hide!" 




The Carrib adept's expression goes from one of concentration to pure rage as Jerry continues to hurl very specifically targeted insults at her. Finally the woman has had enough and with a snarl worthy of a Cannidor throws an absolute shit storm of lightning at Jerry. Just like he'd wanted her to. He brings up his shield ring and modifies it on the fly, pulling the energy in and feeding it to the rather explosive martial art he'd been studying for his duel with the battle princess. 




He flashes in close with the after image fist, and launches a vicious uppercut into the Carrib's gut before she can have a hope of reacting. A power armored punch alone would have hurt. Quite possibly hurt enough to be outright fatal, but the charge of energy in his fist detonates as it makes contact with the woman's stomach, launching her into the air. 




Jerry spins, ready to make another attack... only for a shit storm of buck shot to riddle the woman from multiple sources on the ground as the galaxy's bloodiest demonstration of trap shooting renders the Carrib adept down into extra chunky salsa. To say she's dead before she hits the floor is a wild understatement. She's dead before anyone can blink... and the remaining adepts falter, giving Jerry room to get in close and punch one in the temple as gently as he could with his power armored fist. She collapses into a heap on the floor, still breathing, but very unconscious. Ready for zip ties and trytite manacles as FAST platoon's Marines move up to secure prisoners and back up their power armored brethren. 




The last adept, finding herself alone and clearly realizing she's in very deep over her head, throws her weapons away and dives for the floor. 




"Puh-please don't kill me!" 




"...Hogtie her. Fast." 
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The adept is trussed up like a turkey in a heartbeat with a set of trytite manacles for good measure to ensure she doesn’t get any ideas about using axiom while a prisoner. She joins a small pile of other prisoners safely behind cover as the Paladins begin to push up the stairwell. 




Considering the Undaunted Marines were still under fire from the pirates, the heavy stone barrier was almost certainly safer than trying to move them back to the hangar and on to a waiting transport. 




So under the guard of a few fast Marines and the loitering paladins of Jerry’s second team they would remain. Not that Vera, Sheryen, Vilka or Meela were particularly happy about the job either. They hadn’t said anything, but Jerry knew they’d rather be assaulting up the stairs with their shield sisters and taking the right to the pirates. Unfortunately Jerry had drawn the short straw of the four leaders of Paladin platoon, so he and his team were to remain on the ground floor as a reaction force, fire base, and to help organize the FAST Marines as they began to set up defenses. 




“Vilka, transceiver.” Jerry grunts, as he finishes clearing debris off what his sensors said should be the most potent access port to the ship’s internal network. He slams his armored fist into the wall, and is rewarded with a panel coming back with his fist when he pulls back, revealing the security console he’d been looking for. 




“Got it right here boss!” 




Jerry takes the device from Vilka and hooks it into the standard access port. 




“Babydoll, you should be getting new access to the ship’s network.” 




There’s a brief moment of silence before Babydoll’s bubbly voice comes back over the comm line. 




“We got the mother load, sir! Girls! That’s exactly what we needed. Even had some credentials still loaded in the buffer, someone must have accessed it when the pirates started their attack. New cameras, new sensors… including some the pirates apparently disabled the more delicate way. Maybe they were going to salvage them?”




“Doesn’t matter, what are the pirates in this room up to?” Jerry asks, starting to get used to getting Babydoll back on task occasionally when her mind wanders. 




“Uhm… Cowering behind makeshift defenses mostly. They’ve got every gun in the room pointed at the stairs. The girls should probably try some lateral movement instead of a head on assault… though there’s not a lot of heavy weapons left among the pirates. These girls aren’t heavies like some of the ones we took out in the hangar. No sign of power armor, no mech suits that I can see…” 




Jerry nods. “Got it. Skipper to Paladin platoon. You’ve got the bad girls on the ropes. No surprises in evidence on the next floor, but lots of guns aimed your way, but most of its standard small arms.’




Ghorza comes back immediately. “Acknowledged. Up and at’em girls. We’ll go straight down their throats and make’em choke on plasma.” 




The heavy tromping of power armored boots on metal deck plates echoes through the plaza area. The girls were clearly playing things up a bit for the intimidation factor as they approached the second landing and the first of the pirate's defenses. 




“Plasma grenade volley, on my mark! Three! Two! One! Loose!” 




On Ghorza’s command, a barrage of plasma grenades reminds the pirates what an indirect fire weapon was. A rarity in the galaxy admittedly, but there was nothing rare about plasma fire explosions scattering throughout their ranks, shredding their, at best, light cover and leaving them vulnerable or digging even more desperately behind whatever rubble they had been able to pull out of various offices and stores. 




There was a mathematical difference between cover and concealment, especially when high velocity kinetics were involved. It was a difference that the Paladin platoon was going to illustrate for the pirates personally. 




As the rest of the Paladins rush the second floor and the shooting starts, Jerry swears he can hear something else. Another loud, heavy noise of metal impacting metal. Almost like something big was... running? 




Something really big. Mechanical error maybe? Had the pirates sabotaged a system in the ship in a desperate attempt to kill them all maybe?




"Skipper! Big trouble!"




Jerry's thoughts are interrupted by Babydoll, the slight edge of panic in her normally cheery voice had his complete attention immediately.  




"What's happening Babydoll?"




"Something really big is approaching. I'm not getting a great view of it on the cameras. I think it's using some sort of adaptive camouflage. It's uh. Like. It's got claws though."




"...How can you tell?"




"It's leaving gouges in the deck." 




"...Big claws then." 




"Uh huh." 




"And it's coming towards us?"




"Yep. Third floor. I- Like. Skipper if my math's even vaguely on point that thing's gonna tear through the heavy duty door I have sealed on the third floor like tissue paper!" 




"Shit! Sounds like that's our missing combat mech. Everyone heads up! Big fuck off mech incoming! Prepare to fall back and trade some distance for time if we need to." 




No sooner had Jerry gotten the first acknowledgement than there's a horrendous shrieking sound of metal gouging through metal. Sparks fly from the third floor and the sound of metallic galloping fills the room as the battle mech charges forward. Not stopping to turn and confront his paladins on the stairs like Jerry had expected, but launching itself into empty space over the handrails. The massive form distorts the air slightly, shimmering for a second before it begins to fall. 




It would be dangerous enough to have something that size jump on your head, but the mechanical monster was clearly aiming, adjusting itself in its seconds of flight as it hurtled towards the ground. Axiom gathers around it, looking for all the world like a blue white version of reentry flames, as it lands square on top of the prisoners and their cover in a tremendous release of kinetic energy!




When Jerry looks up, the heavy stone edifice that had been serving as cover for the has been shattered, and where there once had been a few pirate prisoners, there was only a crater and a bloody smear beneath the clawed feet of what appeared to be a T-rex sized mechanical sabretooth tiger. The massive war machine roars out a challenge, its axiom enhanced claws and fangs gleaming brightly as ranged weapons smoothly slide free of its armored carapace.




"Thus is always the reward of cowards and traitors! You whores finish these damn cops off so I can get back to prying the main passenger quarters open! If you fail, you had best let them kill you, because you'll wish you were dead when I get my hands on you!" 




Autocannon and recoilless rifle rounds hammer home into the war machine along with a smattering of small arms fire from all directions as FAST Marines scatter, letting the far better protected Paladins take the mechanical monstrosity by the horns, just like they'd been trained to. 




Another recoilless rifle round at close range from Vilka causes the machine to roar in what had to be pain, whirling and lashing out hard, sending Vilka flying hard enough her armor dents the bulkhead before she drops to the ground. The emergency shield system they'd designed to protect downed Paladins and Marines after the Alaqin colony campaign activates automatically, covering Vilka in a bubble that would stand up to direct fire from just about everything short of artillery… but at the expense of locking down all movement.




A quick check of her suit's telemetry shows that Vilka's conscious, uninjured, and her armor is busily repairing itself with Vilka's help. She was out of the fight, but she'd be back in it soon enough. With one Paladin out of the fight however, the the FAST Marines were at significantly more risk as the combat mech begins opening up with it's weapons. 




"Captain! We have a problem." 




Nikita's voice echoes across the comm as Jerry uses a mix of jump jets and the after image fist to relocate himself before firing again. 




"I'm aware, Nikita, I'm kind of staring at it!" 




"Not that problem, they got reinforcements! This band's well sized for a bunch of pirate scum. Paladin can't disengage."




Jerry thinks for a moment, dodging a swipe. 




"Still on the third floor?"




"Yes, sir.' 




"Have you cleared the stairs yet?" 




"No, they have some anti armor grade mines and other defenses set up, we're clearing them under fire." 




Jerry launches his fifth recoilless rifle round into the battle mech, and a new symbol pops up on his HUD when the weapon goes from red to blue to signal it's reloaded and ready to fire. 




ADM. 




Area Defense Munition. 




"...I have an idea. Try to break some of the girls with you off to help us with this mech, I'm coming upstairs to share a new toy with your friends." 




"The stairs are still blocked how are you-"




Jerry boosts hard with his jump jets, reinforcing his armored fingers and the toes of his boots to dig hard into the bulkhead and pull himself up higher while the jets cool and recharge before boosting yet again. The third jump brings him up to the third floor, letting him comfortably drop on the other side of the rail, coming up with his recoilless rifle at the ready. 




The first thing that catches his eye is the massive armored door that the war machine had torn through. The next is the large group of pirates that were staring wide eyed at the single power armored soldier leveling what was clearly a large, heavy duty weapon at them. The smarter of the mob of pirates immediately turn and start to run. It wouldn't help for the majority of them. 




A scattering of laser rounds plink against his shields harmlessly as the pirate masses realize that something very, very bad is about to happen to them and attempt to kill or disable the power armored figure before them. Unperturbed by the small arms fire being sent his way Jerry takes his time. The only concerning thing he can see is a large Brute Arachnae lumbering forward with a series of heavy weapons strapped to her arms and back. 




He doesn't let the approaching pile of weapons that can actually hurt him perturb him though. This was a new weapon, and he only had one. It had to work, or he'd be out twisting in the breeze, wildly overextended with more enemy than even a power armored soldier can safely take on. Jerry slowly lines up the 'impact template' his targeting computer is projecting of just what this monstrous shell could allegedly do, ensuring all his safety checks are made. The center of the template is the destroyed door, where the Brute Arachnae has just emerged, her plasma cannons visibly charging. 




"Back blast clear! Area defense going out!" 




One final check, and he pulls the trigger on the recoilless rifle without a second thought. 




The roar of the recoilless rifle is impressive, but what it does in this case is still more impressive, in the most horrifying way. The shell bursts a few feet from the muzzle, flinging over a thousand flechettes out in a wide arc in front of Jerry in what Jerry could only describe by quoting a Civil War history discussing canister shells, the ancestor of the ADM round. 




A withering hail of iron. 




The Brute Arachane explodes under multiple high impact punctures of her high pressure body, the detonation of three of her plasma weapons only adding to the violence of her demise as the plasma flames scorch a few pirates who had taken cover behind the destroyed doors. 




For the second time in Jerry's life, it is literally raining blood. 




The rest of the flechettes tear into the pirate infantry like a dragon learned how to breathe steel instead of flame, leaving a field of brutalized pirates and leaving the rest either fleeing or surrendering even as the rest of the Paladins make the top of the stairs. Many weapons did horrible things to the body. Like the canister shot that inspired it though, the ADM round turned living tissue into mince meat. 




Jerry doesn't stick around to see the aftermath, Ghorza, Nikita and Isabella could handle it without issue. He could trust them. Did trust them. So without another word he leaps out into opening space with the Crimsonhewer ax in his hand, aiming for the back of the mech and repeating its own dramatic drop from just moments before. Even in the seconds he's in air another paladin and two FAST Marines are sent flying, all three's casualty shields triggering as they slump to the floor. There's no calls for the corpsmen yet. Bringing up medical personnel now was just asking for more casualties.  




The 'Hewer ax bites deep into the armor plate of the machine as Jerry lands on its back. following up with another brutal slash that cuts a laser cannon off at the actuator. He's all ready to start really digging into the machine's back when a hefty charge of electricity runs across its surface, stunning him for a second and leaving him susceptible to being bucked off. He recovers in the air and hits the ground rolling, coming up in a run and just barely managing to escape a swipe of the war machine's claws.




The turrets on its back begin to fire, engaging numerous targets at once even as the body orients on what the system's identified as its primary threat. Orients on Jerry. 




"Get everyone back!" Jerry calls out, desperation leaking just a little into his voice. He could handle this, but if any of his Marines ended up dead because he couldn't handle the situation fast enough he'd never forgive himself. 




Sheryen takes charge, policing people up and directing the more mobile Paladins to grab FAST Marines from positions they couldn't fall back from easily while under fire from the war machine. Jerry starts to strafe left, peppering the machine's sensors with kinetic and weapons fire, trying to keep it distracted. 




A tense game of cat and mouse starts to play out, the giant feline attempting to murder Jerry at every turn, and Jerry dodging while trying to land a plasma grenade into a joint, or pepper a sensitive spot with high velocity 5.56. 




"Skipper, everyone's clear of the war machine. Vilka's back up. Team two ready to get back in and support."




"Wait for your moment and attack as a group. I've got an idea." 




Jerry steps out of cover, and triggers his PA. 




"Alright Tom, let's see how you do against Jerry. Just you and me, mano a mano."




The whine of plasma cannons warming up is all the answer Jerry needs.
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The machine's algorithms were smart, but not sentient, this wasn't a synth engram piloting a chassis based on a Takra war form or something, it was a complex drone with mild autonomy and an IFF system that didn't work terribly well. 




It categorized threats and tried to deal with them in order of precedent, but there was no actual intelligence there. So probability and analysis was how it functioned and fought. That meant being predictable was death. Taking reasonable or logical options was also death. The machine would react faster than most non-Axiom enhanced species could blink, never mind move.




"Just gotta out crazy the computer..." 




Jerry mutters to himself as he starts to circle left again, the machine keeping pace and moving right, squaring off with him like a proper sparring partner. Slowly he studies his foe, weaving behind cover or stepping into invisibility and back out again after dashing ahead a variable amount of distance to keep the sensors too confused for long range attacks, but not to lose him completely. He wanted the mechanical monster's eight red hued optical sensors focused on him. He wanted to be the center of attention for the machine to the exclusion of everyone and everything else in the room.  




It was heavily armored just about everywhere that Jerry could see. Some of the articulation points had vulnerable spots, and there was battle damage to the dorsal armor across the back that could be exploited. If, and it was a big if, he could get back on top of it and dig into its now partially exposed sensitive parts again. While Jerry looks with his eyes, his power armor looks with its sensors, picking out all manner of concealed weapons, including a plasma bombard that Jerry had apparently damaged on the upper back in the course of rending the machine's armor plates open with his ax.




A lucky break in his favor. The damn thing had enough in the way of weapons without letting it keep its literal artillery on top of all its other toys. 




There was really only one thing to do now. He had a grasp of the machine. A grasp of its behavior. It was studying him in turn. It would know what some of his randomized movements would mean by now. It would almost certainly take its chance the next time Jerry made a move. 




He'd just have to find out if the machine was as smart as he suspected.  




Jerry centers himself with a breath and he vanishes from view. The machine had to have a pattern built now, it knew what to expect. It responded exactly as Jerry had predicted, discharging all of its weapons in a fifteen meter arc in front of it with the extreme edge of the pattern being where Jerry had last been seen. 




It would have potentially worked even. 




Except Jerry hadn't moved forward. Instead of dashing forward to continue the circling pattern he was locked in with the fanged war machine, Jerry dashes inwards instead. A mighty swing of the ax rips the casing off the mechanical life form's neck, and takes a fair chunk of armor off of its face along with two optical sensors. Instead of ducking back out, Jerry goes in again, swinging under the creature, dragging the ax through its broad chest and gut. Not enough to kill. Not nearly enough to kill. Enough to damage and distract? 




Absolutely. 




The machine roars in what either could be rage, frustration or pain if Jerry cared to anthropomorphize the war machine. More likely it was just another weapon, an attempt to intimidate Jerry and leave him even slightly off balance as it makes its counter attack. It leads off by trying to drop its entire mass on Jerry as he continues to attack its somewhat vulnerable belly. The sensation of pressure changing and the after image fist is the only thing that lets Jerry escape without getting crushed. He rolls out of his diving movement and pops back up to his power armored feet, before finding himself face to face with the machine once again as its weapons charge. 




The supersonic crack of a large caliber rifle announces that Jerry isn't entirely in this fight alone. The round impacts square on one of the machine's heavy plasma cannons and explodes, first in the detonation that was signature for a 'Raufoss' round, and then a second time in a burst of star fire as the containment chamber ruptures. The shooter repeats their feat, smashing the other plasma cannon before the machine whirls and returns fire with a heavy laser cannon mounted in its mouth. 




Jerry gets a glimpse of Corporal Nerash and her massive GM6 Lynx sniper rifle hurling herself behind cover to get clear of the path of the laser cannon’s beam and makes a mental note to thank her for the save. His instinct was to chew her out for ignoring the order to back off... but he had also told them to look for opportunities and Corporal Nerash had taken one. 




An opportunity that Jerry wasn't going to miss out on either. 




He quickly goes invisible and dodges clear of where he'd been before an idea comes to him. His helmet folds back and he boosts back up to the machine's broad back. 




The rends in the armor are still there, and have been worsened slightly by the explosions of the plasma cannons, ripe for exploitation. Jerry mag locks his boots into place as the war machine starts to try to buck him clear. He wills axiom into his boots, drinking the electricity that the machine triggers across its hull to try and defend itself. 




Its last line of defense was now fuel for its demise. 




Jerry crouches low, taking a slow, deep breath as he shifts his hands into the ring of the sun mudra. One simple prayer to Hi-no-Kagutsuchi and Loki, gods of fire for the faith of his instructors, and for his own faith to bless the flames of justice. One simple prayer, and Jerry calls warfire on a scale like he’d never dared to try before. 




He feeds the flame with all the emotion he can pour into it. All the heat. As if he was calling forth the nearest sun via a teleport. He was not a mere conduit for fire, he was fire. One with the flame. Within and without. There was no line between the man and the flame, and his body burned with exertion as he channels enough axiom that it feels like a river coursing through his body, focusing the intensity of the flame the way he’d been taught. 




The mighty torrent of blue flames take on a distinctly green tinge as flames rip into the machine's back, flooding through every possible line of travel, burning away cables circuits, detonating power cells as it riddles the interior of the machine. Only a few fire walls could stop it, leaving the machine still functional, but hurting as it finally finds a way to disgorge the commando. It rolls hard, leaving Jerry kicking away hard with a burst of jump jets before going invisible and jumping again. 




All the axiom in the world couldn’t let Jerry truly silence a power armor drop from that height, and he quickly recovers and throws himself forward in a roll to avoid a violent, floor shattering attempt at retaliation by the war machine. It left Jerry back to where he'd started recently, between its mechanical paws, under its baleful gaze. 




Right where he wanted to be. 




Jerry leaps forward with a mighty uppercut, exposing the machine's throat... and follows his instinct. He lunges for the throat like he's more wolf than man, and the axiom construct of a wolf's head traced in stars appears, clamping down on the war machine's exposed throat, it's sensitive cables and wires, before yanking back with a tearing sound and shaking till enough chunks come off to satisfy the spectral beast. 




He doesn't waste any time considering this previously unheard of axiom technique. He'd pulled his head back, unconsciously mirroring the motions of the axiom construct, but as it fades he's back in the fight entirely, more green tinged warfire burning up the ruined neck and bursting out the remaining eye sockets as more flames dig into the remaining body. 




Clearly the fire had dug into something sensitive, because the machine, which had taken so much damage, more than any sapient lifeform Jerry had encountered could take by a mile, Apuk or no Apuk, power armor or no power armor, finally collapsed. The forward part of its hull, the remnants of its throat and head, all glowing red as they slowly melt to slag. 




There is however, no time to savor the victory.




"Contact!" 




Someone calls as a shit storm of laser fire starts up on the third floor. A third of Paladin had been holding it against enemy reinforcements with the door destroyed. 




"Single contact, sweet god of wolves she's fast! Cease fire or we'll hit each other! She doesn't seem to be attacking!" 




The fast moving alien flings herself over the third floor balcony and spreads out her wing and tail feathers. While Jerry wouldn't normally notice aesthetic details at a time like this, he notices these feathers. Something the owner would be quite pleased by he was sure. The Pavorus drifts slowly to the deck, leaving Jerry to decide on a descriptor for the feathers. 




Luxurious was accurate. They were plus, fluffy, brilliantly colored and truly stunning. Vulgar, was the other term that came to mind. Speckled with gems and precious metals, and all manner of decoration, like she was some sort of alien raven instead of an alien peacock, the woman gave off a truly stunning impression of self love to the point of self obsession as she landed while striking a pose that she must have practiced extensively. 




The pose displayed the fact that she was barely wearing anything, instead choosing to flaunt her admittedly stellar figure and her artfully dyed and painted plumage along with a few scraps of fabric that did absolutely nothing to give her a hint of anything resembling ‘modesty’, along with a belt carrying a shield emitter, her plasma pistol and a few other tools. 




That she was wearing some sort of loin cloth was a small mercy that Bridger would be sure to thank the spirits for later. Still, it was impressive how she managed to take a naturally beautiful figure, and take things so far over the top that she came back around to being utterly repulsive. 




After holding her pose for a few seconds, the Pavorus shifts to another pose, then finally, opens her mouth to speak. 




"YOU!" 




She screeches, pointing a long, and suddenly very sharp looking feather at Jerry. 




"You killed my precious siege engine! Do you have any idea how much that damn thing cost me!? I couldn't even steal it!" 




Jerry blinks, confused slightly, as he tries to keep his expression blank. 




"...Right. Captain Maren I presume?"




"Yes!"




"Good, have you come to negotiate the surrender of your-"




"Surrender!?" Rage colors the avian woman's face in a way that would have suggested some severe health problems in a human. 




"I will never surrender to the likes of some damned cop like you! No, I am here to demand satisfaction from you specifically! Duel me you gutless whore!" 




Jerry resists face palming. Of course she was after a duel. Damn Pavorus. They were apparently all like this. All flash, no substance and even less sense. Still. This was a good opportunity to take out the pirate captain, and with their captain dead or captured, the others might be more prone to surrender. 




“You know what? Fine. I’ll do you the courtesy of sending you to the spirits personally.” 




Jerry's hand drops to his sword as he takes a fighting stance, breaking the seal with his thumb as he starts to focus on his opponent, just like he'd been taught. There'd be no rift field here. This was going to be blade on blade, or rather blade on armor rending axiom enhanced feather. 




They square off for a few moments, and Jerry swears he can hear whispered betting taking place among the various watching Marines. An idle part of his mind wondered what exactly they were betting on. They weren't betting against him, he was sure of that... not against this fop. So what could the wager be?




The thought then folds itself back into Jerry's mind, leaving his entire being focused on ‘Captain’ Maren. 




"You can have the first strike as the challenger." 




Jerry offers the first blow freely. His own strike would work better with whatever opportunity the Pavorus pirate gave him. Nukitsuke was good like that. The draw cut. The technique was the beating heart of iaido, which itself was a core part of kenjutsu. It would serve him well here, even if it was a bit awkward with a sword that is more saber than katana. . 




Maren squares herself to him, and announces her attack with a shriek, rushing towards him even as he takes a slow breath. On comes the Pavorus, moving in somewhat slow motion as sound and color fade from the world. There is only the Pavorus. There is only the target. The flame in the void. A red line across her neck. Jerry's blade clears the scabbard in a flash of light, and in a blink they’re past each other as Maren’s body takes a few steps before suddenly standing very, very still. Her blow had not connected, but at first it appears that Jerry hadn't struck, save for the splash of crimson on the gleaming blade of his sword. 




Then, finally, Maren’s severed head falls from its former shoulders. He had offered her the first strike, but had not said when he was going to take the second. The exchange of blows had come and gone. The sword storm ended with a single cut, as it should be in a duel. 




As the head bounces across the floor, and the decapitated body collapses to its knees Jerry stays deep in the duelist's stance he'd taken. Focusing entirely on his breathing, he quietly performs chiburui, a sharp, deft motion modernly said to clean the blade of the sword. Its purpose was more to express and develop Zanshin, a state of awareness. Of readiness. Taking nothing for granted before moving to a different state. This was not combat after all, this had been a duel, and even against so dishonorable an opponent, certain respects must be paid. Obligations fulfilled. Honor demanded it. Jerry's eyes sweep the area again before gently thumbing the rift field to life to truly purify the weapon of any of the Pavorus pirate’s blood.




"Mata tsumaranu mono o kitte shimatta." 




Jerry mutters to himself, the familiar phrase from an old beloved TV show echoing in his mind. He truly had cut a worthless object this time, and a part of him resists popping the seal on his helmet to spit on the remains of Captain Maren. She had been a disgusting creature to be certain, and allied herself with monsters, but she didn’t deserve scorn. Just pity. Deep, slow breaths continue to flow from Jerry as he performs the familiar movements of Noto. Resheathing the sword in an almost artful manner. Then, finally he rises. 




It had been a few seconds of motion at most, no matter how long it had felt like to Jerry. The duel began and ended in the near blink of an eye. Jerry sweeps the room, looking around at his Paladins and the FAST Marines.




"...Move out, there's more left."
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Sir David 




"Data breach complete. I have control." Kopish reports. 




The assembled commandos of JSOC watch quietly as they anticipate the defeat of the final obstacle between them and the next stage of their mission. The interrogations of the surviving pirates had been fruitful. This blast door had been sealed early on in the take over by the pirates to control where the crew could flee... and contain or at least slow the Narlabore if they went feral. 




That the blast door was both a tactical blocking tool, and very openly a hedge against an unpredictable, if not dangerous ally was not lost on the men and women of JSOC. The door would soon be sealed behind them, and only open to allow hostages to escape... or when every last pirate was either in zip ties, ready for transport... or ready to have their mortal remains unceremoniously cremated and dumped into the void. 




Sir David's mind is not on the risk of death. Nor on the danger he was about to step into. His thoughts were solely with the children he now knew to be at risk. Perhaps it was his age. Perhaps it was his ever present paternal instincts, projecting the faces of his own children in their youth onto the innocent lives somewhere in the depths of the massive cargo ship. 




"Excellent, thank you Ms. Kopish... now, if you could indulge me perhaps?"




"If I can do it I will do it!" 




"Yes... some mood lighting if you don't mind. Lower light levels by... oh. Say. Eighty percent. We're going to be introducing ourselves to some no doubt lovely people I'm sure, and it would only be appropriate to... shall we say... set an intimate mood?" 




There's some muffled chuckles from around Sir David, mixed with a giggle from Kopish over the radio.




"You got it sir!" 




Sir David motions forward and the first two teams of JSOC commandos quickly start to spread out through the corridors with weapons at the ready. Suddenly his HUD lights up with a private communications request, getting an arched eyebrow from Sir David. Apparently Kopish wanted a word.




"Yes Ms. Kopish? I only have a moment." 




"I ah. I know you guys are the best, but uhm. I. About Gunnery Sergeant Westbrook."




Sir David suppresses a smile. Ah. A smart match indeed. All the easier when both parties arrange things appropriately themselves. 




"I take it you've a bit of a crush on Willie Ms. Kopish?"




"He's uh. Really nice... and charming... and uhm. I feel really silly all of the sudden."




"Nothing silly about it at all, it's normal to be nervous when people we care about or are interested in are about to go into harm's way." 




"I just- right. Of course. You're not... going to be taking wives as well as prisoners are you?" 




The sheer nervousness in her voice! The young Dzedin woman might be a bit more savvy than Sir David had expected but clearly she was still rather nervous about some things. Like apparently being worried about having her desired boyfriend stolen from her by a charming pirate lass or something! He really did have to suppress a laugh this time, or any mirth in his voice. It was a well honed talent from dealing with his own daughter's romantic concerns back in the day. What seems so serious to young people is frequently just a misfiring batch of nerves and hormones, and to someone who'd lived through it, it never ceased to be amusing. 




Though from Kopish's perspective, considering the wider galaxy, Sir David could at least be sympathetic. Men actually did get stolen away out here, even from something so dangerous as a Dzedin. Willie was probably one of the first men who wasn't flesh and blood to her she'd ever interacted with. He'd paid her compliments, Sir David was sure, and taken an interest in her interests. Heady stuff for any young woman of a nerdy inclination, never mind one from a galaxy where men were as rare as hen's teeth! So the fatherly warmth is briefly back in his tone when he responds. 




"It's not our business to take wives in any serious sense. Some of the former pirates have joined marriages, but only after they join the Undaunted. It's not terribly professional to seduce someone you're trying to fight after all."




"Oh. When you said intimate I-" 




"Jumped to conclusions? I'm sorry Ms. Kopish, I was being sarcastic. A rather bad habit for this old man. I hope you can forgive me." 




"No! No It's. I'd have asked anyway. I just want you all to be safe." 




"We make other people unsafe my dear, it's our stock in trade. You keep doing your part and I'm sure Willie will be back aboard the Tear and coming to look for you before you know it." 




Sir David considers the options for a moment and decides Sergeant Major Gurung would have his hide if he didn't take the opportunity to give things a little push. 




"...Ms. Kopish, I'm going to tell you something in confidence. It is something that has the potential to be very distracting. You must promise me you'll put its implications aside and focus. Now you never heard this from me... but Gunnery Sergeant Westbrook is quite fond of you. I sincerely doubt he'd pursue any woman, or allow himself to be taken from you before he has a chance to express those feelings to you."




There's a sharp intake of breath on the other side of the comm line. 




"You weren't kidding, that could be very distracting, but I'll set it aside. Focusing now means bringing him, and the rest of you home safe."




"That's the ticket, good lass."




"Kopish out." 




Sir David smiles as he waves the next pair of teams forward, heading off at a trot into the darkness as the Cannidor begin to move out. They were heavily armored, but potentially at risk in such a tight space as the confines of a spaceship with their incredible mobility limited. Yet as Cannidor they were also able to bring more of just about everything to a fight than any other combatant could dream of. Even other power armored infantry. Besides, they had maneuverable friends and an eye in the sky to help herd the enemy into the kill box. 




"Pirate comm traffic, they seem to think that the lighting change is because of the Narlabore. Apparently Narlabore have very strong natural night vision... but seem unimpaired in even extreme light conditions. Not sure if a sudden change for something like a flash bang would affect them. Intel cell is researching it, but current recommendation is lethal munitions only until viable non-lethal strategies can be researched." 




Kopish is back on the company comm net, sounding professional as ever... but Sir David looks left and catches what appears to be a digital kiss mark on the inside of Westbrook's visor before his helmet goes opaque for combat. 




That got another smile from the old commando. With a token from lady fair delivered, the young knight would fight ever harder to prove himself worthy of her affections. Not that they'd had any fair ladies quite like Kopish back in old England in the days of yore. Though a fair maiden with armor of her own, six arms and a scimitar on the end of her tale would have certainly livened up The Canterbury Tales. 




Westbrook's team splits off down a junction, heading left as Sir David's team heads right. The Cannidor would split up when they found a major throughway. Till then there'd be a 'convoy' of ten power armored war maidens making their way down the main strip as commandos slipped through the shadows around them. 




Wingate opens the team comm channel. "I don't like this lighting to a degree. Knives in the dark are never fun. Not with something that can see in the dark as well or better than we do." 




"We don't know the extent of the Narlabore's vision capabilities, but they don't highlight living beings and thermal hot spots like the newest night vision we have built into our helmets." 




"I know sir, it's just close encounters make an old knife wound from Syria itch." 




"Just keep being sharp old chap and we won't have to get you ano-"




Sir David stops mid sentence as Fairbrook quickly puts a fist up, stopping the team. A quick flash of hand signals even in low light communicates loud and clear. 




'Hostile sighted. Unaware.'




Sir David triggers a double squelch on his mike, and Fairbrook steps around the corner he'd halted at. Two suppressed shots and the faint sound of a body hitting the floor heralds the death of one of the pirates. 




The old comm methods might be unnecessary with sealed helmets and encrypted communications, but old habits, and decades of training, died hard. Almost as hard as the men themselves.




The path forward leads them into a maintenance corridor, accessing various pieces of equipment or auxiliaries. All the sundry things a ship might need during long sojourns in the void. Most of the doors are locked down, a little low light flashing signal from Kopish indicating the rooms are cleared. About fifteen meters they come up on an unmarked door. Kopish couldn't 'see' into this one, so they had no idea what might be on the other side of the hatch. 




Just as the four men work out their plan via hand signal, they all jump back into the shadows on pure reflex as the door opens and light from what appeared to be some sort of emergency lantern spills out into the corridor. Even without the audio enhancement tools in their armor's sensor array they can clearly hear music and female voices... sounds like some of the pirates were entertaining themselves. 




"Yeah yeah, fuck off I'm just gonna piss somewhere that ain't a bucket while we wait for the lights to come on."




"Just be careful, the Narlabore have been moving around in the corridors, I heard 'em." 




A second voice responds.




"Fuck'in assholes have no sense of hospitality, not even having a shitter in your rat hole!" 




Says a third female voice, clearly speaking to some hostages as the door shuts and a very inebriated Merra staggers down the hallway. 




The second she rounds the corner Sir David flashes the hand signal to stack up. The pirates were drunk and unaware. They had just lost one of their number. Hitting them now was the best choice. No flash bangs. No lethal grenades. Just pure surprise and as much violence as they could deliver, as quickly as possible, to the right people in the room they were about to hit. 




The door flies open and the commandos pile into a small rest area for shift workers. Just a place to catch a nap and eat a meal on duty, while actual bathrooms and the like were posted closer to more heavily trafficked areas. Both fortunately and unfortunately the pirates were caught with their pants down. There was a bound man in the remnants of an engineer's jump suit on one of the bunks, and a few more crew women were tied up on the floor nearby. This particular group of pirates hadn't been long for life, but the delivery of lead to the vitals of rapists just made the kill that much sweeter. 




Three bursts of fire, and three pirates drop to the deck plates without even a whimper. 




Text book.




"Clear. Fairbrook, get the one who staggered off to use the facilities."




"Lethal or non lethal?"




"Your call." 




Fairbrook slips out the door as the other three men set their face plates to clear and quickly start undoing the bonds of the ship's crew.




"Undaunted Marines, we're here to rescue you." Says Wingate, defaulting to the hostage rescue playbook. 




Tell them who you are, what you're here to do, and help them. Do it all in as calm a tone as possible to try and work past any traumatic event they had just experienced. To include the possibly traumatic event of watching someone get killed violently. Even if that person was one of the bad guys, that could still be shocking.




With the gag worked out of his mouth and his wrists free, the male engineer, a fire Erumenta, immediately sits up and spits on the body of his nearest captor with remarkable precision.




"Damn bitches." He mutters darkly. 




Clearly not terribly traumatized like some of the more delicate men of the galaxy, he was simply pissed off, something that has all three commandos marking him off as a possible Undaunted recruit.




"Thanks for the rescue." 




He quickly gets to his feet and starts to help get the other engineers, likely his wives from the way he comfortingly strokes them, from their bonds. 




"Coulda used you all showing up a bit earlier, but that you're showing up at all is something to be grateful for." He glances over at them. "Though where male marines came from at all is something I think I'll want to hear about after this is all over." 




"We came as soon as the Apuk Imperial Navy put the call out." 




"Wouldn't have changed much unless you were aboard, so like I said I'm grateful you're here period. Senior Engineer Saltz. These are a few of my wives. We got cut off by those ugly scuttling things and ducked in here and sealed the door. The pirates apparently had a decent hacker or a girl on the inside because they were able to pop the lock pretty easily." 




"Well they won't be able to do that any more, our electronic warfare team's upgraded the security and changed the codes on every electronic lock and seal they can reach. Is everyone feeling alright to move? We've secured the hangar and will either medevac you to our ship or you'll be able to hunker down safely behind a large volume of nice men and women with a lot of weapons who are just itching to ruin a pirate's whole month." 




"Sounds good to us. Girls?" 




Saltz's wives all quickly nod. Despite not being the rape victims themselves, they'd all clearly been beaten severely to David's eye, and being forced to watch one's spouse endure that... Well it could be rather destructive to a man. He didn't expect it to be any different for a woman.




"Right, let's get back to the main corridor. Fast."
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Fairbrook joined back up with them in the hall as they exited. That he was notably without a prisoner clearly indicated his preferred method for dealing with the last of the rapists.




Their movement pattern changes as they return to the primary passageway. This was known and cleared terrain now, and they had vulnerable civilians to protect. The commandos shift into a diamond pattern, surrounding their charges, and more than willing to interdict themselves, and their energy shields, between Saltz and his wives and anything more threatening than a dust bunny. When they exit into the main corridor, the door seals and locks behind them, a blue light indicating that it had been cleared and was now secure.




"Right, before you run off... There's a daycare in this sector. Can you tell me where exactly? Some of the other survivors weren't entirely sure, and we have it on good authority that there's kids taking shelter there."




Sir David's face could have been etched from steel. This was the top priority at the moment. Once the kids were safe... then they could start settling the debts to society and interstellar decency that the Narlabore and their allies had incurred. 




They'd been lucky so far, it seemed to Sir David. Lucky to stay under the radar. Lucky to avoid conflict with someone that actually knew what they were about. Well they had overdrawn from the bank of Lady Luck, and Sir David and JSOC were going to settle their accounts the hard way.




Saltz considers for a moment. "Ah... I think it's in the Gamma sector, it’d be… I don’t know about a kilometer from here, near one of the residential blocks? I’m honestly not sure. We've been waiting to have kids till we were somewhere more stable so it just wasn't on my..." Saltz visibly sags, quickly being supported by one of his wives. "Sorry I just... lost what energy I have left. I... really need to shower."




"We understand, you five move quickly towards the hangar, everything past here should be safe, and there will be Marines waiting to greet you. If you get into trouble, make a lot of noise and someone will respond immediately."




Saltz nods. "...Thank you. Good luck saving those kids."




The Commandos watch until the former hostages round the corner, and are back at it, catching up to the Cannidor in a few minutes of light jogging, and splitting off down the next passageway. This maintenance passage was tight by galactic standards and Sir David found himself feeling somewhat claustrophobic. 




The massive scale of everything in the wider galaxy was rather agreeable to his sensibilities. Everything being fit for all but the most extremely huge of the galactic polity made for roomy and comfortable accommodations for humans... and cavernous ones for smaller life forms like Kohbs.




The entertaining mental picture of one of his trooper's Kohb wives showing off her chamber within their quarters came to mind. The diminutive lizard woman had more or less set the place up as a small village! Private accommodations for the wife herself, a play area and sleeping space for her children. She'd have likely renovated further to add things like a Kohb sized bath if she didn't prefer bathing with her husband... and didn't intend on having a fair few more children running around soon.




Another amusing memory to relax the mind after getting into contact as they move down the corridors. Still something was starting to weigh on Sir David. He could feel the hair standing up on the back of his neck even under his armor.




"...Eyes up lads."




He whispers into the comm unit, carbine sweeping up to a ready position as they come to a dead end. There's three doors here, unmarked past generic maintenance access markings.




"Left door. Go."




Wingate moves to the door and slowly triggers the control to get the door sliding open, revealing an electrical subsystem monitoring station.




"Clear."




"Fairbrook, to the right."




Fairbrook mirrors Wingate ever so cautiously, the tension building as the men lean into their weapons, waiting to respond to whatever's behind the door. It slowly slides clear, seemingly edging them on moment by moment to reveal-!




A janitor's closet.




"Hah. Well I admit I was starting to get a bit tense there lads."




Says Fairbook, laughing quietly at himself before going for the final door. He's entirely serious when he reaches for that door control; the stock of his carbine is tucked under his elbow to allow him to fire immediately if he's surprised.




"Horror movie tropes say this is where the bad guy's lying in ambush."




"Sounds a bit cliché really."




Offers Wingate, his voice as dry as Sauvignon Blanc, but he drops back two paces and shoulders his carbine anyway, covering Fairbrook with the other two commandos.




They wait for a heart beat. Another, and the door slides open. Fairbrook immediately leaps back, dodging a massive claw as it swings out at him.




"Contact!"




The three covering commandos immediately open fire, as a Narlabore tries to come out of the room at them. Sergeant Major Gurung's defeat of one of the monsters had given them an idea of a weak point. Aim for the mouth. it was attached to the head, and presumably the brain. The first Narlabore goes down in a hail of high velocity .30 caliber rounds, but a second and a third are hot on it's heels, scrambling to get out of the door from all angles as the commandos open fire, killing the aliens as they let out raspy shrieks of pain and rage.




"Shit!" Wingate curses. "Are we clear?"




Sir David shakes his head. "Can't tell. Fairbrook, take a look. You're closest."




Fairbrook nods and gingerly steps in close to the now still bodies of the Narlabore.




"These things might be an issue if they don't come at us head on sir." He observes.




"I'm not so sure. That chitin doesn't look like it'd stop too much in the way of high velocity threats. It'd ablate lasers probably, but plasma and kinetics should still do their jobs properly." Sir David weighs in, himself inching closer to the door.




Fairbrook's flashlight turns on, revealing a maintenance locker. It was a decent sized room... and it had once been occupied from the bloody smears in one of the corners.




"Damn, no survivors in here. The Narlabore had a feast."




"Did they get locked in like the one with the two hangar crew and the children?" Sir David asks, poking at one of the corpses with his boot, studying the monstrous alien he was now fully engaged in fighting.




"No sir, I think these ones accessed the room through the HVAC or something similar. Look there in the corner to the left and the ceiling, there was grating there and it was torn out violently. Seems like they can collapse themselves to a degree or something to fit into tight spaces. Like a spider perhaps."




Fairbrook's flashlight plays over the shredded metal, clearly forced outward from within with considerable force.




"Damn, just what we needed. Nasty little buggers. Bad enough when they were the size of a small vehicle, but now they can fit into some of the damn vents!" Wingate cuts off his rant, muttering and cursing to himself under his own breath, barely audible through their comm net.




Sir David emphasizes. "I need to call this in. Make sure we're secure, check your ammo and get ready to move."




A quick mental flip of the switch and he's addressing all Undaunted forces in this part of the Talasar Spire.




"All points, this is Stiletto Six. Narlabore can compress their size and move through vents like spiders from hell. Get recon grenades and drones into the ventilation systems, especially in our secured areas. We can't risk the Narlabore making it behind our front lines!"




Sir David reflexively drops his magazine, feeling the weight for round count before slapping it home and checking the chamber, reassured by the back of the shiny brass casing glinting back at him from within the rifle. He checks his carbine’s safety, then the process is repeated with his sidearm, MP7, and his other weapons. Everything is where it's supposed to be. Everything is in fighting shape. The process takes approximately six seconds. Prepared, Sir David looks to his teammates.




"Alright gents. Let's move out. I had a bad feeling about this."




They were just getting on the move when the comm came to life.




"Zraloc to all points! Contact! All directions! Get your asses back here, they're coming out of the damn walls!"




The four men exchange a look. A counter attack hadn't been unexpected. The pirates had to know something was up by now, but ye gods and little fishes that did not sound good. They do another quick weapons check and are sprinting down the corridor in the blink of an eye, all thought of stealth abandoned.




Luckily the Cannidor aren't too far away. Progress hadn't been slow, but measured. Steady. So the men join up with a few other responding teams as they hit the main corridor and are racing down the main throughway on this floor. In fact considering it was a near straight shot down the corridor to where the Cannidor were making their stand... they should be able to see them now. Instead there was a heavy blast door in their way.




"Kopish, blast door, my location."




Sir David barks into the comm, his nerves slightly getting the better of him. He didn't know Zraloc, or the 'Hewers for that matter. They were experienced and power armored... but how good were they? If they weren't up to snuff and they died on his watch...




"Working on it sir! They're not in the system, they must have physically hot wired the doors!"




Kopish's response is slightly terse, strain evident in her voice at the thought of Undaunted forces cut off and alone in a sea of hostiles.




"Spread out! See if you can find the damage and repair it!"




Sir David orders, kicking a nearby door open that had theoretically been cleared. A Gohb pirate technician goes for her hand laser and is immediately killed. The open vent panel indicates quite clearly where she'd come from.




"Damn, there isn't just Narlabore in the vents, sir!"




"Recon grenades are live. We have remote turrets in the vents at the primary blast door to the hangar. Mrs. Bridger has everything in hand in the hangar bay, and I've moved another half a squad and my command post to the interior defense line. Don't worry Commander, we've got your back, and your egress covered, they can't get past us." Reports the platoon leader of the regular grunts who'd come over to help secure what JSOC had taken.




Speaking of the devil, Jaruna's voice comes over the comm net.




"I've got a section of engineers from the Tear coming over with all the mines they can carry. I also have the rest of the company of infantry our friends in third platoon belong to on their way. The rest of third platoon will move up to where their lieutenant is now at the primary blast door to lock things down and provide a quick reaction force if you boys and girls need back up fast. As far as securing back here, If I have to stick an anti personnel mine or three on every vent access then I'm all for it. At least these vents aren't too big. Just smaller races and these damn Narlabore from what I can tell here."




"Looks similar on our end. Send a team of engineers up with a share of your mines with the infantry if you please?"




"Only because you asked nicely."




Sir David can practically hear the shark-like woman's smug smile. Jaruna Bridger was many things, lacking in confidence was not one of them.




Meanwhile a quick check of the darkened room reveals a jury rigged control box, wired into the wall in such a way that human engineering suggests would result in the user getting violently electrocuted instead of gaining control over a system.




"Sir David to the teams at the blast door, I have the control unit. Regroup. Petty Officer Kopish, what do I need to do?"




"Stand by... I've just rerouted the controls around it. Blast doors opening!"




"Capital work, Kopish. Move out!"




Right as the men and women of JSOC join back up, the blast doors smoothly retract and they see a swarm of chitin... and long bursts of star fire as Zraloc demonstrates her signature technique to the enemy, dropping to all fours and flooding the area in front of her with plasma before pumping as much laser fire into the hoard as her weapons could sustain. The Narlabore were quite literally everywhere, covering the ceilings and walls, moving in three dimensions to frustrate any defense attempted against them.




Not that the Cannidor seemed particularly concerned.




A Narlabore jumps on one of the Crimsonhewers, only to have its body violently gouged by the signature Crimsonhewer defensive blades exploding out of the seemingly smooth surface of the Cannidor’s power armor. 




The attacked woman casually grabs the Narlabore, forces its shell open, ignoring the grasping claws before pulling the upper body free, exposing the head and snapping the alien's neck with all the effort one might expend ripping a claw off a steamed crab. The body is unceremoniously tossed aside, thrown into the face of one of it's fellows as the Cannidor uses the distraction to open up with her heavy weapons.




"You JSOC boys waiting for an invitation to dance or what!?" Calls Zraloc, clearly spotting them on part of her own HUD's read out.




Sir David raises his rifle. "You heard the lady! Let's get stuck in! Attack!"
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The men and women of JSOC surge forward, quickly opening up with their carbines from at least two hundred meters. The .300 Black Out round was more than capable of excellent terminal effects on soft targets from this range, but didn't seem to do as much as might be desired on the Narlabore chitin at this range. 




It had bled off some velocity by the time it reached out that far and didn't have the energy needed to punch through the Narlabore's natural armor. It was a natural consequence of the weapons JSOC were using. When it came to defeating armor, velocitas eradico, speed kills, and the .300 black out round was optimized for close encounters. 




The solution then was simple. They needed to get into the Narlabore's collective faces. Simple to do when they were already advancing. 




Neutralizing an enemy wasn't always the goal of opening fire on a target however, and despite the lack of lethal damage, the weapons fire got the attention of a decent number of Narlabore and got them moving quickly towards JSOC in a fast scuttle that instantly made Sir David thing of some cursed combination of arachnid and crustacean. 




A quick mental manipulation of the HUD indicates Sir David's line in the sand. They would halt, and form a firing line, meeting the charge of the Narlabore head on. 




Sir David can't help but grin. All this work without a word spoken, and not even a hand signal. Truly technology was wonderful, even if he himself was a bit old school at times. 




The JSOC commandos stop on a dime. Weapons ready, waiting for the command. 




"Ready grenades!" Sir David calls. 




"Aim!" 




"Hold!" 




The Narlabore cover the distance more quickly than their size should really allow, their claw-like limbs seemingly pulling them forward on top of a sort of bounding leap motion to suddenly gain momentum on top of their usual scuttling behavior. Perhaps an aborted pounce that they'd normally use to attack prey? Or each other, not that there was much of a difference for a cannibal. They surged forward in a wave of Chitin. That Sir David's targeting computer lost count in the mid forties, indicated just how many individuals were swarming the Cannidor, and his respect for the Crimsonhewers silently increases a notch. 




Still, Sir David waits for his chance. Rushing things. Getting nervous. Getting excited. Getting over eager. Was a recipe for certain death with the sheer weight of the enemy coming towards them. A little closer. A little closer. His HUD displays the optimal arc of travel for his grenade, mapping its lethal blast radius next to the rest of the unit's. 




"Grenades out!"




An even dozen frag and plasma grenades go flying forward, followed by a second wave from more ambitious men and women who were faster on the throw than some of their fellows. Wingate even manages to prime and throw an anti-personnel landmine like a frisbee, sliding it perfectly underneath some of the lead Narlabore where it detonates with axiom enhanced explosive fury. The fuses on the grenades cook off about a half a second later.




Narlabore might have all the natural armor they could evolve and axiom could enhance, but high explosives, shrapnel and plasma fire rent that natural chitin the same as it vented its fury into any other material. The first line of Narlabore withers. A few random explosions deeper in the back indicating some commandos had overthrown the target line, likely intentionally to spread the love out a bit. 




The rampaging horde falters as some of their number shriek out in pain, and others simply collapse and go still. The two nearest to Wingate's landmine had parts of their bodies violently torn off even. Plenty to confuse the seemingly unimaginative Narlabore drone. The advance slows for just a few precious seconds. A few heart beats as the drones hesitate in the face of the onslaught of explosives. 




Exactly what Sir David had hoped for.




"Open fire!" 




The small wall of carbines bark with suppressed full auto fire. There was hardly any need to aim, though the commandos do. Anywhere they shot they'd at least be wounding a Narlabore. For normal Marines that likely would have worked on it's lonesome, but they were commandos. Precise full auto fire drops scuttling crab monstrosities in every possible direction, the dead falling from the ceiling and walls of the passage to land on their fellows. The majority had been shot through the head via the mouth. Their teeth were strong, but they weren't about to resist gun fire. An easy weak spot and a lucky find by Sergeant Major Gurung.




"Plasma grenade out!"




Calls another commando, the blue tinged orb arcing perfectly into a particularly dense cluster of Narlabore before turning into a miniature start for a second, killing a few of the swarm outright and wounding the others, leaving them slow and vulnerable to being picked off by JSOC troopers. 




More of the company was forming up with them, Sergeant Major Gurung's people had been clearing the facilities on the other side of the ship and quickly join up with their shield siblings, tying their gunfire in with their mates perfectly without even a word said. 




The sheer volume of hate and discontent being dished out by JSOC halts the swarm in its tracks. 




Sir David allows himself a feral grin. His boys and girls were performing perfectly. That meant it was time to start pushing these monstrosities back. 




"Zraloc, are you and your girls good?"




"We're fine. No casualties, or even serious damage. These things do not react well to being stabbed to death. Who knew?" Zraloc grunts with exertion, likely demonstrating that very feat at that moment. 




"We're going to start pushing the swarm we drew off you back."

 

"We're the anvil, you're the hammer. Got it. Bring the bitches on, I ain't even warmed up yet!" 




Zraloc switches comm channels back to address her entire platoon on their joint channel with JSOC. 




"Girls! Check left, we got company coming. JSOC wants to finish squishing these bugs! Remember they eat kids and half of you managed to get knocked up, so put that maternal rage to use and rip these damn critters in half with your bare hands if you have to! I don't want a single damn one of these things left alive. We can bill the Apuk for doing the executions for them!" 




Sir David checks to the left and right, looking for any one who wasn't on line and ready before calling out, "Advance!" 




JSOC's commandos step forward in unison, covering each other in a moving wall of lead. The occasional opportune grenade is donated to knots of Knarlabore, but for the most part the commandos focus on shooting the enemy the traditional way.




Under pressure from both sides now, the swarm in their part of the passageway thins out quickly. They quite possibly aren't smart enough to flee, and JSOC doesn't give them the opportunity. Each one that managed to slink off to lick its wounds as a possible ambusher later. The Narlabore had proven themselves dangerous, and JSOC's commandos were giving them the respect... and violence, due to a dangerous threat.




Sir David drops an empty mag and throws a partially filled magazine from an earlier engagement back in. One place the alien's preferences in weaponry really stood out as a superior choice to the Undaunted kinetic weapons was in longer term or truly large scale engagements away from support. JSOC carried far more ammo than your average fighting load for missions like this and even they were clearly going to need to resupply before too much longer. He drops a step back, with another commando on the back line stepping up to take his place. 




"Kopish. We're going to need more support in this part of the ship. We're also going to need a resupply."




"I'm on it sir! The rest of the infantry company that's already in the engineering section just dusted off. They're bringing combat engineers and more supplies. I also have a note from Commander Lawson. Ms. Velour has been cooperating readily, no further 'encouragement', whatever that means, required. Apparently when asked Velour didn't know how many Narlabore there were, even after having been into their ship, which she referred to as their hive. She says hundreds at bare minimum though, possibly a thousand of the damn things or more. Like the ship was an entire community. Once I heard that and heard how deep you all were in contact, I called in the cavalry and resupply options. I uh. Hope that's not overstepping my place too much sir." 




Sir David raises an eyebrow. He had underestimated Kopish again. She was more than just a bright, if shy, young woman. He'd have to get her down to JSOC to train her up into a proper mission control and coordination specialist since she seemed determined to teach herself the job on the fly. Maybe he'd put Willie on the job of training her. That seemed like an appropriate reward that would give the young couple another nice firm push. 




"Not at all Kopish, though I'll warn you that around humans, good work generally gets you more work, and more challenging work at that. Keep it up, you're making a lot of new friends with JSOC. Sir David out." 




The aging commando steps into the second rank of the advance, letting the commando who'd taken his place take the point for now so he could better focus on commanding the advance. 




"Keep pressing. Marine assets are going to be coming up behind us with more support, heavy weapons and plenty of ammo so don't be afraid to share yours with the enemy! Press them damn you!" 




To be fair there wasn't much pressing left to do, not in this part of the fight. The last group of Narlabore died in a burst of plasma fire as a pair of grenades were tossed in their midst, the star fire engulfing the ugly brown chitin and strange milky white flesh beneath all the same, a shrieking sound that Sir David suspected wasn't actually a vocalization of pain, but rather, like the escape of steam from a crustacean's shell during boiling marking the violent deaths of the last organized group of drones before JSOC managed to push through to the Cannidor.




The view that greets them is something out of the most destructive battles of World War One if it had been fought by lion shark aliens and crustaceans. There were Narlabore corpses in piles quite literally everywhere, the area was practically dyed a dark purple with alien blood. At the center were the Crimsonhewers, none the worse for the wear it seemed, with Zraloc violently ripping a Narlabore in half and using its shell to beat on another Naralbore. Her sword was embedded in a third Narlabore nearby, its trademark teeth designed to maximize damage to flesh had seemingly gotten caught in the alien's chitin and rather than fight to free it Zraloc had switched to her more natural weapons. 




The Crimsonhewers were fanning out in a circle, finishing off the wounded and in one case that Sir David saw, killing an ambushing Naralbore that had been playing dead with a mighty boot through the skull. 




"Just what we need, the bastards play dead!" snarls Westbrook over the company channel.




"Easy fix there Willie. We just make sure they are dead to start with." Replies Master Sergeant Torni.




"How many corpses do you think there are, boss?" Fairbrook this time, looking over to his commander.




Sir David draws a blank, how do you even begin to estimate with this many bodies in a somewhat confined space? Especially when the Crimsonhewer kill preference seemed to be turning Narlabore into a flesh smoothie. 




"I couldn't even begin to guess Fairbrook. Many. Far too many. We have resupply and the other two platoons of Marines from the company that’s supporting us coming to back us up. They're bringing plenty of supplies. This might just take awhile. And we still haven't heard-" 




Kopish cuts in, using her override. "Attempted communication of the ship's internal comm network! I think you all need to hear it!" 




"Put it on Kopish." orders Sir David. 




The voice on the other end is richly, beautifully female. Full bodied and a little throaty. Like a particularly fine whisky. Smoky, but not peaty. That the woman was clearly under massive stress and her voice was getting scratchy only barely detracted from its beauty. 




"If anyone's out there, this is Ariane Miqotos, I'm in the daycare on the first deck of the engineering section. I have maybe two dozen children ranging from very early teens to toddlers with me and we've been under siege for a good hour now. Pirates or whoever, I'll pay whatever ransom you ask just please someone clear these... these creatures out! I'll even let them eat me if you'll just get these children out of here safely!" 




The raw emotion in the woman's voice stopped the entire assembled Undaunted force dead in their tracks. 




Sir David takes a slow breath. "Kopish. Get me the location of that transmission and patch me through."




"Connecting you now sir... connected." 




"Ms. Miqotos, this is Commander David Forsythe, Undaunted Marines. We're coming. Stay hunkered down and keep those children safe." 




"O-okay. You. You're real?"




"Yes ma'am. We're real, and we're on our way."




"I..." There's a soft, muffled sob, Ariane clearly having a minor emotional breakdown from sheer relief. "P-Please hurry. I think they're... I think they're trying to eat through the door." 




"You just keep holding out. We won't let them hurt you or the children, I promise." 




Sir David switches back to the company net. His voice was measured. Controlled. Calm. Yet, for the men who had come with him from the SAS, there was a coldness in their commander's tone that they knew meant Sir David was absolutely enraged. Past the point of white hot anger and into an icy, killing rage, that could have intimidated a stone.




"Check your weapons. We need to move. Right now." 
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"Kopish, I need the location of that daycare and I need it yesterday!' 




"Copy. Stand by... I'm triangulating the signal and mapping it on what internal maps I've been able to extract from the damaged archives... I think I have it. Marking it onto your maps now. It's about a kilometer away. Take a right at the next four way junction." 




Sir David nods to himself, studying the map and starting to make markings on it, casting that change to the rest of his troops. 




"Right. I want a platoon of Marines to move up to this last blast door prior to our current location. Have them ready to extend forward to the junction. Zraloc, one of your squads will hold that junction with three teams of commandos. The rest of us will assault forward just as fast and as hard as we can to the daycare. We don't stop for anything and we kill anything that tries to slow us down. Questions?"




There were no questions, just the sound of weapons charging and the tromp of heavy power armored boots on deck plates as the Cannidor moved out without another word. The Commandos race to catch up, getting out ahead of the Cannidor and spreading out, running near silently. There was little to disguise the Cannidor's approach, but one of the more Axiom skilled commandos tried anyway, slipping in among the Cannidor and muffling their sound. It didn't stop the vibrations of the impacts of their boots on the deck traveling through the metal, which was probably more relevant to hiding from a species with a propensity for burrowing and ambushes, but it was something.




Something that immediately goes out the door as they run into a wave of Narlabore! 




"Contact front!" 




"Open fire!" 




Suppressed weapons fire of different calibers and the occasional large caliber handgun report ring out in the confined space as the shrieks and hisses of Narlabore on the attack ring out. One commando had switched to a high yield laser weapon, only to break the device over a Narlabore’s head, subduing the creature long enough to pull his sidearm after the laser proved ineffective against Narlabore chitin. 




"No lasers, plasma, kinetics or blades only. The alien's natural armor seems well suited to taking the hit from a laser beam for some reason." 




Sir David orders before firing a three round burst through the open maw of a charging Narlabore, sending the alien tumbling to the floor at his feet.




"Good god these things are ugly." 




The SAS commando had seen a lot in his life, but as he steps over a Narlabore corpse with the contents of its skull blown across the floor he realizes he really hadn't seen anything quite as ugly inside and out as a Narlabore. That they literally ate children, somehow managing to make themselves worse than some of the worst that Sir David had seen which was impressive in its own right. Not that humans didn't have their own monsters... one of which Sir David had dealt with personally. Still this was an entire species of cannibalistic horrors. That such behavior was normal, not an aberration to be spit on and despised, somehow made it even worse. 




The resistance is somewhat sporadic as they make their way down the corridor, occasionally a single Narlabore or a small group of them would pop out in an attempt to ambush some of the group of Undaunted and be cut down. One particularly brave, or foolhardy, Narlabore tried to pounce on to Zraloc, only to be flung a good hundred and fifty yards courtesy of Zraloc's power armor enhanced strength, where Zraloc then finished it off with a well aimed shot from one of her plasma cannons. 




"Damn thing scratched my paint!" Raged the titan of warfare, sounding for a brief moment more like a woman who had had something spilled on her dress at a fancy party than the ten foot tall killing machine she actually was.




Still they push on, moving fast, as fast as they dared in such fluid circumstances. They were overextending themselves, especially on as little as half ammo in some cases, and they all were keenly aware of it. All but the Crimsonhewers who simply didn't care, and relished the opportunity to kill more of the Narlabore in melee now that Zraloc had made such a grand show of it. 




"What do you reckon these things taste like?" 




Asks one 'Hewer as they make it to the four way junction that marked their turn. Five Crimsonhewers and twelve commandos split off from the group, setting up a blocking position so smoothly you'd think they'd have been training for the maneuver for years. It was a good sign to Sir David. The new power armored troops and the commandos were gelling nicely. It might just be the advantage that would make this type of risk bold instead of suicidal. 




"I dunno, one of the humans said something about steaming them with butter and a little citrus." 




"Sounds good!"




"Only thing I didn't understand is some of that English. Any idea what 'Old Bay' is?" 




Somehow, it made perfect sense to Sir David that the Cannidor were more hungry than anything else once they were directly out of contact with the enemy. It certainly fits their species’ brand. 




As the rest of the group goes on, the fighting is still sporadic and near random, but something seems to have changed with the Narlabore. Something was very, very odd in their behavior. Compared to the focused and ruthless combatants they'd appeared as earlier, some of the most recent ambushers had almost struck Sir David as confused or even dazed. A Narlabore would pop out of its hole, and die before they can react instead of ambushing properly by leaping into a violent, claws forward melee attack. This change as much as anything helped keep the casualties light. It didn't hurt that the Narlabore seemed to default to attacking the biggest threats first, meaning they prioritized the heavily armored Cannidor instead of the lightly armored but highly lethal commandos that were scattered around at their flanks. 




It made sense to a degree, to an animal. Killing off the more lightly protected, but still dangerous sources of fire would have been the smarter call. The tactical call. Stripped of their protection, much like a modern main battle tank, the Cannidor would be vulnerable to being swarmed, and would fall. Especially now that they had split up into smaller groups and couldn't bring quite as much immediate hate and discontent to bear on anything attacking them. Even Zraloc, fearsome a combatant as she might be, would get tired eventually, and when she got tired, she'd get sloppy, and when she got sloppy, she'd make a mistake that would leave her as dead as the Narlabore she'd brutalized. 




Another Narlabore drops in a hail of gunfire. Their brazen behavior seems almost suicidal, as did the painfully rare ranged weapons among them, but the more Sir David considered it, the more it made sense. Their strength was considerable, their claws able to crush through metal alloys as easily as it crushed or dug through stone. Their armored hide seemingly evolved to take hits from the most common infantry weapons in the galaxy. Less capable of dealing with the rarer and more expensive plasma, but they made up for that with sheer numbers. Plasma guns didn't have the fastest rate of fire in the galaxy, and could go dry if they drank up the combustible gasses they needed to fire in an area. 




It made Sir David a bit frustrated. Sometimes things were the way they were for a reason, and not because the galaxy was particularly stupid or incompetent either! Not that he wanted to admit that. Easier to think of most of the aliens as merely idiots when most of the ones they dealt with were just singularly immune from consequence. Overgrown children starting on their second century of life, chasing their own base desires and amusements. Easy in a society of plenty, but with just enough of a gap left for people to thirst for more. 




His carbine's magazine goes dry as he drops another Narlabore even as a second charges him with a furious shriek! Instead of going for his MP7, Sir David pulls his revolver and lobs a plasma burst square into the Narlabore's open maw before rolling clear. The plasma explosion destroys the Narlabore's head, and it drops like a puppet with its strings cut, only to have its corpse trampled by advancing Cannidor. 




The large caliber revolver speaks authoritatively six times, before Sir David lobs another plasma blast with unerring precision. He quickly reloads the revolver and tucks it back into his holster before reloading his carbine and getting himself 'properly' back in the fight. He wasn't normally one to go for a sidearm when a reload would do, but much like a stopping rifle for hunting dangerous game, when something big and nasty was on the charge, there was something to be said for bringing a large caliber, high velocity round to bear. Because sometimes you needed that thing to be so dead that it dropped where it stood, and while Narlabore lacked the mass or deep seated rage to be quite as dangerous on the charge as say, a pissed off Cape Buffalo, better to bring too much to a gun fight than not enough. That large caliber weapon having an underbarrel anti-armor weapon certainly didn't hurt matters either. 




A panel flies open and Wingate spins on a dime and hurls a grenade through it without even blinking, one clawed forelimb barely making it out of the vent before there's an explosion and dying shrieks of several Narlabore. Never anything but thorough, one of the Crimsonhewers dashes over and pumps a long gout of plasma fire into the vent, making sure that not only were the Narlabore dead, but that they'd be extra crispy for their trip to the afterlife. 




Their pace was fast. They had to be getting close to their objective. David's eyes focus on a large group of Narlabore in the dim darkness of the passageway, a group that weren't attacking them. 




There's a feminine bellow of pure rage and a terrible crunch as a blunt object violently impacts a Narlabore shell. 




"Seems we've found our daycare ladies and gentlemen, and they're in it neck deep! Commandos! Clear the way! Zraloc." 




The Cannidor warrior woman looks at Sir David with what could only be a grin hidden behind her face plate.




"Yeah?"




"Charge." 




There isn't a moment's hesitation. The Crimsonhewers drop to all fours with bone rattling roars and war cries that would make the greatest of beasts proud as they pound down the deck plates for the unsuspecting horde of insectoid aliens. 




"Well? What are you people waiting for!? After them!" 




Sir David shouts to his remaining troops, before following his own orders and racing after Zraloc and her squad. 




The rest of JSOC quickly follows in their boss's footsteps. There's the occasional burst of gunfire as more ambushing Narlabore are dealt with, but the attackers seem to have petered out slightly. Perhaps they'd finally killed enough of them that they just didn't have that many drones scattered around to ambush them with? It certainly felt like they'd killed thousands of the damn things by now, though merely hundreds seemed far more likely. That there had still been no sign of the Pirate XO and her elite enforcers was on Sir David's mind, but he could deal with them later. He pushes his aging body harder again, determined to get to the fight and get the children out of the hell they'd found themselves in. 




Nearly as one JSOC's rifles rise... and speak with one mighty voice, withering the Narlabore flank right before the massed Cannidor hits them like a freight train, plowing through their ranks and leaving smashed shells, purple blood and broken bodies in their wake. 
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The mob of Narlabore don't have more than a second or two to react. The effect of Cannidor shock troops plowing into their ranks was absolutely staggering. It really did remind Sir David of the idea of ramming armored vehicles through infantry formations. 




These armored vehicles however fired as they moved and flooded the area in front of them with plasma fire as they tackled their way through the sea of presumably hungry insectoid aliens. Their sheer mass carried the day as they bowled through burning soon to be corpses as they shrieked with pain and their flesh crackled as the star fire consumed them.




It was, to say the least, brutal. Savage even. Sir David had perhaps underestimated the Cannidor. Begun thinking of them as normal soldiers, but larger and able to carry heavier weapons. An easy mistake to make, when the erudite Jaruna and her three surprisingly shy daughters were around. Now, as purple blood splattered the floor by the bucketful, he understood that Jaruna was simply mature, and the daughters inexperienced and somewhat shy after their trauma at the hands of the animal known as Talz.




This is what a Cannidor really was.




What they were capable of.




He wasn't entirely sure that any human had truly seen what it looked like when Cannidor were let off the leash. Even now this was merely five Cannidor, not even a full platoon. Never mind a company or an army. Once they had sufficient mass, Cannidor weren't so much a military force as a force of nature, or perhaps a force of physics itself. Certainly a Newtonian scale weapon. Objects in motion tended to stay in motion. Sir David wondered what outside force short of naval gunfire support could act upon an army of Cannidor once they got moving to return them to a resting state.




It made reports from Jaruna that power armored warfare between Cannidor was modernly quite ritualized and limited in scope of participants on actual habitable worlds make far more sense. Two Cannidor armies clashing were a classic unmoving object versus an unrelenting force scenario... and one that would quite likely end in tragedy for everyone, including the victors, but more importantly the bystanders on whatever poor world drew the short straw of having two massive Cannidor forces decide to throw down.




A company on company scale engagements could probably render a city uninhabitable!




It also puts the Apuk back in context. Fearsome, near peerless single combatants? Absolutely. Mired in the past for most of their actual military force? Also yes. The Battle Princesses were quite possibly the most formidable group of individuals in the galaxy collectively... but they were just that. A group of individuals. A society of knights banded together by their liege lord, partnered with an Imperial military that was by all accounts an extremely lethal defense force... and that had taken centuries of careful work by the Empress to truly set up, and still relied on battle princesses and feudal war banners for many of the officers. Even the most modern elements of the Apuk military were ancient.




The Cannidor on the other hand, for all their pretenses of savagery and barbarism. For all they played at being the barbarian warrior women of a modern era, had fully embraced the modern theory of war. Combined arms maneuver warfare. All the most advanced ranged weapons they could buy or make. All the sensors and armor and soldier enhancing equipment a warrior could dream of. All of it strapped onto a woman who was, in her own right, one of the single most dangerous natural combatants to be found in the galaxy.




Plasma resistant fur, insanely strong before pumping axiom into their system. A thick, leathery hide that could tank hits from all manner of heavy weapons. Teeth and claws that could tear through armor in a literal blink. A naked, unarmed Cannidor was more heavily armed and armored than your average galactic infantry soldier in their full battle rattle... and they could charge forward at over sixty miles per hour. Good speed for a main battle tank back home!




Sporadic gun fire reaches out from the commandos as they race to consolidate the brutal gains of the Cannidor. A sudden roar of absolute fury from nearby heralds a meaty thump of something heavy impacting a meaty form as someone pushes out of the compromised door that was their destination... and suddenly, Sir David is awestruck, fighting on pure autopilot as he sees the second most beautiful woman he'd ever laid eyes on.




She was nothing like his Mary. Where she had been a fair skinned redhead with piercing blue eyes, the minotaur like Agela woman was caramel skinned with blonde locks that caught the light with almost a glow that gave the effect of a halo behind her as she smashed another Narlabore with her improvised weapon. 




Where Mary has been a sweet, demure and slender lady, the Agela could only be described as an absolute brick of a woman, with a powerful build that could only be put to shame by the likes of the Apuk and the Cannidor.




The one feature she shared with his Mary was her piercing blue eyes... the exact same shade as Mary's. Now Sir David wasn't a religious man, nor did he believe in reincarnation. He did however, believe in signs... and as he looked at the Agela as if transfixed, he felt an emotion he'd only felt once in his life before.




The first time he'd laid eyes on Mary and known that he was going to marry that woman. It had been love at first sight, and it was love at first sight again with this fearsome horned valkyrie of a woman, purple blood splashed across her cheek as she defended her charges with a motherly fury that was honestly inspiring. It was clear she was not a warrior. She wasn't trained in the slightest. Yet she was not letting these xenos bastards anywhere near her children except over her dead body, and they would pay a very dear price to lay her low.




Well. Would have. The Cannidor plow through the field of hungry Narlabore with the JSOC commandos coming up behind and cleaning up the mess. Sir David however is still transfixed by the Agela, his eyes on her even as he goes through the motions of shooting Narlabore survivors clean through the vitals before moving on to the next one. Right up until motion catches his eye, a Narlabore with claws outstretched leaping out of growing mound of her dead kindred only to take half a magazine's worth of .300 black out through the carapace, the creature falling dead at the Agela's feet as Sir David races up to join her.




"Ariane Miqotos I presume?"




The large Agela woman reaches down and fiddles with her belt buckle, suddenly shrinking down to a more 'average' size than the Agela's natural nearly nine feet worth of woman. Of course going from around nine feet in height to just over six and a half feet still left her firmly in the amazon category.




"Would you be Commander Forsythe?" She peers intently at Sir David, who switches his face plate to transparent. "Oh! You really are a man! I thought I must be hearing things!"




"Not at all madam, I assure you I'm exactly as I appear. What seems to be the situation?"




They look back over Sir David's shoulder and survey the wave of destruction that was spreading out as the Narlabore fought and died by the score.




"Well... we were in dire need of rescue, but it seems we've been rescued."




Ariane smiles and Sir David feels his heart flutter briefly.




"Are you the teacher or caretaker in charge of this facility?"




Ariane's smile fades nearly immediately.




"Ah... no. I'm a passenger. I am a teacher, specializing in early childhood through puberty, but I'm transient, looking for work on various planets."




"I thought the passenger accommodations were in the command module?"




"Not all of them." Ariane blushes just a touch, clearly embarrassed. "The uh... cheap tickets can get a bunk here in the engineering section. I went even cheaper. I barely had a credit to my name after I got robbed back on my homeworld, so I paid for my ticket partially by offering temp work for the voyage in the daycare. They stuck me in a bunk with the junior crew women. It was fine. I'm a bit... down on my luck."




Her smile returns like a sunrise.




"At least I got to work with the children. It was just the pick me up I needed honestly. Reminding myself why I love what I do. It's why I never sold my shifter belt, even if it didn't help me much with dating. Being a bit smaller made it much easier to interact with children of all species."




She's single! A small part of David's mind cheers.




"How luc- err. How admirable of you miss."




Sir David covers his misspeak with a cough.




"So how many children are there? Are they okay?




"An even two dozen and they're all in good shape. I have toddlers to teenagers. The main school wasn't in session today, so the older children usually stay with their siblings and earn some credits by assisting Ms. Mornegal. When the evacuation order came I ran straight here from my berthing! Ship's protocol was to wait for security, then evacuate to behind the heavy duty blast doors, but they never arrived. The actual teacher, Ms. Mornegal, went out looking for help and never returned, so I locked down the door and waited for help to arrive. The first sign of life we had was some pirates trying the door. They didn't try particularly hard, just moving on."




She shivers for a moment.




"Then those things arrived... and well. You saw what happened. I was... I was running out of hope honestly."




Ariane sniffles, a single tear streaking down her face, the first time she'd really revealed the stress she was under outside of her comm message.




Sir David reaches over and gently pats the woman's shoulder.




"There, there, miss. You were very brave. You did wonderful work keeping those children from a terrible fate."




"Have you or your soldiers seen Ms. Mornegal perhaps? She's a Memri woman."




Sir David thinks for a minute, he had only seen a few of the rescued victims personally.




"Not that I personally can recall, but we've rescued about two dozen people from the hangar section, then call it a dozen more from this section. I've been leading my troops so I haven't been paying much attention to the specifics of the hostages we've rescued. Each life is precious, but the lives of my soldiers are also precious, so I delegated that particular task to some of my subordinates. We've been taking everyone we rescued off the Talasar Spire to our ship, the Crimson Tear."




"Is that tear as in teardrop or tear as in to tear something?"




Out comes a teacher's natural curiosity. English had a hard time translating to galactic trade sometimes.




"Tear drop I believe, a reference to the Captain's religion as I recall. The goddess Freyja weeps crimson tears as she searches for her divine lover. You can likely ask him yourself once this is all through. As soon as I get an all clear my team and I will escort you and the children back to the hangar and we'll get you on the next shuttle to safety, fresh clothes, warm food and comfy beds."




Ariane groans softly.




"Sounds amazing. I feel like this has gone on for days when it's only been a scant few hours... I couldn't show it to the children but the stress was eating me alive. I might be an Agela, and we have our reputation, but I'm not a soldier! I'm not... I don't have the temperament for this sort of thing."




Sir David arches an eyebrow.




"Considering how valiantly you defended your charges madam, I question that statement. You held up well in the face of an absolutely terrifying situation. I-"




The comm crackles to life, interrupting Sir David.




"Zraloc to all points. Area secure. Get those kids outta here!"




Sir David nods to himself.




"Stiletto Six acknowledges. Fall back to the last juncture. Team one, we're on escort duty, we'll come back with supplies and a squad of Marines to hold that position so we can move up with our full force of Crimsonhewers. I can't imagine there's many of the blighters left damn it!"




Sir David smiles over at Ariane.




"Well that's that. Care to join me on a stroll to the hangar?"




The children are policed up in short order, and were exactly as Ariane had said, a mix of species and ages across a wide spectrum. Wide eyed and very scared for the most part, save some bravado among the younger girls who simply didn't know enough to be scared. There were many requests for parents to field, particularly from a young Tret girl who had tugged on Sir David's leg armor in the most painfully endearing way.




"I'm- is. I'm not supposed to leave. Momma's supposed to come get me."




Sir David pops the shaking little girl up into his arms.




"We're here to get you and your Momma and make the bad people go away. You just come with me and Ms. Ariane and we'll get you somewhere nice and safe while we go find her, alright?"




There's some more light sniffles. The girl had either cried herself dry of tears or she was in shock. Sir David couldn't be sure, but that was what the medics on the Tear would be handling.




Sir David receives a hug from the sweet little child before fielding her off to one of the older girls, who herself had wide eyes. Classic shock in humans. Sir David reaches out and pats her head.




"Steady on lass, the little ones need you, and you've made it this far. We've got you now. You just look after the little ones and we'll look after you."




"Y-Yessir."




It's not too hard to get everyone organized to move. The older children quickly helped out with the younger, while the two teenage girls did their absolute best to reassure and keep the whole pack moving. Galactic family dynamics at work really, when everyone was from a big family everyone learned how to assist with childcare.




Sir David and Ariane lead the way, with Wingate out front scouting, and Fairbrooks holding down the rear with his associate. Behind them, the rest of JSOC and Zraloc's Crimsonhewers began a slow withdrawal. It would have been a fighting retreat, but no threats materialized from the darkened warship. They simply walked in silence as Sir David wracked his brains as he tried to remember how to talk to a woman that wasn't a comrade in arms or one of his friend's spouses or children.




They stumble through a little awkward small talk, both clearly not entirely sure how to speak with the opposite sex normally. Sir David couldn't remember or perhaps even hear a damn thing he was saying either, his heart was pounding so hard in his ears. A few more cognizant, but somewhat pathetic attempts to flirt appear to go straight between the Agela's horns and he feels like the conversation is floundering with no sign of shore. Making it all the more pertinent that in under a day or two at best Ariane would likely be gone.




Gone.




For some reason that makes something click in Sir David's mind. Something the beautiful woman had said earlier.




"You know Ms. Ariane, the Crimson Tear is actually in need of another school teacher now that I think of it. We just hired a teacher at our last port of call, and we have a matron for the daycare facility in the form of one of the sailor's mother in law, but we could use another set of capable, qualified hands along. The Captain alone has some sixty children just born or on the way in the family."




Ariane thinks about it for a second, shifting the toddler she's carrying a bit.




"The Crimson Tear. Is that... where you'll be, Commander?"




She glances at him out of the corner of her eye, just as quickly looking away.




"Just David please, all the beautiful heroines I meet call me by my first name. Yes though, that's the ship I'm a crewman on."




She can't meet his eyes this time as he looks over at her, her eyes seem to be locked firmly on the deck, but there's no mistaking the blush on her cheeks. Had he actually managed to convey something approximating romantic interest in spite of himself?




"H-how many is that? Heroines I mean?"




"So far? Just you."




A little smile crosses her lips but she still can't bring herself to look up. The contrast between the warrior woman he'd met her as and this shy, sweet creature was almost intoxicating. Another point where she didn't imitate Mary, but complimented her. He could tell his wife and Ariane would have been fast friends almost immediately, and a pang of loss strikes his heart as he remembers losing his wife. Still, perhaps in Ariane, Mary could have a spiritual sister wife to keep an eye on him on her behalf.




"...I see, C- David. Well. I suppose I could... interview for the position. Since we're being evacuated to your ship and all."




"I'd say I'll put a good word in for you, but past my report I won't need to. The Skipper's a big fan of civilians who would stick their neck out like you. Courage counts for a lot among our species. I'd also say he's getting a touch soft from all the children his wives have been popping out."




That got her to look at him, curiosity overriding her seeming shyness.




"Your captain is a man?"




"Not so strange considering I'm a male soldier, is it?"




"I suppose that's fair. Wow, your people are really interesting! You almost sound like those humans I keep hearing... about..."




David watches with a gentle smile hiding under his furious mustache as the Agela woman's mind processes all of that information, the Agela woman letting out a soft "Holy shit."




"We get that a lot it seems."




"I. Err. Humans are supposed to be..."




Ariane does some obvious math in her head before quietly asking.




"Were... you actually flirting with me? I ah. Thought I was misunderstanding. Or something. Some weird cultural thing."




Now it's Sir David's turn to blush.




"I ah. Yes. I was flirting with you. I fully intend to make good on it too, ask you to dinner or something, but I have work to do first."




They come to stop as they reach the hangar doors, Ariane glancing over with a new expression on her face that Sir David couldn't quite read. Interest? Affection? Concern? A mix of them most likely.




"Right, right of course, you're a soldier and the ship's still, the pirates. Yes I understand. I..." She falters for a second at what she wants to say before finally settling. "Be safe."




Sir David offers her his best and most charming smile, hoping his confidence would be infectious.




"I'm better than safe my dear, I'm one of the most dangerous things on this tub."




Sir David's next sentence dies in his throat as they enter the hangar. It had been more or less pristine when they left, showing only minor damage from JSOC seizing it earlier, but now it had clearly seen some heavy fighting, and there was an absolutely massive Narlabore corpse with the ugly hunk of metal that Jaruna called a sword sticking out of its head.




"What in the blazes happened here!?"
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Jaruna 




- Just before JSOC received the daycare's distress call- 




It was quiet in the hangar. Too quiet. Cliche? Maybe. Jaruna didn't give a shit. It was still too damn quiet! The Cannidor woman searches around the hangar, seeking out the source of her discomfort as the shuttle lifts off with the last load of hostages. Just over three dozen people evacuated and a fresh load of supplies for the now company of Marines occupying this half of the Talasar Spire to support JSOC and her own Shark platoon. Most of those Marines had headed inside, with two platoons pushing deeper into the ship to secure the various blast doors that had become their section dividers and go through and make sweeps for more survivors and hidden enemies with special sensors and other tools. 




In a few months they'd have the dogs to help them, but for now electronic scanner equipment would have to do. 




The remainder were spread throughout the hangar section, protecting hangar control and other sensitive points, and the navy and Marine technicians within. Others guarded the aid station, more the supply dump they'd created in an unused storage room. Others were on patrol just in case an enemy managed to split past their forward lines. There was always a chance, even with the warning systems they had in the vents and other more 'interesting' ways to move about the ship that those damn Narlabore things preferred. 




That left a single squad manning defenses along side Jaruna's squad of five power armored Cannidor.




Overkill, many would say. 




Jaruna dearly hoped it was... but still something was bothering her. Something had been bothering her ever since they landed. It had bothered Sir David too. She might not be much for commando shit herself, but she respected the man's instincts. He knew what he was doing, and something had been bothering him too. She couldn't put a finger on it and that had her frustrated. Which was extra frustrating for a Cannidor as the usual Cannidor response to something frustrating them was to smack the shit out of whatever was being frustrating. 




Impact engineering was a popular repair method in Cannidor space, and their native designed equipment was built accordingly. 




She settles for stomping off on a patrol, walking her defenses. She'd emplaced everything very carefully. Unlike the fighting positions the pirates had set up, the Undaunted's new defensive positions could easily defend either direction of possible attack. They'd even tied some of the pirate's own heavy weapons into their defense network since JSOC had been nice enough to disable, but not destroy a decent amount of said heavy weapons. 




Waste not, want not. Especially when the potential waste involved crew served laser repeaters and plasma cannons.




Jaruna smiles to herself before using her data link to bring up Diana Lawson's comm channel and connecting.




"Mrs. Jaruna, to what do I owe the pleasure?"




"Cut the crap Lawson, I hate that sickly sweet tone you pull when you're full of crap."




"Oh fine, you're not fun to tease."




Jaruna can practically hear the woman pouting.




"That cat we captured. She talked any more?"




"Sang like she was a Pavorus. Nice girl in the grand scheme of things. She's being sent in for a light healing coma and we'll be screening her for possible Undaunted service."




"Did she say anything more about the Narlabore cruiser?"




"She described it briefly. Didn't like talking about it in the slightest. The way she talked about it, the interior of the ship sounded like some sort of insect hive, lots of organic material on nearly every surface, except what was required to operate the ship."




"Given what we know about the Narlabore now... how many you reckon could be on that ship of theirs? It was a pretty decent sized cruiser."




"Yes...  The light cruiser designation it carried was purely based on weapons and defenses really. That class of ship has variants that are heavy cruisers, and an extended body version with an upsized power plant that can classify as a battlecruiser in the right load out in weapons and defensive systems. Hmmm... I'd have to spend some more time with my analysts to be sure, but call it a thousand Narlabore on the high end? Maybe a bit more. They can compress themselves in size and all that." 




"...Yeah. That's what I thought." 




A chill goes down Jaruna's spine as a memory from the briefing finally connects in the back of her head.




"Lawson... remind me, how do these Narlabore interact with the dangers of vacuum?"




"They're... rated to survive in vacuum without any survival equipment just as long as they please. Literally indefinite operational window as far as we can tell from the scant records we have."




"...Yeah, that's what I was afraid of. Get that drone of yours over to this side of the ship would you? We're closest to the wreck of the cruiser and I have a bad feeling."




"Would having the Valkyries make gun runs on the cruiser till it's literal space dust make you feel better?"




"Yes."




"Making it happen. Drone's moving your way. Anything else Jaruna?"




"No, Jaruna out." 




Jaruna looks up, sweeping the hangar again before tromping back to the defense line and calling out. 




"Get on those guns! We're gonna have company! 




The Marines don't ask any questions. They just check the heavy energy weapons and belt fed machine guns they'd emplaced. 




"Direction of threat ma'am?" Calls the squad leader.




"If they're coming, they're coming from the mouth of the hangar!"




That confused the young staff sergeant. "Like on a ship?"




"No. Not on a ship. Just trust me... and keep a tight watch on that thing. If any of you want to run to the shitter, check your weapons, or pray to the god of your preference, now's the time... because I doubt what's coming is going to make us wait long."




A flick of a mental switch brings her onto her private net with her adopted daughters and the junior Crimsonhewer, Lursa. 




"Girls. Lursa. Weapons check. Looks we're gonna get you some paint for that armor Lursa, so look sharp... and don't wade in melee wise till I either tell you to or the enemy brings the fight to you. We have a firing line, I fully intend to use it. Otherwise we hold the center, just like we planned." 




Four terse acknowledgements respond as the girls move into position next to Jaruna. The tone of the responses told her a lot. Joan was a bit anxious, pre battle nerves. Common enough. Boudicca was calm. Steady. Khutulun and Lursa were both eager, spoiling for a fight, like an ideal young Cannidor lady should be on her first combat drop, and it was their first drop, for all of them. Theoretically the women that Joan, Boudicca and Khutulun used to be had dropped before, but new name, new identity, new combat record. Whatever honor and whatever dishonor their old selves had earned was dead and buried with the rest of them. They had new names, and Jaruna would see to it that her daughters covered those names in glory. 




They were her daughters after all, and their father's daughters. With such parents, the encouragement and training they had provided... they had high standards for the girl's chosen profession to be certain. Standards that she and Jerry met and exceeded. 




They walked their talk. 




Now the girls would have to walk theirs. 




It was just how growing up worked, and while the girls hadn't been girls again for too long, they'd been robbed of their first bite at the apple, and in the months since their recovery they'd raced towards that second chance with all the enthusiasm Jaruna would expect from Cannidor girls their age in a respectable clan or mercenary outfit. The Undaunted philosophy had been a nice addition to Cannidor warrior culture as it happened. As had her husband's other philosophical musings. They were some of the most well rounded little hard chargers Jaruna had ever seen! They'd been rubbing off on Lursa too, their new playmate and range buddy had been talking about some very Undaunted concepts in just days since coming aboard.




It all gave Jaruna a big, warm, fuzzy feeling deep in her chest. She'd once told Jerry she was going to birth little world conquering warladies for him, and if her adopted daughters were anything to go by, the daughter she was carrying was going to truly live up to that promise. Not that she'd ever had any doubts, but a Cannidor who used her mind as well or better than her weapons wasn't the most common thing in the galaxy. Even a lot of the more talented warladies weren't the brightest laser emitter in the battery. They were simply strong, skilled and had good instincts. Someone who had all three of those things, and a refined mind? Would eat them alive in a heartbeat. 




Her first three daughters were well on their way of ending up in or tangential to that higher category. Only Joan really had aspirations or desires to command, a legacy of a lifetime of learning to be a leader from her warlady mother no doubt, but all of them would be capable. Of anything they damn well pleased when Jerry and Jaruna were done with them. 




A sudden thought crosses Jaruna's mind, her own instincts lighting up with an idea. These Narlabore things weren't supposed to be terribly bright as individuals. Their senses were also apparently somewhat rudimentary. A trap. An ambush... yes. 




Jaruna grins. 




"Staff Sergeant!" 




"Ma'am?" 




"Got any adepts in your squad?" 




One woman punches a hand up. 




"I'm not fully trained ma'am but I've been taking classes with Lady Cascka! She says I'm doing well!" 




Jaruna's grin widens. 




"Well we don't do anything to ya that leaves too many bruises there... who are you?" 




"Corporal Salazar ma'am!" 




The Horchka bounces up with unabashed perkiness. One of Ghorza's younger girls clearly. 




"Right Corporal... how have you been on illusions?"




"I've uh. Been doing alright. Some of them are kinda hard. Like trying to sustain multiple independent illusory beings or something. Lady Cascka had me try to put on a one woman stage show with just illusions and I actually passed out with a hell of a nose bleed!" 




"...The hell?" 




Jaruna raises an eyebrow and raises her opinion of her sister wife another notch. If Cascka was putting her students through training like that she was producing some damn fine adepts in that dojo of hers! 




"I don't need anything that complicated. Can you basically make our entire defense line invisible? Just an optical illusion about ten feet from our line that shows the hangar to be empty if you're standing at the hangar to the entrance.”




Salazar cocks her helmeted head, thinking for a moment. 




"I think I can do it ma'am!" 




"Right. That's one thing down. Do we have any combat engineers handy?"




A human Marine races up this time, coming from outside the hangar. 




"Staff Sergeant Konstantin Viktorvich Belkov, ma'am." 




"Staff Sergeant. Got any land mines you can share with me?"




"Da, got a whole crate left over from putting surprises in the vents."




"They can be turned on and off right?"




"Da. Why?"




Jaruna's smile grows again.




"...What would they do if they were left off? Then they were turned on while a force of enemy infantry was already in the middle of the field?"




"Then the field would pretty much detonate near simultaneously." 




A light bulb goes off in the blue eyed Russian man's mind as he suddenly catches Jaruna's train of thought.




"...I'll get the mines deployed immediately, ma'am."




"Toss a motion sensor on the outside of the hull while you're at it. The second we get a motion alert, Salazar, you get that illusion up... I want us prepared to give our guests a warm welcome."




"You really think they're coming ma'am? Salazar asks.




"Yes Corporal, I do. In fact, I'm damn near sure of it. I'm also damn sure we're going to make them regret it." 
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The wait took longer than anticipated really. There was enough debris near the hull that the new combat drone couldn't get nearly as close to the Spire as Jaruna would have preferred. The hull itself had been damaged too, providing some degree of cover if someone was moving around out in the void. Slinking under cargo containers in the aft void cargo spaces also provided potential cover. All areas they suspected the Narlabore were moving through even now but couldn't fully confirm. 




Having the Valkyries unload a couple terawatts of lasers and plasma energy and a couple tons of ordnance into the destroyed cruiser's hulk had consequences it turned out. As much as the light show had pepped up the Undaunted force's already high morale. 




Everyone likes fireworks after all. Especially 40mm fireworks from a rotary cannon. 




Even Jaruna wasn't immune to the admittedly very quiet siren song of 'brrrrt', and she'd had more years in the field than a good number of her troops had been alive. 




So with the Narlabore cruiser, or, from scans of the remnants, perhaps 'hive' really was the better option, shredded, the Undaunted were left to their own devices.




The lack of picture on the believed to be advancing Narlabore survivors, the lack of opportunity to let their aerospace assets riddle them with bullets and energy weapons was mildly irritating to Jaruna as she reviews the defenses again. Irritating, but fine. Picking the enemy off in space wasn't the plan anymore. They'd use their space assets to hit the enemy if possible once the attack was joined and the enemy revealed themselves. 




It was nice, really. Based on observations of the Narlabore in the field by JSOC operators, based on interrogations of recently captured pirates, the Narlabore themselves weren't exactly 'subtle', they also tended to go with the path of least resistance for their size. Further, the bulk of the Narlabore weren't terribly tech inclined. While they could try to hack through the hull, literally or metaphorically, they weren't that fast for all their digging prowess, and the various alerts would mean Kopish and Babydoll would know exactly where their chitinous asses were. 




No, assaulting at the hangar made the most sense. It was easy. Reliable. If they caught the defenders by surprise, as they likely would have caught say a bunch of cops who were just waiting around to pick up prisoners and not actually defending the hangar, thinking the problem was dealt with when the pirate's ships were destroyed? The crab looking bastards had pretty good odds of winning for how nasty in a fight the Narlabore apparently could be. Jaruna had talked to Zraloc about it, and the woman had uttered enough utterly  They knew where the enemy was coming. So they didn't even have to send out a formal invitation to their ambush. 




They just had to wait patiently for their shooting gallery to populate itself. 




The tension is palpable. Most of the troops under Jaruna's command however, aren't nearly as green as her daughters and Lursa. Tension or boredom for inexperienced soldiers can literally be life ending. They don't know how to de-stress or relax while still being aware. It was a skill that took a fair amount of practice, usually best learned by guarding one's own encampment in the field. Long hours of standing watch punctuated by moments of raw terror and deeply satisfying violence were formative in the extreme in that regard. While Cannidor were big fans of mobile warfare as a rule, outside of pirate raids or similarly constructed actions, all warfare had a static component. 




You had to be where you needed to be, with the gear to do the job... but sometimes the job took its sweet time getting to you. There were a million and two various sayings, turns of phrase, metaphors and axioms to describe this peculiar universal phenomena of war, but Jaruna liked the version her husband had taught her in English. 




'Hurry up and wait.'




Four words, but it summed a wealth of the soldier's experience up, beautifully. 




So while the boots and greenhorns simmered, their seniors did their best to teach the skills required to relax in the moments before a violent encounter inevitably broke out. 




No weapons maintenance was done, and weapons and helmets were never far from hand, but MREs were broken out, and inevitable trading of components occurred. The human Marines had all apparently managed to draw menus with something they called 'jalapeno cheese' in it and their rapturous expressions as they ate the apparently dangerous paste of... something cheese like and what might have at one point been a spicy pepper had some of the Horchka girls ready to risk an upset stomach to give it a try. 




Not that the alien friendly MREs didn't have treats to enjoy. There was some sort of sweet spread that was safe for most species that was a mix of an Earth nut called a hazelnut and the ever popular human sweet called chocolate. Jaruna smirks. The way some of these bitches choked that stuff down they might as well call it cum spread. Jaruna preferred the cheese spread, which was thankfully Cannidor safe, and was just as good as the humans made it out to be applied to some flat bread. 




"No way! Your dad did that!?"




"We have the video!" Crows Boudicca, clearly pleased by the awed look on Lursa's face. 




The young Crimsonhewer knew who Jerry was of course, and respected him. He'd killed one of the shadow hunters in hand to hand without power armor, had a Cannidor spouse, three and a hal Cannidior daughters, had been met as a fellow warlord by her previous warband leader, she'd even seen Jerry and Jaruna's first date! Lursa had absolutely no reason to doubt Jerry Bridger as a commander or as a combatant... but she'd been partnered up with the triad that not so secretly led the 'Jeremiah Bridger fan club', having taken over from some Horchka shortly after taking their new names. They were educating their new blade sister on why their Dad was the coolest Dad in known space.




Complete with video evidence. 




Because her daughters were thorough girls like that. It made her want to give her now slightly doming stomach a pat. She was going to have such wonderful helpers to ensure her first daughter by birth was a proper little warrior. It gives Jaruna a delightful warm fuzzy feeling as she catches a glimpse of Jerry doing whatever he had done to neutralize that axiom bomb. 




"Hot fucking damn." 




"Right? This is right before he rescues us from th-that bastard."




Joan goes a bit quiet on mentioning Talz. The trauma was certainly still there, even if the trio had bounced back marvelously otherwise. The hormones flooding her system almost made Jaruna feel wistful. It wouldn't be too long before the trio were all grown up and bringing a husband home to join the clan. That's a big moment for establishing any new clan, bringing in new male blood not directly related to the patriarch, and she fully believed the girls were up to the job. 




It would also make Firi's charting of the family tree all the more important. Incest's bad n'-




"Contact!" Calls out one of the combat engineers monitoring the sensors. 




"Alright boys and girls, let's ruin someone's week! Weapon checks, report statuses to your team leaders!" 




An affirmative roar of battle cries answers Jaruna's challenge as her helmet seals into place. Familial warm and fuzzies mix with pre battle warm and fuzzies. It was a good day to be a Cannidor matriarch in the making, and it would only be better when she showed her hubby just what she and her daughters could do! Jerry hadn't gotten a true tour yet! Especially not with her new toys. 




"Salazar, get that illusion up!"




Salazar steps forward, grunting slightly with exertion as her palms and eyes begin to glow with gathered axiom. "RAAAAAAAH!" 




Still fresh, Jaruna notes, clipping the casting so Cascka could continue to refine her apprentice's technique as the rippling field of axiom. 




"Lursa, ready up." 




"Boudicca, ready up." 




"Khutulun, ready up."




"Joan, ready up. All PA troops accounted for and ready, mother." 




"Combat engineers, ready up. Explosives primed."




"Second platoon, ready up. All defensive systems either showing ammo loaded or energy storage primed." 




Jaruna nods for a moment before issuing her next set of orders on the company net. 




"Weapons on safe! Fingers off those triggers! No one pulls the trigger till Staff Sergeant Belkov detonates those mines and I give the word! Remember you lunks, this is a damn ambush! We only get to enjoy our shooting gallery after we give them a shit load of explosives and shrapnel to digest! No sense wasting ammo on dead bugs, do you get me?" 




Another affirmative set of war cries echo across the net as the assembled defenders settle in to wait. 




This was another dangerous spot, even for experienced troops. Once you get all dialed in, the enemy could dull your fighting edge just by holding back a bit. Or by triggering a series of alerts over a long enough period of time, preferably well into the rest cycle of whatever enemy you were facing if time wasn't of the essence. 




All it took was enough reconnaissance and planning and you could not only catch your enemy with their skirts down, you could get them to lower their skirts more or less on cue. It wasn't a bad trick at all, and it's one Jaruna tried to use whenever she was compromised and on the attack with troops sophisticated enough to pull it off. 




Thankfully the Narlabore either didn't have troops sophisticated enough to pull such tactics off, or, more likely, they simply didn't care about saving a few casualties. 




It wasn't more than ten minutes after Salazar deployed her illusion that the first Narlabore claw passed through the axiom barrier at the far end of the hangar bay. 




This one was smaller than what Zraloc and JSOC had sent back images of. Its chitin armor seemed to blend naturally with the deck plates and walls around it as it slowly moved forward with its sisters, wavering in and out of sight. 




"Looks like we got us a dedicated scout crab folks. Let'em in. Even past the mines if that's what it takes to get the bulk'of'em in here. If they threaten the illusion line I want a single simultaneous burst from the designated shooters to drop'em all at once." 




Jaruna selects her three shooters, an autocannon gunner, a minigun gunner and a Marine who was manning an anti-vehicle grade plasma cannon, then marks their targets on everyone's HUDs. Now marked for death a bit more personally than the ‘To Whom it may concern’, message of the minefield, the crab-like aliens silently scuttle forward to their deaths. 




They come to a stop about half way up the hangar, maybe thirty meters from the line that would have triggered their immediate death at the hands of the Marines. One of them lifts her head from her shell and emits a low, high pitched keening. Jaruna doesn't need sensitive instruments or axiom to know they're communicating at an ultra high frequency. Perhaps mixed with their seemingly latent psychic abilities 




"Eyes to platoon, something's on the move, it's either huge or there's a whole hell of a lot of everything coming our way." Reports the one of Staff Sergeant Belkov's combat engineers.




"No chance of more details?" Jaruna sends back. 




"No ma'am, we jury rigged these sensors to be as low profile as possible. We didn't want them detected if we could avoid it. Large body of Narlabore is crossing the second marker now... should be any second now people!" 




One second, two, a third... shapes begin to form on the other side of the axiom barrier as Jaruna forces herself to breath normally. 




When the Narlabore penetrate the axiom barrier, they do so en masse. The Combat Engineers hadn't been kidding when they said there were a lot of the damned things! A scuttling wall of alien chitin that spanned nearly the entire breadth of the hangar bay! They come forward, moving slowly, picking their way through the battle damage and debris that disguised the mines. 




Another dozen through the barrier... another... the first wave reaches the invisible line that marks the end of the minefield in the Undaunted HUDs. 




Jaruna takes another long, slow breath. 




"Detonate!" 
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Staff Sergeant Belkov jabs his thumb down violently on the detonator he'd been lightly holding in his hand, and without even a second's delay, the entire minefield goes active, and triggers with a flash of light and a roar of explosive fury that Jaruna swears can be heard back on the Tear, vacuum or no damn vacuum! The specialized weapons funneled their rage perfectly, not wasting an ounce of explosive fury or shrapnel on the deck plates beneath them, but instead punching upwards with a deluge of shrapnel that doesn't break the Narlabore's bodies as much as shred them. 




Natural armor or no natural armor, the high velocity alloy shrapnel either ignored it, seemingly seeking out sensitive flesh uncovered by chitin, or by outright ignoring it. Abrading away the chitin armor before rendering the flesh and bone beneath down to a bloody purple smear. This wasn't even chunky salsa, in the case of the girls caught in the middle of the field there wasn't even enough left of them to form noticeable 'pink mist'. This was a step up to what Jaruna had heard a junior Marine calling 'suffering a critical existence failure'. The Narlabore pirates simply... ceased. The Narlabore were no longer on this plane of existence and only some scattered meat and smoke marked their passing. 




Jaruna took a wild guess that they'd just killed some two hundred Narlabore. There had been over a company of insectoid infantry packed into the hangar in front of her and they were simply gone.




There was a brief and terrible silence as everything settled from the massive series of blasts. automatic safety systems kicked on great fans with a flash of bright yellow emergency lights, treating the explosions as if there'd been a fire or a spontaneous hazmat incident. There were a few soft thumps and wet sounds as chitin and random hunks of purple tinged delicate white flesh pelt some of the Marines armor. Most of it had been caught on the ceiling in a spray of viscera. 




The powerful fans quickly drew the smoke from the front half of the hangar revealing the bloody killing field. It was in a way, worse than Jaruna had expected. Staff Sergeant Belkov's engineers had almost done too good a job. The new human made axiom enhanced land mines, employed properly were just stomach turningly effective. Jaruna wasn't one to shy away from a fight, or from brutality when it was required, but this was just... something else. Not that Jaruna was about to spill her beer over killing these nasty child eating freak shows. It was just wondering what exactly her husband's species could do if they really put their minds to it. 




In any other species, the aftermath of being dealt such a horrible blow, of having seen a significant chunk of your shield sisters so thoroughly killed that there weren't bodies to bury, just a mess to mop up at some point, would be a moment of hesitation. A moment for every woman in the approaching formation of troops to rethink their life choices that had led them to what clearly had excellent odds of being granted a swift and brutal death by the enemy before them. A test of their courage. A test of their will. 




The last of the smoke reveals the shadows of the Narlabore at the edge of the axiom field. Waiting just outside in the vacuum they had apparently been born in as a species. Much like their near unique birth place. Much like their unique anatomy. The Narlabore were, in so many ways, not just any other species 




Where other species might linger or fear, or face the stark reality of their mortality in the face of such awe inspiring violence, the Narlabore had no such hesitation. No such sentimentality about the value of the lives of their fellows, no such fear of death. In their eye stalks, even with her vision enhanced by her armor, Jaruna saw near nothing at all. No hint of emotion. What were these damned things? Before Jaruna can voice that question to the comm net, there's a shrill, shrieking hiss, and the Narlabore surge forward from the mouth of the hangar. The surviving scouts race forward from their vanguard positions in an attempt to clear the ambush they'd just led their sisters into, trying to see if they can find any more traps waiting for them. 




It wouldn't help. The veil hadn't been pierced so far as Salazar could apparently tell. She'd have said something if she was compromised. Instead, the Narlabore raced into the kill zone. 




There wasn't much glory to be won in extermination, but there was always honor to be found in putting down child eating monstrosities... besides. They had seen scouts. Seen workers. Who's to say there weren't warriors yet among the Narlabore they hadn't seen? Maybe they'd make this an actual fight worth talking about in terms beyond offering a public service to people. Jaruna waits a bit longer, slowly raising her fist high, suddenly very aware of all the eyes on her. 




Closer. 




Closer. 




Jaruna waits till the first Narlabore hits the halfway mark, the scout emerging from her shell and seemingly focusing, as if perceiving the veil of Salazar's illusion.  




"Close enough."




Jaruna sweeps her fist forward into what her husband called a knife hand. 




"Open fire!" 




For the second time in mere minutes, the hangar explodes.




The heavy weapons open up first. Their operators had been primed and waiting for this after all. Jaruna watches as a laser repeater pulverizes the unprotected flesh of the Narlabore scout, burning the creature and sending it to the afterlife of its preference with a ruthless onslaught of coherent light. Beams of coherent light are quickly lost in the riot of star fire as various plasma cannons open up, mostly from her daughters and Lursa, who had mirrored Zraloc's preferred load out of twin plasma cannons and a pair of laser repeaters on her tail. The heavy weapons open up first. Their operators had been primed and waiting for this after all. Jaruna watches as a laser repeater pulverizes the unprotected flesh of the Narlabore scout, burning the creature and sending it to the afterlife of its preference with a ruthless onslaught of coherent light. Beams of coherent light are quickly lost in the riot of star fire as various plasma cannons open up, mostly from her daughters and Lursa, who had mirrored Zraloc's preferred load out of twin plasma cannons and a pair of laser repeaters on her tail. 




Instead of doing Zraloc's signature move, which involved using the plasma cannons in their flamethrower mode, with the enemy still far away, Lursa had gone to all fours like a turret from hell. her tail was tracking independently of the plasma cannons, picking off exposed vulnerabilities or attempting to suppress the enemy while her plasma cannons pulverized whatever her power armor's targeting computer ID'd as the biggest threat. It was an impressive display of control, one which got an arched eyebrow from Jaruna. The kid might have been unblooded, but she'd clearly paid attention to her training. 




The Daughters on the other hand are focusing on laser fire, occasionally donating bursts from their micro or miniguns, waiting for an opportunity to employ their heavier weapons as the Marine's pintle mounted GAU-17Bs started to open up, sending streams of high velocity 6.5 Creedmoor ammunition into the targets. Kinetics were perhaps even worse to the Narlabore, something Joan in particular was testing with her own cut down GAU-17B. 




The rounds seemed to tear straight through the laser ablating chitin. Their natural could take hits from kinetics at the right angle, the armor itself probably protecting the Narlabore from micro meteors and the like, but it just took the right spot or the right angle for the material to fail completely and the round to zip through to the sensitive and tender flesh within with an gout of purple blood to announce it's arrival. 




That blood didn't seem to coagulate either, Jaruna notes mentally as she brings her plasma cannons onto their next target and casually sends the Narlabore to the spirit realm. Maybe the Narlabore didn't need it in their natural environment? If they did get a bleed through their shell while in vacuum, the wound would flash freeze. 




Maybe they'd turned that into an advantage somehow instead of needing to coagulate like many other species did? Their blood might even be thinner in general, to ensure it doesn't freeze up in the extreme cold of the void. Seemed plausible at least. Something she can kick to intel and the lab weenies at least. It didn't mean much to immediate operations beyond these damn things bled like stuck pigs. 




It was a thought process that Jaruna figured would confuse most folk in the galaxy. Those who weren't professional soldiers. Sure, Jaruna was fighting, but at the same time she was studying the enemy. Looking for strengths and weaknesses, seeking opportunities to shove a metaphorical or literal knife in and twist. It was an important habit for any soldier who wanted to die in bed. Adding to her normal combat tasks however was leading the overall defense and keeping an eye on her fresh recruits. That last one was the absolute top priority for her in this fight. Some senior mercs, especially some of the less level headed senior Crimsonhewers left their new girls to more or less fend for themselves, focusing on their own battle glory and accumulating more prestige to their names as they harvested skulls and credits on a million worlds. 




Jaruna had more important priorities and her daughters were three of them, with Lursa tacked on for good measure. Jaruna had all the battle glory she ever needed and then some. She was well known and respected, and now had rank and position, and was looked to for advice by the leaders of nation states. When she wasn't protecting her warrior husband she was teaching his species how to make war in the tools her species had perfected. The Undaunted power armored infantry units would be her legacy. A little bit of every honor they won would be hers as they carried her methods to world after world under the blue and gold banner. What greater honor did she need than all that? 




No preparing the next generation was a much more important task than merely accumulating battle honor or credits. Especially when that next generation were her own daughters! Making sure the girls and Lursa survived and learned from this was by far the most important thing that could happen today as far as Jaruna was concerned. Besides, there wasn't really much in the way of glory to be won here so far, not for her. She'd held out against incredible numbers before. No doubt she would do so again. There was no real skill in pumping violence into the on rushing horde of these Narlabore fuckers when they were charging like the brain dead infantry she'd faced on Darltian Zeta 7 back in her early days. Comparatively the Narlabore were much bigger targets and had even less finesse. If one type of suicide charge or another could be said to have more finesse any way. 




A 40mm slug from Joan's Great White drops a Narlabore as Khutulun's cannon goes into action. Jaruna is entirely focused on the girls and hitting point targets with her plasma cannons like they're precision fire weapons. A little impressive considering a vehicle grade plasma cannon's firepower was normally addressed with "To whom it may concern", instead of putting a specific sapient's name into the surface of the little miniature suns her cannons hurled. So focused and in the zone is Jaruna Bridger that she almost doesn't notice the rest of the Marines eagerly joining the firefight with the type of enthusiasm known only to Cannidor, humans and the people those proud races trained. Apuk went into battle almost exclusively as single combatants. Humans and Cannidor made sure to bring friends, and who didn't like having a good time with your friends. Especially in this particular case. 




More important in this case was that the Marines all knew what these damned things were. What they did to people. To women and children. Just about every species in the galaxy got more than a little upset with kids on the line, and the humans were no exception. Throw in morale being so high the worry about getting snacked on by the Narlabore was non-existent. Especially not after successfully butchering so many of them Narlabore with the minefield ploy. Mix it all together and you almost could feel sorry for the damn insects. This was fighting on easy mode, against a rare black and white evil, and the junior personnel were clearly loving every second of it. No complex moral quandary here, just a horde of monsters who's kinswoman had just devoured a child alive with all the thought of any of them making him or herself a sandwich. 




All the more reason that Jaruna did not get swept up in the fighting. She had to focus. Had to keep an eye out for surprises so she can wrangle her troops back t




"Back blast clear!" 




Jaruna's HUD lights up with a warning as Joan fires her first recoilless rifle round of the engagement and good god what a round it was! A storm of metal seems to burst from the muzzle of the weapon and shreds its way through the onrushing wall of Narlabore like a hail storm made of steel. 




"What the hell was that!?" Jaruna calls out.




"Area Defense Munition Mother! I only had one!"




"Well I'd say you used to it to good effect! Damn!" 




"Back blast clear!" 




A more conventional recoilless rifle round races out on a trail of smoke and fire and detonates with explosive fury in a knot of Narlabore, sending some of the aliens flying. 




It was a successful defense so far. Jaruna was happy with that. Still... she was hoping to see some sort of change in the Narlabore ranks by now. Some sort of reaction to having to advance over the fields of their dead. Over their claws slipping and failing to find purchase of the lake of viscera forged from their kin. Still the charge didn't falter. Their numbers didn't tire... and as larger forms start to enter the far end of the hangar, Jaruna realizes they still haven't met the Narlabore's actual soldiers. 




Not till this very moment. 
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A stream of return plasma fire has the Marines going to cover as the larger Narlabore start their advance. Shots lance out and dissipate against strong axiom shields. The Narlabore soldiers are well protected. Thankfully kinetics still seemed to do their thing just fine with these energy shields, namely ignore them. Less optimal was that they clearly did less damage to the large Narlabore. Apparently the warriors had even stronger chitin armor than the rest of their kinfolk. 




"Alright people, no need to piss your frilly pink panties. We suspected they have warriors and they do. Fire team leads, mark your targets and work together to take them down just as soon as we finish the last of the drones off!"




Joan cuts in, her voice perky and eager now that appropriate meat to grind down into mince with her beloved recoilless rifle had presented itself to her.




"I still have plenty of high explosive dual purpose rounds, mother! Three more in this magazine!" 




"Fine, kill three of them fast, just to welcome the bitches to the party properly, then you start conserving ammo carefully. Khutulun, reload your sister after she drops the magazine!" 




"On it mother!" 




Khutulun steps into position just to the side and slightly forward of Joan, blading herself to the enemy and keeping up the engagement with her heavy autocannon. The traverse on the weapon and its advanced systems lets Khutulun easily divide her attention and provide her own covering fire, the big 25mm rounds slamming through the heaviest of Narlabore shells with no resistance whatsoever. 




The first waves of warriors were getting ever closer, and it was becoming clear to Jaruna that they were covering the warriors with heavier weapons behind them, who were hammering away at the Marine lines with a variety of weapons, including a respectable amount of plasma weapons. Jaruna tags three of them with her eyes and a mental caress of her computer's targeting system, and forwards the priority targets to Joan via the data link. They had girls near them and were carrying plasma weapons. The chance for a mix of sororicide and over kill was high. 




"Back blast clear! Rapid fire rounds going out!" 




Jaruna's HUD lights up with the back blast warning again as three rounds go out just as fast as the magazine can reload the weapon and Joan can get the weapon aligned on the next target. One Narlabore explodes in a fountain of gore, a second has the bad luck to have the round not detonate on contact, digging in deeper into the Narlabore's carapace by some quirk of physics before exploding. The third however takes the round straight to her plasma cannon by sheer luck. The explosion of fire and shrapnel is further fueled by the compromised plasma cannon detonating and sending out a decent sized wave of star fire, burning the warriors nearest to the gunner. Three die instantly with their kinswoman, and two more rear back in pain exposing their bellies to the tender mercies of various Marines and a wide variety of small arms fire, leaving both aliens slumped onto the floor in limp heaps. 




Still more kept coming, with drones filling in the gaps as more warriors were dragging their way along and they were gaining ground, inch by inch. 




"Rail gun round going out!" 




Boudicca steps out from behind cover, and Jaruna can feel her hair stand on end as Boudicca's rail gun aligns itself and its guide rails begin to flow with energy. A burst of powerful energy washes across everyone in Boudicca's vicinity as she releases the charge and sends the projectile flying into and through the mass of Narlabore with inspiring ferocity. It practically leaves a tunnel of carnage in its wake, wounding or outright killing Narlabore by the dozens. 




Boudicca doesn't stop to assess the damage, she's already firing again. Pumping round after high velocity round into the horde with just enough time to aim into the densest parts of the oncoming masses. Even with half a ton of ammo though, the rail gun doesn't have much ammo, and Boudicca's icon in Jaruna's HUD flashes a 'half ammo' indicator as Boudicca starts to drop her rate of fire, following Joan's example and conserving the last of her ammunition for more serious threats after doing her best to thin the hoard. 




"We're gonna need some help, there's no end to these little bastards! Jaruna snarls to herself before triggering the comm channel to HQ. "Command, Shark Six, we're gonna need those gun runs! There's no end to these bastards. We've taken out a few hundred and there's more to go."




"HQ copies, Shark Six. We have a flight from Geirr squadron coming in to clean off the exterior hull as much as possible without doing too much damage."




"Glad to hear it, where the hell did all these little bastards come from?"




"Intel's changed its estimate on the number of enemies about the cruiser. They can’t come to a conclusive report. Some believe that there were well over two thousand Narlabore aboard the cruiser when it was destroyed. No fewer than a thousand though. There were a good number aboard the Talasar Spire already, and at least a thousand would have died when the ship was rendered down to rubble if we take the high number, but there's still a lot of them left." 




"I'll say, we've mulched a few hundred already just on a visual guess. I'd check my computer's estimates but I'm a bit too busy to be screwing around in menus."




Jaruna stops, bringing her crosshairs to bear on a charging Narlabore and sends another to the spirits with a well aimed blast of plasma. 




"ETA on that aerospace support?"




"You should be seeing them coming through now. No need to keep your heads down, just keep fighting and enjoy the light show if you get a breather." 




The world outside the hangar lights up as streams of coherent light and gouts of star fire begin to rain down, presumably butchering the masses of Narlabore still in the void. The horde before them slackens somewhat as they realize they're between a rock and a hard place. With no way out behind them and no support coming the Narlabore double down, skittering forward, heedless of casualties.




"HQ to Shark Six, gun runs complete. The gunships will orbit and pick off stragglers, but one of the pilots says they thought they saw some of the warriors break through an airlock. There was something really big with them." 




"How big's really big?"




"I asked and they just said 'really damn big!' like that helped, around three times the size of a warrior? Maybe larger." 




"Right, Shark six out." 




Jaruna snarls. One problem was dead in the void, but another problem was rearing its ugly head. This would all be for nothing if the enemy went around them, but if they had done what the Marines had planned for, Jaruna should be hearing about it right now... 




"Mrs. Jaruna we got a problem!" Calls Staff Sergeant Belkov. "We just got a depressurization alert and a motion sensor trigger. Something's pierced through one of the forward airlocks and has been setting off the mines!" 




"Right on cue Staff Sergeant. Are they in the area we set up to herd them back to the hangar?" 




"Yes ma'am. They're bouncing off the axiom fields and coming this way in what seems like a blind panic." 




"Turn the mines near the entrance off. Detonate it after the first six or so and make it into the hangar with us. It'll cause more confusion that way. Keep up the fire people, we have more guests on the way!" 




Fire across the Marine lines starts to slacken slightly. The fighting loads of ammunition carried by various individual Marines were starting to run low. The Cannidor weren't faring much better, the girls who had kinetics were focusing more on their energy weapons, trying to conserve what little they had left. Jaruna assesses the situation. The splinter force from outside would take a few minutes to force their way through the corridor they were funneling them through. There were maybe a dozen warriors and three dozen drones left in the hangar. 




They needed more time. To regroup a bit and more importantly to get ammo passed out before the next wave and their huge friend. They needed to conserve ammo in the power armor, the only systems in play that couldn't be quickly replenished.




That left one option. One very, very fun option. Khutulun in particular was about to have her day made, and that thought made Jaruna smile. 




"Squad leaders, let's get ammo bearers moving to get reloads to people." 




"We're gonna need cover for that ma'am!" 




"I got a nice big distraction lined up for you boys and girls, you just hang onto your butts and get those weapons reloaded. Daughters, Lursa, let's get stuck in and get us some crab legs to boil up later!" 




"Hell yes!" Crows Khutulun, clearly eager to give her new gauntlets a try. 




Joan takes a snapshot with her Great White Shark, picking a drone off with a 40mm slug before setting it on its magnetic lock and drawing her mighty sword. She said nothing, but from her stance, Jaruna could tell Joan was entirely in the zone. No fear. No anxiety. Nothing extraneous. Pure battle flow. An impressive feat for one's first drop. 




Boudicca, still without a dedicated melee weapon, comes up with a Cannidor sized plasma sword and flourishes it with what could only be a toothy grin hidden behind her helmet. 




Lursa is almost as eager as Khutulun, cracking her knuckles before drawing the chain blade the woman preferred, revving its buttery smooth axiom engine with a terrible high pitched whine that sounded like a demon from Cannidor mythology baying for blood. 




Jaruna pulls her own sword free, a massive hunk of metal with no embellishment, no special tricks, no special tech. Just a rough edge and a lot of mass. Some of the humans called it her dragonslayer sword, something she had liked when it had been explained to her. In all practicality though it had been an improvised hunk of metal that had saved her life early on in her career. 




After surviving that particular mission, she'd turned it into a real weapon. One that suited its mistress perfectly. It fit her hand just right. The weight and balance is as familiar to her as her own limbs. She could use it easily enough with just her own strength, but with her power armor enhanced brawn she could throw the weapon around with terrifying speed, only enhancing the damage caused by its mass. 




It was time to give the Narlabore a demonstration of what real brutality was.




"Let's get the fuckers!" 
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The five Cannidor rush forward with an awe inspiring momentum to their charge. Since their evolution, the most terrifying thing about them to the prey animals they'd feasted on hadn't been their size, their strength, or even their teeth. To Jaruna's mind, the defining feature of a Cannidor was just how quick on their feet Cannidor were. They were fast. Blistering fast even without axiom. They moved faster than anything their size should be able to comfortably move. It had been a favored way to hunt, running down one's prey and more or less beating it to death. Or even just jumping on the unfortunate creature, letting mass and gravity do all the work. 




That evolutionarily favored hunting technique just so happened to be the cornerstone of Cannidor martial theory above the individual scale. Unstoppable momentum. Get there fast, hard, with competent, heavily armed and armored troops and break everything that dares resist. 




Getting caught by a charge of Cannidor Shock Troopers, even for other Cannidor, was akin to being hit by a crashing cargo ship. The raw momentum and kinetic energy was almost impossible to resist, especially in power armor when things like plasma lances or other defenses against more traditional cavalry couldn't help you. Especially not when the charging Cannidor were pumping heavy energy weapons fire into your ranks while they were charging. 




There were ways to counter the charge of Cannidor. Counter charging for one if you had enough mass to take the Cannidor's mass by the horns. Best accomplished by other Cannidor, power armored troops or full on heavy armored fighting vehicles. For more agile opponents the better bet was melting away and letting the Cannidor rush past you, using mobility advantage to avoid the onrushing Cannidor wrecking ball's initial charge, then re engaging before the Cannidor can regroup and maneuver. Preferably hitting them from behind where the Cannidor are at their most vulnerable. 




Not that vulnerability for a power armored Cannidor meant the same thing as it did for a lot of other military forces. Tail weapons and heavy armor all the way around were funny like that. 




They could have torn into the thirty odd Narlabore with their bare hands and almost certainly come out on top. Doing so in power armor made it far safer. With weapons? It was going to be a slaughter. Jaruna could feel it in her bones. 




The Narlabore warriors aren't scared though, or perhaps they simply don't have the capacity to feel fear, much as the workers seemed to be in something of a mental fog. Whether that was the natural state of their mind or some other effect like combat drugs, Jaruna couldn't be sure. 




It wasn't going to help them anyway. 




Neither was the barrage of plasma fire the Narlabore warriors unleash on them as the drones rush to meet their charge, ready to sacrifice their lives to give the warriors a bit longer to attack with their advanced ranged weapons. The plasma sizzles on the energy shields of the Cannidor, and supporting fire from the Marines takes out a Narlabore warrior, detonating the containment chamber on their plasma cannon and setting the unfortunate alien ablaze. 




One hundred meters to contact.




The claws of the Narlabore were stained with the blood of several species to Jaruna's eyes, as were their ever hungry mouths. Perhaps captives had been dragged back to the hive to feed. Perhaps there'd been a supply of food on the ship and the Tear's anti-ship missiles had put those unfortunate souls out of their misery. 




There would be time to investigate, and to mourn, later. 




Fifty meters to contact.  




Jaruna's public address system on her armor amplifies her battle roar to bone rattling proportions. Her roar had made grown, armed women soil themselves without augmentation. With augmentation from the armor it was practically a sonic weapon in its own right. A mature Cannidor female's battle roar could be heard for up to six kilometers in ideal circumstances. 




Jaruna's mighty roar does not impress the Narlabore, but it encourages the girls, who eagerly join in with their less full throated roars, pale imitations that hint at the power and majesty of the women they will soon become as they continue to grow. 




Thirty meters.




Another volley of rifle rounds races in from the side and hammers into the warriors, several repeated hits making one warrior rear back and opening it's belly up to an accurate shot from a high powered rifle that leaves the contents of it's chest cavity spread across about five meters of hangar behind it, killing another rather decisively. Still no reaction from the Narlabore. 




Death meant nothing to them.




Twenty meters. 




They're uglier up close. Their chitin was absolutely disgusting now that Jaruna had a clear look at it under normal lighting conditions. It was foul, outright vomit inducing to look at, reminding Jaruna of a scabbed over infection. A mottled, craigy, revoltingly organic mass that had an oily shine to it that somehow made the whole thing even worse. 




Ten meters.




Jaruna raises her mighty sword high, preparing a powerful overhand blow that was less slash from a sword and more crushing blow from a warhammer with the sheer mass involved. To her left and right weapons come to life, Khutulun's massive axiom construct hands already reaching for their first target.




Contact. 




Jaruna's blade flashes downward like the daughter of the sword of Damocles and an I beam from a construction site. It doesn't so much cut the Narlabore drone in front of her in half so much as it smashes the creature in half. Shattering shell, brutalizing flesh and rendering bone to powder in a single sickening crunch. 




"Oooh. Satisfying. Like crushing Malcathian rock scorpions! Or popping that bubble wrap shit."




Jaruna doesn't get halfway through her sentence before getting her second kill, and the next stage of the fight is well and truly on. Her sword slams downward, leaving another shattered Narlabore as she starts to push through. 




Next to Jaruna, Khutulun's axiom construct fists throw one of the workers at the firing line of warriors before blocking a mighty blow overhead from an armor crushing claw. Instead of fight the creature by matching her strength to it's, she instead lets the construct drop while stepping back, leaving the Narlabore off balance and falling forward as Khutulun redirect the axiom energy into the rift generator fields that could surround both her over sized armored gauntlets. She steps forward into a brutal uppercut square in the Narlabore's mouth and leaves the alien collapsed on the floor with a smoking crater where its head, neck and upper torso used to be. 




Khutulun had advertised the weapons as being able to punch through armored fighting vehicles or power armor with ease, Jaruna wholeheartedly believed her now.




Boudicca was still putting her weapons to work, using her plasma sword defensively while her heavy plasma caster and bull shark continued to pump out pain as she advanced. An inevitable tide. Slow. Steady. Practically butchering or dissecting the Narlabore with the kind of cold, emotionless precision that could be a hell of a lot scarier than even the most pissed off Cannidor matriarch. It was like her mind, not her targeting computer, was ID'ing weak spots on the Narlabore's body for her to exploit.




To the right, Joan was moving through sword stances like she was dancing, or performing a particularly graceful kata. She'd been very talented at the Cannidor sword arts, and Jaruna had encouraged her to retain that passion. She was impressive in training, but on the battlefield, with a weapon that was finally worthy of her, she truly shined. The rift generator almost made it too easy, cutting through chitin, flesh and bone with the same effort as pushing the blade through the very air of the hangar. The massive embellished weapon shined like a holy object even as it sent arcs of purple blood splattering across the floor. It was a display that reminded Jaruna, and stated to all watching, just who the finest warrior of the Bridger sisters was. 




Khutulun was brutal. 




Boudicca was cunning. 




Joan was something more. 




First born*. Eldest. First blade. Whatever name had been hers before, this was who she'd been born to be. In this place. With these people. With this family. This had been her destiny from the moment of her birth, to die and be reborn as a warrior who had the chance to harness that special spark that could be the start of making a talented warrior or soldier into a legend. 




By comparison, Lursa, youngest of the Crimson Tear's Crimsonhewer clan, was, more than any of her shield sisters, more than any of the Bridger Cannidor women, more than most if not all of the Marines, wildly enthusiastic. 




Her cleaving blade flails wildly through the chitin covered hoard, violently ripping chunks off Narlabore in the most brutal way imaginable and giving Lursa's once pristine armor a series of interesting purple patterns that would make her stand out for a long time compared to the predominantly red hues of her shield sisters. 




Arterial sprays of blood flash out as Lursa reaps her bloody due from the Narlabore, communicating very, very clearly to the watching Marines just what the Crimsonhewers could do in a fight. Just what and who they were. They'd heard about the Crimsonhewers from one source or another, be it rumors, meeting some, or Tri D vids featuring fictional bands of 'Hewers as heroes or villains depending on if they were watching Cannidor targeted channels or not. 




In the face of such relentless brutality, the Marines stopped firing. Both to avoid hitting their allies as the remaining Narlabore joined the melee, but also simply to watch as body parts went flying. Be it with grace or raw, furious strength the Narlabore withered before the Cannidor's assault, and a pool of purple blood started to form, draining from the shattered and broken bodies of the dead aliens like they their very cells were trying to escape the fight they'd picked with the wrong people. 




With a final swing of Jaruna's war blade, half a Narlabore Torso and it's 'shoulders' where it's claws connected to the body go tumbling to the ground, blood erupting in a gout of purple as the legs finally give out and collapse, twitching slightly as the nervous system begins to process that it's dead. A quick flourish of that same war blade flicks the bulk of the gore on the floor, leaving the cold edifice of metal mostly clean after the carnage its mistress had bade it sew amongst her enemies. 




There is however, no time to savor this victory, because the rest of the warriors begin to arrive. Their hissing and shrieks draw immediate fire from the Marines as they boil out of some of the vents and through the compromised corridor that lead to the airlock they'd forced. They move onto the walls with ease, spreading out and returning fire with excellent coordination in such a strange 3D space. A few flashes of red inform Jaruna that half a dozen Marines emergency shields had just triggered. A follow up symbol in her HUD indicates a Navy Corpsman is already on the way to pull the wounded grunts out. 




Still, Jaruna doesn't react, save to bisect a single warrior that had rushed her. She could hear loud, long scrapes against the deck, as if something massive was forcing its way through the corridor towards the hangar. The real enemy was here. The giant monster they'd been warned about. Warriors scurry to clear the door, defending themselves, trying to keep the Marine's heads down, but they pointedly avoid the Cannidor. 




Apparently she'd gotten someone's attention. 




Her bright smile only broadens as a massive Narlabore starts to fight it's way through the door, the heavy crab shape compressed beyond belief, but still violently assaulting the metal frame of the door and the bulkhead surrounding it as it forced its way through in some twisted biomechanical horror version of what could be called a birth. A massive claw gets free, digging hard into the deck as the Narlabore starts to pull itself clear of the door. 




Many would be intimidated by such a sight. Many would be scared. Many would flee. Many were not Jaruna Bridger. Instead she laughs. Long and hard. 




"Well they said it was big, and they weren't fucking kidding! Damned bugs have themselves a fucking Queen! Been awhile since I had a good fight" Jaruna's smile turns into a scowl. "That said, this tactical situation ain't good girls. The damn thing's got way more friends with her than I like. We'll make sure our friends take care of their friends, so we can make sure this thing knows it's been utterly broken and beaten as the light goes out of its eyes." 




She hasn't even heard the acknowledgements from the other Cannidor before a mental flick of the switch has her talking to the hangar defenders on the whole again. 




"Alright listen up, we need that bitch and her leg breakers dead yesterday! Keep up the fire, and focus on the warriors. She's brought at least fifty of the fuckers, possibly the last of them. I want those warriors dead!" 




"What about the Queen ma'am?" 




"You just let me worry about that. I'm going to show her exactly who the boss bitch in these parts is." 
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The Marines hardly needed any encouragement to open fire on the massing horde of Narlabore warriors. They knew they'd be rushing their lines just as soon as the monstrous alien queen managed to free herself from the door frame. 




Larger defensive weapons and an unholy shitstorm of rifle fire pepper the warriors as they turn as a group to start to dig their metal crushing claws into the bulkhead like a crab ripping at the meat of an unfortunate fish. One warrior is caught by a burst from a plasma cannon and falls steaming from the wall as another takes its place. 




Freeing the Queen was more important than any of their own losses.




 One warrior even intercedes her body between a long burst of fire from a Marine machine gun and the vulnerable insectoid royalty. The Queen thrashes against the ground more aggressively with a furious shriek. 




Suddenly though, everything stops. A burst of powerful axiom energy from the Queen throws up a shield that stops the Marine's fire in its tracks. A shield barrier like a battleship armor plate. A barrier Jaruna and the girls were now on the wrong side of. Still, the warriors do not begin to attack Jaruna and the girls. They continue to dig. 




"You dare to resist me!?" 




A furious shrieking voice echoes... but not through the air. Inside Jaruna's very head. 




"Aw fuck. Of course she's a massively potent adept." Jaruna groans as the shrieking from the Queen intensifies, seemingly being translated into Galactic Trade by the Queen's will. 




"You pathetic creatures! Your resistance means nothing! Your casualties to mine hive are a mere drop in the ocean of the Narlabore people! All that you are shall become of us, and all that you own will fall to my war banners! Yield to my glorious presence, bow to my generosity and surrender your minds to me!" 




"The hell is she trying to do ma'am?" Someone asks Jaruna. 




"Not sure, folks keep your heads on straight and-"




"Hey! Jake! Keep your helmet on, that's an- Get back here damn you!" 




There's a scuffle that's just barely visible out of the corner of Jaruna's. The suit's sensors catch it just fine though and pulls up a view of three Marines jumping on a fourth and wrestling him to the ground. 




"Goddamnit, snap out of it man!" 




Jake is clearly yelling something, but from this far away Jaruna can't hear it. 




"Hey zip ties! Zip ties over here!" 




The Marine is quickly bound up like a favorite Cannidor barbecue dish and dragged behind cover.




"What the hell just happened there?" Jaruna barks into her comm unit. 




"Not sure ma'am, Jake cracked his face plate earlier in the defense, caught some plasma more or less to the head. Tattoo spared him the worst of it, but his suit integrity was compromised. After the Queen said all that shit he suddenly shucked his helmet off, said he was trying to hear the voice better."




"Hmmm. Shit. I'll take a wild fucking guess and say there's extremely strong pheromones in the air then. Probably part of how she exerts her control over the hive." Jaruna gnashes her teeth. "Damn cheating bugs. Mix that with obvious telepathy and that's an extremely potent package."




"Do you recognize your place in the galaxy yet? One of your own has recognized my glory. Why not join him? Why not surrender yourself to the sweetness of my voice? You shall all become of us one way or another. Why struggle? Why make it hurt?"




The voice whispers through their minds, insidious, like a tickle, or a gentle cooed reassurance from a mother to her child. 




Jaruna resists the urge to open her helmet and spit at the Queen.




"Yeah I think that confirms that we're environmentally compromised. Okay boys and girls keep those suits sealed tight. Any one gets a breach, hog tie them and toss em behind something that'll keep em not dead. We can let Doc McCoy unfuck their heads after this thing is dead!" 




"There is no hope of resistance. Save your daughters. Otherwise you will die last, and I shall make you watch every painful moment of their ascension."




The smug, gloating tone to the alien queen's voice made Jaruna madder than she remembered being for awhile, hate burning in her muscles, but before she can respond, Boudicca stomps the deck, settling herself as the rail gun on her back extends it's full barrel length, glowing with an almost malevolent pale blue light as it locks into place and begins to charge. 




The powerful energy arcing between the two halves of the barrel cast a somewhat surreal look to the surrounding room in the second it takes the weapon to charge. The sheer concentration of magnetic energy would have started making their suit's computers glitch if they weren't properly shielded. 




"Hey ugly!" Boudicca calls out, disgust thick in her tone. 




"You dare point your meager weapon at me child!? You shall die just before your mother, your agony will be the slowest for your insolence!" 




"Bet, bitch." 




When the rail gun fires the burst of magnetic energy makes Jaruna's HUD flicker and lights dance in her eyes. Hell it made the hangar lights flicker! The ultra high velocity round had apparently been rated by Wichen to be able to pierce a battleship's hull. Even a human one, and based on the Dauntless humans liked their armor extra thick. 




It hits just to the left of center of mass, not a miss, but the queen's thrashing moving the point of impact on her body. It travels through the entire length of the Queen's body and keeps on going, flying through the empty hallway until it slams through the hull of the Talasar Spire like Odin's own spearhead. 




The hangar lights flick to an emergency read as the ship's automated announcement system begins to chant.




"Warning, hull breach! Hull breach in sector-" 




The axiom shield the Narlabore queen had raised falters and falls and the Marines immediately open fire, with Joan dedicating one of the last rounds from her recoilless rifle to a knot of Narlabore near the still trapped queen and showering her with a fountain of gore. Jaruna's first instinct was to join in, but she was running this show, and the hull breach was a far bigger problem than even the still kicking Narlabore queen. 




"Damn it, and Kopish is busy with JSOC, Babydoll you on the net?" Jaruna calls out.




"Here ma'am! Already working on it! Automated systems in that area were out, probably because of the Narlabore... Axiom hull patch is live, ship is contained. Locking down everything I can between the breach and the hangar, and rerouting a repair robot to build in a heavy duty patch. The Spire will need some yard time, that part of the hull wasn't in great shape already." 




"Fairly extensive Narlabore damage even before the breach then?"




"Totally, they're uh. Like. Hard on equipment it seems. In addition to being mega gross. That was just the rail gun round that broke the Wimparas' back so to speak."




"Right, get the lights back on, shut that klaxon up and get this hangar bay repressureized Babydoll, I got work to do."




"Like, places to go, people to kill, I totally get it!"




BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT




Two long bursts from one of the Marine's miniguns punctuates the end of the conversation nicely and Jaruna gets fully back into the fight instead of just keeping clear of the ongoing melee. A caress of her targeting computer lines up targets and begins to rapidly engage with her weapons, sending a decent number of Narlabore to be one with the spirits as the whine of plasma cannons discharging mixes with the sharp bark of lasers and the heavier reports of large caliber kinetic weapons. 




It was beautiful to Jaruna. 




The sound of chitin getting mulched under repeated impacts. The hiss shriek of plasma cooking off moisture under a Narlabore's shell. All these sounds in Jaruna's mind, as if conducted by death herself. Another Narlabore pitches forward into deck plates, adding percussion to the mix, the pitched battle all came together as music in her ears. A rhythm of war. A symphony of destruction.  What her husband's people called 'the sword storm'. 




Jaruna finds her massive sword in her hand as she flicks on her PA, roaring out a ferocious battle cry as she charges forward towards the Narlabore queen. 




Her daughters and Lursa might have been following her into the fray, but it didn't matter. Not with her heart pumping like mad. Her nostrils flaring as if she was breathing deep and eager with a fresh frenzy patch on her back. No, her mind was solely focused on one thing and that was destroying all that was before her. 




The big nasty creature in front of her and its vile spawn needed to be crushed and Jaruna was going to bring the pain. There was no greater fight she could ask for. No cleaner example of not just evil. Evil was relative. No this was something a bit more base and vile. Predators perhaps? Predators that hunted children. Jaruna's mind couldn't settle on a reason that she was so inflamed. That she was so furious. 




Perhaps it was having her children threatened? 




Jaruna discards the thought as she races across the deck plates, boots pounding against alloy metal and sending sparks flying. Her higher mind was assessing and dissecting the situation even as she hurtled towards the climax of the situation like a meteor strike with every instinct howling in her mind from the first Cannidor roaring in defiance to crush and kill whatever had dared to challenge her. 




A massive spiked leg swings in and Jaruna leaps the Narlabore queen's titanic swipe, bringing down her sword on the limb with all of her mass and the ship's artificial gravity behind the blow. The Narlabore chitin doesn't hold up against the raw metal and rough edge of Jaruna's savage war blade. It was exactly what it needed to be. All it needed to be. A hefty, intimidating slab of metal with little more than a reinforcement rune. It worked on pure strength to hack through armor and bone fueled by the rage of the wielder. 




It was not a swordsmaster's weapon. It was not an artful or stylish weapon. It was a weapon at its rawest and most brutal form. A cudgel that had a slight edge to it. 




GHA-CHUNK!




Jaruna's war blade slams through the Narlabore queen's form limb, severing it and gouging into the deck plates with the sheer amount of force behind it. The Queen rears back with an unmistakable shriek of rage and pain before swinging one of her hefty claws at Jaruna, determined to kill the other woman with all the force she could muster. 




It wouldn't be enough. 




Jaruna batters aside the limb, the heavy blow shattering chitin and exposing sensitive flesh to a ruthless follow up strike, sending a pressurized spray of purple blood arcing across the room. The Queen doesn't give Jaruna the chance to amputate the limb by swinging her other claw at Jaruna, Dactyl spreads wide, clearly eager to try and return the favor with the wicked looking natural edge that the Narlabore apparently used to mine and salvage. 




Instead, Jaruna meets the blow with her war blade, hammering the edge into the joint between the dactyl and the fixed finger with lightning speed, she half swords the blade, and puts all her strength into a mighty shove outward, hyperextending the dactyl with a sickening crack. She pulls the blade back, and a hard swing drops the dactyl to the floor. Two brutal hacks send the rest of the claw tumbling after it. The spin of Jaruna's blade splashing more and more purple blood around in wide, sweeping arcs across the deck and bulkheads. 




The second arm tumbles to the floor, without Jaruna's help this time, Joan's shining sword gleams like the heroine's of a story, in contrast to the savage piece of metal favored by her mother. Another blow from the younger woman takes off the other foreleg of the Narlabore queen, leaving her collapsed to the floor and slowly bleeding out. 




Still, she doesn't surrender. Doesn't parlay. Doesn't even come out of her shell. 




Good. 




It would make this much easier. 




Jaruna strides forward, raising her sword high. No one liner. No final proclamation of wickedness or pronunciation of judgment. With both hands on the haft, she drives the blade downward through the Narlabore queen's head with a grunt of effort, leaving the alien pinned to the deck. 




Not even a war cry marked the death of the Narlabore queen. Jaruna simply stepped away, leaving her sword embedded in the vile creature. 




Maybe it was time for a new one after it was soiled by the blood of such a foul being. 




Maybe not. 




Jaruna surveys the area, and finds the rest of the Narlabore dead. Either in the melee with the Cannidor, or reduced to whatever chunky salsa was by Marine weapons fire. She snorts, satisfied. 




"Right, let's get this filth moved so we can start bringing shuttles in."




It was quick work, the Cannidor dragging Narlabore corpses into one pile and then burning them to ash with their plasma cannons. Unceremonious? Perhaps, but they needed this hangar cleared for continued operations. There was no standing on ceremony, and no place for a burial anyway if they wanted to. There was simply cleaning up the mess. 




Before they can clean up the last of the Narlabore, to include the foul queen, Jaruna hears a familiar voice and looks up to see Sir David standing with a strangely petite Agela woman who was, far from the more martial reputation her species had, clinging to David's arm as he gently guided her behind him while seemingly instinctively going for his MP7.




"What in the blazes happened here!?"




Jaruna chuckles. 




"Glad you boys and girls could join the party. You missed out on all sorts of fun!" 
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Jerry




The darkened hallways of the Talasar Spire's command module echo with the axiom softened tread of the power armored infantry of Paladin platoon leading the way deeper and deeper into the ship. Resistance had been minimal after the anti-climactic death of the captain of this band of space trash. The majority of the pirate's fighting strength had been at the plaza near the hangar bay, and the Paladins had snapped their collective spine over their metaphorical knee like a dry twig.




There had been a few pockets of resistance as they made their way towards the passenger quarters, but for the most part they'd been getting enthusiastic surrenders mixed with pirates begging for their lives like frightened school girls in a horror movie instead of a band of hardened murderers and thieves. 




Consequently, morale among the Marines was extremely high, especially with mostly positive reports coming across from the engineering module. They still didn't have main engineering secured, but with JSOC and the Cannidor on the job it was just a matter of time.




Still Jerry was taking no chances as they moved through the ship. The Paladins leading, followed by eager FAST company Marines who were more than happy to get stuck in. This was their stock in trade after all, and they seemed to want to show off to their seniors, like a giant band of kid sisters wanting to show their big sisters the new trick they'd learned in hopes of winning the coveted seal of elder sibling approval. 




The trick of course in this case was dragging a half dozen bruised, bloodied but otherwise alive pirates out in zip cuffs, but a trick nonetheless.




They'd also found a few small groups of the ship's crew, including the first officer, who had been strapped to a table. Apparently she was about to be tortured when Jerry and the Paladins had kicked the door in on the hangar and 'distracted' the pirate skipper from her attempt to get information on how to access the living quarters out of her. The now acting captain of the Talasar Spire had been incredibly cooperative and given Babydoll and her team the rest of the root access they hadn't managed to pry out of the system already.




With good tracking on literally everything in the ship now, some of the Paladin girls had relaxed just a little bit. They knew when and where threats were coming from after all, and there weren't exactly many threats left. Nor were the pirates smart enough to destroy security cameras and sensors in most areas. They'd only done it in one location. The heavily fortified access point to the living quarters module.




"Hah! I told you girls the Captain had a theme! Holy shit that wolf's head axiom thing was awesome!"




Despite taking a few hits earlier, Vilka was in fine spirits, practically skipping as they move slowly through the corridors of the Talasar Spire. The Narlabore hadn't been seen yet, and there were still plenty of pirates to account for, but the major threats were accounted for. Not that it truly changed their work. 




Even if they had every girl known to be part of the crew of the Prancing Pavorus in the brig or in a body bag, they'd still need to sweep and clear the entire ship. Jerry was determined that not one of these women would escape... and then there was the matter of the possible assassin to deal with.




Still, Jerry tries to keep his emotions somewhat light. Getting too serious, letting himself get bogged down mentally might make him slow, and slow meant dead in most combat situations.




"By the way girls, what was everyone betting on?"




"B-Betting, sir? What betting?"




The guilty tone in Sheryen's voice gives her away immediately. The woman was a terrible liar.




"You know, during the duel with that fop of a Pavorus pirate captain."




"Oh. Uh. That betting. Hahah..."




"Oh for the love of the goddess."




Jerry can practically hear Vera roll her eyes as she takes charge of the conversation.




"Sir, the bet was on how many blows it'd take for you to finish her off."




"What were the bets?"




Vera cocks her head for a second, clearly thinking even as she pies a corridor and signals a team of FAST Marines to move up and secure it.




"Let's see. There were decent credits on a proper sword fight. Two bets on you killing her with warfire. Three bets on you quick drawing your field pistol and putting one square between her eyes. There were a few more outlandish ones, but the majority figured you'd meet blade with blade as said. Winning bet was obviously one blow. With some variation as to how many strikes the Pavorus would get in before you took that single attack."




"Who won the bet?"




Vera chuckles. "I did. I said one and one, and specified that you'd drop her in the middle of her first attack. Thanks for the pocket change Skipper, I'll buy you a six pack."




"Always looking out for the welfare of my troopers, Vera."




A few more rooms are searched and secured without incident. The cameras and sensors showed the rooms were clear but there could always be a Cloaken or Yauya hiding on the wall or something. Or a smaller alien tucked into a corner. 




Friendly or hostile everyone was getting dragged out and sent down to the hangar to be processed. It took time, but being thorough was its own reward. Finding a small Lopen child hiding in a box and sending the sweet little pup down to the hangar where her mother was already waiting for example.




"Contact warning, door 37-C-A is a decent sized room, three inside, they've barricaded the door, and are bearing weapons!" Babydoll calls through the comm.




"Ship's crew?" Nikita asks.




"Nope, like, no way ma'am! They're dressed up in leather and chunks of armor. Either ship's security has cosplay at work days or these girls are pirates. Putting the feed up on your HUDs now!"




a small camera feed pops up on Jerry's HUD, showing three presumed pirates arguing with each other. A heavily armed Snict was threatening an Ikiya’Mas woman with a heavy plasma pistol who was clearly losing her nerve, while a Lopen with a pair of laser repeaters was watching the door.




"Hmmm... let's try and play this the friendly way girls." Jerry muses. "Stack up. Babydoll will open the door, we give them a chance to surrender. If they don't take it we toss a pair of frag grenades in there."




Vilka looks back at Jerry. "Wait, frag grenades, weren't we trying to be diplomatic?"




"Asking nicely before tossing frag grenades is diplomatic. We're still in a hurry. There's people to rescue, a possible assassin to hunt down. I have neither the time nor patience to secure this room the hard way and risk casualties for the sake of preserving their necks."




"Fair!" Vilka pops back into line and raises her thumb to indicate ready up with the rest of the girls.




"Babydoll."




"Yessir?"




"Open 37-C-A and give me the intercom into the room."




The door immediately flies open, and there's a shriek of feedback from the intercom speaking in the room as Babydoll powers it on via method outside its normal operation.




"This is Captain Bridger of the Undaunted Navy, throw down your weapons and surrender."




"Or else what!?" The Lopen barks, pointing both her weapons at the door.




"We throw grenades into the room and kill you."




"Hah! Try it, asshole!"




The glimmer of an Axiom shield fills the door frame and Jerry resists bashing his head against the bulkhead. Before he can say anything however, there's the tell tale whine of a plasma weapon spooling up and then a double bark of a weapon firing. The pistol comes sailing through the door.




"I surrender! I'm coming out!"




The Ikiya’Mas woman comes out with her hands raised and immediately ends up face down on the deck in zip cuffs as Nikita and two other Paladins push into the room.




"Bones of the war goddess she killed her shipmates!"




Jerry moves up to the Ikiya’Mas woman and kneels down next to her, his helmet retracting clear so he could get a good look at the captive.




"Care to explain yourself, miss?"




"Hey you're a man! You guys actually Undaunted! Whew. Made the right call then!"




"The right call to shoot your comrades in the back of the head?" Asks Nikita from the doorway.




The Ikiya’Mas woman does her absolute best to shrug.




"If I'd tried to surrender they'd have shot me. The one girl was an idiot and the Lopen there was one of the cap'n's leg breakers. So I had three choices. Let them kill me. Let you kill me. Kill them and give you everything you want and hope you toss me to the local law at worst for a stint in the joint or recruit me. I'm not much one for treason, but suicide isn't my thing, and frankly I ain't been feelin particularly loyal since we joined up with these Narlabore freaks. Honestly I've been trying to get away since I saw you assault the hangar. I don't get paid enough to fight anyone who's bringing power armor to the fight! Not without all the mech suits we left on the ship that you probably blew up on your way in behind me."




"...You know what? Fair enough." Nikita shrugs.




"Take the first section and move to the next juncture, and send a FAST team down to me to secure these weapons and transport our prisoner... if you want to tell me something useful, I am all ears. Though telling me your crew barely brought any mech suits aboard was already a nice little feather in your cap, even if you dropped it by accident."




"Oh shoot. I guess I did huh? Well there's only call it two dozen mech suits and like one jury rigged set of power armor left on the ship. The Cap'n's personal guard took theirs, right? Cap'n figured between the Narlabore and her new pet combat mech that there wouldn't be any serious resistance to think about. Course the ship's crew and the passengers went to their quarters and locked themselves down, which was fine, part of the plan actually. Left us free to hit the safe and all that shit more or less at our leisure. Get some girls working on the manifest to determine what containers we want to take."




"So you could just leave the passenger compartment alone more or less?"




"Theoretically, I've done that before on previous raids if the amount in the front safe is enough it's usually not worth sticking around to hack literally or electronically through the lock down doors to that section you know? Iffin you has the time or really catch'em with their pants down, or the take's not letting you break even on the raid yet, there's a high value storage hidden in among the living quarters on most ships of this class. Plus the usual loose creds, jewelry, the ship's officers armory to loot, a chance for some potentially valuable hostages if some poor little rich girl's slumming it to get away from her hard life of extravagance.”




"Right... I suppose that makes sense. What was different this time?"




"Well like I said, the Narlabore were supposed to do all the heavy lifting. We just had to intimidate some people. New Captain wanted to make her mark and get some money in the war chest though, so she intended to strip this tub down to the furnishing and maybe pry up some of the shit that was nailed to the deck iffin ya follow me."




"Mhmm. I see... thank you, miss...?"




"Talciea. Don't gotta last name. That's fer folks with families and I don't got one of them save for what the Cap'n's mother gave me. Hey uh... Mister Human?"




"Hmm?"




"I know I'm your prisoner and you just got done killin a lot of people, but uh... that there plasma pistol... could you... maybe tag it so it goes with my personal effects to prison? Or whatever. It's not just a gun. It's uh. Something of an heirloom. The only thing I really have of my mother."




Jerry resists a reaction that would register in the axiom or on his face to that. Talciea was... interesting... to say the very least. He slowly dips his mind into the current of axiom around him though, and finds Talciea's one hell of a liar... or this particular heavy plasma pistol was indeed very, very special.




"Hmmm. I think we can do that. You just helped us out after all, one good turn deserves another. You just keep being helpful and we'll just see what happens to you. Sergeant."




Jerry rises and turns to the FAST company Marine who had just walked up to take Talciea away.




"Yes sir?"




Jerry passes the pistol over to the man.




"Make sure this is tossed in a locker with the prisoner's personal effects... after an armorer disables it."




"Aye aye sir. Anything else? Or should we take her?"




"Take her away, straight to Commander Lawson, on the double, but unbind her feet and let her walk. I don't think Ms. Talciea will cause you any trouble, will you Talciea?"




Talciea shakes her head eagerly, smiling now that it seems like she might in fact be getting out of this alive.




"Best behavior, you got it! Hell I'll make you damn tea when we get to the hangar if you want."




Jerry leaves the perky Ikiya'mas behind and moves to join up with Paladin. FAST Marines are already removing other prisoners, Nikita had been busy while Jerry had been conducting his little field interrogation. If their maps were right, they were getting ever closer to the access point to the living quarters of the Talasar Spire. If the pirates were going to make a last stand, they'd be making it soon.
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FAST Marines duck into various rooms and the occasional survivor is quickly escorted back to safety. Even more occasionally a zip tied pirate who'd been attempting to hide from the Marine's relentless advance is tossed into the main passageway. Doing whatever they had to do to save their skins after watching or hearing the smack down in the main chamber of the module. Fear was an excellent motivator like that.




Few were nearly as talkative Talciea, but few were as smart either. Not that particularly bright for a pirate was much of a statement in a lot of this galaxy. Something Jerry felt in his bones with every dumb ass they dragged out in cuffs that tried to swear to being a member of ship's security or something to explain their armor and weapons, and seemingly ignoring their numerous visible pirate tattoos. To say nothing of their ragged and makeshift kit that no security professional would be caught dead in without years of captivity or being stranded on an isolated planet. 




No one ever accused pirates of being the most intelligent women in the galaxy. The very smart ones of this particular crew had probably all bailed when their new and more bloodthirsty captain took over from the seemingly level headed individual that had preceded her.




Or been purged as supposed loyalists to the old regime. Nut cases with delusions of competence were remarkably consistent in that type of behavior galaxy wide.




"Sir!"




Sheryen, in the lead, throws up a fist, halting the full might of the Paladins at a four way junction.




"What is it, Sheryen?"




"Map says this should be the spot. That looks like the first part of the double set of heavy blast doors. Like we said, decompression and pirate security for what's considered the most sensitive part of the ship. Nice design actually, beats the shit out of some of the old tubs we've been on. Babydoll secured both of the doors with the rest of the pressure doors when we sprung our trap."




"Alright. Anything sensors wise from inside?"




"Like, not really. Sorry boss." Babydoll chimes in. "They've blinded all the sensors in that area. Possibly accidentally. Possibly on purpose. I'm leaning towards an accident for about half of them. I saw at least one camera system get stepped on and broken by a Narlabore fore leg."




Jerry nods slowly. "So we've found our twenty odd Narlabore then. Alright ladies ready check. These things are apparently nasty, but they have a critical allergy to bullets. I'd like to exploit that weakness as aggressively as possible, so let's get in, hit them like a mach two plus sky car and leave them as smeared bugs on the proverbial wind shield of the galaxy. Questions?"




"Always so straight forward. Gives a girl strange feelings in her stomach you know." Ghorza purrs across the net, to laughter among the paladins.




"Ma'am, can you please flirt with the Skipper off the clock?" Nikita retorts, rolling her eyes at her old skipper's antics.




"My dear Nikita, just wait till you get a chance with your hubby. Trust me. Flirting with your blood up from and before a fight is just down right exquisite, a luxury known rarely to the women of the galaxy. Savor it ladies, along with every other joy in this life. For tomorrow may be our last."




The sheer volume of smug is enough to get another tension relieving round of laughs from the paladins. Of course, had they not all been married that type of talk would have just been down right mean, but with everyone involved happily wed it was a more tolerable form of bragging. Even if the girls were at least a little envious. They were all warrior women. They were wed to warrior men. None of them had fought next to their husbands, now Ghorza had.




Jerry briefly wondered what excuse they'd use to bring Major Dertann and Master Sergeant Johnnie Ramos along for the ride, then got his game face back on. Two squelches of the mike cue have the team back to business, ready to assault into what had to be something of a last stand for the pirates on the ship... and they had some of those Narlabore things with them. 




Paladin platoon still hadn't made contact with the insectoid aliens, but the description in the brief and intelligence coming from the engineering section certainly painted a picture of a very nasty customer.




"Alright. Game plan. We'll pass through the first door, set up axiom shields. Any one not in the first rank is to rain pain on the pirates till their fire slacks and we can advance. FAST will not be following us up, the funnel of fire into the door we're going to pass through would probably shred an infantry hard suit, even with a shield up."




"That's what you bring power armor in for, boss! We'll clear'em all out!" Vilka pumps a fist into the air, her refreshed youthful enthusiasm getting the better of her and no doubt embarrassing the woman slightly.




Jerry just smiles. A quick set of hands signs between the paladins confirm everyone's ready, and Jerry settles into position, weapons ready.




"Babydoll. Open door one."




The mighty blast door rumbles slightly as mechanical interlocks open and slide clear, letting the door smoothly move upward in its massive tracks. Immediately however there's a terrible racket as someone starts trying to scramble through the gap.




"Lemme out! Lemme out! They're killing everyone!"




A lightly armored figure squeezes through the gap and is immediately grabbed by an incredulous feeling Sheryen. The small figure can only be a Gohb or Khob, and the flashes of green suggest Gohb.




"No no please don't eat me! I'd taste horri-"




The pirate stops struggling all of the sudden as she realizes she's just being held and not immediately devoured like Gohb lunch meat. She looks around for a moment and utterly relaxes.




"Oh thank fuck, you're cops. I have never been happier to be arrested in my entire life. Please. Throw me in a cell. As long as you want. Just so long as I never have to see another Narlabore again."




Sheryen cocks her head as an even more incredulous Vilka places zip cuffs on the Gohb's outstretched hands.




"Aren't the Narlabore your allies?"




"Well they were! Were being the operative word here lady. Somethin happened after the Cap'n went off towards the hangars and told us to hold off breaching the living quarters till she dealt with well. Uh. You. I guess. Guessing that didn't' exactly pan out considering you're here and the Cap'n ain't. Don't see that big mech thing either I-"




"Miss."




The sharp tone in Jerry's voice cuts off the chatter immediately, the blank face plate perhaps making him look even more imposing.




"Uh. Yes?"




"I need you to tell me what's happening in there, and how you got through the first blast door."




"Oh that was easy, there's a little maintenance tunnel with manually actuated air lock hatches. It's small as hell, most people wouldn't see it. Emergency access for repair drones and the like. I had to ditch most of my stuff to get through the tunnel, and the one that would have gotten me out on this side was jammed. As to what's happenin... I dunno! The Narlabore. They're creepy right? Weird. Don't talk much. The drones are just... there. The warriors are... I dunno. They look at you weird. They were docile though, just waiting for orders I guess. Then all of the sudden they all went crazy and started attacking us! We didn't have many fighters, it was mostly just techs and engineers, and those things eat lasers for breakfast some fucking how! I mean come on! That's just cheating."




"If you aren't cheating, you aren't trying, I would have thought a pirate would have understood that." Jerry notes before waving up two FAST Marines. "Put her with the rest of the prisoners."




The Gohb is already chattering at her new jailer even as she's hauled away like so much laundry and with half the care one would put into such a task, putting even Wichen's legendary motor mouth to shame with her unceasing torrent of words. A twist of axiom from one of the FAST Marines leaves the Gohb muted, but still she continues to talk.




"Okay, I suppose we need to get in there. Change of plans, Organized resistance sounds unlikely, so let's push and get this dealt with. Remember plasma or kinetics only on the Narlabore. Their hide almost outright ignores lasers as the Gohb just reminded us."




Paladin Platoon advances into the airlock, and waits for it to become the proverbial breach and steel themselves for the fight to come. Between them all they had centuries of combat experience. They had all seen hard, horrible things, and dealt with them in their own way, but few things could have prepared them for the absolute shit show that awaited them. 




There were random sprays of blood all over the place, and panicked pirates running around the room, scampering over terrain as they were chased by an onrushing tide of Narlabore, held up occasionally when a pirate desperately tosses something heavy at one of them, momentarily stunning the creature.




"What kind of Mickey Mouse bullshit is this!?" An incredulous Jerry asks as the Paladins watch the mess unfolding before them.




"FAST, move up, we're potentially going to have runners."




"FAST in position boss."




"Paladins, they're gonna notice the door's open eventually, let FAST handle the pirates, we take the Narlabore. Pick your targets, no need to wing anyone who doesn't deserve it."




"Respectfully Skipper, they're pirates who signed a pact with child eating insects, they all deserve it."




Isabella Ramos' latina inflection is thick, like it always got in a fight so long as Jerry had known her.




"Fair point Top, but let's play nice any way."




One of the girls out in the lead of the runners takes that moment to notice an actual way out, and the panting Panseros throws herself towards the sight of blessed power armor and the promise of living to see a warm, comfy prison cell instead of disappearing down the maw of an alien nightmare, bit by bloody bit. The rest of the pirates follow, the Narlabore hot on their heels. If they realized the power armored Marines were different from the pirates wasn't clear. They rushed all the same, as the Marines of the paladin platoon raise their right arms, spooling up their XM156 microguns as they wait for the order.




Jerry takes a slow breath, waiting for the Narlabore to get a heartbeat closer before he gives the command.




"Fire."




The microguns open up simultaneously in a hail of high velocity 5.56 ammunition that punches through Narlabore Chitin like it's going out of style. 5.56 can penetrate steel in some cases, so Jerry had figured the rain of pain would be effective, but he hadn't anticipated it would be this effective!




A Narlabore pitches back and dies without even a whimper, the front half of its body abraded away by hundreds of 5.56 impacts, the fountain of 'brass', really a high end polymer, pools at Paladin's feet. They had plenty of ammo, and were happy to share it with the Narlabore in bulk. 




A volley of plasma grenades and plasma shots follow the seemingly never ending torrent of machine gun fire, adding bursts of star fire to the mess of what could only be described as an absolute shit show. Still the Narlabore attempt to advance, and they die like the insects they resembled, the survivors clawing over, then dying on top of the dead without seemingly a second thought to preserve their own lives.




"Cease fire!"




One by one, the microguns fall silent, barrels glowing with heat from the sheer volume of continuous fire the Paladins had just pumped into their foe. The shell casings were nearly ankle deep around some Paladins, those who hadn't tried to maneuver slightly to get better defilade on the mini horde by flanking them as much as the space would allow.




"Advance!"




The paladins stride slowly into the large chamber. There were two other large access doors like the one they'd entered through, leading to other parts of the command module, including a rapid transit system down to the tram that moved between the modules. It had been a rather nice room before the pirate attack. The type of public facing space for passengers, dependents and corporate officials checking in on their investment.




It was an absolute mess now, and that was before the Narlabore had formed a rather grisly feature in the middle of the room. Smashed and burned furniture, torn up planters, crates of miscellaneous everything dragged in from gods know where and rifled through during the pirate's search for loot.




Jerry didn't envy the clean up crew their task.




That just left their objective.




The door, if one could call it that, was... impressive really. It was more of a bulkhead that could move than a door in the traditional sense of the term. It was an impressive edifice of galactic construction, rune reinforced, and decently armored by even human standards. It was a security feature modified onto the Talasar Spire by one of her former mistresses, who had dealt with pirates one too many times to be willing to actually risk personnel losses.




"Soooo... what do we do now boss?" Vilka asks from where she's standing just behind Jerry.




"...We knock. Electronically first. Then literally."




"And if they don't answer?"




"Then I'll huff, and I'll puff and I'll pull this damn wall down."




Jerry pulls one of the transceivers that would give the Tear's new cyber warfare specialists new access points to attack the Spire's system from its pouch and plugs it into the console that clearly controlled the heavy duty defense system. Someone had pulled a panel off and was clearly trying to access it in the most clunky and direct way possible. Pirate computer engineering was apparently on a similar level as anything else in the more 'direct' corners of galactic civilization.




Robust would probably be the nice way to describe it. Savages attempting to club a computer over the head to get the pile of circuits to do what they want would be more accurate. You couldn't call it impact engineering because impact engineering requires knowing how a system works so you can hit it in the right spot to get results.




"Babydoll. Crack this system open for me... and get me a line with someone who allegedly runs this place."




"You got it boss man!"




Jerry resists a sigh. He could try and enforce discipline on Babydoll, but hackers were allowed to be a bit weird. Gravia were beyond weird in their own right. Still. She was damn good at her job, and it's not more than a few moments before she's patching someone into Jerry's comm line.




"I got someone on the line, skipper!"




"This is Chief Security Officer Halloran. I already told you, we don't negotiate with pirates."




"This is Captain Bridger, Undaunted Navy, we're here to rescue you."




"...Huh." There's a strong, incredulous tone in the security officer's voice that everyone on the channel can hear. "Didn't expect this particular band of pirates to have a man on hand for a honey pot. Well no can do. I don't know what an Undaunted is, but I'm not opening this door without Apuk or Council security forces on the other side."




Jerry resists smacking his helmeted head on the heavy blast door. Just what he needed, a mildly sexist officious bureaucrat who would absolutely stare a gift horse in the mouth. Even if there wasn't a potential assassin stalking his mother in law he just did not have time for stupid of this caliber.




"Lady, I've got every pirate on this ship in chains or in a body bag. I have a bunch of your crew women and their dependents getting food and medical attention on my ship. You're being rescued whether you like it or not. Babydoll, get this damn door open and find Inara."




"On it boss!"




"What? You can't just open this security door! Its controls are behind some of the best quantum encryption money can buy!"




"Best money could buy thirty years ago maybe. This stuff's practically vintage!" The cheery, friendly tone in Babydoll's voice made this particular bit of minor revenge all the sweeter as the door began to move.




"Paladins, on line."




The power armored infantry moves to stand in a line to each side of Jerry, lining the yawning opening as it recedes into an axiom pocket in the ceiling and reveals a bunch of haggard looking security officers clutching laser weapons of varying quality.




Jerry flicks on his PA with a wicked grin.




"Attention, this is the Undaunted Navy and Marine Corps. You are being rescued. Do not resist."
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Things went quickly after that. 




The security officers had gratefully consented to being rescued, and orders had been passed for everyone to stay in their rooms till the Marines came to get them. Regular Marine infantry had moved deeper into the Talasar Spire and the whole module was being reported as secured. 




They'd clear it a second time with adepts and scanners after they got everyone off the Spire and started to clean up. 




They should have the ship entirely secured just in time to pack the crew and passengers of the Spire up in Old One Eye and move them across to the oncoming Apuk Imperial Navy corvette, which apparently had picked up a Council Security Forces corvette wingwoman somewhere. Something that had struck Jerry as annoying the Apuk skipper more than anything else. Apparently members of the Imperial Navy didn't appreciate the council's security forces any more than you'd expect from a rather proud and fiercely independent species like the Apuk. It also fit Jerry's personal conception of the Council and their military. Every interaction he'd had with them had never been impressive, to say the absolute least. 




Maybe this time would be different. Then again he shouldn't have to deal with the Council's lackey at all. The Apuk Imperial Navy had senior jurisdiction in their own space, so they were just assisting. 




A million and one details to arrange. While still working in the field himself of course. It wasn't easy being the boss, but it was rewarding. Especially when a freshly rescued child gave his power armored leg a hug. Compensation like that beat money all hollow as far as Jerry was concerned. Probably why he had stayed on active duty and never followed many of his friends into mercenary work. The pay was good... but duty was its own reward. 




Still one question lingered in Jerry's mind. 




Where was Inara? And where was the potential assassin hiding? The FAST Marines doing a lot of the immediate work all knew the score. Who they were looking for. No one wanted to let the boss down. It was just a matter of waiting, and hop-




"Fire team Charlie to Skipper." 




A direct call on a private line. There's a slight skip of Jerry's pulse. Had they found Inara? Or found a body?




"This is the boss, go ahead Charlie."




"Sir we have a situation down here. We've been looking for the Volpir woman, Madame Director's mother... sir we've found two Volpir women down here. They both bear a striking resemblance to Madame Director, and both say that they're Inara and that the other's there to kill them." 




Jerry resists cursing under his breath. It was never that simple. Seems Indra had come herself. Or something. Could be one of a number of options to include axiom based disguises... but Jerry had a feeling it was Indra herself, here to take her final vengeance on her sister. 




"Give me a beacon, I'm on my way." 




A light blinks into existence on the small map in his HUD and Jerry starts to move. Vera and Sheryen, now on bodyguard detail while the rest of the Paladins were supporting FAST Marines, quickly fall in behind Jerry. 




"We found her boss?" Asks Vera. 




"Found her and the assassin. Problem is they look nearly alike. The only two people who would know who's who for sure are both on the Tear and Firi's in no condition to move. Or be anywhere near the murderous nut case her mother apparently is. We're gonna have to get clever. Fast." 




Jerry wracks his brain quickly as they move through the corridors, heading towards the room that Indra had clearly intended as the scene of her sister's murder. About half way however, he has a clever idea that turns his frown into the wicked smirk he was told he got whenever he had a chance to completely outplay someone at their own game. 




A mentally composed message to Firi gets an isolated recording of one of the kits, Little Inara from the pitch, crying. His hand goes to the newest utility pouch on the 'waist' of his armored belt. A gift from Eymali, it contained a collection of hunting tools sized and placed to allow for manipulation in power armor, it included some of the surprisingly powerful little noise makers Eymali favored as part of her hunting arsenal. 




Once again, the power of the implant at the base of his neck that let him manipulate electronics proved endlessly useful, and he has the device reprogrammed to play Little Inara's cries at a volume that the gods themselves would be able to hear. Now he just needed to find someone to man the device for him... and the FAST team that was working the side of the corridor parallel to Charlie team would be perfect. The team in question emerges from the corridor across from the one they were heading towards at a rapid clip and marks the door jam with the 'all clear symbol' in chalk. 




"Sergeant." 




The FAST Marine looks up. “Yes, sir?”




"I have a job for the four of you." 




Jerry holds up the little transmitter. 




"I need you to take this to the middle of the section you just cleared. You'll get a double mike squelch from Staff Sergeant Ramos..." 




Sheryen steps up and nods, acknowledging her part in the plan. 




"When that happens I need you to trigger this speaker's recording, call me, and report finding an unattended Volpir infant. Make sure your mic can hear the crying. I'm sure it sounds odd, but if we time this properly we should be able to save a life. Questions?" 




The Marines of Delta team exchange looks then look back to their skipper and nod. 




"We got it sir. You just make the call and we'll make sure we do a good job selling it to whoever or whatever that there's an infant down here." 




Delta team departs on the double, clearly excited to have some part to play in some sort of intrigue... and a life on the line? Sounded like juicy gossip whenever they figured out whatever the hell was going on. 




"Sheryen, send the signal as we make the main corridor once we have them both."




"Copy that boss." 




"Vera, you're on bad guy capture... or worst case scenario, putting your body between Inara and Indra. Even if we don't know which is which." 




"It'll be fine sir, if the bad gal in question was packing anti armor weapons the Marines would have already taken it off her or she'd have already used it. Like we said, we're not letting this bitch harm one hair on Mrs. Inara's plush, fluffy tail." 




That just left making their way to Inara. 




It was hard not to run. This wasn't a situation he was personally involved in. This didn't involve his mother in law. He was just another officer dealing with a strange situation during routine anti-piracy operations. Reacting too much could give them away and put Inara's life in very real danger. Each foot fall feels like Jerry's moving through water as he forces himself to walk normally, adrenaline starting to build up. 




This could be a very tight situation and he didn't like it at all. 




On entering the passenger cabin, Jerry finds it much as they had described. The Marines of Charlie team were keeping a cautious eye on both women who... really did look remarkably similar. The resemblance to Syl and Firi was strong too, so good genes in the maternal line clearly. 




Still, Jerry thinks he can pick out Indra immediately. She was panting slightly, a touch more nervous than Inara... who was simply looking... tired. Resigned, but still looked up at Jerry's face plate with visible hope in her eyes. She knew this was the climax of the long and painful drama that had played out between the two women over the decades. 




Now, Jerry just had to prove it without getting the real Inara killed. 




"Ladies, my Sergeant informs me that you both say you're the same person, and that one of you is here to kill the other, is that correct?" 




His tone is cold, icy, and brooked little in the way of discussion. He could shut down rooms of unwary recruits with that one, and a small-time gangster and a professional mother weren't any different, though the difference between who was and wasn't intimidated was interesting. The woman he thought was Indra was clearly intimidated. The woman he thought was Inara was not. His conclusion gets just a touch stronger. 




Either Indra massively over-estimated her own capabilities in a fight, which Jerry thought unlikely. Indra was consistently described as a bully, and bullies generally were cowed when a bigger and meaner kid rode range on them, and it took a special type of skill with axiom to stack up in street clothes against power armor. Or, Inara was indeed Inara, and she knew she had nothing to fear from the men and women before her. 




Still, both women nod, the nervous Volpir looking around as if seeking an exit, while the calm Volpir displays an uncanny ability to make eye contact through Jerry's opaque face plate. 




"Very well. We don't have time to deal with this right now. The Talasar Spire suffered critical damage in the pirate's attack and is coming unraveled at one end. We'll evacuate you and sort this out back on our cruiser. The two of you will move with your escorts and keep your hands visible at all times. You will move quickly or you will be bound and carried for your safety and ours. I cannot stress enough that time is of the essence. I'm not sure how long this ship has before some of the bulkheads start to fail but I don't want to be around to find out." 




Both women nod, the nervous one's demeanor is unchanged, and there's a brief spike of fear and glances at the walls around them at the pronouncement of the ship's fate. 




The cards were on the table. Time to see who had the winning hand. 




They move out at a fast clip. Jerry and the Marines of Delta team lead, Vera places herself near the 'prisoners', ready to interdict a move by either woman, and Sheryen was bringing up the rear. Hustling the two women along was very much part of the scam. Off balance. Slightly disoriented. No time to adjust. 




They hit the hallway and Jerry feels his body tense. This was make or break. 




Sheryen switches frequencies for a second and returns, and instantly the sensitive audio receivers of the armor pick up the unmistakable wail of a very, very upset Volpir kit. 




The call comes in, and Jerry accidentally switches his PA on as he takes it. 




"Go for command." 




"Sir, this is Delta team. we found a Volpir kit, call it four months old. We can't get her to calm down, no sign of the parents. Probably needs a life support bubble asap."




"Yeah I can hear her from here, quite the set of pipes on that baby. We'll-"




It all happens in the blink of an eye. 




The calm Volpir, now revealed to be Inara, spins on her heel and immediately starts to race towards the supposed distressed infant, her maternal instincts burning in the local axiom with all the warmth and brightness of the nearest star. 




Indra on the other hand, also pivots, unwilling to let her target escape, as she goes for a hold out weapon underneath her cloak... only to collapse into a heap as Vera's metal clad fist rockets into her temple. 




Sheryen gently grabs Inara by the shoulders, holding the woman in place as she struggles to get to the supposed infant. 




"Delta, cease transmission and come on back, good work." Jerry lets his helmet slide clear as he motions to two of the FAST Marines from Charlie team. 




"Bind this trash. Get her to the brig. Someone call it in to command, and pass the word along to the director, we have her mother safe... and the assassin secured." 




Jerry steps gingerly over Indra's form and moves to the struggling Inara, still clearly desperate to get to the endangered infant. 




"Ma'am. Please stop- I really don't want to hurt you by accident. Ma'am!" Sheryen just sounds exasperated at this point as Jerry approaches. 




"Inara, please relax. There isn't any child. That was a recording of one of your granddaughters. There's no Volpir child anywhere on this ship that I know of, and the ship itself's fine so we're going to triple check until we're sure everyone's out. The sooner your relax the sooner we can get you home."




A confused look crosses the mature Volpir's face as she tries to puzzle out what exactly had just happened.




"No kit... but my. My granddaughter? What about the ship coming apart? Home? What- I-" 




A flash of realization crosses Inara's face as she processes everything Jerry had just said. 




"Did. I. You... I. I see. So you're... Jerry then? Evie's letter said..." 




"Yes Inara, I'm Jerry. Come on. I imagine Firi's just about having kittens over finding out if you're okay." 




Firi 




"She's okay! The Marines captured your mother and Inara's going to be on the next shuttle over with her bags." 




Firi lets out a breath she felt like she'd been holding since the Marine transports lifted off, relaxing back into her chair as Syl continues to talk at her. She'd been praying of course, but from a reclined position as she couldn't even see her knees, much less comfortably kneel down for prayer the way Inara had taught her. 




Everything had gone well. Jerry was safe. Her sister-wives were safe. Her birth mother was in shackles and her true mother was on her way. It made her feel a bit like a little girl for a second, the warm sensation of being able to feel her mother's embrace like Inara was already here. It let her relax in ways she hadn't felt in a dog's age and she-




She feels a sudden pang deep in her stomach, and a wetness on her thighs. Syl is still talking, but Firi suddenly can't hear her, her heart beat thundering in her ears like a drum. 




"Syl! Syl get Doctor McCoy! I think my water just broke!" 
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Firi




She had never been more exhausted in her entire life save for the one time she'd been exposed to null, and even that was a closer call than she'd have ever believed was possible. Everything was sore. Even with the warmth of axiom, the warmth of her husband's embrace, his gentle massaging and caresses.




Firi had been in labor for nearly ten hours. One of the last kits had been a stubborn little brat and taken their sweet time coming out. Even if her last daughter had been more compliant, delivering eight kits was something her husband had described as a Herculean labor. Jerry having to explain what that phrase meant had been a nice distraction. That he'd made it in time at all was a small miracle. She'd even had a brief moment with Inara before she'd been taken back to the delivery room. 




Then there'd been a fair bit of pain, a fair bit of effort, and a mix of hormones and emotions that had laid Firi out flat and left her damn near dead to the world after nursing the kits for the first time. Thankfully Jerry and a nurse had been on hand to assist moving the kits around as needed. Better still, the bed had been designed with recovery with a decent sized litter... or one or two very large babies and a similarly large mother, in mind. So Firi had been able to snuggle up with Jerry and her babies and get some badly needed rest before heading back to the Den. 




Jerry had insisted on carrying her. While some of her half sisters had come to help move the kits home. It had been slightly embarrassing being carried through the passageways of the Tear... but if she was honest, it made her feel like the luckiest woman in the galaxy at the same time. 




If anything, she felt even better now. Comfortably installed in the master bedroom with Jerry, her litter, Syl and her litter, and joining them as a special guest for a family cuddle, Mama Inara! Firi can't help but radiate with positive energy as she considers how nice it is to have her mother, her real mother, not the creature who'd spawned her, with them at long last. 




She hadn't realized just how much she'd missed Inara's presence. Even the kits seemed to know her instantly, bonding with Grandma when many of the kits were normally a touch suspicious of strangers, a fairly natural behavior for Volpir infants, but one that Inara's raw 'big mom energy', as Sharon described it, overcame with the same effort as taking out a soup cracker with a laser cannon. 




Speaking of Inara, the venerable older Volpir's namesake squirms over towards her father, always able to find him even if she was blind folded, truly the biggest Daddy's girl among the Bridger children by a long shot. All of them were affectionate with their father, but Little Inara's bond with Jerry was something special, and she curls up against his hand, shortly followed by her brother, who was the person Little Inara loved most in all her tiny universe save her parents. 




Her own children were mostly curled up against her, snuggling into their mother's warmth on pure instinct. Her own son, Chad, a name she'd been told was a human reference to a great or powerful man of legend, snuggled in most aggressively of all, clearly something of a Mommy's boy, something that made Firi's heart weep with joy. There couldn't be a luckier, more blessed or happier woman in all the known galaxy, Firi thought to herself, stroking her son's back as he fusses just a bit. 




Lucky as there were so many sons in the family already, and she too had been blessed to present Jerry another of his sons, something she knew pleased him greatly. Blessed because all of the many children of their family were healthy and strong, and they, and she, were surrounded by love in great abundance. Happy beyond measure, because Firi could only sleep from pure exhaustion now. How could she want to sleep, when her reality was better than any dream she'd ever had? Any fantasy she'd ever even dreamed up. Never. Not once. Could she have dreamed of something this blessed. Something this outlandish. 




To be married was a dream. To have children was a dream. To be loved was a luxury beyond even many of the wealthiest women in the galaxy. To have all three, to have love in such abundance that it was hard to describe it all. How could she be anything but happy? She had to stop herself from singing with the sheer joy of it all sometimes. Even now. Even bone weary and exhausted, Firi Bridger knew only contentment and joy. Not even the presence of her birth mother, locked away in a cell far from the den could darken the shining beacon that was her life at the moment, as Jerry idly kissed her fluffy ears and combed her long red hair with his fingers. 




Mama Inara too looked absolutely blissful. She was opposite Firi and Jerry, while the dozing Syl bridged the gap between them. Inara had been in more or less exile for a long time. Parted from her favorite daughters. Parted from what had always mattered most to her, her family. Blood shared meant a lot to Mama Inara, Firi knew that well. Blood of kinship, blood of oaths, it didn't make her any less a mother, Firi knew Mama Inara had given all of herself that she possibly could to the orphanage she'd been serving at as a nun. 




Still. It wasn't home, and at long last, Mama Inara was home again. 




Jerry on the other hand was clearly half asleep, and what parts of him were conscious were utterly focused on Firi and the kits. A fantasy father for her children come true. Many men were uninvolved with their children, just as a matter of practicality, not a lack of desire to be actual fathers to their daughters, but with so many demands on their time, to include fathering more children for wives who wanted their own offspring... well. Someone had to lose out in the end. 




Another thing to appreciate about her husband. The concept of being uninvolved with his children had absolutely horrified him, and reinforced his strong desire to keep his family small, and more importantly, together. No living separately for the Bridger women. They all pulled and stayed together, guided by the sheer force of will of their husband, who would move heaven and earth alike for them, to ensure they all stayed together. 




Firi lets herself relax back into Jerry more, practically melting against him as her consciousness expands, basking in the warmth, love and beauty of her little slice of paradise... and in a flash, she finds a small storm cloud in her sunshine. Something is upsetting her mother. Firi frowns, wondering at the brief caress of the thought. What could be troubling Mama Inara now? This should be a purely happy moment shouldn't it? For everyone? Firi wanted this pure happiness for Mama Inara too. Wanted the whole family to know her joy and peace. She reaches out, leaning forward gingerly to avoid disturbing the kits, and strokes Mama Inara's shoulder. 




"Mother... is something the matter?" 




Inara gives Firi a somewhat guilty smile. "You always were such a perceptive girl Firi. There's so much right at the moment that I can't help but feel a bit guilty for still being upset. I just... It's. You know what it is. Indra. Your mother-" 




"You're my mother. Not her." Firi cuts Inara off before covering her mouth with her hand. She hadn't intended to be that sharp. 




Still instead of scolding her, Inara simply smiles, easing Firi's worries. "It does my heart good to hear you say that, and in some ways I am, but Indra is your mother too, and my sister... and I wish she was here. Here, the way I remember her. Instead she's locked up in a cell like an animal, and it hurts to know that that is the safest place for her to be. For me. For you. For the kits. She was... she spoke to me. While she was waiting for her chance to kill me. I really... I just don't understand. I desperately want to understand." 




"Well we're going to have to deal with her eventually." Jerry props himself up on his elbow, joining the conversation. "Today however, we have more important things to focus on. Including you coming home to us, Inara." A smile sparkles in Jerry's eyes. "Plus it means we can ask you to babysit a bit." 




That got a smirk on Inara's face. "Ah, such is the lot of grandmothers everywhere. I take it you have something specific in mind, young man?" 




Jerry nods solemnly. "Yep. If you could stay and support Syl with the kids for thirty minutes, maybe an hour so I can carry this woman down for a nice long, hot soak in the bath and a well earned massage." 




"Hmmmmm." Inara weighs the request as if she was a government official considering a petition for a moment before breaking into a big smile with a laugh. "Of course, I'll do it gladly. It's no hardship to spend time with my now numerous granddaughters and precious grandsons, but honestly I'm happy to assist. It truly lightens my heart that my sweet girls married so well. It's beautiful to me. A loving, attentive husband, I couldn't ask for more for my daughters in terms of a marriage partner. So please, take Firi off for a well deserved soak. Syl and I will mind the wee ones. I've minded far more boisterous kits than these sleepy dearies... including Firi herself as it happens.” 




"Oh goddess, husband, please, carry me away before she fetches her communicator and starts showing off baby pictures." 




"I suppose show and tell will have to wait for later then. Perhaps after dinner."




Before Firi can say anything more, Inara is bringing the kits over with a touch of axiom and wrapping them in her tail, and Jerry is hoisting her into his arms into what he told her was called a bridal carry. Being in his arms made her feel so warm and safe. Her arms slide around her husband's neck as she gently leans up and kisses his cheek. 




Her mother couldn't overstate Firi's luck. Her blessings. Her joy. Her pride. Because she was loved so readily, and after a life of hard work, and hard choices, finally had a chance to live her dream. Being a wife. Being a mother. Both weren't easy. All of life's choices had their hardships. A careless word that came off as cruel, or some other strife between spouses. Children could be a handful at any age, be it a crying kit who wouldn't calm, a toddler throwing a tantrum or an older child testing their parent's patience. 




All of it took will and determination.




What was easy was loving her husband. Loving her sister wives. Loving her babies. It had always been what Firi was best at, and now at last she could let her greatest gift truly shine. 
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Jerry




The group outside of the cell that had been assigned to Indra was far more solemn than the joyful reunion the night before. Firi was nowhere in evidence. Not out of a fear of her birth mother, or a lack of will to confront her, on the contrary, Firi had shown a surprising amount of fire with her will to accompany Inara to confront the woman who had made her childhood and young adult life a living hell. 




As much as anything Jerry expected, Firi wanted her mother to see. To be forced to recognize Firi's success. Jerry wasn't sure a woman like Indra would do so, but Firi desired the opportunity to show her mother that she hadn't needed a damn bit of the 'help' her mother had inflicted on her.




Despite that fire, it also hadn't been difficult to convince Firi to stay with the kits. To focus on her litter and the rest of the family's children, and Firi had agreed that such matters were far more important than the fate of the two bit crook who professed to have whelped her.




That left Evie and Syl, both as victims of Indra, and those experienced with dealing with her, but also in their positions as First Wife and Sky Mother. This was family business, as much as a matter for the justice system. Jerry existed then both as a potential agent of that justice system, but also as husband of the clan. He held an important position as tiebreaker and mediator when the triad that ruled a Volpir clan came to an impasse. Firi had signed her authority over to Inara on this incident, who was also the principal victim of the many, many crimes Indra had committed or attempted against the Volpir sisters that Jerry had married, and against Inara herself.




"Apparently she's been fairly quiet. No ranting or raving. No attacks against the guards when food's been brought to her. She got a stun stick across the ribs once when they were taking her bindings off and she's more or less complied after that. They've left her alone as I instructed. No interaction beyond food or in an emergency."




Indra had been placed in one of the isolated holding cells in the proper brig, not the mass facility where pirates were kept and processed either into an Undaunted recruiting process, or to a proper prisoner holding facility till they could be transferred to the Council police force or some similar authority that had an appropriate bounty on their heads. The iso cells were for especially dangerous, high value or vulnerable prisoners. They weren't uncomfortable. Just separate. Quiet. 




That could in theory be torture for some species, though the usual occupants of these cells had a steady stream of visitors. Interrogators from intelligence, medical professionals, enough to keep the mind somewhat stimulated and not descending into madness. The goal of the iso cells was protection, for both staff and prisoner, not torture.




Evie looks around. "Everyone ready?"




Syl takes a shuddering sigh. "As I'll ever be."




Far from the bright, vibrant and charming woman she'd been last night, Inara looked more like she was being taken into a morgue to identify the body of a dead loved one. Eyes wide, a pale look on her face that made her look far older than her body was. "I... Yes. I need to do this."




"Then let's go." Evie steps towards the door, and Jerry waves the MP who'd escorted them into the cells over.




"Petty Officer, we're okay from here. This is family business."




"Yessir. Anything else I can do for you?"




"Tell central to shut down the cameras in this cell. This could get ugly, but not in the dangerous way. If I need support I'll trigger an omega signal."




"Aye aye sir."




Inside the cell Indra is pacing and snarling like a trapped animal, clearly already ready to attack again, seemingly eager to fasten her hands around any of their throats. The cell itself is divided down the middle by a light axiom field. As good as heavy duty glass, the force field would generate just before the wall and move forward, herding the prisoner, Indra in this case, across the room when someone needed to enter the cell to interact with the prisoner directly.




"I won't stand for this! Inara! Your bitch daughters have gone too far this time! I'm going to make you all pay damn it!"




Evie snorts. "Cut the crap. You lost. You aren't doing anything to anyone. We're here to determine what happens to you."




Indra rolls her eyes. "Oh please, I know my own bounty, a few years in prison and I'll be back doing what I do best."




"Be that as it may, but this is my ship, and you attempted to murder a woman in front of me."




"What would a man know about any of it?" Indra snaps.




"Enough that it would behoove you to listen before I skin you for boots woman... and just so you know I'm serious..." Jerry takes a slow breath, opening himself to the local axiom... and grins as Indra recoils back in horror. He was lethally serious and she knew it now.




"Th-the hell are you?"




"Human."




"Those ain't just a made up thing for some action porno?"




"Nope, and you just threatened two of my wives and my mother in law, so I'd maybe consider shutting your mouth for a bit and let Inara talk."




Indra, rattled by the raw emotion Jerry had put into the local axiom, seems to nod her assent to the whole 'shutting up' plan.




Inara takes that as her cue and steps forward. "Well. Actually I do need you to talk sister. I-" Inara's voice hitches a bit, her emotions plain on her face axiom or no axiom. "What did I ever do to you to make you hate me so?"




"What didn't you do!?" Indra spits. "Ever since we were girls you've looked down on me. Pitied me. Mocked me! It got to the point that I just wanted to hurt you. To take that mocking smile off your face permanently!"




Inara's jaw goes slack. "I-I. Look down on you? Indra I never-"




"Shut up! Everything would still be fine if it wasn't for you! I wouldn't be divorced just to start! All for a little whining over you getting what you deserved. And you will get what you deserve, Inara, I swear it!"




Indra lunges forward, seemingly forgetting the axiom field until she hits it, pounding at it three times before an automatic stun beam drops her in a crumpled heap on the floor. The force field deactivates, and a small drone detaches itself from the wall, checking the prisoner's life signs and reporting them to Jerry and Evie's communicators.




Inara stands there for a few moments, frozen from the brief outburst of raw spite before she staggers over, collapsing to her knees next to her sister, struggling to find words.




"Oh my sister... what happened to you?"




"Some people are just like that in my experience, mother."




Syl's face is hardened, her tone clipped, her hands balled into fists. She clearly didn't even like being in the same room as Indra. She fights down the cold hatred and embraces Inara instead, warming herself up by comforting Inara and being comforted in turn.




Inara simply nods, the distraught look on her face making the whole room feel more gloomy before she looks up to Jerry.




"What will you do with her?"




Jerry shrugs, not entirely sure what to do for once in a blue moon.




"...I was going to leave that to you, Inara. She will come after you again eventually. I know we were going to offer you a place with us here. Still are. Hell we might even beg a bit. Gods know the girls could use Grandma's help with the kits and other kids, and it's not like we're running out of room... and even if we just... let her go. She'd have to work damn hard to get back aboard... and to get into the Den now that we have her genetic sequence? Near impossible."




Inara sniffs, tears welling up in her eyes as Syl supports her mother.




"I wonder where it all went so wrong sometimes. Indra used to have such a beautiful smile. She was the sweetest sister a girl could ask for. It was only when we started going through our advanced education that she became distant, and cruel. She began to focus on money and things... Those things never mattered to me, so she saw that as a challenge to what was becoming her way of life. Volpiri society can be harsh. Lots of backstabbing and politics. Even in the school yard. She joined the right cliques, moved in the right circles. She could get the right things, would do whatever she felt she had to... all to gain some modicum of power. Then she became... that. Whatever that thing is, that's wearing my sister's face. I had hoped when she had daughters of her own that it might help. Invited her into the marriage I'd joined with the first wife's assent... but it just seemed to get worse. Making her own daughters little monsters save Firi."




Evie steps forward. "It always struck me that she blamed pretty much everything that went wrong for her on you somehow. Goddess knows why. Some slight from childhood or deep insecurity. The terrible part is I had a deep bio scan done when she was brought in. She's not a monster. Not a real one. Not like that Talg creature. Her mind is fine structure wise. She's just... a terminal bitch for lack of a better term. Sorry for swearing mother."




"It's alright dear, I understand it's... appropriate at the moment. It's how I'd describe her too sadly. She made choices. Some good. Many bad. Her pride and vanity were always her greatest weaknesses, and any slight to those... well. She could be a cruel girl when we were finishing our primary education. Many girls go through that phase, I just. I suppose Indra never grew out of it."




Evie shakes her head. "Honestly I'm not sure if that makes this better, or worse somehow. At least if she was a monster there'd be some clear cut mandate or meaning. Still. We have to do something with her, and I don't think we can turn her over to planetary authorities. She's got a bounty, but she said it herself, it's only a couple decades of jail time at most. She'll come back. Sooner or later she will try to kill Inara again, and Inara can't just stay in the Den forever. We might not even be living aboard the Tear by the time Indra gets out of prison."




"So... what? We should just execute her? It's within my authority, she's a confessed attempted murderer, and she just tried again now..." Jerry frowns. "Inara... what do you think?"




Inara lets out a wracked sob as she pulls away from Syl, moving to embrace her sister's unconscious form. "Damn you Indra! Damn you, why did you have to..."




The tears flow freely now, decades of Indra's abuse rolling out of Inara's eyes as Syl slides back up to gently stroke her mother's back.




"I-I... while I understand that... executing her would likely be the best course of action I just. I can't let her go. For all her cruelty. For all her hate. I just can't give up on her."




Syl continues to stroke her mother's back, ears flat against her head, visibly stricken with her mother's pain... and her own, remembering her own torments at her aunt's hands. "W-what if... what if there was a third option? She... she wanted. She tried to erase your memories. We could erase her memories. Regress her back to infancy. Just a kit. You said yourself mother. Aunt Indra, she made her choices. She could make better choices. In a healthy, safe, positive environment. A culture very different from our homeworld in Volpiri space."




Inara lets out another choking sob. "I. That... a second chance? That could. It might. No doctor or adept would allow such a thing though."




Syl shakes her head. "I suspect Cascka will help us. This is a family matter after all."




"What about her criminal record? Her past?" Evie, ever practical asks, her own voice wavering.




"She died on the Talasar Spire. Killed by the pirates. We haven't even gotten close to writing up that incident yet. Nadi can issue the birth certificate."




Jerry's tone, more level, even, reflecting his slight detachment from the situation at hand was still not entirely stoic. This was a woman who had tormented his wives for decades and their mother for at least a century. Cindy was in his thoughts too. Her mind had been destroyed over and over again... whoever Cindy had been though, she'd gotten a second chance. Her soul had gotten a second chance because she lived still. That meant something. It had to mean something. 




Did it make this any better though? There was no good solution. Only pain and heartbreak. This second chance. This rebirth, as monstrous as it might be to intentionally erase the memories, the life of another... to reset them back to zero... it was the only path with even a glimmer of hope in it.




"I... suppose we need to raise the Cindy question."




Inara cocks her head, looking over at Jerry. "That adorable little Kohb girl I had such wonderful cuddles with last night? What about her?"




Syl rests a hand on her mother's back. "Well we told you Cindy was adopted, and she was, but it was special circumstances, even for an orphan. Cindy, or more accurately whoever she used to be, was the victim of an organ harvesting operation. They more or less locked her in a healing coma for centuries. Ripping the organs out of her body and letting her heal again. She was rescued by an allied faction of the Undaunted, then Nadi and Jerry found her in a hall having a cry. The rest... well. Is history really. She's been Cindy Bridger ever since."




Inara sniffles. "Goddess, how horrible! That poor little girl! Still... at least she was rescued and brought somewhere her soul can hopefully recover from her ordeal. She certainly doesn't lack love in this household."




Evie chuckles. "That she doesn't. She's a great big sister now, even if she isn't the biggest sister any more, but Joan and the girls love their little sister almost as much as we do, so that's worked out beautifully. As to the Cindy question... I'd say this is different. We're not abusing or exploiting Indra. We're trying to turn back the clock and give her a second chance. It's not an unknown punishment on worlds where the death penalty is outlawed if the person in question can be proven to not be psychologically deviant, and even then a targeted healing coma can potentially be life changing."




Syl nods. "Yes, I agree. This... it's perhaps monstrous, but no more monstrous than ending her life. Another option would be stranding her on some deserted world, but few of those exist. She'd be found and rescued eventually. Or she would die to the wilds... a death sentence, even if we're too cowardly to execute her ourselves. I- say we give her a second chance. It's not pretty, but if she really is healthy. If this is really just a result of her poor choices. Perhaps my aunt can yet be redeemed."




Jerry considers, then slowly nods. The decision felt heavy, but once made... it was at least better than killing Indra. "Who... will raise her then?"




Inara slowly raises a hand. "I... please. I'll take it upon myself. Please. Let me save my sister's soul. I beg you. I just... I don't want her to die. Not like this. Not as this monster. I'd give my own life if I thought it would help at all. To get to see her smile one last time."




"Alright. I'll get the paperwork started and bring some trusted help in. Evie, keep Indra unconscious. We'll take her, quietly, to Cascka's dojo."
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There was something nice about being in the office again after going to the field. Comforting in a way. Less comforting was the paperwork such excursions generally resulted in, to include after action reports, then debriefing the after action reports, generating further reports on potential changes or lessons learned and disseminating them to the rest of the Undaunted. Then everything from signing death certificates, to filing commendations or recommending medals be awarded. 




All that on top of his usual paperwork load, which was significant considering he had several thousand people under his command or under his responsibility. Jerry had never envied his commanders their work, nor did he, as a junior enlisted Marine himself, think his officers somehow had it easier. He was a bit more cognizant of that. What he did learn as he pinned on sergeant... was that if he wanted to really make a difference in the lives of his Marines, he needed to be wearing officer's rank. 




So Jerry Bridger had gone to school, and applied for a commission. At Officer Candidate School, and then the Marine Corps' legendary Infantry Officer Course at Quantico, Virginia, he learned exactly what it cost the men who'd led him into battle to sit at the top of the heap. The reward? Paperwork. Endless paperwork... but you got to lead Marines, and there was no finer job in the world to Jerry Bridger, no greater privilege. Except perhaps to be husband to his wives, father to his children, and a goddamn starship captain. 




Jerry turns the page on the document he'd been reading and looks up at Sir David. His old friend and rival was looking rather freshened up. Apparently he'd finally had a healing coma and he certainly looked the part, having not really felt the need to retain any more distinguished features. 




The face that looked at him was of a man in his mid twenties with mutton chops and a furious mustache that made him look like the perfect picture of a British officer and a gentleman... circa the late 19th century. The eyes though. The eyes were still the same man that Jerry had come to deeply respect, and rely on as a more than capable special operations field commander. 




"So that's your field report?" 




"That it is, sir." 




Sir David nods, smiling jovially. His sense of humor appeared to be about thirty years younger too. 




Jerry tosses the document into the 'to shred' box on his desk. 




"Well it was a stellar job all up. Not a ton of lessons learned to pull from either in terms of a high level debrief. I suppose with an op of this scale we should have had full scale company size formations following up to start with, but I don't think we anticipated the sheer volume of Narlabore, nor the more significant organized resistance from the pirates. If we'd met anticipated resistance and numbers we'd have been bringing over kill with our initial formations."




"They were tenacious buggers to be sure, and in the end being able to react to situations as they evolve is as important as anything else Skipper. I think our op plan was fine for the situation as presented by intelligence, and we smoothly adapted the plan to realities in the field with minimal fuss or problems."




"Any particular issues to bring up regarding the engine room? I had my hands full at the time but I thought I heard a 'secured' report over the radio at some point." 




Sir David does his best to look dignified in the face of his commander's sardonic smile.




"Just a Sunday stroll really Jerry, you know how it is. The XO went down hard, as did her leg breakers, but all the tech nerds surrendered easily enough, I imagine we'll be getting quite a few recruits out of them, maybe a few new wives for Commander Grey." 




"Seems likely. Most of them don't really have any records, and were deeply uncomfortable with their new captain's methods. Seems her predecessor Captain Lilen was what Agenda Lilpaw would refer to as an 'old school gentlelady pirate'. A more uncommon sight recently, but the culture shifts back to that every few centuries or so. Might be something to try and seed with intelligence actually, sponsor some TV shows featuring the more romantic sorts of space pirates. It would be nice to have higher quality scum floating around the galaxy.” 




Sir David nods, considering the idea before pulling a notepad out of the breast pocket of his utility uniform and writing it down with a pen. 




"I'll write it up and send it to Sir Philip and his protege, the newly young again Master Jameson is likely to take the old spider's place at the center of the web soon... though I have a sneaking suspicion that Sir Philip’s not heading back to Earth as he originally intended. Hard to tell, the old bastard's a bit tricky like that." 




Jerry can't help but smirk at that. He had never worked for Sir Philip back on Earth, but the name was known in every black ops community known to man... and his book was a popular subject of discussion and at least one drinking game. Namely trying to piece together which stories were true or not.




"If half the shit in the Philip Files are true, that's a mild understatement. Speaking of being newly young again, youth seems to suit you... and I hear you've a new lady friend. Ms. Miqotos was quite charming during our interview and managed to restrain herself to only gushing about your gallant and timely rescue three times. She probably would have run off at the mouth on the subject for a solid thirty minutes if she had been less disciplined." 




"I suppose I did sweep her off her hooves sir. A bit like my first wife really. We ah. Had dinner, talked about things. So we'll be having a proper date soon. Taking it nice and slow. She's had a rough go of it... and she wants to be respectful of me, and of Mary. It's a damn shame Mary... passed. All these miracles out here that would have saved her. She'd have adored Ariane too. I'm not sure what she'd have thought about me having multiple wives, but they would have been fast friends instantly, I can tell." 




Sir David's face drops a bit, the shine dulling in his newly youthful eyes. They'd never completely lost their spark, but were certainly more vibrant now, and it was all the more noticeable in those rare moments when the commando's emotions escaped past his military bearing. 




It triggers a pang of loss in Jerry too, he might not have buried a wife back on Earth, but he knew Sir David was thinking of more than just his Mary. They'd both left a lot of good men and women buried back on Earth. Loved ones. Brothers and sisters in arms. It was a universal regret for the men and women of the Undaunted with the sheer abundance the galaxy provided. 




"We both have people we buried back in Cruel Space. Occupational hazard at our age I suppose, even if we are in our twenties again. A lot of combat deaths too. Almost all preventable in this galaxy of miracles."




"Tends to make one a bit nostalgic. Or angry even doesn't it?" 




"Very. On to sunnier topics though, you'll be pleased to know that Ms. Miqotos has accepted a position aboard. She'll be working for my wife Firi now that she's come out of her own minor healing coma."




Sir David leans in, a bit concerned now. "I'd heard she'd given birth, old chap, but a healing coma? Were there complications?" 




"Oh." Jerry waves Sir David's concern off. "She didn't have time to fully recover naturally as she saw it. So it was all part of the plan. Get the kits stable and comfortably installed in the Den, and she'd go under to basically recover her body instantly. A couple months of deaging really. Instantly back on her feet, as if she didn't just deliver eight kits the day before." 




"Still can't believe a tiny little thing like Mrs. Firi was able to carry eight! Ye gods and little fishes." 




Jerry pulls a folder from his desk. 




"I can’t believe it either and I was there every step of the way. Speaking of your love life though David, I have another matter I want to address with you. My next interview actually. One Ms. Purisha Velour." 




Sir David nods with a smile immediately remembering the gray coated Feli woman. "Ah yes, Ms. Velour, hope she recovered nicely from the bit of a fright I gave her. Seemed like an alright sort for a pirate. Fur reminded me of a cat my mother kept when I was a boy too. Didn't want to be too hard on her but you know how field interrogations can go."




"Shaving her throat certainly got her attention. Her background cleared. Minor charges. Barely anything worth talking about. Mostly the usual robbery and the like. Fits the profile for most of Lilen's crew pre Maren's take over. The real nasty bunch worked for Maren alone and all are free atoms in the void. Ms. Velour indicated she was interested in Undaunted service when offered, then passed her reviews with psych and intelligence with flying colors, and her aptitude scores are excellent.  She's requesting a Marine billet, which as of now I intend to give her... and she's dead set on trying out for JSOC. Which leads me to the one small hitch." 




Jerry passes the folder over to Sir David.




"That's part of her psych report, along with her service evaluation. Normally I wouldn't share private information, but you're a concerned party in this case, so you deserve a say in how we proceed. Somehow, she's managed to turn damn near having a heart attack into a deep and passionate... well the psychiatrist called it love, but with such sudden onset I'd generally suspect lust. My guess is she intends to win her commando dagger, and will then propose. Or at least ask you out." 




Sir David strokes his chops as he reads the report quickly. A week ago, Jerry knew David would have been ready to send her back to the Dauntless immediately... but after a night of fine company and fine wine reminding him just how good it was to be able to share the joys of life with someone, Sir David was clearly feeling a bit more charitable. As if Ariane Miqotos had already managed to mellow him out a touch with her shining enthusiasm. 




"Hmm. Well, she's not bad looking. I'd need to get to know her of course, but if she's so determined to chase me that she's willing to attempt the commando course, then I don't have an issue with that. So long as she's willing to respect my first wife and respect Ari... and more importantly respect 'no' if I eventually reject her, I don't have an issue with her remaining on the Tear and doing her best to pursue me." 




David flips through a few pages, reading the summaries of the various tests they evaluated potential recruits with. 




"Especially not with her evaluation scores. Girl was absolutely wasted as a pirate. She gets over that meek streak of hers and she'll be a hell of a commando if this evaluation's even half right. She's got the right blend of cleverness and bullheaded determination that we like to see, and a remarkable penchant for observation, which explains how she almost caught us during our infiltration. Give her a proper goal to get over the degree of slacker coasting so common to young women of the galaxy, and she'll be dynamite after we get her body into proper shape." 




Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Even if that goal is you?" 




Sir David smirks. "Even if the goal is me. Though I suspect there might be more to her than meets the eye." 




"I guess we'll see during her interview, and see how she does at boot camp and basic infantry training, but if she continues to do well I'll approve her attempt at the Commando course."




"Capital. We'll send her through with Neysihen and the Huntresses assuming all goes well with basic training. Anything else sir?" 




"No, that's it for now, thanks for stopping by David."




Sir David rises... then stops, cocking his ear slightly, an odd look crossing his face. 




"I'm sorry... but I swear I've been hearing something since I sat down... is something... panting?" 




"Ah, that'll be my new office mate." 




Jerry pushes back from his desk, rises from his chair and walks clear of the large wooden edifice. 




"Fenrir. Come." 




David takes a step back as a large, lanky, shaggy, canine pulls itself out from under Jerry's desk. 




"Good god, the hell is that?" 




Jerry chuckles as the puppy shakes himself, looking up at his master with a bark. 




"Meet Fenrir, he's a dire wolf puppy." 




"I can damn well see that! Good lord, and you said he's a pup?" 




"Mhmm. Only a few weeks old and hitting ninety pounds. You should see what he eats in high protein kibble in a day. Should top out somewhere between three hundred to four hundred pounds. I suspect Fenrir will be a bit bigger than the average. Call it four fifty, five hundred pounds give or take. He came out of the tank quite a bit bigger than his litter mates. Clever little shit too. He fights with skill, not just using his size and he was doing that minutes after he was born." 




Jerry crouches down and scratches behind Fenrir's ear, which the puppy eagerly leans into, tongue lolling out of his mouth to display massive white fangs. 




"Good boy." 




"So, Mikasa, not enough dog for you skipper?" 




Sir David asks, the shock of the sheer scale of the animal that had apparently been sleeping under his commanding officer's desk fading slightly. 




"Heh, Mikasa's more than enough dog for me, but she's not my dog any more and I've come to terms with that. She's bonded so tightly to Cindy that I have to admit I'm second fiddle to my daughter. Besides, this beastie won't listen to anyone else. He was completely untrainable... till I came down and worked with him. He responded to me instantly and without question. The only other people he listens to are Syl, Ghorza and Jaruna. He'll comply if pressed... but enthusiastic obedience? Like you'd want from a military working dog? Seems he considers himself top dog and only recognizes certain members of the company as senior. So training this fuzz ball has been added to my already full plate..." Jerry chuckles, looking down at Fenrir. "But I'd say he's worth the time. Once he's full size and we get his armor on he'll be an absolute nightmare. Some of the girls seem determined to find exciting new ways to 'upgun' them too." 




"Do I even want to know what your band of medieval knights is up to now?" 




"Let's just say they want to upgrade the claws as part of their armor to be able to gouge through armor rated metal." 




"Like that beast won't be able to already! And armoring them besides! Dear god." Sir David feigns an exasperated sigh, clearly amused by the antics of the Paladins. "Any other interesting surprises being brewed up in the lab?" 




"Go down and look for yourself. Maybe take Ariane, see if she's interested in getting a kitten or something while you're down there. The sorcerers on Serbow have ordered some very odd cats that defy description." 




"How so?" 




"Well natural cloaking capability like the Yauya, axiom infused claws and teeth, exceptional senses and being somewhere between a Mountain Lion and a Lynx in size and an empathic ability that they somehow had a sequence for that Syl doesn't recognize... I'm a bit concerned they made it whole cloth. In their damn feudal pseudo Japanese village. Somehow. They're not even my nerds and they're managing to exasperate me!" 




"Sounds like an interesting cat though. Hunting companions almost?" Sir David strokes his chin for a moment. "Hmmm... I might need to reach out to young master Koga and his associates. JSOC might want some kitties to round out our new warhounds." 




"I thought you might like them." Jerry grins. "A lot of potential for a more stealthy kind of companion. Feel free to have a look and get the specs from Syl, if you decide you want some, you know where to send the requisition forms." 




"That I do. I'll show myself out... and see if I can avoid Ms. Velour. I want her focused for her interview." 




With another twinkle in his eye, Sir David is gone, aptly mimicking his one time mentor at MI6. 
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Seconds after Sir David dis his axiom fueled imitation of Sir Philip's disappearing act, the intercom on Jerry's desk pings. 




'Impeccable timing as always David.' 




He thinks to himself while reaching out and tapping the button.




"Yes?"




"Sir, your next appointment is here. Will you be much longer?"




"I'm ready for her, Yeoman, send her in." 




"...Aren't you still talking with Sir David?" 




"That's Commander Forsythe to you Yeoman, but no, the Commander and I have concluded our business and he's departed, please send Ms. Velour in." 




"He's not... there, but I didn't see him leave. He didn't..." 




The confusion is audible in the young woman's voice as she tries to figure out how in the hell Sir David had managed to slip out of Jerry's office without passing through the outer office. While the temptation to mess with Yeoman Chalis was high, Jerry's schedule was packed. 




"Yeoman. Ms. Velour if you please?" 




"Yes sir! Right away sir!" 




The mild censure in Jerry's voice got Chalis back on track. She was a brand new transfer from the Dauntless having come along with her husband, and was a capable administrator, but could be a bit distractible at times. 




The door to Jerry's outer office opens in a blink, and Purisha Velour shows herself in. The Feli woman is looking significantly healthier than she had in the interrogation footage Jerry had reviewed. She'd come in a bit strung out, slightly malnourished and just generally not in the best health. Bones had prescribed her three square meals a day and told her to stop drinking, something easy to enforce while she was in lock up, and further aided by a designer drug that helped overcome addiction. It was extremely effective but it didn't skip any of the process, just drastically accelerated it. 




So one beyond miserable day of withdrawals had left her a week of recovery, but it was showing dividends clearly. Her having grown back where Sir David had shaved her neck with his Kukri as part of the light healing coma she’d undergone didn't hurt either. 




"Ms. Velour, take a seat." 




"Thanks sir, don't mind if I-" 




Purisha's eyes lock on Fenrir and the hair on the back of her neck visibly stiffens as she takes a sudden step back. 




"Is ah... That a Lopen puppy? I didn't know you had a Lopen wife, sir." 




"I don't have a Lopen wife. He's just a wolf pup who's hitting a bit of a growth spurt." 




"A wolf?" Purisha rolls that around in her head. "So he can't like... talk?" 




Jerry shrugs. "Let's ask him shall we? Fenrir, two barks for yes, one for no. Can you talk?" 




"Woof!" 




One enthusiastic bark sees Jerry passing the puppy a treat from his pocket. 




"Well there you have it, he can't talk. He's a pet and a future military working dog. You might just see him at work one day if you continue to ship aboard the Tear, which I understand is your desire?" 




Jerry steers the conversation around from the oversized brute of a puppy and guides Purisha to a seat before taking his own usual chair behind his desk and picking up Purisha's folder again. 




"Yes sir! I really want to join the Undaunted!" 




Jerry looks deep into the Feli's bright blue eyes. She certainly seemed enthusiastic and honest enough. 




"Well let's have a look at your record." Jerry flips the folder open theatrically. "Let's see, Purisha Velour, forty eight standard Centris years old. Born on the colony world of Menchan upspin and rimward from the core worlds of the Mekken Reach. Attended an engineering school and was more or less press ganged into the local navy with your sister, and then press ganged once again into the services of the pirate Captain Lilen of the Prancing Pavorus. Sound about right?" 




"More or less, sir!" Purisha chirps, sitting on the edge of her seat just a bit. "I uh. Well. I wouldn't say Cap'n Lilen press ganged me. The navy was basically using us like slaves, and fully intended to work us till we needed healing comas. I thought they'd do it too, right up till the Prancing Pavorus jumped in system and raided the central defense station we were working at. It was all more or less history after that. Cap'n Lilen treated us nice. I didn't have much of a family growing up, so she was kind of like a mom to my sister and I. To a lot of the girls really. We didn't really hurt too many folks as pirates. Living up to the story book ideal made it more... okay, even if what we were doing was still wrong, but I felt like I owed her it. She gave me my life back." 




Purisha shrugs. 




"Not that that means much really. Not quite a defense for... you know. Piracy." 




"Not in a court of law, but this isn't a court of law, it's a job interview and I'm used to slightly more colorful backgrounds for my candidates. Trust me, you're far from the worst pirate to want to join us." Jerry reads a bit further, then flips to the next page. "Excellent scores on everything except physical aptitude on your initial test, but I've been told you've been doing some physical training?" 




"I want to get up to snuff now that I'm feeling better!" 




"I see... hmm."




Jerry makes a bit of a show of rifling through the rest of the folder, but he already knew the details he needed. He had a question though, one that would determine Purisha's fate with the Undaunted. 




"It says here that you want to try out for a Marine billet, 0311, infantry, and to further attempt the commando course to become a Marine commando and critical skills operator. Your engineering past actually makes you rather attractive for that placement. Mixed skills are an asset, especially for commandos. However... I need to know something rather personal, Purisha." 




"Uh... what? Sir?" 




Purisha gives him a confused look, surprising Jerry a bit. She had to know this question was coming didn't she?




"Your psych eval says you're in love, or at least in lust, with Commander Forsythe, the commando who captured and interrogated you aboard the Talasar Spire. Is this correct?" 




Purisha manages to blush red hot straight through her fur. 




"Sir! That's uh." 




There's half a second of internal struggle before Purisha regains control of herself. 




"I... yes. I'd say I am. He's just. Well. One of a kind really, and then I started hearing all these stories about him. He's really amazing!" 




"The Commander does have that going for him. So are you solely attempting the commando course in an attempt to get a boyfriend? I need you to answer me as honestly as possible, Purisha. An answer one way or another won't influence my decision significantly, lying will." 




Jerry's eyes harden, blazing with enough intensity that Purisha flinches on instinct. 




"I... No. Not just for that. I mean. I'd like that! Who wouldn't like that? It's more... I want to be like him. Not just be... you know. With him." 




Jerry arches an eyebrow. He hadn't been expecting that response. 




"Like him how, Purisha? Please elaborate for me." 




"I... want to be able to do what Captain Lilen did, but on the right side of the law. I want to help people. Save people. I don't know how Sir David and his soldiers did all those things they do, but I want to be able to do that! Fight like that! Hunt bad girls like they're rodents and leave their blood on my claws or on one of those big knives all you commandos wear." 




A little tear streaks down Purisha's face, surprising Jerry at the sudden outpouring of emotion.




"I... I was powerless. I couldn't save my sister. I couldn't protect her. I had to watch her be eaten alive by monsters. I couldn't protect Captain Lilen from that far lesser kind of monster that hatched from one of her eggs. I don't want to be powerless anymore. The Commandos. They're the exact opposite of powerless. They're strong like something out of a story book, and I want to earn that! And if I can do that... then I can approach Sir David as an equal and... ask him out or something. I don't know. I have no idea if he'd be receptive or not, but that's not the point. I want to be the best me possible, and I think winning the Commando dagger's the best thing I could do." 




Jerry scribbles a few quick notes into Purisha's folder, including a reminder to write a nasty email to whichever of the shrinks had missed all of that in her profile... or find out if Diana had been holding things back to surprise him for the hell of it. 




Either was distinctly possible, or even a mix of both. 




"You understand then, that you'll be exposed to the harshest training imaginable? Marine Corps boot camp is nothing to sneeze at, and earning your commando dagger? Well Sir David and I both run an extremely tight ship in that regard. If you endure the training, you will then be thrown in the most dangerous situations imaginable at the drop of a hat. You will always be on call. You will miss family events and birthdays, your leisure time will consist of training and preparing for work and savoring what precious free time comes your way. You will look into the howling void of all the worst that this galaxy has to offer, horrors to make the Narlabore look like cuddle monsters in comparison... and you'll need to fight without a second thought.” 




Jerry calls a little axiom to his hand, and a stick figure mimes out sneaking up on a sentry and cutting his throat.




“Nor will you truly fight. Doing your job properly you will not be a warrior, but a hunter, and the enemies of the Undaunted will be your prey. Many of them will not be given a chance to resist, because as a commando your task is to minimize risk for yourself, your team mates, and those depending on you. That means maximizing the risk of the enemy by any means necessary, even if that means slitting their throats in their sleep. If you can't do that, that's nothing to be ashamed of... if you think you can, I'm willing to offer you a ten year contract as a Marine rifleman... with the option to try out for the Commando course... provided, you get a first class in literally every possible test they give you at boot camp. You will need to be born again hard... before your DIs get their hands on you. Show me your discipline and will without the gifts the Corps will give you." 




Purisha leans in with every word, clearly hanging on each one. Instead of looking frightened however, she looked excited. In challenging her, it seemed Jerry was giving her everything she wanted... and that said more about Purisha Velour's future as a commando than anything else. 




"So. Think you can hack it?" 




"I can take anything you can throw at me!" Comes the proud response. 




Jerry slides Purisha's contract across the table and the Feli takes a proffered pen and signs it with a flourish. 




"Uh. Now what? Sir?" 




"Now you wait for boot camp to start. Report to the Quartermaster for your initial gear issue and to be assigned quarters, Yeoman Chalis will give you directions. You'll be given some military tasks and work to do while you wait to class up, but mostly you'll be training on your own initiative. The next boot camp period is scheduled for after our next port call in Serbow. Any further questions?" 




"No sir!" 




"Good. Dismissed recruit. I look forward to seeing what you can do."
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"So tell me what I'm looking at Diana?"




Jerry stood next to Diana Lawson deep in the bowels of the secure part of the Tear, well away from the hab blocks and the civilian population. The hangar brig and the main brig were one thing... but there was a third holding location for 'special guests'. What was jokingly called the Tear's black site. Special prisoners, guests of the intelligence community... unwilling guests that is, and prisoners considered far too dangerous to place in any less restrictive confinement. 




For these special 'guests', a decent sized room had quickly been retrofitted and fit with powerful energy barriers, that doubled as an opaque surface that the Narlabore could not see through, but could be observed through comfortably. The Narlabore might be able to cut through hardened armor plate with their claws, but the energy barriers had them pinned. Not that they seemed particularly inclined to attempt to escape. Or do much of anything. They just milled about, seemingly exploring their new space, then going idle. Only one Narlabore raised herself out of her shell, and she was the only one who seemed to fully be aware of her surroundings and circumstances. 




"Best as we can figure it, without the Queen and without a sufficient critical mass of Narlabore, the Narlabore are more or less... mentally subnormal is probably the nice way to put it. The working theory is they've got a low key collective intelligence, but the primary node in that intelligence is the Queen, and if the male of the hive is another Narlabore, the King adds to that network. It's pretty rare that the King of a hive isn't a Narlabore per galactic records. So these girls... save that one there...." Diana points to the more aware Narlabore. "...Just straight up don't know where they are or what's happening to them, or why. If there were enough of them, the hive would, we think, produce a new Queen. Or if the Queen was intact, she could produce more members of the hive. Knock out both and the hive is effectively neutralized. If there's a way to come back from it, I'm not entirely sure so far... but then we haven't asked either." 




Jerry arches an eyebrow. "Considering what you just told me... can we actually... you know... ask someone?" 




"There is one person." Diana steps to an intercom panel. "With your permission Captain?" 




"Go on Commander, I know you're dying to show me whatever you've got cooked up." 




Diana flashes Jerry her dazzling smile. "You know me too well. Careful, you might seduce me." 




"Oh no, another beautiful woman in my life, and another of my senior staff in my marriage, how ever shall I survive?" 




Jerry rolls his eyes. Diana was clearly just teasing. Probably. 




"Besides, I get the sense you're the hunter, not the hunted. If I manage to accidentally seduce you, you'll let me know by turning up with rings and a freshly printed marriage license ready to sign." 




"Don't tempt a girl with a good time, Bridger." 




Diana tags the intercom, forestalling a response with a squelch of microphone feedback. Feedback she herself had almost certainly caused. Then the wall goes fully transparent. 




"Kal'thwet'e, could you please join me at the wall?" 




The one somewhat lucid Narlabore moves slowly over to join them at the wall, her milky white, purple tinged skin on full display as she raises herself up from her armored shell. A red light blinks at her throat, and her voice comes out, first in the shrieking, high pitched language of the Narlabore, and then a second time from the apparent voice modulator in her throat in a somewhat robotic, but still feminine tone. 




"We are here Dian'a'Lawson of Hive Crimson'Te'Ar."




Diana doesn't even blink at the strange pronunciation of her name. Apparently she'd talked with Kal'thwet'e before.




"Kal'thwet'e, do your fellows have enough food? Drink? Is there anything else you... need?" 




"The sleepers are cared for sufficiently. As is Kal'thwet'e. You do honor to your hive. Many would not care for their enemies as you."




"You don't have to be our enemy Kal'thwet'e. This is our King. Jeremiah Bridger." 




"We greet you, mighty one. We can offer nothing, save thanking you for our lives. For as long as we have them. Though it pleases this one to speak for the hive again, even if the Queen is dead, and the sleepers are silent, their minds silenced by the trauma of the Queen's death." 




Diana nods, motioning to Jerry to stay silent for now. 




"You say you spoke for your hive before Kal'thwet'e? Not the group, but you, specifically." 




"We are we... but we are also Kal'thwet'e. It is. Complicated. To explain to those who are not of us. Kal'thwet'e, this one. I... perhaps in your parlance, though it is strange for us to think of ourselves as anything but one of the great chorus. Kal'thwet'e was honored to serve the Queen before. Our mother. Not the creature you killed with your warriors Jere'Miah'B'ridger. That Queen did not birth us. In killing her, you have avenged Kal'thwet'e's mother, and for this we are eternally thankful. Though she sings in our chorus forever, we... miss her corporeal presence and comfort. We miss her guidance." 




"So... the Queen we killed, she killed your mother? Was she part of your hive originally?" 




"No. That creature is of Narlabore, but she was not of us. There are four kinds of Narlabore. The worker, such as those behind Kal'thwet'e, the scout, the warrior, and the Queen. True born Queens are the foundation of each hive, and when the Queen joins the eternal chorus of our minds, a daughter will rise up and take her place, growing into her strength. If the true born line dies out, then the hive will select another daughter to become a Queen. Many are the hives without the royal line. Many worker lead hives are how many see Narlabore. Strong workers. Strange, but hardy and helpful. Scout clans are rarely seen, hidden in the expanse of the stars. The Warriors though... without wisdom, many become as the creature you saw. Pirates, devourers. Or perhaps as some of your hive has called us, monsters. Narlabore born to such hives without a true born queen are... even less without their queen than a normal hive." 




"So is that why you're different?" 




"Yes." 




"So how did you come to be a part of the pirate hive Kal'thwet'e?"




"Our own hunted and slaughtered us like animals, and dominated the rest forcibly. It is one of the sole sins of our society. We do not know religion as you do. Kal'thwet'e only has a concept of it so we can better interface with those who are not of us. Similarly to being fit with the device in Kal'thwet'e's throat that we might speak as you do. Our hive was despoiled. Our queen butchered and eaten. Such behavior is... vile, but many lack the presence of mind, the... individuality to truly resist. There is only the chorus. There is only us. When a stronger tune begins to play, we pick up the rhythm... it is..."




"Hard to describe, to one who isn't of you, right, I'm getting that. You told me before that hives have kings as well. What happened to your hive's king?" 




"The King, our father as you would term it, was killed. The new Queen already had a king. So he was redundant." 




"Not much in the way of retirement programs for Narlabore is there?" Jerry murmurs, more or less to himself. 




"When we are no longer able to contribute to the hive positively, we willingly join the eternal chorus. Our time comes, and we echo forever in the voices of those who come after us. Or... we would. It seems our part of the song shall end." 




Diana nods slowly. "So you can't become Queen yourself?" 




"If more of us survived, perhaps."




"Thank you for your time Kal'thwet'e, the King is pleased with your assistance." 




"Again, we are grateful for the mercy you have shown us." 




The intercom turns off, and the energy wall goes opaque once again.




"Well there you have it skipper. I'm not sure what to think about this honestly. How the hell do you press charges against a hive consciousness, part of which was more or less... psychically raped into compliance for lack of a better term?"




Jerry shakes his head. "I don't have an answer for that. It's not our business either, that's for the Apuk and Council legal system to work out. I'm sure there's a protocol for it somewhere. That said... I'm not sure I'm comfortable eliminating an entire community out of hand. Especially if 'willing participant', is an entirely foreign concept to the Narlabore." 




"There might be some survivors yet left..." Offers Diana, herself clearly torn. 




"On one hand they're child-eating monsters." Jerry begins.




"On the other hand, Kal'thwet'e at least is a victim too, no less brutalized than one of those children." Diana finishes. 




Jerry paces the room for a bit, his mind warring with his heart as he considers the revelation about his enemy. The monster that was the Narlabore. Perhaps. Perhaps. Spending time with his newborns had softened him further... but perhaps he simply wasn't willing to commit genocide, even by accident. If the Narlabore were to survive, then they'd need to be remanded to a hive. Or something. There was no good answer here. The workers couldn't really have charges brought against them, they were barely conscious so far as Jerry could tell. Kal'thwet'e was an obvious victim. 




"...Well at least we can say no matter what we delivered justice for the people of the Talasar Spire. The perpetrator is well and truly dead. The Queen was slayed by Jaruna. So that's one thing we can set aside. They deserve their justice, and have received it. The drones, the workers... what limited consciousness they have, and Kal'thwet'e, if we can believe her... they deserve their justice too. We'll need to have a meeting with the Council cops that are flying wing for the Apuk corvette. They'll probably have some options back in council space. As Kal'thwet'e said... There are Narlabore hives with positive relationships with the galactic community. Perhaps... refugees? Or at the very least they'll have the kind of specialists who can tell if Kal'thwet'e is screwing with us or not." 




"That's pinning a lot on the council's flunkies skipper." 




"Yeah but this is literally their job, and for all the shit we give them, the council cops aren't that bad in the grand scheme of things. Especially not on matters of procedure and protocol, and this is a matter of procedure and protocol." 




"So you're going to wash your hands?" 




Jerry shakes his head firmly. "No. Just the opposite. We can't help them. Not completely, but we're going to see this through and not just dump it on someone. If I don't think the senior council cop is a competent steward for the Narlabore, we'll keep them in protective custody. Until we can find someone who knows their ass from their elbows and can help... but also reckon the matter of justice for a hive mind. I'm not sure any human can truly do that. Was it all the single despot? Or did say, those who were hunting the children Sir David rescued have some degree of culpability? Moot point perhaps as they're dead... but if it was a group desire..." 




Jerry shakes his head firmly. 




"No. We're not going down that rabbit hole. Someone has. Someone has sorted this crap and enshrined it in galactic law long ago and I am not going to waste our resources repeating work. You and your people have better things to do. I have better things to do, and if I don't have better things to do, then I should be doing the most important thing of all and spending time with my newborns."




"Considering the sheer number of newborns in the Den, one wonders how you find time for anything else." 




Diana smirks over at Jerry, a quirk of her lips that added all manner of tone to her simple statement. All very confusing tones, but tones nonetheless. 




"Let's just say learning to multitask is key when you have numerous wives, even more numerous children, and a starship to run." 




"Oh I'm sure. Considering how often the Bridger girls are just glowing... or pregnant, one can only imagine your talent at multitasking. But then, just imagining isn't very fun is it? I'm sure it's led to inflamed imaginations everywhere you go. With every woman you meet who lacks a talented multitasker of her own at home. Thinking about just how... lucky... they must be." 




There was a slight purr in Diana's tone that would have made a tiger proud, alluring, teasing and intimidating all at once... but before Jerry can turn to face his spymaster, and figure out what exactly she's on about... she's already gone. Leaving Jerry to watch the Narlabore alone for a moment, before he too vanishes from the cell. 
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Neysihen




The Crimson Tear took some getting used to... and occasional checks of her communicator to navigate when going from place to place. Her permanent room was in the same living space as the older Bridger daughters. She'd met Joan and the girls and they got on well enough, even if the boisterous Cannidor were a bit... intense, compared to what Neysihen was used to. Still, they were her mistress's daughters, so it was only right to get along properly with them. 




That was a problem for a few months from now, when she was wearing her PFC stripes for real instead of the bright triangular red flashes that marked her out as a Marine recruit. Till then she was living in a barracks with some other recruits awaiting training. They weren't being run particularly hard, but NCOs would come to lecture them on military skills, and there was daily physical fitness training to prepare them for the rigors of Marine or Navy boot camp.




Past those little tastes of their lives as recruits, they were more or less left to their own devices, besides being handed their 'bibles' and told to get their noses in the books. A recruit being found without his or her Green Monster for would be Marines, or Bluejacket Manual for sailors would catch six types of hell from whatever NCO who found them.




There was some disparity there. The Marines tended to be a bit more strict than their Navy counterparts. A minor hardship that the Navy recruits never missed a chance to tease their Marine recruit counterparts about, and the Marine recruits wore with pride, already taking on a bit of what Captain Bridger had told her was the characteristic Marine pride of having it rougher than the other services.




Neysihen had found she was a bit... lonely of all things. Eymali spent a lot of time with her, training her well beyond what her fellow recruits would get, but that wasn't really a friendship. Maybe one day, assuming Neysihen managed to become a full huntress and she could call Eymali a peer, but till then, it was mistress and student. The Bridger daughters too were friendly, but were already finished soldiers with power armor master badges gleaming on their breasts, freshly awarded after their exemplary display of skills on the Talasar Spire. So there was a distance there too, one Neysihen knew was temporary, but she had to earn her place first and foremost.




Still, her connection to the Bridger family was known by the other recruits, as was her intended occupational specialty... commando and critical skills operator. That too had created a degree of distance from her peers. Perhaps they thought she thought she was better than them? She wasn't sure, but nonetheless she found herself walking to the chow hall for lunch alone again. Not that she wasn't invisible and unable to have a casual chat while she did it of course, which admittedly limited her opportunities to socialize somewhat.




The mess hall itself was a fascinating opportunity for observation and people watching. It was one of the largest mess halls on the Tear, designed to service a full half the battalion of Marines embarked on the Tear at once if need be. In theory. In reality the mess was broken into spaces that reduced or changed the capacity somewhat. According to her Green Monster, protocol generally demanded three mess halls on a human warship. One for junior enlisted, one for noncommissioned officers, sergeants and petty officers, and the officer's mess. Which usually was the Ward Room. There was a Ward Room on the Tear, which doubled as the officer's club, and two exclusive facilities for the two flavors of NCO. For normal dining however, small barriers were all that was really needed to enforce social distinctions.




There was however, on the Tear at least, a fourth dining area. The fourth is for 'family' dining, for families with members of different ranks, or even with civilian members of the family. The latter would be unheard of on a human military vessel, but Director Sylindra had insisted, and it had proven quite popular for morale. Just having a chance to see spouses or children during the work day was considered an incredible luxury... and fulfilled Madame Director and the Skipper's plan to make the Crimson Tear a family as much as a strange hybrid of civilian vessel and warship.




The civilian spaces were completely different than the military spaces, Neysihen reflects, still a functional spacecraft, but unless you knew the military spaces were there, or ran into off duty soldiers or sailors... or stuck your head in the bars that catered to the military population of the ship on the Promenade, you'd never know there was anything special about the Crimson Tear. It was just another mass conveyor, albeit one with an interesting series of production spaces.




Neysihen moves through the line with her mind on autopilot, getting today's meal, meat loaf, which pleased her. Human style food that was actually edible was great, hearty and filling, and meat loaf somehow managed to be a near universal comfort food for omnivores and carnivores. How the simple pile of ground meat managed to appeal to such a broad variety of culinary backgrounds Neysihen wasn't sure, but she enjoyed it with a little galaxy safe ketchup regardless. Some vegetables, and a big glass of bug juice and Neysihen moves towards the enlisted seating... and the tables reserved for recruits. If invited they could eat with their instructors or with their seniors, but that was a rare occurrence. Instead they ate with each other, usually under the watchful eye of a drill instructor, ensuring everyone was behaving themselves properly.




Today however Neysihen appears to have company at the far end of the table where she normally sits alone. New faces she didn't recognize. A tough looking Ikiya'Mas woman with blue triangles on her fatigues, and a collar flash indicating she'd been selected for the Master at Arms program, a naval shipboard police officer.




Most of the recruits had one collar flash or another, indicating ratings for sailors or broad military specialties for Marines, the most common being a pair of crossed rifles for the 0300 series, infantry. Only one infantry specialty had its own marking. A sheathed dagger, and it was part of what marked Neysihen out... which makes it all the more surprising that the Feli woman sitting with the Ikiya'Mas also has the dagger flash and red patches.




Another hopeful for the Commando course?




Neysihen grabs a chair next to the Feli as a Merra joins them, she was wearing blue flashes, and had the enlisted flight crew rating marker on her collar.




"This seat open?"




"Sure! If you want to sit with a bunch of pirates." laughs the Ikiya'Mas.




"Considering a solid third of the military crew of this ship are former pirates at least it'd be harder to not sit with a bunch of pirates." The Yauya offers wryly. "Neysihen."




The Ikiya'Mas scarfs a bite of food before tossing Neysihen a two fingered salute. "Talciea. Former pirate off the Prancing Pavorus. I knew these humans were crazy but they said my aptitude tests lined up with being a cop!" She barks with laughter before taking a sip of bug juice. "Imagine that! Pirate to cop! Ah, if my mother was still alive I bet she'd have a heart attack if she heard that!"




The Merra rolls her eyes. "Ignore her, she's always been a big softy. Mikena Aleriah, off the Prancing Pavorus, like these two miscreants."




The Feli looks up from where she'd been vigorously tucking into her meat loaf, realizing it was her turn to introduce herself. She swallows loudly.




"Ah, sorry. Need all the protein I can get. My workout routine is killing me! Purisha Velour, former engineer off the Pavorus like Miki and Tala said."




The Feli looks Neysihen up and down and her eyes lock on the sheathed dagger on her collar.




"Hey! You have a dagger too! You're going to the commando course!? Whew! I thought I was the only one trying in our boot platoon."




"There you go Purisha, you have a friend. Maybe she'll join you in your workout routine." Talciea remarks, gesticulating with her fork before stabbing downward to break off some more meat loaf.




Neysihen shrugs. "Certainly couldn't hurt if you're looking for a gym buddy Purisha."




"That'd be great!" Pursiha takes another great bite of meat loaf, chasing it with bug juice.




"So what's your story Neysihen? We're all pirates, but where'd you come from?"




Neysihen smiles. "I had a little run in with Captain Bridger back on Awauynis. He was the subject of a mating hunt due to some political BS, and he ended up evading a city's worth of huntresses. He happens to be married to a huntsmistress I uh. Well. Idolized really. I was a big fan. Still am. I was posted as a scout by my guild as we tried to hunt the Captain, and he ended up on my roof where we got ambushed by some dirt bags. He took them out. I helped a little... then a damaged air bike kicked me off the roof. Captain Bridger saved my life! And had been encouraging me to sign up. So I asked Eymali to make me her apprentice. Part of the deal is I have to do time as an Undaunted commando too. So here I am. I train a lot with Eymali, so hopefully I can find the time to join you at the gym Purisha."




The three women look at their younger associate with a mix of awe and disbelief.




Talciea speaks first. "Alright, Miki and I both met the Cap'n on the wrong end of his rifle, and he's pretty damn amazing, but I'm calling BS." Her tone and expression were light and playful, but she clearly wanted some sort of proof.




"I got the best proof you can ask for. Come to my billet later, the whole thing's on Tri Vid. It's like a damn movie, complete with one of Captain Bridger's wives putting the moves on him at the end! Lieutenant Bari Bridger proposed to him at the end of the hunt!"




Mikena's eyes widened in recognition. "Hey I know her! She came by to interview me. I might be going to the Nightstalkers when I finish Aerospace Crew Candidate school after boot. I didn't know she'd only gotten married to the Captain recently! No wonder she's so moony eyed! Not that I can blame her! What a hunk! I always thought I liked more traditional guys, but these Undaunted guys have really sold me on... what'd that chick call it? Beef cake?"




Talciea nods. "Yeah beef cake. Can't say I disagree. Both on the beef and the fact that Captain Bridger's a hell of a catch. Someone linked me the video of his 'first date' with Mrs. Jaruna and he's a really nice guy for apparently being hardcore enough to be able to keep up with a Cannidor without power armor! I mean. Hell he didn't kill me. Even gave me my plasma pistol back!"




Talciea pats the leather shoulder holster that contained the lovingly maintained custom plasma pistol. A very nice weapon for any pirate to have. The other girls had been issued Sig P320s and were permitted to carry them after an initial qualification. They had regular pre-boot marksmanship training, and even as recruits they were expected to turn out and repel boarders under the command of their drill instructors. Talciea glances over at Neysihen's shoulder holster.




"Hey you have something different too! What's that beast of a pistol, Neysi?"




"Neysi?"




"What? Haven't had a nickname before?"




"Just haven't been called something like that in awhile. Anyway this is a PSD, it's a more common variant of the household pistol of the Bridger family, the BRNO Field Pistol. I earned it from Eymali as a reward for completing a series of hunting challenges with her. My stealth is up to snuff by her standards. She's still got plenty more to teach me, but she decided to pass me a PSD as a reward. I'll get a field pistol when I make Journeyman huntress."




A light bulb clearly goes off behind Purisha's eyes. "Hey. Do you think she'd be willing to teach me stealth and stuff too?"




"I mean I don't see why not. I'd have to ask her though. I'm actually going to a training session next. Want to come along?"




"Hell yes!"




"Good for you Purisha, you'll get your dream man for sure." Talciea says, her grin clearly communicating she's messing with her friend.




"I told you, it's not about that! I mean. Well. It's also about that, but that'd just be the icing on the cake. I want to be a commando for me... and for. Well. You know."




The other pirates go quiet quickly, the three of them clearly remembering something unpleasant. Eymali had told Neysihen a little bit of what had gone down on the Talasar Spire... and about the Narlabore. It didn't take much to add up that Purisha had ended up on the wrong end of them somehow.




"Well look, you come along with me Purisha, and we'll see if Eymali will give you some training. Just... be careful what you wish for. She's strict as hell. Then we can all meet up for evening chow. We should be on liberty so we can go up to the Promenade and grab a multimedia room and watch some of the Captain's greatest hits so you girls can get another view on the organization you've signed up with. Sound good?"




"I can take it! Let me just finish scarfing this and let's go!"




"Sounds good to me. What about you Talciea?"




"Yeah alright I'm in. Let's get some of those crepe things and maybe hit up the range too. I want to try that hand cannon of yours!"




Neysihen smiles to herself as she digs into her own lunch, not even trying to match the gusto with which the Feli next to her was eating.




Maybe she wouldn't be quite so lonely after all.
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Fenrir




Fenrir creeps along the back of the soft ridge slowly, hunkering down low as he stalks his prey. Claw by claw he inches forward, the terrain resisting being pierced ever so slightly as he inches forward. His nostrils flare, taking in the scent of the prey as readily as if seeing it with his eyes.




It didn't smell aware.




It hadn't noticed him.




Good.




This pleased Fenrir greatly, and he had to suppress a happy little growl deep in his throat. He just had to keep moving. Slowly. Slowly. Inch by inch. Once he was in position he'd pounce from above and that would be that. He'd do what his smaller pack mate could not and defeat the hiss monster!




His tail wiggles behind him as he finally reaches the edge of the ridge... the hiss monster was directly below, cleaning herself, rough pink tongue making her golden spotted hide ripple slightly. Still unaware. Still not paying attention. Secure in its reaction time, agility and raw speed.




Its natural gifts were impressive, Fenrir knew, but such gifts would not help the hiss monster.




Not this time.




Fenrir was more clever than that. Any other canine would have tried to run it down, or worked with his pack mates, but Mikasa wouldn't leave the small ones for long, and his other pack mates where elsewhere. 




Fenrir had to beat the hiss monster alone.




As it should be.




He gathers his strength into his limbs, tensing for the pounce and leaps over the edge, dropping down over Espirit and bopping the feline once one the head with a meaty paw before racing off, barking with laughter, a furious Espirit in hot pursuit, hissing like a pissed off kettle as they raced around one of the couches four times and then out of the lounge and into passageways of the den, likely heading towards the children's barracks, where Mikasa and Cindy waited.




























Jerry




Jerry looks up from his communicator with a smile, watching Espirit chase Fenrir out the door before laying his head back in Syl's lap and returning to the message he'd been reading from Agenda Lilpaw.




'I ended up taking your advice and turning Franklin loose on my fortress with the order to pretty it up a bit. You should see the joint now! I have a goddess damn throne room if you can believe it! Shit I hadn't even considered it before, but I suppose I am a pirate queen now, not just a pirate captain, and every queen needs a throne on which to lounge and issue orders to her minions, right? 




You should look into adding one to that Den of yours so you can brood on it with a sword and drive your wives and those knights of yours up the wall. Like that Conan guy in the movies Miles has been having me watch recently. Go with stone, you know, classic styling. Marble maybe? We have some nice stuff in a quarry south of the capital. I'll cut you a deal if you're interested.'




"Hmmph." Jerry smirks, setting his communicator aside before reaching up and stroking Syl's shoulder lovingly.




"Mhmm? What is it, love?"




"Ah, message from Agenda, apparently she thinks I should get myself a throne room."




"Still corresponding with the pirate queen eh? Nice that you’ve actually made a friend you’re not married to… even if you do keep interesting company.”




“I have to have interesting friends. Look at the standard I’ve set with how interesting my wives are!”




Syl giggles into her hand. “A fair point. Lucky for you your brides aren’t the jealous types.”




“I think out of any people in the galaxy, you girls and Miles Brent are the last people that need to worry about untoward wandering. Agenda’s as bad as you are sometimes in terms of gushing about her hubby… and I’ll take any opportunity with anyone to boast about my wonderful wives and how they’ve blessed me.”




“Darling!” Syl’s ears go wild in the Volpir equivalent to a blush. “You can’t just say things like that.”




“I absolutely can. So. Throne room?”




“Hmmm. You are a lord with knights in your service, you have to admit it would be on brand."




"True, but I feel like Cistern would probably take issue with it. He's wary enough of the swordsworn as a concept as is. He doesn't want the concept to spread too far beyond the Tear. It could be detrimental to good order and discipline among other things."




Syl frowns. "I'd think he'd be excited to gain such honorable warriors among his ranks. Besides, I thought the Sword Sworn forming was something of a perfect storm, a near unique situation."




"Oh he's happy to have them, and me, but he'd rather negotiate for the services of honorable warriors one on one. Instead I've now got a company's worth of power armored troops and their families in my personal service as much as the Undaunted's, where I go, they go, and while I believe the girls would follow orders... I don't think they'd be particularly enthusiastic. Not that he's eager to reassign personnel from the Tear, but he can't, and that's something of an issue."




"Isn't that already made more complex with family units being involved?"




"It is, and we've added another layer. It's less of a problem for us, because we're an expeditionary deep space task force. We're supposed to be entirely off on our own, working independently of the main body, but if such complicated allegiances began to spread in the main force..."




"Things would get complicated quickly." 




Syl says softly, understanding of the complexity of the issue dawning on her.




"I almost feel sorry for Cistern sometimes, the scale of the problems he had to deal with..."




"Don't feel too sorry for the old man dear, this is what he's best at. His primary skill set, and I'm sure Ambassador Tal and Speaker Ticanped do much to soothe his fevered brow if it ever does prove to be too much for him. As you girls do for me. Besides that, they're both capable, savvy women for all Ticanped's bluster and flash, such bonds make all involved sharper still. As you girls make me even better. So if anything rejoice, one of Earth's best has gotten even better... and has been refreshed to vigorous youth at the same time. That alone will make a man capable of miracles, and that's before you start pulling in other axiom related bullshit."




Syl nods, leaning down and giving Jerry a tender kiss. 




“What were you reading before Agenda’s message? You seemed to be deep in thought.” 




“Oh I got a message from Commander Koga Daiki of the Hidden Village on Serbow. He wants to meet with me after we arrive. I suspect he wants to work with us business wise.”




“Oh that sounds like it might have-”




A loud giggle from across the room draws Jerry and Syl's eyes. Firi had set up one of the play pens and was spending time with her litter and a plethora of the other children. Joined by Mina and Inara... and baby Indra. The source of the giggle. There was a strange look on Firi's face as she played with the cooing, giggling infant that was her birth mother. A mix of emotions that flashed by like a lightning bolt before they withdrew behind Firi's smile. 




Jerry wasn't sure if she wanted to cry, or some other, more complex reaction... but it wasn't hate, or anger, or spite. No negative emotion. Firi couldn't hold that kind of energy in her heart for an infant. Jerry suspected it came from what Inara had said about her once sister being true. Even as a tiny infant kit, Indra had the most dazzling smile that could light up a room with her bright white chompers.




With a giggle of her own, Firi passes Indra back to the woman who had taken over as her surrogate mother. While the original intent had been for Inara to raise her, there were minor complications, such as Inara not being lactating at present. There had been more family discussions… and to everyone’s surprise, including her own, it had been Sharon, newly lactating from her own pregnancy, who had volunteered to take up the charge of raising the Volpiri infant as her own.




With that change made, Indra’s birth certificate was amended to Indra Bridger, with the full name of Indrasyl… a little white lie that certainly suggested she might be one of Syl’s daughters.




It also simplified the truth of what that would tell Indra one day. She was adopted. This was true. She certainly hadn’t been born Indra Bridger. Clearly she wasn’t born of Sharon either. What was a difficult conversation for humans really wasn’t in the wider galaxy. Adoption was common, and children raised communally by nature, so it wasn’t anything to hide the way some humans hid the truth from their adopted infants, worrying it would lessen their relationship somehow.




That was the easy part. The hard part would be what they would eventually tell the then grown Indrasyl about her origins. Jerry leaned towards telling her the whole truth, and raising a young woman who could be strong enough to deal with that… to understand, and hopefully to forgive them.




They had time though. Many years of hard work before it would come to that day. With a fresh genome and papers, and even a new surname, Indra truly was dead, and Indrasyl was left in her place, a sweet child filled with limitless potential that made her new family hope for a brighter future.




Until then however, there were more immediate concerns about little miss Indra.There had been some minor complications with Sharon’s surrogacy just to start.




Namely Volpir kits are born with fully formed and very sharp teeth, but a little work with Cascka had Indra taking her meals happily without maiming her Momma Sharon, and kit and adoptive mother bonding fiercely. Seeing Sharon without Indra was a rare sight, and usually meant she was either working, seeing Dr. McCoy for a check up, or getting some special Mommy Daddy time with Jerry. 




When those times did come, Indra didn’t fuss or throw a tantrum. She was happy to snuggle up with her age mates or play with them. Or receive attention from one of the many other mothers. She slept comfortably in the nursery, though she was more than eager to snuggle up with her adoptive parents or with any of the other women of the household. She was a cuddle fiend in that regard at least, but she was so toothache inducingly sweet that few could complain or begrudge the kit her desires.




Inara too had complicated emotions on her face as she played with Little Inara and James, lovingly attending to her namesake and her firstborn grandson tenderly... even as she steals glances over at Indra. A mix of emotions playing out across her face... but tightly controlled in the axiom, so as to not communicate her confused emotions to the kits and other infants.




It was clear as day to Jerry that Inara was in a similar mental state to Firi. Not sure how to feel about the woman who had so abused her in life returning to this natural, innocent state... and having all the love in the world to share with those around her again. As if making up for the absence of love that had marked the rest of her cruel existence.




There was more there with Inara though, Jerry suspected. He'd seen a certain wistfulness in her expression as she settled into her new life as grandmother and queen mother for lack of a better term. As if she was thinking about her own time as a mother, and not as a grandmother. For such a motherly creature as Inara, exceeded in her calling only by Firi, her daughter in spirit, Jerry wondered just what that calling could mean in an ageless galaxy.




"You know..." Syl starts, drawing her husband's attention back to her. "It might be easier if you married Inara."




"...What!?" 




Jerry startles before quieting down from his burst of surprise, taking a breath before continuing.




"Okay. For one. What? For two... please tell me you mean your mother."




"Of course I mean my mother! Though as much of a Daddy's girl as Little Inara seems to be, she might try to push for that herself in a few decades time."




Jerry covers his face with his hands, emitting a low groan.




"Please tell me incest isn't common in this weird as hell galaxy."




He peeks between his fingers and finds Syl grinning down at him, a foxy smirk plastered across her face.




"You know, I never expect you to mess with me."




"Which makes it so much rewarding when I find a golden opportunity. Plus it makes marrying my mother seem a lot more reasonable doesn't it?"




"Sure, casually marry my mother in law... just to start, isn't Inara married?"




Syl shakes her head sadly.




"She got written off as dead when Evie vanished her, and Indra was in no mood to correct them. It was part of what got Indra divorced. I hadn't been following the family drama, but I messaged some of my other mothers and got 'updated', as well as received their condolences for Inara's death. She's not been anywhere near my father for decades I'd imagine, so she's biologically divorced as well. She's still in her prime years though and..."




"Technically speaking, your prime years never end in this galaxy."




"Fair point beloved, but the point remains... She's a mother. It's what she does best. While I have no doubt she would be able to secure herself a husband, or could seek a worthy donor from a sperm bank, I would rather keep her with us, and I know no man worthier than you. Besides... it's not like it would be a hardship would it? She's kept some of her more mature features certainly, but she's still a Volpir beauty, and you married nine Volpir beauties related to her by blood, that she raised herself."




"I can't believe we're talking about this."




"Just... look at her. Think about it for a second."




Jerry gives his first wife a weary sigh and turns his head to consider Inara as she plays with another infant, slowly teaching them a little game of peekaboo using her tail. Inara was, if Jerry was honest, an absolute knockout. If the old adage about seeing what a girl's mother looked like to get a preview of how she'd look as she aged rang true, he was going to be the envy of all the galaxy till he and his brides passed on. A little bit of silver in her fur and hair, a slight droop in her extraordinarily generous bust, didn't do anything to detract from her charming smile, or the warmth in her eyes. Or indeed just how generous her curves were.




Jerry rolls his head back to look up at the reclining Syl with a sigh.




"Alright. Alright. She's gorgeous. I'm aware. So are you seriously asking me to marry your mother?"




Syl shakes her head.




"I'm asking you to consider it. Mother will be quite busy with baby Indra for a while... never mind the rest of the infants. Dealing with... everything that's happened. She's not entirely herself, cheery and charming as she might be at the moment. In time though... not too distant from now. A few months I think... well. She might start thinking about such things herself. About you."




"Why would she immediately start thinking about me? There's more men than most aliens know what to do with on this ship."




Syl bats her eyelashes at her husband, clearly delighting in a chance to tease Jerry... even as she seriously suggested he marry her mother.




"Darling, who do you think taught my dear sisters and I what to look for in a man? She said it herself the other day... she couldn't ask for more for us. Couldn't dream. Couldn't wish. Couldn't beg the gods themselves for a husband more worthy for her daughters than you. On your Earth, it would end there. This is not Earth, and we all learn how to share in the galaxy. Mother is unwed. Living in the house of that oh so worthy, so incredible, so handsome and charming man... why not... join... his household more formally? After all, even if she had grandbabies to play with, surely a few more half siblings for her so loved daughters to help Inara raise is no hardship is it?"




Jerry covers his face with his hands and suppresses a groan. Syl was a master negotiator. She really was just playing... mostly, but her argument was clearly laying the groundwork, both to convince Jerry and get him thinking her way... and to give her a place to re attack the subject more seriously, likely after Inara indicated she was interested. For all her beauty, what really marked Syl out as truly amazing, his favorite feature in a woman that had many features to savor... was her oh so cunning mind. 




Syl always knew how to play the angles to her advantage. Rarely did she truly make a single, all out direct attack. She'd probe, gather information, plant ideas or concepts to give them time to percolate in the mind of the other party, so that they'd be ready to bloom when she was at the table. Not so much to manipulate as to ensure her point of view was truly clear to the other.




Not that she was above manipulation, but that was for business, not for family... and where the two crossed, Syl was as straight a shooter as it came. Jerry had gotten an able demonstration of that the night Syl had proposed to him. He'd heard alien women could be... direct. Something he appreciated, and he had admittedly been flirting rather happily with the alien beauty. He had been intending to ask her to dinner. 




She was single, easy on the eyes, charming, and clearly intelligent, a man could do far worse in terms of companionship. Plus there was that little something... that little spark that had his eyes locked on her, that had his body orienting towards her. All his wives were amazing, and when they worked for his attention they received it readily, but Syl alone could effortlessly captivate him like she was standing under a spotlight.




So it had been quite the show when she came to him in her office. Heels clicking on the floor as he rose to greet her politely... only to have his jaw drop to the floor. Syl had broken out a set of lingerie that was still a favorite of theirs, jokingly called Syl's 'wedding dress'. It paired a somewhat sheer housecoat with an outfit that actually covered more than a lot of galactic fashion. Lots of lace and silk, with strategic ornamentation to conceal just enough to truly tantalize. It presented all of Syl's best physical elements perfectly, and may as well have been striking Jerry's skull with a sledgehammer for the impact it had on his faculties.




The white material framed every inch of her perfectly. Every curve. Every dimple. Perfect.




Her bright smile, the naughty glint in her eyes. That damned spotlight that only Jerry could see. He'd desired her before. He was a healthy man after all, and she was beautiful in ways no Earth girl ever could be. It was in that moment though, as she beckoned him forward with a sensuous curl of her finger that Jerry realized he was about to fall in love with this woman.




They'd spoken a bit. Neither could remember what the other had said. They'd tried like mad to remember the words, but they were so absorbed in each other as their bodies played out the last flirtation they'd ever exchange as bachelor and bachelorette respectively, that they simply couldn't. Even Axiom memory tricks couldn't help.




They'd just been completely occupied drinking each other in, each reveling in the presence of the other without even touching each other for the first time. Syl in particular had said she'd been memorizing his scent. Burning it into her mind. There was no tension though. No climactic snap where they started tearing at each other's clothes like animals. No. He just took Syl into his arms and they shared a kiss that might as well have been carved in axiom ride for how clearly they could both see it.




That first, perfect kiss.




The memory of Syl's soft lips on his is replaced with the weight of Syl's chest on his arm and shoulder, and the very real warm, silky caress of her lips on his, bringing him back to the couch in their home where he was lounging... and considering the idea of marrying his mother in law. Still. The memories of his first night with his first among equals brought some better ideas on how to spend his time.




"You looked like you were remembering something nice."




"I was. You."




Jerry leans up, kissing Syl's lips, then kissing his way up her cheek and temple to a large, fluffy ear.




"I think the kids are taken care of at the moment... shall we run off to indulge? I want you."




"Oh Jerry. Yes. Let's."




Syl purrs, instantly catching the mood her husband is in with a flutter of her lashes... even as Jerry can hear her pulse race. There was time to consider the matter of Inara, and who Mrs. Bridger No. 20 would be later... there were more important things to attend to now.
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"Right. We'll put the Narlabore on a secure shuttle when we make orbit around Serbow to rendezvous with the transport."




The council law enforcement official, the commander of the corvette Enforcer, offers Jerry a casual, two fingered salute from the emitter of his ready room holo comm unit.




"You know, some of my colleagues have been saying that working with humans can be quite... exciting. That you tend to be bullheaded and lack the nuance for law enforcement work, just driving towards your goal like a salvage ship digging out axiom ride." The Memri woman chuckles. "I'll be sure to tell them to go soak their heads. Detail oriented, sensitive in the right ways and willing to tap out or ask for help when you run into something you don't have experience with? Consider me sold. Hell I might just have to tell my daughter who's about to come of age that I approve of her hairbrained plan to head to Zalwore to join the Undaunted herself!"




"A lot of your coworkers have probably been dealing with more rank and file soldiers. Enthusiasm is one of their key skills, especially as young men. As age and experience tempers the mind, then we start teaching the really critical skills. Plus if they've run into some of the groups I know have been operating in this space... well. They self-selected as groups for very different men, polar opposites almost in some ways... but they're all utterly out of their gourds if you ask me."




"Sounds like the description I got sure enough. This whole case with that child trafficking ring is absolutely insane, then you go and bust one of our most wanted pirate gangs and nail the Prancing Pavorus to the wall before she could get too bloody under her new management. Classic."




The senior law enforcement officer's eyes narrow.




"I do notice a lot of the crew of the Pavorus isn't fully accounted for though. I hear you Undaunted have a habit of drafting pirates. Not too bad records wise, but not exactly shining exemplars either."




"Full evidence of the demise of the worst of the pirates has already been delivered to you Captain, along with some two hundred captives from various pirate crews we haven't managed to offload yet. Thanks for taking them off our hands by the way."




"Uh huh. Glad to be of service, we'll process them back at base and work out the bounty. Electronic transfer to the Crimson Tear's commercial account and you can distribute the funds as appropriate. Like we agreed. Where's the rest though Bridger? You didn't kill them to a woman did you?"




'Damn.' Jerry curses to himself internally. 'She's really not going to let this go.'




He racks his brain for a minute... and comes up with an appropriate response to his interrogation.




"While I can't officially comment on our recruiting practices, I would direct you to our embassy on Centris, or to our government directly to discuss that... if we were taking on pirates as staff members, think of it like this. Either we rehabilitate them and make them productive members of society, take the have nots and give them a chance at having everything, including snagging a husband, an impossible dream for a lot of women who choose to become pirates, or."




Jerry notices the cop leaning in a bit, hanging on his every word, and suppresses a smile. Those dramatic and public speaking courses he'd taken when he'd been pursuing his master's degree really were worth every penny.




"Or, they will have a period of no less than five years, and frequently more, of hard, dangerous labor, far more dangerous than breaking rocks in the few galactic prisons that allow prisoner labor at all. They will risk their lives for the galactic good and the good of the Undaunted, and more than a few will likely die. So the galaxy at large in this case would win with three possible outcomes. The pirate is reformed, made a productive member of society. The pirate is killed in service of the greater good, redeeming their sins, or the pirate will leave the service, sentence completed... and they will have had a lesson they will remember till the day they die. Our code of military justice is stricter than many similar laws. A theoretical former pirate in our service who deserted would be hunted down like a dog by Undaunted bounty hunters. Not just to punish... but to preserve our secrets, and every government has those."




Jerry shrugs, leaning back in his chair a bit.




"Justice one of three ways, and attempting to escape that justice will mean their accounts will need to be balanced... and they won't like that at all."




"Hmmm."




The senior cop thinks about that for a moment, tapping her chin.




"That would be a solid program. Theoretically speaking. I might have to theoretically mention it to my boss, maybe open up theoretical negotiations with your Admiral Cistern about a theoretical recruiting pipeline to the Undaunted. Give the absolute pick of the criminal litter a chance to choose to be remanded into Undaunted service."




"I'm sure the Admiral would look forward to discussing that with the Chief Judge or some other appropriate personage. Anything else we can do for you officer?"




"I think we're done here. Goddess speed Crimson Tear. Enforcer out."




Jerry sighs and pushes back from the desk in his ready room. Endless meetings, lots of work for the engineers, but the Talasar Spire was finally ready to get underway again. She'd be escorted to her destination by the Enforcer, while the Apuk warship Flame Fang would return to her regular patrol routes. The Fang's captain, one Mar'Korak had been good to work with, a devoted professional and a skilled skipper, her only regret is that she'd missed the fight. The Spine had apparently transmitted her report already, so Jerry was also expecting to hear from-




The trill of a Bosun's whistle announces a comm message.




"Yes?"




"Sir, Admiral Vak'Lorish is trying to get a hold of you."




"Put her through, yeoman."




"Aye aye sir, stand by."




The holo comm terminal winks to life again, and Vak'Lorish materializes before Jerry's desk. He hadn't noticed earlier, but she was a striking woman. Her features were sharp, like a bird of prey, almost gaunt to a degree. Her hair was a dark red that called the core of a sun to mind, bound up in a tight, professional bun.




 It was her eyes that really caught his attention though. An animalistic gold that reminded him of a she wolf on the hunt. The warm color didn't change that her gaze was absolutely shiver inspiring, an icy stare that had likely submitted many a problem subordinate or pirate without a word in Vak'Lorish's day.




Being on the wrong side of those eyes struck Jerry as a terrible proposition.




"Bridger."




"Admiral, to what do I owe the pleasure?"




"Just following up on the situation with the Talasar Spire. Looks like you resolved it in style. Minimal casualties. Which is impressive considering the sheer number of those Narlabore. Shame your Cannidor had to go and kill the Queen, would have been interesting to figure out how to hang something that size. Or we'd just go to the classic execution method."




"Can I assume the classic method is warfire?"




"You can indeed."




Vak'Lorish smiled, a toothy predator's grin that was about as warm as her eyes. This was a woman who didn't fuck around in the slightest.




"So I owe you a favor, and I owe you a drink. I'll redeem both at once by joining the official party greeting you on your arrival to Serbow. You need at least one friendly face in the party when you've got that many princesses rolling into one place on official duty. Not sure who the party is yet... but we'll burn that bridge when we get there."




"Always glad to have a ringer in the audience, Admiral. Anything else we can do for you?"




"Nope, see you in a couple days. Vak'Lorish out."




No sooner had the call ended than the 1MC went live.




"Now hear this, all hands be advised, three ships outbound in five minutes."




Jerry finishes what he had been doing, and is settling into his chair on the bridge just as the Flame Fang's engines begin to glow. The Apuk corvette, a hardy, aggressive looking warship of Apuk native design, plunges out of real space in a blink, even as the Enforcer and Talasar Spire match their headings and begin their own run up to a light speed jump, their engines glowing, but the Enforcer clearly going slower than the sleek corvette was designed to so as to allow the stricken cargo ship to keep up.




Another minute of flying and two flashes of light herald the Enforcer and the Talasar Spire vanish from sight and into the safety of light speed. The Tear too was clearly ready for light speed... the large ship didn't require going to jump stations like some smaller vessels might. The sheer mass she had made the transition to and from real space almost gentle, in comparison to the turbulence that, say, a jump capable fighter might experience.




It was still best practices of course, just for safety’s sake.




The navigator looks up from her chart table.




"Sir, we're oriented for our next jump towards Serbow. Course laid in and ready."




The helmsman, Lieutenant Ian Kearny looks over her shoulder. "Engines primed, sir. Ready for your order."




They're waiting for it. Anticipating. Jerry suppresses a grin. Time for his next big surprise. They would have met them in orbit around Serbow, but since they'd been delayed Jerry had issued orders to meet them at the site of the Talasar Spire incident instead.




"Stand down the light speed engines. We're not going to jump just yet. We have someone coming to meet us."




Master Chief Daclan looks up from his usual perch, eyes narrowed. It had taken Jerry a lot of work to make sure even the venerable Master Chief and the rest of the crew would be surprised, but it was going to be worth it. A quick check of his communications panel suggests it'll be soon, but they'll have some time.




"Everyone is to secure from stations. Move to skeleton watch. Food. Water. Relax a little bit. We've worked hard. We can take five while we wait for our guests. Officer of the day, you have the conn."




And in a blink Jerry's out the door of the bridge, stubbornly refusing to explain himself when asked.




When Jerry returns to the bridge in two hours time it's to the blaring klaxon of the general quarters alarm.




"General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations for stellar action. Repeat man your battle stations for stellar action."




Stellar action was what had replaced the old 'surface action' order, while aerospace action meant inbound fighters or other small craft instead of the classic 'air action' alert. Still Jerry was completely unhurried as people rushed around him.




"Captain on the bridge!"




"As you were! Status report."




The young officer who'd had the conn steps forward.




"Sir, we detected activity in jump space consistent with a small warship. Sensors indicate she is likely going to breach into real space here."




"I see. Well let's keep at battle stations for now, but I do believe this is our guest."




"Guest?"




"An old friend really, but let's just wait a sec-"




Jerry's cut off by the view screen flaring with light as a familiar Jules class corvette jumps in system and begins maneuvering to take up station off the starboard side of the Tear.




"Lieutenant, ping the IFF of that corvette please."




"...Aye, sir. IFF is coming back as... USFS Audacious, she's Undaunted!"




Jerry grins, unable to contain his smirk any longer.




"Yes she is. Communications, open a channel if you please."




"Aye sir… Channel open."




"Audacious, this is Crimson Tear, welcome to Apuk space. Proceed to docking clamp alpha."




One of the bridge crew looks up. "Sir we don't have a docking clamp..."




"Check your board, we do."




The petty officer flicks through some controls, the new docking clamp Commander Grey's engineers has been working on bringing itself online smoothly and appearing in the menu as if it had always been there.




"...I guess we do! Lighting up the beacon and warming up docking tractor beams."




Finally the comm channel opens on the other end, revealing Captain Incerra on the now much cleaner bridge of the former pirate vessel Golden Fang. Her senior staff, a mix of humans and aliens in Undaunted naval uniform are at their posts, and Jerry notes that most of Incerra's officers from her previous occupation had been reassigned to other duties... likely with the excuse of wanting to get Incerra back into space as quickly as possible.




"Commodore Bridger, this is Captain Incerra. I have orders from Admiral Cistern to take up escort duty for the Crimson Tear, and to place myself under your command."




"Commodore is it? Very well Captain, do come aboard. We're transmitting docking instructions now. We figured you'd all appreciate riding in style when you're not patrolling. Gives you access to amenities smaller vessels like a corvette can't enjoy either. I'll meet you at the docking port with my senior staff."




Jerry emphasizes the last bit a touch more, sending a Yeoman scrambling to summon replacements for the senior officers who doubled as primary bridge crew and sending messages to the others on where to meet the master and commander of Crimson Tear.




"Audacious is complying. See you in ten."
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The docking goes smoothly, Audacious's helmsman or woman was clearly quite gifted and Jerry couldn't help but wonder if she was one of Incerra's original crew or an Undaunted replacement. Incerra herself is first through the airlock from the docking port, and she's looking... great really. Anyone who had met her previously couldn't help but see a difference in the woman. She'd lost some weight, put on some muscle and her thick fur coat was looking down right lustrous. She was clearly healthier and seemed happier too, more relaxed and confident than she'd appeared previously. Clearly the lifestyle change had suited her nicely. 




The two commanding officers exchange salutes and then shake hands, Incerra's mighty paw dwarfing Jerry's hand somewhat. It was easy to forget just how big Lopen were when they were wandering around on all fours. 




"So, Commodore?" 




"The Admiral tells me it's the appropriate title for an officer who's commanding multiple ships. He also told me to warn you that he had told you that there were consequences to one's actions. Including continued strong performance and exceptional competence." 




"Guess he's serious about threatening me with that shiny silver star. So I see a lot of new faces... and some that are quite familiar. Lieu- no I see its commander now, Commander Williams, congratulations on your promotion." 




Commander Marcia Williams, a human redhead who had doggedly fought all the forces of the galaxy to keep her naturally willowy figure, steps forward and shakes Jerry's hand. They'd worked together a fair bit on the trip out, Jerry had been managing her department as part of his tasks beyond trying to keep his commandos and as many of the grunts from going crazy in zero g.




"Thank you sir. It's a pleasure to be working for you again." 




"So you've been posted as Audacious's XO?" 




"I fought hard for the billet, and I believe Captain Incerra and I are developing a good working relationship. We'll be there for the Tear when you need us." 




A glance at Incerra suggested that, while she liked her new XO, she was a bit disappointed that said XO was indeed a she. 




"We've taken the liberty of preparing some amenities targeted at your crew. I'm sure the Audacious has some creature comforts like a gym now, but there's also a gym on this side, and an advanced firing range if you want to do some recreational marksmanship. There's a small outpost of the ship's store near here, and a few small 'food stalls' for lack of a better term that service the traffic from the various docking bays, mechanical crews and so forth."




Incerra grins, her stomach audibly growling at the mention of food. 




"Music to my ears sir." 




"Well let's get up to the main conference room, get this initial organizational meeting down and someone will show you all down to the Promenade for some serious food." 




Williams grins, a slightly starry eyed look on her face. "I hear you've got a Cannidor Izakaya aboard, and have taught them what hot wings are. Is that correct sir?" 




"I do, and we have indeed. Their wings are a bit mild for some people's taste, but excellent depth of flavor. A really enjoyable wing, and their beer's actually respectable as an alcoholic beverage. Tastes good too."




Williams was somewhat notorious on the Dauntless for some of the Earth foods she missed, and while she was not a talented cook, she was very enthusiastic in trying to recreate some of her favorites with very limited supplies. Frequently that meant more of a mess than a meal, but she always left the galley spotless... except for a few burn marks anyway. 




Jerry gestures, and the group falls in behind the senior officers as Jerry leads the way to the command section.




"So how many of your crew are new Incerra?" 




The border collie looking alien woman thinks for a second.




"Solid three quarters I reckon. I was able to keep the pick of the litter, my chief engineer and her senior staff, but past that? Mostly new guys and girls. All my girls had to go through more training, a good bunch requested even more training than was necessary to get back in the sky, and Cistern wanted us back in the black just as soon as the modifications were done." 




"So how did they modify the Fang?" 




Incerra offers Bridger a fang filled grin of her own.




"Her teeth are better than ever. Did a full work up on the weapons systems. Most of the guns themselves were fine, but our targeting computers were... well. Old. They're top of the line now. Severely upgraded sensor suite. Shields. Some new stealth and silent running systems that can make us vanish pretty convincingly if we manage our power systems properly. We've got four torpedo tubes mounted in the bow, and our boarding torpedo tubes were removed. We've got a small assault shuttle bay there instead for our VBSS platoon to make slightly safer assaults, and the rest of the weight and space went to expanded crew quarters, storage, power generation and other things to make my little corvette truly deep space capable with nary a hardship. Might not be riding in style quite like this monster ship of yours but Audacious won't let you down!" 




"How many years of service did all that cost you?" 




Incerra shrugs. 




"I'm committed personally for five plus two to pay back command and staff college, which I'm attending remotely. However I also signed a twenty year lease of the Golden Fang, aka Audacious, to the Undaunted, so in reality I'm in for twenty. The terms of the lease were quite generous in my favor though. Covered the modifications the Undaunted wanted to make, all supplies, maintenance, and repairs. The rent pretty much triples my already very generous Captain’s pay. So all of that together made me a very well off woman just off the first payment and signing bonus. Enough I paid a bonus to all the crew out of my own pocket. Told them I was an old pirate and pirates share a cut of the spoils with their crew." 




"I'm sure they all liked that." 




"Had another purpose too, let them, especially some of the less well off girls, go buy some extra personal kit or items for deep space. Even with the Tear supporting us a girl can't have everything with ease out on the frontier, and my understanding is that's normally where we'll be."




"That's generally the plan. Though obviously we're going to be in prosperous space for a bit longer. Tell your sailors and Marines if they want custom weapons, they can hit up Wichen's website. Otherwise I'd like to-"




"Standardize? We already matched the Crimson Tear standard issue while we were working up for deployment. So everything we have, save personal small arms, is in 10mm for pistols, .300 Black Out for carbines and 6.5 Creedmoor for rifles. We're using the XCR as a standard service rifle for the bigger girls. Pretty much everyone else is running .300 Black Out Tavors. Once the Marines got theirs, everyone ended up wanting one. They're impressive little packages of violence for such a tiny weapon." 




"Well, saves us working that out then. Excellent." 




"I gotta hit up Wichen myself though. I wanna get me one of those shiny revolvers you all produce, the design's a popular one on Centris but can be hard to get ahold of."




"I'm sure we can customize one for you."




"Cheers."




Incerra glances around. There was a decent distance from the following entourages, who were busy exchanging information themselves. 




"Heard we missed out on a little excitement on our way in." 




"Just a bit. Nothing we couldn't handle though. Most of the action was infantry based. Our gunships and the Tear herself had top cover just fine."




"I ah... heard it was the Prancing Pavorus. Is that... right?" 




"Yes it was, why?" 




"Oh. You see... Captain Lilen was an old friend of mine. Did she-" 




The hard look on Jerry's face makes Incerra's voice falter. 




"Captain Lilen was killed by her daughter Maren, who assumed command of the Prancing Pavorus a month or three ago. I don't recall the exact time line. She allied her people with a Narlabore pirate clan and brought in a nastier crowd than Lilen sounds like she would have operated with.”




Incerra can't help but snarl at that. She was so affable most of the time that one could forget she was a pirate captain with decades of experience. She had her reasons for being a pirate, they were even good ones, but you didn't stay top of the heap in a criminal organization without being able to be a bit vicious when the time called for it, and Incerra's snarl spoke to just how white hot her inner fires could burn.




"I always told Lilen that little slut was trouble."




"If it means anything, Maren's dead, and most of Lilen's original crew is safe." 




"Most? That's... that's good. Recruiting most of them?" 




"I believe we've recruited almost all of the survivors. Most of them weren't exactly bad girls in the truly bad sense. No rape. No murder. Just larceny, piracy, the occasional assault charge. Lilen was pretty good about dancing around the law and avoiding charges to start with, and keeping their profiles low enough that no one really gave a shit. Pulling the occasional raid on slavers and liberating the victims didn't hurt." 




"Yeah, Lilen was a peach like that. Say... I shipped with a mostly ready crew, but I could always use a few more bodies... could I... apply to take some of Lilen's girls on?" 




"I don't see why not. A lot of them are reclassing into new jobs though, so anticipate a bit of a wait."




"No worries, not like we're going anywhere any time soon." 




A silence falls, Incerra clearly thinking about the fate that had befallen Lilen as they walk. Finally as they reach the conference room door, Incerra speaks again.




"Hey, Bridger?" 




"Yes?" 




"Thanks." 




"You're welcome, but what for?" 




"For a second chance." 




Jerry shakes his head. 




"No. You and your girls are the ones who gave yourselves a second chance. You made a choice to be brave. Did something that easily could have gotten you all killed, took a bet that we wouldn't just clap you irons immediately after the battle. So thank you Incerra. For being brave enough to rise above the choices you'd made previously, and refusing to let them define you. That takes a lot of courage, even if it doesn't feel like it." 




"Let's just agree to thank each other and call it even."




"Deal." 
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Sir David




T-minus thirty minutes.




Sir David looks over his weapons and equipment for a final time before finally starting to dress. It had been a long time since he'd gone on a mission quite like this one, and for once, in a lifetime of readiness, he found himself singularly unprepared. 




It was silly. The objectives were almost accomplished already; they were so direct and simple. The nature of the mission itself was so easy as to be liable to inspire false confidence... and Sir David never wanted to fall prey to that particular trap.




It was strange though, he'd accomplished a similar mission earlier... but that had felt like a simulator run, and this was the real deal. He normally didn't get nerves pre mission. Not when he was kicking the door in on a terrorist leader, or dropping out of a plane at 50,000 feet to do a high altitude parachute insertion deep into enemy territory to disable a nuclear device in possession of a rogue state. Or disguising himself to go undercover to attempt to penetrate a drug cartel's major operations center.




So why then, did he feel so much dread in the pit of his stomach before a first date?




He glances over to the framed picture of Mary he had on the desk he kept in his quarters.




"Maybe it's because I'm still not over you, old girl."




He chuckles to himself. He could almost hear the tongue lashing he'd be getting from his lady love if she could deliver it to him. It had been her fervent wish that he find someone else to share his life with. To make that woman as happy as he had made her. She was worried he'd be alone. That he wouldn't have support from anyone besides his children and the regiment. She hadn't been wrong... and David had failed her utterly in fulfilling that wish.




Failed her for nearly a decade and a half. Until, perhaps. Now. Ariane would be coming to meet him soon. Courtesy in this backwards galaxy demanded that he be escorted! Him! Hah! It made him want to have a proper laugh. All the more so considering he'd met the beautiful bovine alien in the act of rescuing her! Ariane's full size could certainly be imposing, but the woman herself was... while not a shrinking violet, especially where children were concerned... reserved, was perhaps the right word. She certainly didn't have the rather loud personalities of other Agela he had met. They were generally nearly as bombastic as Cannidor as a rule of thumb. A mix of nature and culture from what David understood.




Ariane did not reflect that aspect of her people at all. What she was, which was another highly regarded Agela cultural trait, was passionate. The Agela were well renowned artisans and craftsmen, be it in traditional trades and handcrafts that they preserved until this day, or more modern trades. Their passion was a point of pride to them... and not just the more intimate kind of passion, as the more gutter minded of the galactic community would be quick to point out that they personally excelled at, to any man present. David personally found the former kind of passion far more interesting in a potential companion... and as a potential mother for more of his children.




That had been something that required a long sit with a whiskey and soda. He was a father, a grandfather even, but here he was, the same biological age as his son again... and Ariane was a young woman. Of course she'd want children of her own. Her very vocation made that rather clear with all the subtlety of an orbital bombardment. She'd want children. Children, quite possibly with him. Not a question he'd ever expected to tussle with as he should have been heading into retirement and doting old age. Possibly moving to the United States to be closer to his youngest daughter and the plethora of grandchildren she had been making him with her Marine husband.




The old Commando shook his head with a smile. She just had to have married an American Marine instead of a Royal Marine Commando hadn't she? He'd been skeptical at first, but once he'd met the boy he'd found a sharp, intelligent man... who most importantly wasn't a commando himself. They both wanted a big family, and while he'd do his duty, he wanted to be there with her, raising their family together, the way their god, the way Mary's god, intended.




David had failed to meet that expectation of a father as much as he'd have liked to himself.




This time though.




This time he could do better.




He'd still raised three fine ladies and an absolutely capital young man, even if he had, at times, been lacking as a father as a consequence of his vocation.




Well, he'd learned a lot from that experience too.




If Ariane was the right woman... with age no longer even a concept... why not? Why not have more children? Why not make his theoretical lover happy and help her fulfill her dreams? Why not share those dreams with her as if they were his very own?




Why not?




And for once Sir David didn't have an answer in the negative. So he simply finishes dressing for dinner.




The suit was crisp, hand tailored on Saville Row back home, and recently touched up by the steady hand of Mama-san the Pavorus tailor. A knife strapped to his right calf, and a Walther PPK tucked into a shoulder holster completes the ensemble. A bit light for his tastes, but the axiom enhanced explosive rounds made 9mm Short a very potent self defense round even by galactic standards.




Perfect for a night out on the town.




Or a night in.




Something of a mix of both.




David smiles to himself in the mirror. He'd taken a leaf out of Nezbet Bridger's book and reserved one of the observation lounges. Arranged for a chef. A waiter... one whose tongue was significantly less loose than Carolatta Bisen. Music... he hadn't found Nezbet's mysterious violinist, so he was letting the miracle of electronics handle that. 




After this date, things would be more casual, but this was his first date in over a decade, and one of Ariane's first dates ever. He wanted to make sure that, even if they didn't get together, she'd remember this date for a very long time.




And David always accomplished his mission.




He finishes the Windsor knot on his tie exactly as the chime on the door sounds and slides his Bremont Martin Baker watch on. It was something of a lucky charm, a not exactly happy memory, having to use an ejection seat never was, but surviving was a happy enough memory, and the watch was excellent, as well as being something of a unique souvenir.




He walks to the door, taking up the dozen roses he'd procured. A bit odd for something to clone, but the roses growing in certain parts of the ship weren't harvestable yet, and he wanted appropriate flowers for Ariane. Mary had always liked that too. Ariane wasn't Mary, but David figured gifting flowers couldn't possibly be a negative present for most women in the galaxy.




The door slides open and reveals a resplendent Ariane Miqotos. She had selected what would be a bold dress on Earth, but Sir David knew to be almost painfully conservative by Galactic standards. The little black mini dress clung to her delightfully, showing off her athletic frame and ample curves. Her slinky waist line highlighted perfectly by the gleaming metallic belt that held the device that shifted her down to a more human scale size wise. 




That a woman could in fact have fertility goddess curves and abs in the wider galaxy was something David in particular could appreciate about alien women, and especially appreciate about Ariane. It was nice to know she took care of herself, and they'd talked about starting to work out together some mornings.




That alien work out togs tended to be as skimpy as everything else was not lost on David in the slightest. Nor was it lost on his newly mid 20s body. It desired Ariane greatly, but David was, as he had heard Jerry phrase it once 'a grown ass man', and could temper the desires of the flesh. Ariane deserved better than that... though most galactic women would hardly say no, David wanted more than that, and had reason to believe he'd found a kindred spirit in Ariane Miqotos.




Once again... perhaps Mary really was watching out for him somehow. Or perhaps Fate herself was trying to guide him in with a neon sign labeled ‘PAY ATTENTION HERE MORON!’




David turns his chuckle into a smile as he takes Ariane's hand and kisses the back of it, drawing a rather pleasant shiver from the Herculean beauty.




Another nice thing about galactic women David was learning to appreciate, they certainly knew how to make you feel like a god among men.




"You look ravishing tonight my dear."




Whatever Ariane had been intending to say, likely a line she'd practiced, it clearly falls right out her ear as she blushes red hot.




A good reminder. This was a woman who had likely never interacted with a man outside of kin. Even in a professional setting it was unlikely. For all her warrior blood Ariane was first and foremost a somewhat shy, nerdy soul that had a warm, motherly side to her that had to be seen to believed. Like most born mothers she certainly had her claws when what she saw as her children were endangered, but she was a delicate flower who had, to David's mind, suffered from a lifetime of neglect.




He was going to start making every lonely minute up to her tonight.




"Th-thank you!" She finally manages to stammer out. "I thought I was supposed to compliment you!"




"You forget my dear, I'm from Cruel Space, men compliment women there, but no compliment matters unless it's from the heart. So I won't be too upset if my suit's a bit unfashionable, I'm led to believe frills are currently 'in' right now, and the style's been out of date on Earth for a couple centuries now..."




David cocks his head, clearly thinking.




"Though once images of galactic fashion get home, perhaps it may well spark something of a revival."




"Oh no! I really uhm. It."




Ariane takes a deep breath.




"I don't like the frills much. They can be cute I suppose, but your suit fits you so well and just makes you... it." 




The teacher stumbles over her words for a moment, something David suspected had never happened in front of her classes.




"It's that your suit fits you so distinctly well that it makes you more… you somehow. It enhances your presence and makes you look so distinguished and commanding. It's really uh. Nice."




Ariane blushes again, staring at her hooves for a second.




"Well I can safely say that's one of the nicest things anyone has said about me, Ariane. So... shall we? I have a little surprise worked up for you tonight."




David genteelly offers Ariane his arm.




"A surprise?"




Ariane allows herself to be escorted on auto pilot, not noticing it should probably be the other around before it's too late, startling for a second and then accepting she'd been outplayed by leaning into David a bit, cuddling just just a smidge as they walk.




"A surprise. Women aren't treated properly in the wide galaxy in my humble opinion. The Captain has made a remarkable and laudable effort to demonstrate to the young men of the crew how a human man should properly endeavor to treat one's wives in a galaxy with so much... companionship, is so readily available. Women are to be loved and cherished. Whether you have one wife or fifty. Husbands too should be loved and cherished in return. This harmony between partners makes for a better, happier, and healthier life."




"Ohmygoddessohmygoddessohmygoddess..."




Ariane whispers under her breath, eyes slightly wide.




"...Did I perhaps say something offensive?"




"NO!"




Ariane blushes as she looks up to meet David's eyes.




"Er. Sorry. I mean. No. Of course not. You. It's just. You're like something out of a story book. You're just too perfect. The things you can do. The things you say. You're amazing and I'm just... me."




"Just you is pretty special if you ask me."




Ariane cocks her head.




"But I'm fairly plain, I'm barely worthy of being an Apex species with how placid I am, I have all these lame, nerdy hobbies and-"




David gently places a finger to her plush, silky lips.




"You are one of the most singularly beautiful women I have ever seen in my life. The second most beautiful in point of fact, second only to the first woman I married, so you're in rather august company my dear. As for your worthiness... my dear I met you fighting off a horde of alien monsters with an improvised spear and you were holding your own against creatures that could carve through armor plate with their claws. You were down right inspiring to this old warrior in that moment. As for your hobbies..."




David glances around for a moment wondering if he was still on Earth somehow. "I can't imagine ever shaming you for the things that give you joy in life. I have a few nerdy hobbies myself. The Captain and I both play several miniature war games for example, though even with holographic representations of the pieces he rarely has time any more. I also build ships in a bottle."




"What's a ship in a bottle?" Ariane leans in a bit clearly, highly enthused at the thought of learning about his hobbies.




"Hmm... perhaps a change of plans for the evening is in order. A moment please."




David thinks for a second about what to do with his dinner plans before he settles on the perfect solution, and pulls his communicator out and dials the connection for Willie Westbrook. It rings once before the off duty commando picks up.




"Yes sir?"




"Willie, I need you to put the nicest clothing you have on that isn't a uniform and get up to the port side forward observation lounge on deck seven yesterday. You'll see why when you arrive."




"Aye aye, sir."




No more information needed. The order had been given. Next, David sends off a quick text to Petty Officer Kopish, his former waitress for the evening, and apologizes that her date will be late, and that they'll have to serve themselves... then pockets his communicator before the inevitable confused reply.




"Shall we go back to my place and change into something more comfortable?" He offers to the puzzled Ariane.




"Didn't we have dinner plans?"




"Has anyone introduced you to pizza yet?"




"No... should they have?"




David grins.




"My dear I think I have an idea for a wonderful night in. How about you run home and change into something more comfortable? No need to muss our fine clothes while watching a movie on the couch or talking about our hobbies in a more relaxed setting than I'd originally planned for the night."




Ariane beams over at him, clearly more confident with the idea of a relaxed setting.




"Okay! But... could I maybe just borrow some sweats from you? No need to head home when I'm already enjoying your company right?"




David bites back a low whistle. He couldn't tell if that was Ariane being sweet and innocent or one of the smoothest moves he'd ever witnessed.




"Certainly. I'm sure some of my sweats will fit you, at this size anyway. I don't have much for your normal height."




"Not to worry, the belt works just fine, I know my size can be... a bit much."




"No no. Not at all. You're beautiful at every scale. Should you want to relax at your full size you're always welcome to when you’re with me... though I might need to order some furniture changes to account for that..."




Happily chatting about this and that, they walk arm and arm back to David's quarters.




"Ooh, it's even more spacious than the civilian specialist quarters."




"Rank hath its privileges after all. It's a nicely sized flat."




"Nicely decorated too. You could probably use a plant or two, some green color and natural oxygen enrichment would do nicely."




"I have long been told I'm quite helpless at decorating, so I'm relieved to hear I didn't make a complete pig's ear of it."




David leads Ariane into the bedroom and offers her a set of freshly laundered sweats.




"These should fit. If I recall from our last meal you're fairly adventurous and an omnivore correct?"




Ariane gratefully takes the sweats, a clear appreciation in her eyes at the thought of getting out of formal wear.




"These will do me fine! And I can eat whatever provided it's not some of the crazy poisons humans like. Agela aren't quite as robust as a Cannidor but we're not that far off."




Without another word, Ariane starts to undo her dress, and Sir David quickly vacates the room.




"I'll just go back to the lounge and order dinner then."




David excuses himself, leaving Ariane to change and pulling out his communicator and dialing the familiar number.




"Yes I'd like to make an order for delivery..."




He paces the lounge room, talking briefly with the delivery service before making a turn back... and feeling his jaw drop.




Ariane hadn't closed the door to the bedroom, and he apparently had forgotten.




"Sir, are you okay?"




David startles, he'd forgotten he was still on the phone with the delivery service.




"Ah. Yes. Sorry. I think that's everything."




"No problem, we'll have it to your door in twenty minutes!"




David's mind is anywhere but on dinner of course, he was getting a major eyeful of Ariane in her unmentionables... and at her full size, the belt that controls her scale set to the side as she pretties herself up a bit, making all manner of delightful curves jiggle, and lithe muscle slink under taut, silky skin.




It didn't hurt that her lingerie fell in line with the galactic standard, a lacy thong and a matching shelf bra that did more to present her exceptional bust while barely concealing her nipples. Ariane moving and bending just enough to show off her long legs and her perky, heart shaped backside. The gap between her muscular thighs was rather inviting, a natural conclusion to the curve of her backside that framed the reappearance of her thong like it was on display. That too was quite the sight, her skimpy unmentionables just barely hinting at the flower of her womanhood.




The lingerie was perfect in that regard. Enough skin to tantalize, enough coverage to tease.




She was just so eminently... touchable. Gropeable. Squeezable. Caressable and sweet mother of Jesus, the hell was he doing?




David resists slapping himself across the mouth. Peeking slack jawed at a lady changing like some wet behind the ears child in a man's clothing. The gall!




He quickly moves out of the line of sight of the doorway, much as he dearly wanted to keep savoring the view of Ariane stretching. He was a bit embarrassed if anything. A complete failure of basic decorum and discipline. Why? Because he was in his early 20s again? Surely he was a bit better than just that! Or was it perhaps that he was simply that attracted to Ariane? He quickly concludes it was likely a combination of all factors and busies himself with picking out a first movie for the night. David was a fan of swashbucklers and this seemed as good a time as any to introduce Ariane to some of his favorite entertainment.




He quickly queues up The Princess Bride to see how Ariane does with human style comedy, before straightening up to find Ariane waiting for him on the couch. Quiet for a girl with hooves.




"Thanks for lending me these sweats!" She beams at him with a megawatt smile. "They're really comfy."




"No trouble at all."




She nods, still smiling.




"Your turn to change mister. I can't be wearing sweats if you're still wearing your suit, you know."




"A fair point, I'll just be a moment."




David walks towards his bedroom, only to stop as Ariane calls out to him.




"Oh and David?"




He turns to face the blonde beauty, who's fluttering her lashes at him, with a smile that could only be called inviting.




"Don't feel like you need to close the door. Fair's fair right?"




David manages to keep the surprise off his face, hiding it with a smirking half smile. She'd snookered him. That gorgeous little bitch had snookered him! He almost wanted to laugh. He'd completely underestimated her as being something of a shy wall flower and she'd played him like a fiddle! She'd left the door open on purpose, probably even started undressing... both as an invitation to see what he'd do, but also to make sure he'd rush out without shutting the door himself if he didn't select a more aggressive action.




Clever girl.




"I suppose it is. Fair is fair indeed."




David walks into the bedroom, tugging at the knot of his tie, hiding his smile from Ariane. It seems this romance was going to be even more interesting than he'd expected... and his attempts to preserve his dry streak all the more futile.




"Oh yes old boy, the game is well and truly afoot."
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Aleksej Savić




"Raise your hand For the lady of the dark Soldier with no will to kill With a philanthropic heart (forever) Break the norm She's the girl in uniform Fighting side by side with men She will fight until the end..."




This was the good life, Aleksej reflected to himself as he luxuriated in the warmth of a double embrace.




He'd just chowed down on some fantastic food with his wife... and new girlfriend. Or perhaps fiancee was the appropriate term now that she was set to join their marriage? Which was an interesting experience, but all the more enjoyable for the company he'd shared that meal with. Shalla was a big green love machine and as bold and brash as she could be... she was a sensitive soul on the inside. 




She'd even written him poetry! Proper poetry too, not something along the lines of ‘Roses are red, violets are blue, words are hard, want to fuck?'. No Shalla was down right romantic! Sure the gender reversal was a bit odd, being pursued instead of doing the pursuing, but when the one doing the pursuing was as charming, intelligent, sincere and drop dead gorgeous as Shalla? It wasn't exactly a hardship.




Then Nikea had been brought into his life. They'd met once or twice at work, she did belong to Shalla's unit after all and Armadillo 1-2 was Shalla's second section's favorite ride. Then they had a couple... meetings? Meetings. After Shalla had broached the subject of bringing Nikea into their newly formalized marriage. The little getting to know you sessions, lunch or a drink really had been enjoyable. 




The Agela woman was almost as bombastic as Shalla, a worthy potential sister to the Horchka warrior woman in that regard. She was also one of the few women in the room that was bigger in almost every dimension to his generously built green bride. Still, Shalla had asked him to give her a chance, and Aleksej didn't hate the idea of multiple wives. Shalla had managed to surprise him. Why couldn't Nikea?




Even expecting a surprise, Nikea had well and truly surprised them on their first formal three way date. Instead of hitting the town like Shalla she'd planned a night in, cooked them dinner with a mix of traditional Agela dishes and Agela-Human hybrid cuisine she'd been experimenting with that was almost as pleasing to the eye as it was to the mouth. Subtle? Certainly by human standards, but still absolutely delicious... and she'd had spices on hand for Aleksej's convenience! 




That was what marked Nikea out the most. She was so incredibly thoughtful and diligent in her efforts. For the strong, bold face she showed the world, she had some surprisingly delicate hobbies, joining Shalla in the art of poetry, a seeming favorite for warrior women from the more martial cultures, but also painting! Beautiful paintings of landscapes from her homeworld, remembrances of battles she'd been in... and a particularly flattering portrait of Aleksej she'd apparently painted from memory.




Frankly it's hard not to fall for a girl who's just that into you. Aleksej wasn't quite sure why Nikea liked him so much, or honestly even why Shalla loved him so... but he wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth either. He just had to honor and respect their feelings, and do their best to return their love to them ten fold.




So in a far shorter time than Aleksej had expected, two had become three, and an unofficial race was on between the two women to see who could get pregnant first, as the bruises on his hips from when he got slack with his reinforcement could attest. Not that working on impregnating two Amazonian beauties was anything approximating a hardship. If that was work then Aleksej fully intended to never retire.




So perhaps it was understandable that he'd been a bit too distracted to realize he'd done his girls a deep disservice. They'd shared so much about themselves, their people, cultures and worlds with him... and he'd only really shared back about himself personally! Which was important, possibly even the most important thing he could share to be sure. Yet. There was so much more to a person than just the absolute core of what they were in terms of likes and dislikes, especially for a partner who wanted to be sensitive to those desires.




So Aleksej had turned the tables and pulled out all the stops in turn! He'd sent them out for a spa day together, a chance to bond and be pampered a bit while he was allegedly going to be hanging out with some of his fellow aviators. Standard male bonding he'd said, action movies, pizza and beer. Plus he'd make dinner for when the girls got home, something that they'd look forward to throughout their day of soaking and primping.




On the plus side, telling them part of his actual plan meant only half of it was a lie, and Aleksej hated lying to his girls, even to surprise them.




He had no plans for a day out with the boys. He was going to make his wife and girlfriend dinner... but after scouring the ship and calling in favors with every Serb and Slav he knew to get as much of Eastern Europe that was safe for his wives to enjoy. He'd arranged a meeting with a few of the more talented cooks he knew, by comm and in person, to work out how to make say paprikash that Shall and Nikea could safely consume. 




They did so much to share themselves with him. It was time he returned the favor and they deserved nothing less than his absolute best at all times. Such was what it meant to be married, no? To give one's all for the happiness and joy of one's spouse and to receive the same care in turn?




He had achieved total surprise when they had returned to the quarters he had moved into with Shalla. They'd likely move again to something more spacious soon. To accommodate Nikea... and for any children that might arrive, but it was home for now, and Aleksej had cooked like an absolute madman for most of the day to prepare a Serbian style, and galaxy safe, feast for his girls. As fellow omnivores across the board, they could eat just about everything in the Serbian diet in theory, just not some of the spices.




The truth was that sharing your culture and history with an engaged and interested party was always enjoyable. All the better if you got rewarded with kisses for your efforts. One piece of culture that was very easy for Aleksej to share with Shalla, and now Nikea were the exploits of some of his more illustrious ancestors. 




Such things were important in many cultures on Earth, and around the galaxy, especially for the Horchka, and to a slightly lesser degree the Agela. He had a particular ancestor he'd known they'd like and had told them the story of Milunka Savić the most decorated woman soldier in human history, and Aleksej's Great Aunt over the course of dinner.




"My Great Aunt first was mobilized in the year 1912, Earth standard calendar. So a century and some change ago by human years. She feared her brother going to war, he was ill with a terrible disease, and knew if he went, he would die. So Milunka went in his stead."




Nikea sticks a hand up. "I thought women couldn't serve in human militaries as combatants till the late 20th century."




Aleksej nodded. "Correct outside of some truly desperate circumstances. It's still not common for infantry. Without axiom there is a distinct disparity between the male and female body, specializations if you will, beyond just fathering and bearing children. On average, the standard by which such organizations as a military must function, human males put on muscle easier, and on average are significantly stronger, more durable. This makes for a superior soldier. Women on the other hand tend to have far better hand eye coordination. Women have made excellent spies, partisans and especially snipers, the latter partially on the back of this natural advantage."




"So Milunka was a sniper?" Shalla asks, leaning in, obviously enjoying story time.




"No, my honored aunt was an infantry soldier. The moral being that the law of averages doesn't account for truly exceptional people. She was decorated and promoted to Corporal, like you Nikea, before she was injured on her tenth combat tour, and her real identity was found out. Now... that should have been the end. A woman couldn't be allowed to serve as a soldier, it wasn't done! Her commander valued my Aunt, and didn't want to punish her... so he offered her a transfer to the nurse's corps."




Aleksej draws it out a bit, keeping things nice and dramatic to keep both women completely entertained and engaged. This was an important woman to both his family, now their family, and to all of humanity after all, and Aleksej had made known his intent to name his first daughter in Milunka Savić's honor. Now Shalla and Nikea would know why.




"She refused. She stood at attention and said she only wanted to serve Serbia as a combatant soldier. Her commander said he would think it over and give her his answer the next day... she simply said, "I will wait.", and remained there, standing at attention. Her commander only made her wait for an hour before sending her back to her comrades in arms. The Great War came soon, early in that war, Milunka earned her first Karađorđe Star with Swords, the highest military honor that Serbia can award to this day. Her second followed in 1916 after she captured over a dozen soldiers single handedly in a battle. After the war, the allies of Serbia showered her with decorations, most important in my mind, is she was the only woman to receive the French Croix de Guerre with the gold palm for service in the Great War. Still not all heroes can have magnificent endings, and my Great Aunt lived out a quiet life in obscurity, the world more or less forgetting about her, save for my family... but things eventually came around... a metal band from a country called Sweden even wrote the song about her that I just played you a few years back. My father had it on repeat for a damn year!"




The girls had asked to hear the song, Shalla had listened to some Sabaton before... and that's how Aleksej came to be where he was now, on the floor of their living room on a comfortable pad just for this kind of thing. Listening to power metal while sandwiched between two women of utterly staggering beauty... and perhaps even more staggering scale. 




He was hardly a small man, though he was not so statuesque as some of his Scandinavian or African counterparts who cleared the middle of six foot tall, but when one of your wives was nine feet to the shoulders and on the short side for her species, six inches in height really just didn't seem to matter much any more. Along with such a generous scale came generous... everything else. Nikea's chest in particular had to be seen, felt, and groped to be believed! To call her cleavage cavernous was only done justice when you made it clear you needed a safety line and a headlamp to explore it properly.




Aleksej stifles a chuckle. It had quite nearly been the death of him the first time he'd laid with Nikea. It was a good time. His first threeway, and a very satisfying experience for all parties... but when he'd popped Nikea's cherry things had gotten dangerous. Not the actual act of deflowering her, but when he came inside her for the first time. She hadn't just locked her hooves behind the small of his back, her hips had contracted, drawing him forward to keep him as tight to her as possible, to get every drop as deep inside her as possible, her body acting on pure instinct to do its best to ensure fertilization. 




Such was the interaction of their bodies however... that his head had been buried between Nikea's hefty breasts... a position that got dangerous when her chain of orgasms saw her shoulders tighten up and contract slightly, constricting her cleavage and threatening to smother him!




Thankfully a quick axiom breathing aid and a freshly recovered Shalla had prevented him from having to fight his way out of Nikea's embrace. The quick thinking Shalla had moved in and gently stimulated Nikea's body to get her to relax and loosen up again, freeing Aleksej with Nikea none the wiser. It would have been a shame to ruin the afterglow for Nikea's first time after all... if not quite worth passing out from oxygen deprivation.




Aleksej rolls a bit craning past Nikea's breasts to plant a kiss on her nose.




"What was that for?" She smiles at him warmly, almond colored eyes speaking of deep passion and fiery desire all at once.




"Just thinking about how much I love you..." Aleksej rolls and kisses Shalla hard on the mouth, something achievable with far less woman to get past compared to Nikea... though 'less' woman in this case would still need to special order brassieres from a parachute factory back on Earth. "And you."




Shalla sighs, then looks over his shoulder at Nikea. "I think our husband deserves a reward."




"I think he deserves a hip bruising for telling me about all the noble and talented warriors in his line." Nikea responds, playfully.




"Hmmm. True, it did give me shivers thinking just what kind of daughters you'll sire on me with women and men like that in your family... and you're such a beast of a man yourself it makes my thighs clench like a..."




"...Tret school girl who just got unmonitored internet access?"




Shalla arches an eye. "Heard that one before have you?"




"From you even."




"Smart ass. Just for that we're having a baby making threeway for the rest of the night."




Aleksej snorts, remembering an American animated film one of his siblings had adored as a child. "How to say... if this is punishment, chain me to the wall!"




"That can be arranged!" Shalla barks with laughter, before nodding her head towards the bedroom at Nikea who rises to her hooves.




"Come on then lover boy, let's see what you can do."











Afterword

Thank you once again for your custom, and your attention. In world with many distractions, you have chosen to distract yourself with my work for a third time and that means quite a bit to me. 




I'd also like to specifically salute the fine members of my patreon. Thanks guys. It means the world to me. 




Book four will be out this summer! Hopefully with a simultaneous release of the physical copy, which is my plan for releases going forward. 




S/F 

Eric Wesson 
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The ODVM PlayList Version 3


The Of Dog Volpir and Man Playlist




OP 1 - No Surrender by Beast in Black 

OP 2 - Fearless by Amaranthe 

OP 3 - Master of the Pendulum by Avantasia 




The Dauntless 1 - Leave Everything Behind by Amaranthe

The Dauntless 2 - The Quest and the Curse by Delain




The Undaunted 1 - 1,000,000 Light Years by Amaranthe 

The Undaunted 2 - Kill The Pain Away by Avantasia 

The Undaunted 3 - The Gauntlet by Dropkick Murphys




Jerry 1 - Indestructable by Disturbed 

Jerry 2 - Heart of Steel by Beast In Black 

Jerry 3 - Sacred & Wild by Powerwolf 




Syl 1 - Somewhere by Within Temptation 

Syl 2 - Moonglow by Avantasia 




Nadi 1 - Tell Me Where It Hurts - Halestorm

Nadi 2 - Bad Case of Loving You - Robert Palmer




Eymali 1 - Lady of the Dark by Sabaton 

Eymali 2 - Queen of Shadow by Delain




Jaruna 1 - Raining Blood by Slayer 

Jaruna 2 - Blood of a Lion by Beast in Black 




Wichen - Blade Runner by Beast in Black 




Evelyn - I'll Reach You by Delain




Firi 1 - Something To Be Proud Of by Montgomery Gentry

Firi 2 - Amaranthine (Acoustic Version) by Amaranthe 




Matyia (Yuuko) - One Night In Tokyo by Beast In Black 




Mishka - Let It Be by The Beetles 




Sharon (Zombie) 1 - Automatic by Amaranthe  

Sharon (Zombie) 2 - House of Fire by Alice Cooper 




Cascka 1 - The Truth Beneath The Rose by Within Temptation

Cascka 2 - Moth To A Flame by Delain




Masha - Mighty Wings by Cheap Trick

Masha - From Hell With Love by Beast in Black




Nezbet - Master The Hurricane by Visions of Atlantis  




Bari 1 - Iron by Within Temptation 

Bari 2 - Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic by The Police




Inara - A Prayer For Me In Silence by Flogging Molly




Bridger Family 1 - Love Like Crazy by Lee Brice

Bridger Family 2 - Amaranthine by Amaranthe 




Cascade (Cassie) 1 - Melancholy Angel by Visions of Atlantis 

Cassie 2 - Like An Angel Passing Through by Celtic Woman




Nara 1 - Broken Survivors by Beast in Black 

Nara 2 - Control the Storm by Delain 




Elyria - Take My Breath Away by Berlin




Matroika - Gun Powder and Lead by Miranda Lambert




Sir David 1 - Blind and Frozen by Beast in Black 

Sir David 2 - A Life on the Ocean Wave (Quick March of the Royal Marines)

Sir David 3 - Oceandeep by Beast in Black 




Diana - Dirty Work by Halestorm




The Crimson Tear 1 - Freyja by Brothers of Metal

The Crimson Tear 2 - Sainted by the Storm by Powerwolf

The Crimson Tear 3 - Call of the Wild by Powerwolf 




Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 1 - Devil Dogs by Sabaton

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 2 - Wolfborn by Powerwolf 

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 3 - As One by Dropkick Murphys 

Marine Battalion Crimson Tear 4 - Howlin' With The Pack by Hammerfall




Aviation Combat Element (ACE) 1 - Faster than the Flame by Powerwolf 

ACE 2 - Top Gun Anthem 

ACE 3 - Daredevil from the Ace Combat 7 soundtrack 

ACE 4 - Sky Is Mine by Amorphis

ACE 5 - Skyforger by Amorphis




Paladin Company 1 - Kaunaz Dagaz by Brothers of Metal 

Paladin Company 2 - Brothers Unite by Brothers of Metal 

Paladin Company 3 - Blood for Blood (Faoladh) by Powerwolf 

Paladin Company 4 - Sermon of Swords by Powerwolf 




Combat Track 1 - Incense and Iron by Powerwolf 

Combat Track 2 - Last Dying Breath by Sabaton 

Combat Track 3 - To the Last Drop of Blood by Beast in Black 

Combat Track 4 - Sanctified by Dynamite (remastered ver) by Powerwolf




ED 1 - Sacred & Wild by Epica (Powerwolf Cover) 

ED 2 - Moon Light Wave by Blood Stain Child 

ED 3 - Where The Wild Wolves Have Gone by Powerwolf 




Bonus 1 - Faith of the Heart by Rod Stewart 

Bonus 2 - Princes of the Universe by Queen

Bonus 3 - The Gang's All Here by Dropkick Murphys 

Bonus 4 - Tír na nÓg by Celtic Woman 

Bonus 5 - Yggdrasil by Brothers of Metal 

Bonus 6 - Weaver of Fate by Brothers of Metal 

Bonus 7 - To The Skies and Beyond by Brothers of Metal 
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