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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. 


Sorry, I just like that line. 


This is a sequel. We probably all know what's going on by now. If you don't know what's going on, consider reading the first book? 


You don't have to, just suggesting.


Worth noting there's some pretty graphic victims of very not nice things to do to people in Ch 31.


Oh, and there's still a lot of handholding.
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The formation of craft soars through the skies of Vucsa 5 in perfect formation. 


Led by a pair of the Huscarl gunships, the Captain's yacht in all its glory is second in line. 


Then comes the lumbering shape of Old One Eye, now safely under the mastery of Lieutenant Cora Charo. 


As expected of a woman with decades of command experience and even longer in ship handling, she'd easily tested out for full lieutenant with an expedited promotion to lieutenant commander... provided she proved reliable. 


Unwilling to waste resources, and interested to see what she'd do, Jerry had given her command of his family's heavy drop ship/battered cargo hauler, a beast of a ship named after one of Ghorza's conquests. Theoretically capable of dropping a battalion on a planet on its lonesome, but far more often moving a mixed company with power armor and mech trooper support in their training so far, it was a reliable old monster that the Horchka all knew well. Still, Cora handled Old One Eye like she knew it better than the Horchka, and had trained her small, experienced command team well in the last few days. 


Was it fast to give her this kind of trust? Absolutely, but she was only hauling cargo... and Jerry had a whole host of internal overrides, dead man's switches and other safeguards that not even Babydoll could root out of Old One Eye. Ghorza had made damn sure that transport was a loyal one to the end. And all that was discounting the new crew Charo had been given, none of which included any of her original crew women. Or any of the other pirates for that matter. They'd been carefully distributed among the Tear's wider crew. All of which admittedly made the whole ‘trust’ thing a hell of a lot easier. 


Jerry chuckles to himself. He was actually fairly confident in Cora Charo of all people from their extensive conversations. Her background reminded him of what he knew of Agenda Lilpaw's bio, snatched up into a terrible situation she'd done everything she could to survive... and most of all she'd watched, learned, and planned. Now she was free, and running an old cargo hauler like the ship she'd started out smuggling in as a much younger woman was something of a dream come true. Jerry believed in a carrot and stick motivation system, and if his new crew women were happy to eat carrots and were willing to do the work to earn them, he'd happily put the stick in the closet and go get another basket of the orange stuff to pass out. 


Still, with fresh paint and fresh tune ups, even Old One Eye was looking her absolute best as the small formation came in for landing. His pilots assured him that they hadn't actually practiced this. That they were just this good... but Jerry suspected there'd been some off the books sim time to get this mixed formation down this perfect on the ‘first’ try. 


Of course, he did have the top pilot on the ship flying his yacht today. 


Masha's looking absolutely stellar in a flight suit, a leather flight jacket, and her stetson's nearby for as soon as she takes her headset off, not exactly a classic look for an Apuk woman but damned she wore it well. The low zipper on her flight suit revealed a fair bit more cleavage than your average military pilot too, more in the pin up model range than anything else. Of course, conveniently, she was cleaned back up the second anyone but Jerry was around. 


The Apuk warrior woman was the height of professionalism most of the time, but made it clear that if Jerry was going to ‘tease’ her, defined as being himself most of the time it seemed, she was going to tease him right back. 


Not that he was complaining, that was a whole lot of everything to look at.. It made him think about what she'd look like in white. The contrast between the material and her rich caramel skin would be absolutely stellar. Then again, few were the women who didn't look amazing in their wedding dress. 


Jerry shakes his head to clear himself. He was attending a meeting with a pirate queen, he really didn't have time to drool over his potential fiancee. Jerry focuses and gets his head back in the game. It was far, far too easy to find himself distracted by his wives... or candidates for the same it seemed. 


"How's she handle?" 


"Like a dream. They have a honey of a product in these yachts if they start selling them on the open market." 


"Yeah I gotta say I'm impressed, someone might actually mistake me as an actual diplomat or someone important with something like this tucked away. Makes me glad I’m keeping this beauty if I ever leave the service though. It's already in the family name." 


Masha laughs "Damn someone at legal might have made a mistake there. Have you christened her yet?” 


“Yep, she’s been named Olympia. The original USS Olympia was a little pocket battleship in the late 19th Century wet navy of my country. Infamous for the sheer volume of small arms aboard here, to the point that it was over the top for an actual warship. Just wait till you see the paint job I have picked out for her. The techs will be getting started on it after we break orbit from Vucsa 5.”


“Hmm. Interesting. Well if you need a pilot for life skipper, you know who to call." 


"Easy tiger, we've got a date scheduled for a couple days, keep the thirst in check for now." 


Masha lets out a playful growl. "You know it's really not nice to be a tease." 


"Yes it is. It's just weird the genders are reversed from back home." Jerry pulls a face. "I'm not used to being the one that teases." 


"You're very good at it. Especially in your uniforms. Gaucha likes." 


"I still don't get how men in uniforms are straight up a fetish for so many women when half the galaxy thinks my proper place is at home in the kitchen making dinner after impregnating at least one, and preferably several, of my hundred plus wives." 


"Mhmmm... well." 


Masha does a quick cross check of her controls and the autopilot, then checks over her shoulder, seemingly looking for Syl or other forms of adult supervision. 


"It's uh. It features in a lot of porn. Not that I'd know! Much. Especially porn aimed at... girls in rougher positions. Military, law enforcement, mercs. That sort of thing. Double especially for Apex species. It's..." 


Mashas squirms a bit, like Jerry had caught her being naughty in class. 


"...Kinda one of the other major categories of smut made for Apuk specifically. It's the smallest of the three. Fantasy porn is the biggest." 


"Isn't all porn fantasy?" 


"You know what I mean, sword and sorcery stuff. Especially sorcerers. Second up is just... porn. The kinda galactic standard stuff, but with a focus on the ‘handsome prince’ archetype for the male talent. Then for... well. Girls like me, there's smut and romance novels that focus on. Ah. Warrior men. Men who embody or carry our martial virtues. You uh. Humans are kinda. You know. Literally that. Either you're sorcerers or you're warrior men from beyond the stars. You're honorable, passionate, and skilled warriors to be specific. Honestly you're an entire species of cultural fantasies come to life for my people. It's why there are people who are convinced humans are some sort of offshoot of the Apuk that wound up lost in Cruel Space somehow.” 


Masha blushes, keeping her eyes firmly on her controls. 


“I swear you’re right out of one of my favorite books. There’s this author named Erana’Aternae and I’d swear she was prescient or something because all her heroes could be humans!”


Jerry strokes his chin, deliberately keeping a smile off his face and letting Masha recover herself a bit after sharing an intimate detail she was clearly a bit embarrassed about.


"Hmm, probably good to know all this stuff, we're going to Serbow eventually to greet the Empress. Your sister's telling me that I'll be expected to have a bout with the current commander of the Imperial troops in the capital. Not the Royal Guard. Just the regular troops. Which means fighting a slightly less impressive battle princess who will be acting as imperial champion compared to the head of the actual royal guard, who I believe was described to me as ‘A living engine of hate and destruction’... who dotes on her babies with all the bubbly energy of a teenage girl." 


That gets a laugh from Masha as she puts them through their final landing maneuvers, bringing them in perfectly on the field they'd been vectored into near the pirate's main base on the ground. 


"Yeah that sounds about right from what I've heard about her. Supposed to basically be a siege weapon in a fight. She throws white warfire around like most girls toss blue or even red flames around. I'm pretty confident in my battle skills, but that type of monster? Well I'd need to get in the gym more to match that, green warfire or no green warfire." 


“I notice you’re not backing down from what is an anti-army, or indeed, anti-stellar navy scale threat.”


Masha grins up at Jerry. “I never back down, thought you’d have figured that out by now, handsome. Bigger challenges just mean bigger rewards.”


“Hmmm. Does that make me a challenge or a reward?”


“Both. You’re so very much both a challenge and the absolute sweetest reward a girl could dream of… assuming I can beat your challenge of course.” 


Masha’s expression goes from smiling to serious, immediately professional as she flips a couple switches, and begins to manipulate her controls, bringing the yacht into a slow vertical descent, all while magically doing her flight suit up properly. 


"Okay boss, thirty seconds from the deck." 


"Thanks for the lift, Gaucha." 


"Thank me on date night, skipper. I take payment in mixed drinks or smooches." 


Jerry rolls his eyes and ducks out of the cockpit and into the back. His contact team. Also known as a good chunk of his family, were waiting. Uniform of the day was tough, practical gear, either casual or utility uniforms depending on the individuals involved. 


How that had been interpreted varied wildly. 


Jerry was wearing utilities, but had modified them with a gun belt fit for Han Solo, with his heavy field pistol resting in a holster. The NLM revolver Ghorza had got him rested in a shoulder holster, and ammo for both weapons was plentiful, along with some other tools tucked in various pockets, axiom or otherwise. The last weapon on his person, save a boot knife and other tools, was the heavy Kukri that rode at the 7 o'clock on his belt. 


Syl had gone for a refined, practical outfit that nonetheless made her resemble the queen of a world on casual friday. It was a layered dress somewhere between what Jerry thought of a qipao and a kimono. The sash around the waist was reinforced with a hidden belt, and that belt had a finely embossed leather holster for Syl's new field pistol at a comfortable angle for a cross draw with her right hand. The ensemble was completed by a hair piece that tamed her orange red tresses under a bough of fine metals with subdued gems. Not quite a crown, but a little bit of cultural drift away from being one.


Ghorza and Jaruna had joined their husband in Undaunted utility uniforms, down to the gun belt, and for Ghorza, the shoulder holster and matching mate to Jerry's NLM revolver. Both women had added a melee weapon, Jaruna had her massive beat stick that had something like an edge, and Ghorza had a wicked looking monomolecular edged saber. 


Jaruna had also dressed her outfit up with her usual 40mm combat shotgun. Wichen had made a couple of each size and was hoping to sell them, but it was hardly trouble to convince Jaruna to carry her oversized close combat murder stick. 


Nadi rounded out the primary contact team, and the sweet Kohb, once again visibly gravid, was just wearing her usual day wear with her doctor's white coat, now with a gun belt for her own oversized hand cannon. 


Jerry passes out the kisses, a final gear check was done, and they step to the door. This moment, all this pageantry, was important. This was one of Lilpaw's first real contacts with the Undaunted, and indeed humanity proper in person since she joined the EFL. This was very much showing the colors. Their husbands might be loyal, but Agenda and her pirates had to know exactly what was standing behind them, and Jerry meant to make sure that point came across loud and clear.


The hatch cycles, and fresh air passes into the lock as it rotates clear. Jaruna and Ghorza step through first, flanking and leading Jerry and Syl who proceed arm in arm with Nadi trailing at a respectful three steps behind them. Gaucha had hit the mark perfectly, and they stepped right onto a red carpet of... some sort of material. At the end of the cascade of crimson awaited the royal party. 


The Duchess, Agenda Lilpaw in the flesh and fur, resplendent in white, held center stage. The massive Lopen woman quite literally seemed to have a spotlight on her, and sparkled subtly as she basked in the limelight as the ruler of a world deserved. Everything was arranged to make her the center of attention. Something Jerry attributed to the Volpir standing next to her. Jerry recognized the vixen in white as Vuni, the ambassador to the galactic council for this world from the profile Jerry had read about her. 


Miles Brent, Agenda’s husband and now the Duke of Vucsa 5, was well known to Jerry as the man who’d been captured during humanity’s first encounter with space pirates and subverted his enemy in spectacular fashion. His efforts had been the inspiration for the Earth Foreign Legion, the Undaunted’s fleet of privateers, and now he was sandwiched between Agenda and Vuni, dressed up in white with extra frills, looking just a bit uncomfortable in what would likely have been the height of Victorian fashion.


Next, in a semi circle around their captain turned liege lady, were the rest of the ‘Dread Husbands’ as Jerry had been told they were called by the locals. It was an almost painful nickname for Jerry, because it made Jerry think the EFL men of the Tiger, and now Vucsa 5, had formed a heavy metal mariachi band every time he heard it.


A few steps back were the rest of Agenda's senior leadership. All manner of fun promotions had been handed out... and it was no coincidence that the senior department heads and now rulers of Vucsa 5 lined up with the Dread Husband's first wives.


A masterful bit of coercion if it had been intended... but from the reports the men had filed, it had just shook out that way, perhaps because of the nature of how pirate crews operated.


There was a decent sized crowd off to the side and behind the Duchess, mostly pirates, but some locals too. Jerry spotted a small crowd of air bikers tucked up on a nearby building, watching. These people had no real idea what the Undaunted was, save for the Dread Husbands and their wives. 


He had thought about a full color guard and a company of Marines, doing what Admiral Cistern had done on humanity’s arrival on the core world of Centris on a much smaller scale, but these were pirates, what you could do yourself, individual power, was what mattered the most.


Jerry tucks his right arm at about waist height and offers an Apuk style court bow to Lilpaw before exchanging salutes with the 'dread husbands'. 


"Your Grace, Madame ambassador. Gentlemen."


Lilpaw indulgently waves a hand, she'd clearly adapted to being royalty rather easily, no doubt Vuni was coaching her, but a lot of that had to be all Lilpaw. 


"Captain Bridger, a pleasure to meet you in person at last. I have to say I was wondering about the real measure of you... Miles was tight lipped to say the least."


"Miles doesn't want to admit that I ran a fair bit of his training your grace. Not the smartest, not the fastest, not the strongest, but a stronger willed son of a bitch you will be hard pressed to find in this or any other galaxy."


Lilpaw chuckles, her mind clearly going somewhere more base than Jerry intended. 


"Heh, don't I know it. Well Captain let's get inside, we have business to discuss after all."


"Actually, I have a little business to conduct out here first. You gave us some rather impressive gifts when we bought the Tear, so we want to return the favor. We also have some special orders to deliver for Miles and Commander Ali that really aren't the type of thing you take inside. Colonel Bridger. If you please."


Ghorza snaps to, parade ground perfect, turning on a heel, clicking all the way as she removes a pair of presentation cases from an axiom pocket and falls in line with Jerry as he steps forward. The cases are opened in turn, revealing a gleaming NLM revolver with a custom finish in each.


Lilpaw's was done up in white with tasteful filigree, the new royal seal of her dynasty embedded on the grip on the right, and an old emblem she'd used for some time as a pirate on the left. Miles' was far more piratical, a rakish looking thing in a very dark blued color with grips made out of a luxurious wood that Jerry couldn't pronounce the name of.


"These pistols are in .454 Magnum, not Casull, we've included ammunition, speed loaders, and instructions on how to produce all of the above. They have silencer rings built into them, but with an additional functionality that gives you all the noise and none of the recoil. The underbarrel is a plasma grenade launcher. They have been combat tested, and are extremely effective, as some of my crew can attest."


"Captain, these are gorgeous!" Lilpaw picks her pistol up, holding it to the light. "Absolutely stunning work."


Jerry smiles. "That's a Wichen custom, so be sure to tell folks who like it where you got it, we'll take remote orders for when we pass this way again. As far as your gifts I admit I was a bit inspired by you Miles. You've been dragging that revolver around with you since long before we left Cruel Space, and I know you'll stop carrying it when you die or cede it to one of your sons, but I thought you might enjoy a flashier option with some more firepower to it as an additional option for your combat rig."


Miles is grinning like a child on Christmas morning, the normally glib sniper caught completely flat footed. 


"Damn it Sir, you can't just spring something like this on a man."


"Oh yes I can. I can also do this to you... because you have an order I need to deliver to you."


Miles cocks his head, thinking for a moment before brightening up with an uncharacteristic joy as Jerry makes a call into his comm device, and the ramp on Old One Eye lowers.


"Move'em out!" Calls one of the crew women specializing in handling living cargo.


A variety of livestock come down the ramp first, a small herd of cattle, some of the rapid domestication turkey-ostrich animals native to Vucsa 5... and eight pristine horses. 


Mile's group came first. A bold looking Paint leading a mix of three mares, with one obvious mustang among their number, intelligence glimmering in her eyes. 


Leading the next group of four, a proud black Arabian stallion with his head in the air and a prance in his trot that was simply born to the breed as he moved with his harem of Arabian mares, tails held high. The only limit to their majesty... was that they were rather small still. Yearlings, ready to start training, and designed from the genes up to be perfect mounts for their new masters.


Commander Ali Bek, the owner of the first Arabian horses off Earth, quite literally hovers briefly, clearly extremely excited... and having just enough sense to not race up to his new horses and startle the creatures.


"Gents, I sure hope these beauties fit the mark for what you were looking for."


Miles wipes his eyes. "Damn. You really earned your fees on this one sir."


"All credit to my wives, Sylindra and Nadi.” Jerry boasts, with a broad smile, gesturing to both women with something of a bow to them. “Their talents simply can't be beat."


Vuni nods. "Yes I can certainly see that... which does bring us around to that business the Duchess mentioned, do come inside dear guests, I'm sure we don't need to worry about inspecting the deliveries of weapons for the militia and our own equipment."


"That reminds me, custom weapons orders for anyone at the staff meeting will be held for them. Though, if I might say Mrs. Smith..." Jerry nods to Mabby. "Wichen is itching to see you and the kittens."


"You run along Mabby, in fact most of you can go. I hardly need the whole crew to talk about selling some of our excess cloning equipment to the Bridgers."


The party quickly moves inside... pausing to watch a few of Jerry's Marines help form a queue to the little stand Wichen's assistants had set up outside of Old One Eye to start selling some of the special small arms she'd worked up, and pass off custom work to their owners who were eagerly waiting to pick them up.


Before long however, everyone is installed around a conference table. Jerry pointedly seats Syl at the far end, this is her show after all.


Jerry can't help but observe from his location on the metaphorical sidelines with Miles, Ghorza and Jaruna. The actual stars of this show exchanged a few pleasantries. Jerry was complemented by the Ambassador on having the incredible good taste to take multiple Volpiri wives, which he'd been told to expect. 


The intent was to off balance him, and he side steps it completely instead with a further compliment for all his wives, and then routing the conversation back to Syl with a self dismissive comment about just being here to haul the cargo.


With the initial volley fired, the negotiations come fast and furious.


"So Duchess, Ambassador, you mentioned you've recently come into a large yield of top end cloning equipment..."


Syl quickly weaves a thread that would see a fair bit of the Tear's medical grade cloning tanks, perfectly good for the lower complexity work of regrowing limbs and organs, transferred to Vucsa 5's hospitals and med centers. Or held in reserve for the same.


Mind blowing as that kind of work being low complexity might be to the humans in the room, it was the nature of the subject under discussion. The slaver they'd apparently destroyed was absolutely loaded with the most premium cloning technology available, even by Centris standards, and the potential to bring the Tear up to full capacity was not something Syl was going to miss.


Jerry focuses, following the intense verbal conflict that was negotiations with masters of the craft. The high end equipment hadn't even really been stripped yet, and the Tear's engineering crews could easily help with that work where Mabby's engineers were already working close to capacity with the Claw and projects planet wide. 


Further, those same salvage crews would set up and prepare the cloning labs in the established hospitals, and train the local medical personnel in their use if they didn't have qualified staff. It would mean the Tear staying in orbit for another few weeks.


Every single detail was discussed and re-discussed, right down to where the Tear's crews would take shore leave to ensure both their safety, but also proper profit flow for the pirates that now ruled Vucsa 5. The capital was really the only truly developed location, and it was agreed the crews would more or less remain in this region, with some allowance for going out in the bush for camping or hunting and similar entertainment.


The details went fast and hard as Vuni raised the possibility of Tear crews assisting with further salvaging operations, or even helping with retooling one of their captured capital ships into a proper orbital defense platform or even a would-be battleship instead of the planetary bombardment vessels they presently were configured as. 


By the time the initial agreement had been reached almost no money actually needed to change hands financially, but everyone was getting more or less what they wanted, leaving Jerry, Nadi and Miles shown the door while the women ironed out the fine details.


Miles looks over at Jerry, eyes wide.


"Is Sylindra always this on the ball? I didn't know anyone could keep up with Agenda and Vuni at the same time."


Jerry shrugs at Miles. "I mean you saw it. She cut her teeth running operations on Centris, it's hardly piracy but it's not exactly easy living. Can't say much more, like I told Vuni, I'm just here to drive the truck, and not even that, I tell people to drive the truck."


"Heh. I feel that on a deep, emotional level, even if we do try to hold our own against our wives for accomplishments."


Jerry strokes his chin for a moment, he wasn’t entirely sure how to broach this subject with Miles, but Cascka had asked him for something important to her, and the man to talk to about the person of one Jingay Brent was Miles to be sure.


"...Miles."


"Sir?"


"I'm not sure you know. But we're brothers in law now. I know. I'm as concerned by that as you are."


"...Wait. You have a Deep Crag Nagasha wife?"


"No, Great Plains."


Miles screws up his face for a moment. "So Deep Crag mother and a Great Plains father, but that would be sons who would be Great Plains sons… Half sister?” 


“Full blood per our mother in law.” 


“I’m sorry, but how the heck does that work?"


"You've been out the loop Commander. Our mother in law, Rikaxza, is what's called a Primal Nagasha, the mother species of all Nagasha. She's presently partially wearing the shape of the six armed variant. While being numerous times the size of any Nagasha, and being functionally immortal."


Miles does a little quick mental math adding all that up as he processes the existence of what amounted to demi god Nagasha. That he was now related to.


"Immortal. Sweet fuck. How old is she?"


"Not sure entirely, estimates from intelligence vary... as do statements from the grand lady herself, At least two thousand, but even odds she was slithering through the halls of galactic power before Moses brought the law down the mountain to the Israelites. Or even older."


"...Holy shit." Miles did not have a glib remark for that.


"Yeah, I thought I'd give you a heads up. She's intending to visit at one point. She loves her little Jingay. How the hell she remembers all of her daughters, I haven't the slightest idea."


"Shit. Thanks for the heads up."


"Yeah. Least I could do. We are brothers in law... ah. Shit. Almost forgot. The halls of power? She leads a massive criminal organization called the Seven Tails of the Nagasha. I killed four of our sister in laws before marrying Cascka."


"Now you're fucking with me."


"Hand to god. I think the security footage is available on the Undaunted ‘secure’ network. And on your preferred galactic video sharing site. ‘Human and Cannidor Destroy Gangsters By The Dozens’ was the last title I saw. Anyway, The point of all this was Cascka was hoping to spend some time with her sister, but she won't be able to come planet side for awhile. So if you want to catch a shuttle up to the Tear with her, I'm sure Cascka would be glad to show you both around. Give you a chance to get some human food with some weirder preparation methods compared to what you can easily get here.”


"Shit I'm sold. Be interesting to meet one of Jingay's sisters."


"Cascka's a bit of an odd bird too, but you know, from what I've heard, Jingay, for all the stuff Nagasha culture does with that title? She's one of a kind."


"That she very much is. Thanks for the heads up Bridger."


Miles turns to leave only to be stopped by a call from Nadi as hops up on Jerry's shoulder.


"Not to interrupt the touching moment gentlemen, but if you could give us directions to this facility's sick bay before you go Commander Brent, I can get started on the job Syl and Mrs. Lilpaw are working out."


"Oh. Right. Yeah this place is a bit of a maze isn't it? Just head down that corridor..."
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Nadi and Jerry wander sedately down the corridors of what had once been a criminal gang's hideout and was now more or less the seat of power for the new planetary government of Vucsa 5. 


For a world that was a near literal hell planet till recently Jerry reflects it's actually fairly pretty as he looks out the window, leaving the navigation to Nadi for the moment. 


His communicator's chime in the pattern that told him Syl had sent him a message went off and he quickly checks it. 


"Sounds like Syl's going to be busy for a while. Can't say I didn't expect Duchess Agenda to negotiate like a dog worrying an old bone." 


"She is rather tenacious." 


"Comes from hard times I assume. All those scars... she's had it rough, no matter how she plays it up now as the glamorous and world beating pirate queen." 


Nadi nods. "I can feel the hurt coming off her... but I think a lot of the medicine she really needed was her husband." 


"Commander Brent is a very adaptable guy. Not the man I'd call first for a gun fight, but in lateral thinking and tenacity he always did a damn fine job in the training. The kind of guy who would not only get the job done if it killed him, but get it done in some sort of weird way you'd never expect... I figure that's just about the perfect kind of guy to keep up with a gal like Agenda." 


"Almost certainly. He loves her a lot. I can feel that too... and the love they share for her pups. It's pretty amazing to see that much love around. I don't see it outside of our family much, even with humans around. Miles plays the swaggering pirate but he's a very sweet guy. They're a well made match." 


"Not a match made in heaven?" 


Nadi titters into her hand. "Ah, I forgot, you wouldn't know it. It's a Gohb saying. They have a term for a match made in heaven too, a soul mate, though I can't recall it. A well made match is almost higher prized in their society though. The idea is that you've both been shaped and worked to fit together perfectly with a master's loving care." 


"Hmmm I think I see the appeal, something you have to work for that eventually makes that perfect tolerance, that satisfaction when the parts fit together just right." 


"Exactly! I. Oh." Nadi stops dead in her tracks, cocking an ear to the side. "...Crying?" 


"I don't hear anything." 
Jerry frowns, enhancing his hearing with axiom and maybe getting the barest trace of it before realizing Nadi was already off at a dead sprint. He quickly catches up to his much shorter wife and smoothly places her up on his back, slowing for a few paces for Nadi to get settled before running up to a decent pace again. 


"Nadi, directions?" 


"Left!" The tiny lizard woman leaned forward, pecking her husband on the cheek as she strained her ears. "Then right! Should be straight ahead after that!" 


They quickly find themselves heading down a gloomy looking maintenance corridor. It was clean, but clearly not heavily trafficked. 


"I think we're down by where they keep those poor girls from the organ harvesting operation that they mentioned to us earlier..." Jerry mutters. 


It had been one of the more brutal things Jerry had seen in a report from the galaxy. A few hundred women were nearly permanently imprisoned into healing comas without memory retention bands, their minds wiped out over centuries of deathless sleep as their bodies were savagely cut open for organs again and again, before being allowed to heal. 


Some of those poor souls were beyond traumatized. Others were recovering as best they could. The little ones were the worst, having been reduced to mere children by either an accident or... more darkly, a custom order of some kind. 


The whole thing gave Jerry the shivers, and he couldn't help but wonder if some of the orders the organ runners had filled were covers for the type of wealthy scum that had a taste for the flesh of sapient life. 


Nadi for her part ignores her husband's brooding, and drops to the floor, quickly seeking out the source of the noise. 


There, at the end of a dead end corridor, in a tiny alcove, they find a very young Kohb girl, probably around toddler age by human years. Kohb children developed quickly, and were smart and very mobile in a hurry. Jerry wouldn't have been able to gauge her age save her size and the studying he'd been doing to prepare for his own forthcoming Kohb daughters. 


The blue scaled little girl was wearing threadbare rags and has her head in her hands, clutching a very obviously hand made dolly close as she weeps quietly. 


Nadi doesn't even hesitate for a second, sweeping the little girl up into her arms and holding her tight. 


“There, there sweetie, it's okay. Shh... shh... it's okay." 


Gently she rocks the child back and forth, stroking her back with a practiced ease that suggests while it might be Nadi's first time bearing children, it wasn't her first time handling babies by far. 


Wrapped up in warmth however the child just cries harder, clearly letting out a wellspring of emotions. 


Bereft of anything better to do, Jerry turns the hug into a group hug, and both husband and wife are rewarded by the little Kohb instinctually nuzzling into them. 


After a solid ten minutes of soothing, at last the child is calm enough to talk. 


"W-who are you? You don't smell like the pirates. Like Mrs. Lilpaw's crew." 


Jerry fondly tussles the little girl's dark hair. "Well aren't you clever? We're from off world. I'm the Captain of a ship called the Crimson Tear, Nadi is my wife." 


The girl seems to come down with a quick bout of shyness, hiding behind her dolly for a moment as Nadi continues to stroke her back. 


"What's your name sweetie?" 


"C-cindy. It's not my real name I... I forgot it. An-an and everything else." She almost starts crying again, only to be pulled in all the tighter to Nadi's embrace. 


"That's a pretty name Cindy, did they say why they named you that?" 


"Th-the Kohbs on Ms. Lilpaw’s crew said she's a really brave Kohb, an' she worked with the humans. So it's supposed to encourage me to be brave too." 


Jerry nods. "That is a good name. Cindy Schmidt is a very brave Kohb that's for sure. So why all the tears Cindy?" 


"It's... just. Sniff." She sniffs a bit more till Nadi holds up a handkerchief to let the girl blow her nose. "I'm the littlest. And the youngest... All the bigger girls have big sisters already, or new families. Everyone else just seems to forget about me. So I'm lonely. I want to learn to do things too! Or... anything." 


"Oh sweetie." Nadi gushes, her mothering instincts clearly kicked into overdrive. "You haven't made any friends with the other girls? They're all in the same boat after all." 


"Only one really remembered me... everyone else forgets. Th'doctor said her name is Jade now. She got adopted by a scary lady who turned out to be really nice. She was big n'tall with black and white fur! Her husband was little, almost like he was a Kohb and she was a human! I-I wish they'd taken me too, even though I'm not big, or strong, or even brave." 


The water works start up again, ever tear seemingly stabbing Jerry in his own parenting instincts. It only took a glance to tell what Nadi was thinking, axiom or no axiom. They were already soon to be parents... what was one slightly bigger baby to add to the family a bit early? 


"You know Cindy..." Jerry begins.


"Hic- huh?" 


"I think you're plenty brave. You survived something horrible, and your biggest problem is you're lonely. That's a big accomplishment already, you know? That tells me you're tough too. Like I said, I'm the Captain of my ship, and I think I've got an opening for a brave, tough little Kohb like you. But going into space... it's a big adventure, but you have to be extra tough. If you're scared that's okay though, because that's what having a family is for. To help each other be braver and stronger than we are alone." 


"B-but I am alone." 


Nadi gently kisses the crown of Cindy's head. "Not if you don't want to be. I know you can smell me right? That I'm going to be a Mommy?" 


Cindy nods fervently, her mind and body clearly warring as the old soul in the young body, lost in time, fights to find its place in the universe again. 


"Well I could use a big sister to help me with the babies, and I think you're just the girl for the job. Even with all the babies coming, between me, Jerry and all his other wives, and all your new siblings coming along for you to play with, you'll never be alone again." 


"S-so... you'd be my Mommy and Daddy?" 


Jerry nods, not trusting his own voice to break as the little alcove is rocked by a fresh round of tears, but happy tears this time. 


She was all smiles as she rode on her new Daddy's shoulder back to the duchess's audience chamber, where Jerry and Nadi introduced the first child of the Bridger clan to Syl, and got directions to Madame Mari Horny, who was apparently acting as something of the matron of what amounted to the saddest orphanage off Earth when she wasn't taking care of her numerous sons. 


Said sons were of course also from horrific situations. 


Happy stories generally didn’t happen on worlds where a pirate take over was literally the best possible thing that could have happened to it. 


Jerry made a point to distract Cindy whenever that sort of thing came up. He had bonded with the sweet little girl in the few hundred yards between where they'd found her, the place they did the paperwork to take her home, and the shuttle back up to the Tear with Cindy's meager belongings to get her installed in her new room. His wives were thrilled of course. It had been expected, but it was always nice to see proof of just what a father their husband could be, and how easily his daughters would wrap their Daddy around their precious fingers. 


Vucsa 5 may have been a hell hole, and hell holes might be a fact of life, but no need to expose his sweet little Cindy to that till she was older. Whatever she had been. Whoever she had been, Jerry promised to whatever god would listen to him, Cindy would get a chance to be the happy, innocent little girl humming away on his shoulder like an oddly shaped songbird, and may the gods have mercy on anything that would try to take that happiness away from Cindy Bridger, because Jerry certainly would not. 


On reaching the Den there's nothing but smiles from any and all. 


Firi had been contacted, an impromptu welcome home party had been put together. Food had been cooked from several cultures, including a cake, the looks of which absolutely delighted Cindy. Jerry found just wandering around following her as she explored and met more and more of her new mothers, wildly entertaining. As was the painfully cute reaction when she was given her space within the children's barracks in the den. 


"You get the first bed right at the front Cindy. Remember, size doesn't matter, you're the eldest sister, so you have to set an example and look after your little sisters and brothers when they come alright?" 


"I can do it! I'll be a good big sister Papa!" 


It was enough to melt your heart, and Jerry was damn pleased he'd gotten it all on camera. He was well on the way to becoming one of those Dads. Worse perhaps because instead of stuffing a wallet full of photos, Jerry had a communicator with a massive storage drive for all the images or video he could take. 


The only ‘scary’ moment was when Mikasa had come bounding up and licked Cindy's face... but after that one moment of fear Cindy was riding on Mikasa's back like a fairy on a corgi in the old country, and Jerry finally let himself relax as the simple sounds of a child's laughter as she plays with a puppy echoes off the bulkheads. After untold lifetimes of hardship, misery and neglect, Cindy Bridger was a very happy little girl at last.
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Masha


Masha summons up a burst of flame to polish a nearby piece of glass, bringing it to a more mirror-like state so she can check her face. 


She'd spent hours yesterday talking to three of her clutch sisters on the hyper comm, trying on different outfits, making a few outfits, and generally just trying to figure out what in the hell she should do with herself on a date.


Her sisters did not help. 


Considering most of them were very traditional Apuk, it took some explanation to convince them that just carrying Jerry off was not a valid solution, and that humans who weren't sorcerers could be plenty dangerous. 


Once she'd linked them to the video of Jerry defending Sylindra back on Centris while ‘seducing’ Jaruna, and defeating, then rescuing, Wichen, her sisters had been more understanding. Then asked if she could get some of her older nieces into the marriage too. 


Which is about where Masha had hung up on them and called Mari'Nelindra, her elder sister from one of her mother's previous clutches.


Mari'Nelindra knew Jerry somehow, Masha wasn't sure about the details there, but it was something to do with Apuk-Undaunted diplomacy. She was also reasonably certain Mari was the one who'd gotten her contact information to Jerry, though the skipper wouldn't confirm that. 


Mari at last had decent advice for Masha.


"Just be yourself. You've never been a girl for dresses and finery. Never cared one whit for tradition. Never been one to pretend to be anything you aren't, why start now? You've already made your courtship display. You've already been accepted as a candidate or fiancee... that was based on you. No need to change yourself further my dear. Just do you. Now. I would certainly appreciate it if you tried to be a bit more proper instead of wearing these... ‘Jeans’ things you've taken to recently. However in eschewing our traditions, and by having the personal skill to back it up, you stand out in a manner that I'm sure an exceptional individual like Captain Bridger will appreciate. It seems to me that his marriage is made up of exceptional, deeply distinct and interesting individuals. Every girl you've mentioned is different from the others, save their love for Captain Bridger and their willingness to stand, and fight, together. Surely there's room for you and this new ‘Gaucha’ persona you've adopted."


So that left Masha at the south entrance to Agenda's... palace for a lack of a better term. Fortress maybe?


She'd gone all out with a pair of custom made, kutha reinforced boots with a nice heel that made her legs look great and would nevertheless let Masha kick someone through a building without damage. Her jeans were practically painted on, though still comfortable to move in, and had been modified to allow her tail to move freely. Then she'd picked out a tied off shirt to reveal her sculpted midriff and more of the dusky skin she knew Jerry enjoyed, and to emphasize her generous bust without exposing it too much. She might reject the ball room gowns of Apuk polite society, but she wasn't about to slut it up too hard like the rest of the galaxy. It might be fashionable, but she didn't want to seem desperate by human standards.


For jewelry she’d kept it simple and picked out a pair of khutha shell earrings; the eight spined shell of the goddess was a symbol of strength for the Apuk people that added a bit of color, and hopefully some luck. 


The outfit was completed with a thick leather vest that hid some light trytite armor, her gun belt, and shoulder holster. Tellingly, she'd swapped one of her revolvers out and added a new pistol to her rig. 


There was now a drop leg holster on her right side featuring one the FK BRNO field pistols that were the ‘standard issue’ hand cannon for the Bridger family. The weapons had proliferated slightly on the Tear so it wasn't that strange, but Masha knew it was a statement to Jerry and the rest of the Bridgers all the same.


She tucks a strand of red hair behind her ear, and settles her hat a bit on her head and horns. She leans against a wall, doing her best to look casual as she quietly talks to herself.


"You got this Masha, he likes you. You know he likes you. You're already this far, you just have to show him the full spectrum of yourself. Talk about your hobbies. What you've been reading. You know what you're about. You're a three time ace fighter pilot and can fight anyone to a damn stand still even if they've earned a crown. He already knows you can fight. Now you just need to show him everything else. Show him a good time. Make him laugh. Make him think warm fuzzy thoughts about spending the ages together with you. Of giving you a clutch. Not in the base sexual sense, but the loving desire to see our daughters and sons."


Self pep talk completed, she hooks a thumb in her belt loop, and waits.


Thankfully Jerry doesn't make her wait long. He'd not bothered shaving, the stubble giving him a manly tone that made her heart skip an extra beat when he smiled at her. It really, really wasn't fair that he could do that much to her with a half smile. Leather jacket, jeans, boots, kukri on his belt, drop holster for his own field pistol, and a pair of sunglasses completed the look... and the look was absolutely shiver worthy in Masha's book.


Some liked their men frilled up in lace, like she'd seen the pirate queen’s husband dressed up in. She preferred her man rough and ready, and Jerry provided endless opportunities to drool in that case. Dressed like he was, he looked like something out of one of her favorite guilty pleasures, a series of romance novels. 


That her romantic interest could easily be an Erana'Aternae hero was not something that was lost on Masha, and occasionally it made her as giddy as a school girl when it hit her at the right moment. 


That she had practically come out and said that to Jerry’s face the other day was something she’d rather forget on the other hand. 


"I hope I didn't make you wait too long. I was trying to make it before you." 


Another shiver, Jerry’s voice was really nice too. Or maybe she was just that much of a push over when it came to him? She puts it down to a mix of both before remembering she actually needs to respond. 


"I was trying to make it before you. I'm the lady, I'm supposed to meet you, not leave you alone. Not that going out alone happens that often for most men. Honestly this whole process is a bit weird."


"How do you mean?"


"Going on dates is something you do with a wife, not with... well. A candidate to be a wife."


"Welcome to human style courtship Masha. I figured it'd be good to get to know each other, you did come on rather strong the other day."


Masha blushes, both remembering her Apuk style courtship display, and the dressing down she received after.


"Well. You have a way of making a girl feel like doing something big to make sure she has your attention. But do tell me more about your style of courtship, so I'm not caught flat footed."


"We do things a little differently. It's all about getting to know each other, finding out if we're a proper match, maybe even falling in love or starting to."


Just the words made the flutter bugs in Masha's stomach go wild. Did he even understand the things he was saying!?


"There's some big structural differences of course. For example, as I understand it, dates for aliens aren't one on one, unless you have a particularly powerful spouse. Even then Apuk men rarely go out with only one wife. I remember seeing the sorcerer Brin'Char out with his wives at one ceremony or another related to the Shellcracker tournament a few times. I've never seen him on camera without at least six of his wives on hand and those are Freya blessed battle princesses. Plus they're guarding a sorcerer of all men. If some girl tries to give Brin'Char the old bad touch it's not like she's doing anything besides signing herself up for a humiliation at best... or a very painful maiming and healing coma at worst. I can't imagine he'd kill someone just for getting a bit too 'enthusiastic' in the romantic sense."


Masha feels a shudder go through her stomach. A few of her sisters had loved horror movies when she was a girl. She wasn't a fan.


"Are you sure about that? He is the Bonechewer after all..."


"He's only ever brutalized the ones who harmed him and his kinfolk. Even his rampage was him hunting the women who brutalized, raped and eventually murdered his brother."


"True..."


"He's also had nearly a thousand years to mature. If Vernon's report is anything to go by, he's a very different man these days. But I'm not here to talk about Brin'Char. I'm here to talk about you. Shall we head into the city?"


"...Let's. Lunch maybe?"


"Sounds good. Apparently there's a good noodle joint around here that has some solid spicy food for those that can digest it."


"Mhmm~ Something to fuel the inner fire eh? Sounds good to me, Skipper."


"Just Jerry remember? We're off duty."


"Alright, let's go... but stay frosty. This was a real hell hole till recently, and just because the pirates have cleaned house doesn't mean law and order's a thing just yet."


"Thankfully the self defense laws are pretty damn robust. ‘Fuck around and find out’, nice and snappy."


Masha boldly reaches out and takes Jerry's hand causing him to raise an eyebrow.


"Feeling bold today are we?"


"You know you like it."


Masha's grip was strong and her hand warm, showing off her Apuk body heat nicely as Jerry shifts his grip to interlace their fingers. 


"Guilty as charged."


The descent into the city is a quiet one, the former crime lords of the planet had made sure buildings didn't get too close to their walls, no easy cover for those who wanted to approach or perhaps try to attack. Once they get into the actual cityscape, both Jerry and Masha are struck by the odd mix of urban and rural everything.


There were low buildings like you'd expect in smaller cities on Earth or Serbow, but they were scattered at the feet of three quasi arcologies... not quite hitting the status of mega structure, but certainly trying, and housing many tens of thousands of people. These were the people that serviced what little industry Vucsa 5 had. Something that was slowly changing with the careful investment of the pirates that now ruled the place.


"Looks like the Barons are really having an effect. There's a lot of construction going on, and the after action reports didn't suggest that much damage to local civilian infrastructure. A lot of this is new."


Masha nods. "Yeah there's all sorts of stuff going up. Military and otherwise. Like that big hangar structure over there on the horizon is a launch point for planetary defense interceptors for example. There's evidence of new communication infrastructure... all sorts of things really. This is going to be a very functional city soon, not one held together by the sheer will of the people living in it, and the indifference of the monsters oppressing them."


"Yeah I'm seeing a lot of unboarded windows. There was a new youth center a couple streets back."


A flash of bright white wings catches Jerry's attention, and Masha looks to see Tyler Sarkin, Cassie and Nara'Denyali heading away from them, likely out on an excursion of their own.


"Ah my favorite odd trio. Hopefully they figure that mess out soon. I heard from Syl that Lt Elyria Darlentra from the comms department had a wonderful date with Tyler, but that she thinks she'll not get an invitation till after things with Nara'Denyali are resolved... Though to what end, the gods only know."


"I can't begin to guess... Nara'Denyali... She is a very odd creature to me. She does not actively channel axiom. It is... unheard of. Unthinkable. Even one who gives herself to the Order of Sacred Embers or similar monastic groups for penance generally doesn't cease channeling axiom. It's... it's the opposite of everything we are. But she's gone further than just not channeling I think... I'd have to touch her to be sure, but it almost feels like her inner fire is... out."


"Yes... she doesn't radiate axiom energy at all like most Apuk women do. It was... weird. She told me she killed someone in a training accident. Something about trying to be rekindled?"


Masha shrugs. "I haven’t really bothered to learn to ‘see’ with Axiom like you have, so I’m not sure. But that sounds more like a personal thing than any Apuk cultural concept I've ever heard of. Possibly a religious sect of some kind. Depending on how long she's been making penance she's either slightly lost it or is simply not coping well with the innocent blood on her hands."


"Probably a bit of both, though you'd think one would find peace with enough years behind them."


"You'd..." Masha stops as she notices the hair on the back of Jerry's neck standing up. "...Trouble?"


"Trouble. Watch the alleys."
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It turns out that pacifying or indeed conquering a world and taking out the worst of the worst still meant a large volume of slime fell through the cracks. Miles had told Jerry about an over hundred strong slaver cell they'd just cleaned out from the capital itself. Individuals who had even managed to get their hands on one of Commander Ali's sons. 


This had been a world straight out of Mad Max for a long time... and while Lilpaw's ‘The strong rule’ style military monarchy didn't sound terribly different... the act of service to the state being the way strength was expressed now, the explicit and implicit duties of noblesse oblige. Even if the average pirate didn't understand such things, their husbands did.


It was a clever move, positioning the men as she had. The power as Lilpaw's bannermen was with them. As was the morality and law behind her reign. Lilpaw commanded and the Dread Husbands led. It made being a better and better person easier for the pirates as they followed the path their husbands laid out. 


It didn't hurt that motherhood had softened the most brutal of them into more caring, slightly less violent individuals in some respects. Though Jerry suspected they would be more ruthless than ever before when it came to defending the world that was nursery to the many children those pirates were pregnant with.


Still, with only a handful of pirates, and their newly appointed local enforcers trying to govern what was still a world... There were plenty of cracks for malefactors and predators to slip through.


 Even if the big threats were hunted immediately, there was always someone looking for an opportunity to enrich themselves. 


The streets had been somewhat busy a minute ago, but were now completely depopulated. 


People knew something was coming.


Masha's tail swishes back and forth as she moves back to back with Jerry. Not drawing a pistol or calling warfire just yet, but very ready as her tail curls protectively around Jerry's waist. Not something she'd intended to do per se Jerry guessed... but once she noticed it, she didn't move it. She wanted to make it clear to whatever was lurking in the local area that this was her man. Even if he wasn't quite hers just yet.


Jerry reaches under his coat, reaching into an Axiom pocket within his jacket instead of going for his sidearm or knife. "Get tactical gorgeous... they're moving."


Jerry can feel it as Masha opens up her senses, straining them. She'd focused on combative axiom use, instead of trying to open her inner eye or whatever some Axiom masters called it. 


Something it seems she found herself regretting as she spits and draws the field pistol and calls warfire into her left hand. 


Jerry pulls his short carbine clear of the axiom pocket in his coat. In .300 Black Out with a low power prism optic, it was the kind of tool that special operations troops used for close encounters, and was a favorite of the elite boarding parties of the Tear’s FAST Company.


"No MP7 today Jerry?"


"It was either that or this, and I thought something heavier and quieter might be the order of the day..."


"Fair, those things are good for suppressors, but does it really matter with the silencer rings?"


"No, I suppose not. Check right!"


Masha hisses with frustration. Jerry can feel her emotions boiling in the local axiom, but he could take a guess anyway. She can hear movement, but she's having trouble tracking it. 


"What are they? Dzedin?"


"Might be... but the ones I can detect are a few Cloaken and a Yauya."


"Where's the Yauya?"


"Up and to your left, on the wall."


Masha focuses, finally finding the other woman and sighting in on her. 


"Anytime you bitches want to introduce yourselves so we can get to business or move on our way!" She calls out, already annoyed by the simmering tension.


The sheer disrespect of the situation had to be wildly aggravating for her. She was, as someone had put it prior, a goddess damned Apuk. If Jerry had a full grasp of Apuk warrior honor then she should shred every one of the people ambushing them with her bare hands to remind this world that crown or not, her people were not to be trifled with.


"Come on Missy, no need to be hostile! You got yourself a handsome Tret there... why not share a bit?"


Masha stands up straight with shock radiating off her, honing in on the source of the voice and pointing at what was probably a Cloaken. 


"Are you fucking stupid?"


"What!? How dare you speak to me like that, you insolent..."


The supersonic crack of a gunshot and the thud of a round burying itself in the stonework between the Cloaken's legs silences the screeching rant she was about to start. The Field Pistol smokes gently in Masha's hand, a perfect quick draw.


"No. Seriously. Are you fucking stupid? You think he's a Tret? With the ten Dread Husbands on this world, and another man shows up, with the gall to only go around with one of his wives. Wielding kinetics, and you literally can't do the math and figure out that man's human?"


"What!? Bah! Even if he's human, I doubt he's anything like the Dread Husbands. They must be the greatest of their kind. If humans are even a thing."


Jerry can't resist snorting. 


"No offense to the boys, and excepting Franklin becoming a goddamn nightmare thanks to axiom, but they were all the bottom 50% of the regular training group on the Dauntless. They weren't even top 50% of the regular troops, never mind special operations and commandos."


"...Hah. A pointless lie. What would that make you then?"


"The guy who helped write the training program that made the Dread Husbands the stuff of your living nightmares. Then went through that program first, along with the rest of the special forces personnel. That's what actually being part of the elite means. Leading from the front. I'm damn proud of what the boys have done in this world with the training we gave them. Now are you idiots going to fight the human and the pretty Apuk lady or are you going to grow a brain stem?"


"GET THEM!"


"Guess you're gonna learn today!"


Jerry grabs Masha's tail firmly and the pair of them vanish from sight, quickly getting ‘off the X’ and moving to a new position as fast as Jerry can lead with Masha’s tail still around his waist. 


A hail of gunfire that drops three of the Cloaken with the sounds of bags of wet meat being thrown at a stone wall announces their new position. The large pistol rounds Masha was using and the .30 caliber rounds from Jerry's short rifle were more than enough to reduce the diminutive reptilian women to pickings for scavengers.


Unable to move freely with Masha's tail wrapped tight around his waist, Jerry actually finds himself moved behind the Apuk woman.


"Masha! Move damn it!"


"Just cover our flanks, I can take plasma and laser hits, you can't!"


There’s a click and swishing sound as Masha holsters her field pistol, then flourishes her revolver out of its holster. The massive weapon barks six times, then lobs a burst of plasma across the little plaza they found themselves in a gun fight in. She immediately cracks her revolver open and pulls a speed loader, snapping the cylinder shut and dropping the speed loader in a dump pouch she unfurled with a quick yank of a tab. The burst of action took no more than two seconds. Still not quite Miculek speeds, but he didn't have to change his grip to fire a plasma burst.


Peeking around Masha, Jerry can clearly see the five women she'd just killed, and the heavy laser weapon the plasma shot had slagged.


"Damn, showing off again Masha?"


"This is a date isn't it?" 


She smirks happily, already firing again. This time the revolver drops another Cloaken with some kind of long gun on the roof tops.


Chaos seems to reign as aliens start running away. The gang's morale clearly broken at a lot of their heavies being killed outright. Still, something has the hair on Jerry's neck so stiff you could bounce a knife off it. He quickly looks up, and squints at the weird haze hovering above him. He reacts immediately, firing a burst of automatic fire straight up and brutalizing a Dzedin who'd been about to ambush them, tail raised high.


Before the meat can land on them however, Masha holsters her revolver and lets loose with a gout of green warfire, launching the corpse forward into the middle of the square where it smolders lightly.


A shout of outrage sees two more Dzedin running forward, tails blazing with Axiom energy. Masha turns to look at Jerry out of the corner of her eye. "Cover me!" Then rushes to meet them with warfire blazing in her hands.


The fight is brutal... for the Dzedin anyway. Jerry's reminded in detail of the law that makes attacking an Apuk battle princess in groups of five or less a legal form of suicide. Masha might not be a battle princess, but they didn't bring five girls on the ground either.


Bladed tails flash, only for one to be blocked by Masha's bare hand, which then grips the tail around the base and then burns the blade off with an intense gout of warfire, cauterizing the tail. Gaucha catches the tail blade as it drops, pumps her own axiom energy into it and ‘returns’ it to its owner, flinging it square into the blank faceplate of the Dzedin woman. The sudden pain forces her to rear back, hands flailing at the blade impaled in her face. It put her in a perfect position for Jerry to finish her with a burst of rifle fire, leaving another Dzedin dead.


The third Dzedin hisses without outrage, leveling a brutal flurry of slashes at Masha in an attempt to take revenge. She weaves a complex pattern, enhancing her speed with axiom trying to get past Masha’'s guard by sheer volume of strikes alone. One of the blows finally slips through and the axiom enchanted natural blade lays Masha’s side open with a brutal cut.


"Masha!"


The Apuk warrior woman roars with what Jerry was starting to recognize, not as pain, but rage. The Dzedin hadn't hurt her so much as pissed her off. She doesn't call warfire, instead she races in with both hands swinging, brutal blows pulverizing the natural armor of the Dzedin as Masha delivers the beat down of a lifetime.


A few of her blows go supersonic, the cracks sounding more like cannon fire as blow after blow connects, kinetic energy penetrating to no doubt do horrific things to the Dzedin's internals. Sensing a weakened enemy, Masha slips to the right and forward, jumping up onto the wounded woman's back. She stomps down before grabbing at her long, oblong head and snapping her neck with a sound that was as sharp a crack as any gun shot.


That ended the fight. There were other combatants on the field but seeing the Dzedin die in such a brutal way took the fight out of the last of them and they fled.


Fleeing was no safety however. The roar of air bikes fills the air and bikers descend on the gangers with stun weapons and net launchers. Seems the cavalry had arrived.


The air bikes are deafening as what they'd been told were reformed local biker gangs turned law enforcement took down the last of the little pocket gang with excellent efficiency. Jerry suspected they'd been getting lessons on flying from someone, because they were damn good.


The leader of the biker crew swings around and lands as Jerry runs up to Masha, covering himself with his rifle as he lays a hand on her wound.


"Forgive me if this doesn't work. Only just started practicing axiom healing techniques with Cascka."


"Barely noticed she nicked me."


"Nicked? Shit, bitch she fileted you!" The lead air biker says as she approaches.


"I am Apuk. She nicked me."


"Shut up. I'm working."


Jerry takes a breath, stabilizing himself as he pumps Axiom energy into Masha's body. This was a technique related to the basic axiom technique known as mending. It wasn't perfect, but it could seal a cut or gash quite easily, but would leave a little scar unlike more advanced healing techniques Jerry hadn't begun studying. 


It was all about learning the body and how its bits and pieces fit together properly, and without 100% perfect alignment there would always be something in the way of tissue damage and scarring.


A few deep breaths and a pulse of Axiom has Masha's side knitting itself back together, with only a pale scar in her tan skin marking where the wound was.


"Sorry about the scar. I'm sure they can fix it for you at medical."


Masha looks at the scar along her left side. "I think I'll keep it till my next healing coma. Call it a souvenir... of a happy memory."


"Happy memory is it, Gaucha?"


Jerry can't help but smirk up at Masha, he knew what she meant... but he wanted her to say it.


Masha doesn't even hesitate, all smiles as she looks down at Jerry where he's kneeling beside her. 


"Of course, the first time we got to fight side by side."


The Horchka gang leader, on the other hand, is getting mildly irritated, tapping her foot before growling for attention. 


"Look I hate to break up the mush, but some of us are single and actually have jobs to do, so if you could give me your information?"


A quick exchange of information followed, with the Horchka woman, who had introduced herself as Sheriff Tacitae, dutifully writing everything down.


"Right. Looks like you just helped us clean up one of the last few gangs that resisted... ‘integration’ shall we say, in this sector. They aren't usually this stupid, but seeing a man out with only one woman must have been a bit too tempting a prize."


"Normally few are stupid enough to try such a thing when that one woman is an Apuk."


Tacitae shrugs. "I doubt they could see your horns because of the hat. Or maybe they were desperate for some reason. We've been putting the squeeze on them hard recently. Getting a high quality man would probably allow them to work out passage off planet with a smuggler or similar organization. We also just broke up a small organization of slavers in the city... it's possible they put out feelers into the local area to try and recruit new talent from folks who didn't want to play nice with the Duchess. We've also heard of trouble out in the wilds. So step lively outside the city."


"Sure thing Sheriff." Jerry nods. "Anything else we can do for you?"


"Nope. You folks have a nice day. Or whatever. Talking to folks like this without threatening them is taking some getting used to."


"Well for what it's worth, authority seems to be a good look for you and your girls. I'm sure the folks around here appreciate you looking out for them too."


"We'll see, ain't exactly gotten us more married or anything."


"Gives you a chance to build prestige to get married. I wouldn't be surprised if there's more men around here on the regular in the coming years. I think it's a reasonable bet more Undaunted will be posted to this world, and that means more men. Possibly even human civilians once we can start getting people out of Cruel Space."


"Your civvies any more... dainty? So to speak? Never really dug feminine men."


"Some of them. Humanity's a pretty varied species, we generally have something for everyone."


"Guess we'll see then. You're free to go. The Duchess's office will reach out if there's any bounty on these fools."


"Tell'em all the bounty goes to you and your crew, thanks for the back up again."


"Shit you sure?" The dumbfounded Horchka cocks her head as Jerry tosses her a couple credit disks.


"Call it seed money to keep upgrading your gear. Masha? Shall we?"


"Yes, let's."


The trip to the noodle shop is very uneventful after that. Just the sights of a formerly oppressed hell hole slowly starting to recover from its period of hardship. 


The noodle joint itself bills it as Numari's Tentacles, Noodles and More! With Numari herself running the counter, the Mnemi woman was clearly able to cook multiple dishes with ease thanks to the tentacles she had in place of her hair.


"Welcome! Please grab a seat! We have some new menu items including human style beer. It doesn't have the alcohol content that those nut cases like, but it's got the flavor if you want to try some of the things the Dread Husbands prefer."


Jerry keeps any comments to himself and orders a decent volume of beer with the menu.


With a little help from Masha, they both end up ordering an Apuk style dish of long noodles, meat and broth. It had a few garnishes in it, but nothing to really distract from the savory, almost pork-like broth which was delightfully spicy.


"This is great. I need to try more Apuk cooking."


"I'm a decent cook, come over some night I'll gladly feed you. Though I admit I can't get leviathan easily to produce broth like this."


"Heh, already going for a second date are we?"


"Are you telling me you aren't having fun?"


By way of answer Jerry grabs Masha's shoulder and turns her before planting a firm kiss on her lips.


Masha stops breathing for a second, momentarily stunned as she slowly reaches a hand up to touch her lips, a mild awed look quickly giving way to a devious smile.


"Does that answer your question?"


"...No, no it doesn't. You should kiss me again Just to be sure."


"Later, we have to finish dinner before indulging in dessert." Jerry grins, remembering an earlier comment. “By the way…”


“Hmm?” Masha slurps at some of her noodles.


“Wife huh?”


“What do you mean?”


“You called yourself my wife earlier while threatening the gang leader.”


A dusky blush races across Masha’s nose. “Oh. I uh. Did I say that? Hahaha. Silly me. Must have. Slipped my mind! Or something.”


“Well I was just thinking it would be a shame if someone could call you a liar.”


Jerry turns back to his meal as the implication of that statement rocks the Apuk woman, who thoughtfully slurps down the next part of her meal, her tail wrapping around Jerry’s waist again quietly.
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Tyler


Several blocks away from where the Skipper and his Apuk ‘friend’ were putting some gangers in mortal peril, Tyler Sarkin is trying to deal with the headache that is his Apuk ‘friend’. Nara'Denyali was a singularly frustrating existence that required some very sensitive handling. 


She shut herself down very, very easily, making it very difficult to actually get through all her defenses to get to know her in any serious way. It reminded him of handling unexploded ordnance on the deck of a carrier. All very sensitive poking and prodding till someone manages to get the appropriate pin in to safe the weapon.


Cassie was getting more and more frustrated too. If Nara would just say what she wanted Cassie was prepared to welcome her with open arms now that she had the other woman's measure.


For Nara however it seemed that doing things the easy way or sensible way was some sort of insult. Tyler suspected it was either part of, a result of, or the cause of the penitent crusade she'd more or less put herself on for goddess only knows how long. He'd managed to get details on that with Masha's help at least. He hated betraying Nara's privacy like that, but if she was a murderer as she sometimes implied, he wanted to know more details than what she'd told him in the Skipper's office.


Tragically, it was more or less as she had said. Nara had barely been more than a girl when she'd killed another young woman in training. It was as much the other girl's fault as Nara's. Her reinforcement had weakened right as Nara brought a particularly strong blow in. There had been some other complicating factors, but in the end no one was at fault.


There was an Apuk word for the situation that had been in the official documents. Apparently it happened in training occasionally with all their advancements. If it resulted in ‘Sokoir’, which translated roughly as mutual death, it meant that the surviving trainee was also lost to the Apuk warrior class. Sometimes that trainee would return. Other times they lost their taste for battle completely. Occasionally it ended in suicide if the survivor's family wasn't particularly sharp in looking after them.


Then there was Nara. 


The details that the office of the Apuk councilor where Masha's sister worked had said that Nara had just undergone her third healing coma as a result of a combat injury. Apparently she'd turned back the clock to stay in her prime since she was taking a nap anyway. She was some sixty years old, and had spent nearly forty years on the road trying to find some form of absolution. She was considered stable, and reliable, so the Apuk weren't going to try and step in... but her family mourned their lost daughter, as well as the slain trainee that Nara had been so close to.


"Is there something on my face my lord?"


Nara's voice jars Tyler from his thoughts, he'd apparently been staring. 


"Ah, apologies."


"If you could then please... gaze somewhere else. It's indecent."


"My husband's very gaze is indecent?"


Cassie’s tone is incredulous, not sharp. More like she was waiting to see how Nara would stick her foot in her mouth as she tried to justify that comment.


"Humans are all in heat. One wonders if they can think about anything but mating!"


It was the petulant little stamp of her heel that really sold Nara's outburst and left Tyler fighting hard to keep himself from laughing out loud. If he did it would puncture the thin veil of self respect and discipline Nara carried herself with... she might even demand to duel him for the sake of what honor she had. He hadn't seen Nara fight, but he wanted none of that.


Tyler takes the other tact however, and covers up his mirth with a slight bow. 


"My apologies Lady Nara. I was contemplating the landscape around us and not keeping track of my eyes."


"I. Ah." 


The blush is strong, the blonde beauty clearly trying to control herself before looking away. 


"Just don't do it again! Anyway, What were you contemplating, my lord?"


"Ah."


Shit. She'd called his bluff to cover her own emotional misstep. He quickly gestures at some of the buildings around them.


"Just thinking there's lots of places like this on Earth. Slums. Really. For lack of a better term. Rough places where everyone is down on their luck and suffering no matter what they do... and many take the wrong steps and actively make things worse because they can't see or find a better way."


Cassie nods. "Such poverty exists in places like Frontier and Wild Space. It is something we often forget in prosperous space or the core worlds. Even distant space is not so distant from prosperous space in terms of quality of life. With axiom there is so much abundance that it's hard to remember that some people do go without. Starvation for example... I imagine it is far worse in Cruel Space, but with axiom sustaining you the bare minimum required for life at least... there is no respite in death if someone wishes to starve you."


Both women look to Tyler, curious about what it might be like in the mythical home of the humans.


"Even in Cruel Space, starvation, famine, is almost entirely political. Either leaders make poor political choices trying to manage a nation's agriculture or trade. Killing off millions of a small bird called a sparrow for example, not realizing the sparrows, though a nuisance, kept a wide number of pests in check, which devastated the nation's crops. The other, more terrible kind is, I think, the most common... where someone very intentionally lets an undesirable population starve. I feel like that's more or less what was going down here. People were being very intentionally starved. Given just enough to get through the day and keep crawling forward, but not enough to go strong enough to resist or rebel."


"A cold strategy, if it was indeed a strategy." 


Cassie's face is a mask of deep intensity. Tyler knew that such places offended her warrior honor. Or rather, the people who created such places offended her. Defending the innocent, or saving those in need, was a common Seramali warrior oath. 


"It's quite possible this occurred ‘naturally’ to a degree. A consequence of the greed of the criminal gangs who ruled this world. Taking and taking, ever more and more in their lust. While inflicting an unending host of petty cruelties upon those too weak to resist."


Nara looks around them as they head deeper into the city. "You know... before I made my penance. I used to... think poorly of places like this. It is a common view of the Apuk. We are all individually so capable, that those who fail to do better are... looked down upon. Even worse, those who fall to criminality despite, or perhaps even because of our great power are treated very harshly. There are many sentences that can earn the death penalty on Serbow and her colony worlds. For with power so great, our responsibility must be greater, hence my mission to make my penance. I wielded my power without thought... and another paid most dearly for it."


Nara gazes down at her hand, examining it as they continue to walk. "Now, after journeying so much among places like this. In the slums and dark places of the galaxy, rooting out the worst the universe has to offer. Women not so inclined to turn to a better blade as the pirates that now rule this world apparently were. Monsters. For lack of a better term. To be here without warfire, without my inner flame, among the other peoples of the galaxy... my perspective has changed completely. Instead of weakness... I see strength. Strength in the face of adversity. The strength to hold on. To survive. To even thrive in the face of great adversity and the harshest environments. It is... noble. In a way that my people do not commonly see or understand."


Tyler catches himself staring at the Apuk warrior woman again. That had been some pretty deep philosophy, and not what he'd come to expect from the Apuk. Even Masha, his XO, for all her rebellion against the traditions of her people, embodied them. She was a warrior of incredible strength and talent, even if she craved freedom. In not caring, and being able to back it up if someone pushed her. Masha too fulfilled her role within the Apuk population. Albeit in a slightly more... sorcerous way than your average Apuk warrior woman. Even if her equivalent to the Dark Woods didn't really hook her up with incredible nature powers and consisted of the call to go out into the black.


This talk from Nara however... This was something else. Tyler tears his eyes off the Apuk woman before she notices his ‘indecent’ gaze and looks around to try and find something, anything to get them on to any other subject. A food stand. Some interesting art. A hangar full of star fighters. A... wait. His eyes snap onto the freshly constructed defense station. It was ‘guarded’ for lack of a better word, albeit half heartedly, with girls that Tyler suspected were local turn coats as opposed to Lilpaw's original crew.


"Hey girls, let's drop in and visit our planetary defense counterparts. Be interesting to see what they're flying. I hear those souped up little nightmares are something to see."


The girls at the gate glower at them briefly as they approach, but their flight jackets and Tyler's presence as an obvious human man gets them inside easily enough. Not exactly the tightest security on Vucsa 5, but then, even if you were trying to fight the pirates, sabotaging their planetary defense fighters wouldn't be your first choice if you were already planet side. There were far more important points of defense or infrastructure to destroy or sabotage before tossing a wrench or something into an engine intake on the defense interceptors.


"Interesting design though, not gonna lie." 


Tyler looks around as they walk into the compound. There was a large central hangar bay that was inboard of a series of launch tubes that ringed the area. There was a wide set of hangar doors leading out to a large landing pad. 


With axiom related VTOL capabilities there was no real need for a long run way if you didn't want one or need one for acceleration, and with the launch tubes getting the interceptors where they needed to be in a hurry was hardly a problem.


"Alright I think I got it. So the fighters are nose in towards the center of the room, so engines to the launch tubes, that'll be those large armored panels. They made this thing fast, so they're a bit hard to pick out but you can kind of see the seam right?"


Nara nods. "Ah yes, I see it my lord."


Cassie just pridefully tosses some of her hair over her shoulder, with her vision she could probably see it from orbit.


"So when launch or scramble orders come, the pilots mount up in here, the big doors open and they're pulled into the launch tube and rotate to the vertical position. They can then light those massive bottle rockets they’re calling engines off and get up to orbit in a hurry. There's some weaknesses in the design, they're probably nimble enough in one dimension with maneuvering thrusters, but even compared to most spacecraft you're not turning these things on an entire axiom ride trade bar, never mind a trytite cred disk. Big heavy weapons though. Capital scale las or plas looks like? Not much for fighting other fighters, maybe the las would be okay, but these things are for smacking down large raiders from what the Skipper said."


"A good analysis husband. Frankly if I hadn't seen the after action report on them I wouldn't quite believe they fly. They seem immensely dangerous to both enemy and pilot alike."


"They are quite typical for pirate fighters in general really." 


Nara nods, stepping forward and reminding Tyler that this was something she would know quite a bit about. 


"Their crews might vary, but their design sensibilities do not so much. Even when they're not fortifying static positions. They value speed and firepower to the exclusion of all other things. The Huscarls are a much more balanced design, and more capable of fighting at all ranges, or responding to numerous situations. It is, in a sense, a very versatile weapon, like a war sword. These on the other hand are more like my clan's preferred war hammer... a blunt instrument of potent and brutal force designed to smash the foe into submission."


"That's about it lady!"


A voice from around thigh high gets everyone's attention. They'd been so engrossed that they hadn't noticed a Gohb mechanic approach them.


"Let's see... you folks must be from the Tear up in orbit right? Ain't no one dresses like you round here, and I'm pretty sure I saw Wings and the handsome fella at the Cap'n's little welcoming shindig the other day. Not that we got many if any Seramali around. No Apuk either. Save you obviously and that gal who was flying your boss's ride. Pretty sweet little number, wish I could get my wrench on her engine and give her a tune up."


Tyler chuckles. "The ship or the pilot?"


"The ship, I don't swing that way. My Moms call it teenage rebellion but I'm still not bi and I'm in my seventies so I'm thinking it's just how I do business. If anything I'm even less bi since I got my hands on my boy. Chief Mechanic Chita. I used to work for Chief Engineer Mabby on the Claw but now my job when we're not taking the Claw out is to make sure these pieces of nasty business keep doing business for Green Squadron."


"Green squadron?" Cassie tilts her head. "Seems a bit plain for a name."


"If you got any ideas we're all ears. At this stage we're waiting for the Baron or the Cap'n and her beau to weigh in. Most of the other squadrons are having the same issue. Everyone's got a few good ideas but either no one likes 'em quite enough or everyone likes a few of'em too much."


"We're from the gunship squadron, the Valkyries." Tyler hikes a thumb at Nara. "Except her. She's just hanging out with us."


"My lord I am guarding your person as is required by my life debt."


"Shit, what'd you do to get an Apuk bodyguard?" 


Chita leans in towards Tyler, clearly expecting a story.


"My lord and his wife saved my life with his tremendous skill as a pilot. I was sure to die if he had not intervened."


"So... you're paying him back by guarding his body day and night?"


"...Yes." 


The look on Nara's face suggests she’s in pain.


Chita however, either doesn't notice, or doesn’t care. Elbowing the other woman in the thigh. 


"Or are you guarding his body the fun way at night? I imagine that'd take all the hardship out of it. Hey Wings, you're the first wife right? She unclench when she's getting the good D?"


Cassie doesn't even get a chance to respond.


"It's not like that!" Nara blurts out far more loudly than she'd intended. Her volume quickly drops. "I wouldn't. I can't. He's not my type. Or anything of the sort. Besides I owe him a life debt, it simply wouldn't be proper."


"You worry too much. Just pay him back with the act of making life. Besides, maybe getting laid will work the stick out of your ass."


Chita dodges away out of arm's reach from Nara, who, axiom or no axiom was practically spitting fire with how enraged she clearly was getting. Instead of Nara getting a chance to respond, Tyler steps between Chita and the angry Apuk.


"Chita, I appreciate pirates have different social standards, but I'd appreciate it if you not speculate on my retainer's sex life. With me or anyone else."


The Gohb mechanic holds her hands up in a placating gesture. 


"Sheeeeesh okay chief I get it. I suppose the boys did say some humans are a bit more uptight than others."


"...Something like that. We also know when to throttle it back when someone is clearly not enjoying it. For the most part. You do have a bunch of grunts on the Claw." Tyler shrugs.


"...Right. Well. Come on you three, I bet you flying types wanna talk to the pilots. There's a couple of them hanging out in the ready room shooting the shit. They're mostly locals, but they're decent sorts. Done good getting through the training so damn fast. You just follow Chita!" 


True to her word Chita leads the way, hustling away in a hurry.


Before Tyler can follow however there's a slight tug on the sleeve of his jacket.


"Th-thank you. My lord."


"You had it covered I was just worried you were going to punt her through a wall or something and then I'd have to do paperwork. And you know how much I hate paperwork."


"Yes. I would hate to inconvenience you."


"You're not an inconvenience. Even if you do generate paperwork occasionally. Come on. Let's catch up."
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Tyler


"By the way Chita, you saw us at the welcoming ceremony?" Tyler starts as he and Nara catch up to the hyperactive Gohb pirate.


"Yep, I sure did. Wouldn't miss a chance to drool over all that hardware! Those Huscarls really are pretty damn things. Almost as tasty as my hunk! More guns, but not from lack of trying on his part. The man spends so much time in the damn gym. Making muscles the old fashioned way instead of using axiom. Never knew that'd be what gets me going, but hot damn."


Chita's got a slightly starry eyed look as she remembers her husband post workout and wanders off into an imagine spot until Cassie politely coughs into her hand.


"Whoops. Sorry. You know how it is, Wings."


Cassie blushes before turning the moment in a chance to ask a question. 


"Were you there at Lilpaw's request?"


"Naw Cap'n don't make shit like that mandatory. We're still pirates for fuck's sake. I was there to pick up my order from Mrs. Wichen primarily. But also to drool over the toys. That yacht! Unf. Could use some more guns on it, but that's got some very sexy lines. Not quite as pure sex as the gunships, but admittedly I'm biased towards firepower."


"What did you pick up from Wichen, Chita?" Tyler inquires.


Chita draws a custom pistol from her holster. It was a beautifully machined piece of equipment that had a variety of khutha runes, and two barrels. One had the telltale vents of a plasma weapon, and the other was a high yield laser emitter.


"I got me this little beauty custom ordered. Picked up a few of its sisters too. One spare for me, or if I want to double up for some reason, a gift for my hubby, and as is only proper a present for the first wife. She's kind of a bitch, but even her icy attitude softened when I gave her one of these babies!"


"Dual las and plas? Nice."


"Thanks! All credit to Mrs. Bridger of course. Her whole ordering system is super slick. She keeps working her sales to EFL pirates in any given area and you're gonna be able to coat every hallway of that ship of yours in khutha! What are you guys carrying? Anything interesting?"


"I do not use ranged weapons. Often."


Chita gives Nara a raised eyebrow. "What's the big ol stick on your back then?"


"Nothing!"


"It's a combat shotgun. 40mm. No. 2 in the series I believe. Warrant Officer Jaruna says she was like a kid in a candy store when she got it for all her tough talk now."


Cassie notes, clearly not having any of Nara's bullshit on the subject.


Nara says nothing, dropping back a pace to sulk a bit as they head deeper into the hanger.


"In her defense, a shotgun is not exactly a ranged weapon so much as a very loud blending tool. As for my husband and myself. Tyler and I are carrying our usual sidearm. A P320 Legion in 10mm."


"No idea what any of that means."


Tyler draws his pistol from his holster, displaying the large combat handgun with its distinctive styling. "It's a model of pistol from back home. It's chambered in a large, high velocity 10mm pistol round. Not quite the hand cannon the skipper favors but it'll do the job no problem. I also have a rifle in an axiom pocket under my coat. Just in case."


"I have the same side arm, and a submachine gun in 10mm for the same reason. I prefer the faster rate of fire. With my eyes and strength it's very, very easy for me to hit with absolute precision with kinetics. Up close and personal with a high rate of fire it means I can donate a large volume of shots to a relatively tiny area in rapid succession. If I have to take the field in any serious way I've been training as a sniper."


"Shiny! Man there's lots of kinetics with humans, and the Undaunted I suppose. Maybe I should get Hubs to give me a demo, add some bangity to my kit. They're wonderfully noisy. Las and plas is so quiet in comparison! At least till you add that silencer charm thing, but honestly I like all the noise they make. Kinda ruins it to get rid of it. Anyway, here we are!"


Chita gestures to a large metal door with a crudely painted sign that says "Rdy Room", and knocks hard on the door. 


"Oi! You bitches decent? We've got guests from the human ship!"


"The hell?" 


A confused voice calls back, which Chita takes as a cue to throw the door open. Two Erumenta are both in the middle of tucking themselves back into their flight suits, and had clearly been stripped to the waist previously.


"A man! Ah, he's seen my bare flesh!" 


The icy one cries as she wildly exaggerates trying, and failing, to cover her utterly massive, by galactic standards, chest.


"I can't be a bride anymore!" 


The fire Erumenta shouts, turning her back to the door and displaying an equally staggering amount of immense cleavage even from behind. 


There's a few seconds of restrained snickers as Tyler turns around as quick as he can before both of them dissolve into giggles as they finish doing up their flight suits. Turning back round to face the room, the Erumenta were clearly sisters if he looked at their faces.


A Rabbis woman with her boots up on a desk emblazoned with a sign that said ’Fucker in Charge Of All You Fuckers’ sighs. 


"Chita we've talked about this, knocking is polite but you actually have to get an okay from whoever's in the damn room or you might as well just barge in."


"Aww lay off Matroika. I doubt he minded the eye candy and it's not like any of you girls are married!"


"Wait what!? He? He who?"


A Fruit Sonir pokes her head up from a couch nearby and immediately gets smacked in the head by a wadded up ball of paper thrown by one of the Erumenta sisters.


"Just how deep do you nap Narien?"


The ready room had a formal briefing area far to the side, but was mostly a lounge for the on duty pilots it seemed. With Matroika, the apparent squadron commander maintaining her desk in a glass walled cubical nearby. The hard worn Rabbis woman rises, stretching all four of her arms as the cube goes opaque as she steps out and seals it.


"Anyway who's this g- oh. Hello handsome! Chita, who's your friend? Are you cheating on your boy?" The Rabbis jokes.


"Not on your, or anyone else's life. That man's already given me two daughters... and frankly this guy's a bit scrawny in comparison."


"Heh. I get that a lot. Commander Tyler Sarkin, Undaunted Navy. I'm the squadron commander for VSA-103, also known as the Valkyries, along with the other aerospace assets embarked on the Crimson Tear."


"Shit he talks like a proper soldier at least!" The Fruit Sonir notes. "Narien. The twins over there are Naka and Maka. Naka's the hot one. Maka's the cool beauty. Or whatever pun they've worked out today."


The Rabbis raises one of her four arms in a genial wave.


"Matroika, I'm the squadron commander for Green Squadron. Pleasure to meet you. What brings you out to visit us?"


"Just taking a walk through town and saw your new facility and thought we'd drop by."


Tyler reaches out and shakes hands with Matroika, who shakes with two of her four hands. The Rabbis might not be traditional military, but she was plenty tough. Chita hadn't introduced her as one of Lilpaw's pirates, and Tyler found that massively intriguing. Smuggler maybe? He wasn't about to puzzle it out just looking at the stunning brunette playboy bunny who'd walked off a space western themed centerfold and into a somewhat dirty squadron building.


"Well we're certainly happy to host if you want to hang out. We reserve the right to pepper you with questions about those gunships of yours though."


"You got a deal, Matroika."


"In that case, make yourself at home, and prepare to be waited on hand and foot by these thirsty sluts."


"Not by you then?"


"Oh I'll be right there with'em, I've been craving a human ever since I saw one, goddamn. Near Rabbis good looks and you boys bring the pain to all kinds of bad guys."


Nara moves a step closer to Tyler, seemingly trying to ward off the joked about tide of ‘thirsty sluts’ that didn’t appear to be particularly forthcoming besides Narien passing out drinks to everyone who wanted one.


One of the twins, Maka, raises a hand. "Pardon me boss, handsome gentleman I want to spoil and cool off with my immaculate bosom. What's that string of letters and numbers you dropped a minute ago stand for?"


Tyler chuckles.


"A V designates that a squadron is fixed wing, S is space capable, and A is for "Attack" which is the kind of mission we fly. It also indicates what type of craft we use. In this case specialized attack and strike aerospace craft. Compared to say a Fighter squadron or a Fighter Attack squadron, like most of the fighters back home which are an F or FA designator respectively. Our Huscarls are a bit too big to say they aren't pure attack craft."


Naka pops up again. "Speaking of the Huscarls, tell us more about those? We just know they're big and intimidating looking."


Tyler strokes his chin. "Well they're basically just gun boats. Nothing special there. The big change is the high caliber auto cannon in the nose, and the missile bay. I know most of the galaxy tends to skip ammo, but humans generally think they're worth it. Really helped out the day we met Nara actually. I laid down a spread of fire and the enemy caught enough of it to finish them off. The rest of the rounds continued to travel through space and caught an enemy gun boat that had just jumped in."


"Shredded them pretty ruthlessly, it was very impressive shooting husband."


"Not really impressive, I got lucky."


Chita has perched herself on a ledge. "Missiles!? Typical human insanity. Those things are expensive, then you gotta haul em around! It's a massive pain. Better to get up close and apply lasers and plasma to the problem till it either surrenders, changes shape or catches fire."


"Catches fire even in the void of space!" clarifies Naka, the flame Erumenta clearly enamored with the element she was born of.


"Typical pirates." Nara snarls, clearly unimpressed for whatever reason.


The Gohb sticks her tongue out at Nara. "Guilty as charged. I am what I am Blondie. Don't get snippy with me because you can't bring yourself to get laid."


Tyler steps forward taking control of the conversation again before Nara can respond. 


"Chita. We've talked about this."


"Okay, okay sensitive subject. Sorry Blondie."


The human pilot coughs into his hand to recapture the room's attention while Nara composes herself.


"I'd argue missiles have their place. Especially as part of a proper military outfit that can resupply or supply our munitions and ordnance instead of scavenging. Like you girls are now. Eventually you're gonna have to deal with the fact that you're not pirates or working for the same."


"N-not... pirates?" Chita mimes fainting as she falls down onto a couch from where she'd perched herself. "Oh goddess! How will I go on! I can feel my pirate spirit leaving me! Please, Tyler. Kill me! And tell my husband I loved him!"


The Gohb breaks down in giggles, taking a moment before she recovers herself.


"Pirate's a way of life, just cause we stole a world doesn't mean we're going to give it up!"


"On another note, maybe you guys can answer a question for me." 


Matroika pulls her comm out and shows them a close in screen cap of what appeared to be a pistol. 


"The heck kinda gun is this?"


Tyler squints a bit and fails to make heads or tails of the abstract shape.


"It's so pixelated I can't make it out. Why?"


"We watched a couple human movies the other night."


"Oh goddess here she goes again." Narien moans.


Matroika hops up from the couch she's settled on and does a solid four armed rendition of the human ‘martial art’ commonly referred to as gun kata. 


"I can do stuff like that with lasers and plasma, but with burst firing big fuck off kinetic pistols it was so much cooler! I already contacted Wichen and apparently since it's something simple she can hook me up, but she has to know what they are."


Tyler's brow knits for a moment. "Burst fire? Huh. Equilibrium?"


"Yeah that was it! I liked it better than the other one, The Matrix."


"You have excellent taste Matroika. Those are modified 92FS pistols if I remember right. Honestly you can get that look with any handgun modified to select fire. And you do want to have the option to fire single shots. Wichen can hook that up no problem. Pay extra for the suppressor charms with the "noisy" option. Noisy can be a tactical benefit, but recoil's nobody's friend when you're not training.”


The Bunny woman leaned in, clearly composing a message to Wichen in her head.


"Any particular model you'd recommend?"


"Depends on what you want I guess. The P320 like Cassie and I carry is big like you're looking for, but relatively low capacity. You'd empty the magazine in a literal blink. Hmm... Probably the P226 would fit the bill for what you want assuming you want a hammer and a muzzle device added on like the Berettas. Ask Wichen for the TacOps model with an extended barrel. That'll give you all the bells and whistles base plus whatever shit Wichen does to them with runes. 20 rounds in every standard magazine. You want... 126 grain +P+ hollow points and as much full metal jacket training ammo as she can give you. The guys already on planet can hook you up with more and reloading gear."


"I'm not 100% sure about what most of that means but I've written it all down, sending it to Wichen now."


"In short it's a specific type within a model “family” of pistol, "grain" is a weight for bullets, and +P+ means an extra hot round that goes even faster and hits even harder than normal loadings."


Matroika thinks for a second, stroking her chin. "Is that uh... dangerous?"


"Nah, not for pistols that are rated for it. The TacOps should be, and if it's not, Wichen's going to make it rated for that."


"Hah! Shit hot! Gonna have to get back into axiom martial arts once I learn how to shoot properly with these babies."


"Part of me wonders what I've just unleashed upon Vucsa 5, the other part is fascinated to watch and find out."


Matroika flexes. "You just unleashed the 8x gun show, and don't you forget it!"
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The night sky on Vucsa 5 could be beautiful in the right parts of the joint. Jerry briefly reflected on a time where he’d been here during a similar sky, but this one was much prettier. He was standing in front of a camp grill, roasting up another round of meat in very little besides some silkies and combat boots. Jaruna had wanted to go "camping" for date night. In fact, neither “camping” nor “date night” was the right word, rather—


"Let's go fuck like those rabbit things you told me about in a goddamn gravity well like nature intended. I might be pregnant, but I'd rather be having fun grinding your pelvis into dust, and besides: It's early. Maybe you can give our baby a twin if we work hard enough? When we're not fuckin' we'll grill some meat, shoot some guns, and watch a couple movies. I got some Cannidor movies I bet you'll love. Picture it: Just you, me and the breeze all damn night."


He could still hear Jaruna's rumbling chuckle in the back of his head, and it made him smile even as he continued to grill.


"This really is the life. Ice cold beer that at least resembles Asahi, fresh steaks on the grill that are at least equal to the top quality stuff back home, and that I can actually season for once. There’s a gargantuan lion-shark alien beauty rummaging around for something illicit for me to rip off her with my teeth so we can burn off the calories from this round of steaks. Gonna need to do something a little more family friendly like this with the whole clan before we leave."


Jerry strokes his chin, looking at the little clearing and imagining everyone having fun, enjoying the sun. "Quite a crowd already... Gonna need to work something out so Mikasa and Cindy don't run off too far, but it's safer than that nutcase world Lakran; that much is for damn sure. So might as well get some group family time planet-side while we still can. The park's nice... but..."


Jerry takes a deep breath, smiling up at the darkening night sky. "It's hard to beat the real deal—Even if I do rather like my home being a massive damn starship. I'll probably want to settle someday... maybe even here. By the time all our terms of service are up, Vucsa 5 will probably be a hell of a place. Might not even be a Frontier world anymore if Agenda and the boys keep working at this pace... Although, I suspect that particular change in status comes with a bunch of new taxes they almost certainly want to avoid."


Jaruna steps out under the awning they'd set up by the entrance to the Yacht, which had been christened Where Away in a brief ceremony after they brought Cindy back up to the Tear. While not a pocket battleship like her namesake, they did probably have as many small arms aboard as that legendary vessel once had. They'd even retrofitted slots in for Jerry, Jaruna and Ghorza's power armor.


"You're thinking out loud, stud. That said, I'm digging this view. You've got boots on, and could stand to lose the shorts; but, close enough to naked, barefoot and in the kitchen after getting me pregnant. Nice to see you know a man's proper place instead of this whole starship captain gig."


Jerry looks over to make some sort of smart assed remark in response and almost immediately gets lost in all twelve feet of nude, curvy, muscular shark alien. He can feel himself stiffen significantly just enjoying her standing there. Part of him knew that getting this kind of "special" time with one of his girls would be harder after the first round of kids were born—God damn it if he wasn’t enjoying it now. 


Plus, with so many mothers on hand to help with their growing brood—now estimated to be at forty one children to be—maybe special Mommy and Daddy time would be easier to work out than he was presently thinking. They didn't have to go it alone, after all.


The galaxy was curvy as a whole, but some of his girls were something else entirely. There were so many flavors of delightfully stacked to enjoy. From Nadi's short stack glory to Ghorza and now Masha's different ends of Amazonian delight. 


Then there was Jaruna. The utterly indescribable Jaruna. There was just. So. Much.


So much muscle. So many curves. All of it utterly delightful. She was a feast manifested as a woman. Most of the galaxy might resemble ancient human fertility goddesses, but Jerry firmly had the Cannidor marked down as goddesses of the harvest; because where they went, there was a great abundance.


Jaruna's gaze wanders down his body even as his gaze devours her own figure. "Oooh. I like that reaction. I ain't even put anything smutty on yet. You reacted real nice to the last set. Shame it got ripped up, but trashy lingerie ain't exactly hard to get my hands on, even in my sizes. Us Cannidor like feeling like delicate, sexy ladies too you know."


"You should feel like that all the time then: you are my delicate lady, and you are so very, very sexy."


The alien woman's hand drifts down to her washboard, slowly stroking her stomach. "Don't I fuckin know it!? Kinda surprised it took us this long to get me knocked up on volume alone, but Cannidor fertility cycles can be... tricky. Sometimes."


"Hey, we've got time. And, our first is on the way."


"You got a whole lot of firsts on the way."


"And I damn well know that." Jerry chuckles as he flips the steaks. "Doesn't get any less exciting though. Honestly, I never expected things could work like this. I didn't know I could love this much. I was worried about being spread too thin, but you girls just make me stronger, make me want to work harder."


"Doesn't hurt that the galaxy primes us ladies to share in a healthy manner—Even better that we're all adults and can clearly communicate our needs. We're doing a lot better than some places just on the fact that we do work things out instead of leaving it to individual initiative or your discretion. We're all a team, and we're all on the same side. That's not true within clans mostly. Not to say they actively sabotage each other in an external sense, that'd undermine the point of a clan. Fighting for your husband's attention though? That's another matter entirely."


"What are the Cannidor clans like in that respect?"


Jaruna shrugs. "No better or worse than the galactic norm. I was born into the actual warrior culture, and we tend towards smaller groups of warriors internally than the galactic 100+. We're about the size of two or three normal women so fifty Cannidor is a whole lotta woman already. We're a competitive, warrior species and our men ain't much different. We're all fighters—Had to be on our homeworld. So, there's internal competitions, squabbles, the occasional fight or duel—Goddess help you if you piss off one member of a clan though. Even if they were at each other's throats a second ago, they're all gonna come down on your dumb ass like an asteroid."


"Heh. I can't imagine people that stupid exist."


"Oh, they do. Remind me to tell you the story about the time my mother and her sister wives reduced some dumb bitch who picked a very wrong fight to a literal two dimensional shape." 


Jaruna turns, swaying her hips a bit, swinging her tail to tease Jerry with tantalizing glimpses of all that there was to see. 


"Gonna go finish picking out something good. I got it narrowed down I think. Nadi recommended this ‘sling’ thing that looks like some string with three patches of fabric that really needs an instruction manual. Should cling in all sorts of exciting places though. Also got something a bit fancier. We'll see if I'm feeling trashy and just want it rough and ready, or if I want to make love this round."


"You know, I don't think anyone would ever expect a Cannidor to be in a love making mood."


"Just goes to show that they don't know us as a species."


Jaruna blows Jerry a kiss over her shoulder and sashays back inside, leaving Jerry to return to tending the grill. A loud blast of human heavy metal suggests that if Jerry heads inside he'll get one hell of a show before Jaruna notices him. Cannidor weren't much for dancing in general, but whenever Jaruna cut loose it was an... inspiring sight to say the very, very least. 


“But sacrifices must be made!” Jerry tells himself as he checks the gorgeously seared off beef as the minutes pass by in quiet contemplation and devoted beer drinking before pulling them off the grill.


"Yes. Meat truly is worth the sacrifice.”


"So glad you agree."


Jerry whirls towards the unfamiliar voice to see a Guile Archna zip in out of the darkness and up the side of the yacht, perching herself atop the frame that held the large awning extended from the ship's entrance. She was looming large over the camp site as only the spider-like women and their shape of kin can.


"...Sorry, this is a private event, and we don't have enough for beggars." Jerry's hand starts to inch towards the table where he'd been prepping food by the grill. If he can just reach his shoulder holster...


The growl of a plasma caster warming up convinces him to stop that motion for the time being.


"That's a good boy." The spider woman gloats. "I might have been chased from my den on this world by those damn pirates, but with some of the things I've gotten my hands on and a choice morsel or two like you, I'll be back living the way I so richly deserve."


Jerry starts to slowly look around. He was good and surrounded... and it looked like there was a small shuttle nearby. Now admittedly, he had been rather distracted with Jaruna, but they clearly had some form of adept handy. Where was she?


One of the women takes a step out of the darkness beyond their camp, prowling closer with a slink that reminded him more of a four legged cat. A Panseros? He hadn't seen one in person before. Thankfully this one was clearly not a half of a Twin Shot sniper team, armed as she was with the plasma equivalent of a shotgun. She had a slightly nervous expression on her face, constantly licking her lips.


Is she in over her head a bit? Or was she already getting affected by his pheromones? He considers for half a second. He literally smelled like sex right now to a more sensitive nose, and human male pheromones are stimulated by doing the deed such as it was. That, plus doing some sweating— something athletic sex with a giant of a woman generally provided a human an opportunity to do—meant he was probably a walking talking distraction in his own right.


Jerry takes a few slow steps, making it out like he's stretching a bit, taking the moment to flex. The ‘gun show’ made the Panseros lean in a bit, swoon even. She was very, very sensitive. Possibly Volpir sensitive? Mixed parentage perhaps? Jerry discards the information as he tries to unobtrusively sweep the area. Jaruna would notice something is wrong soon. When she did, she'd decisively handle the problem. 


There were four other thugs surrounding the camp that he could see or sense. The highest axiom presence was a Tret woman. She immediately advances to priority target 1—Even more than the ringleader, if this went hostile, she must die or be otherwise neutralized. It was a shame, she was pretty, but a pretty face willing to enslave people wasn't very pretty.


"I'm afraid you have me at a bit of a disadvantage, madam...?"


"Oh no I don't think you'll be needing my name. Our association will be relatively brief I'm sad to say, just enough to get you to market."


"Come now, no need to be rude. I'm Jerry. What's your name miss?" He says, smiling right at the Panseros.


She immediately went weak in the knees. Subversion target located.


"I uh... Bahagira. My friends call me Bari!"


"That's a pretty name Bari."


"Idiot girl!" The spider woman hisses. "Get a hold of yourself. Once we've got him bundled off you can get a ride just like everyone else. Until then, focus, or I'll use your hide as a rug!" The spider woman begins to charge a stun weapon. "And that's quite enough out of you."


Jerry more or less ignores the spider woman. She hadn't shot yet, and he could see the stun weapon she was threatening him with... and out of the corner of his eye, he could also see one other important thing. 


His wife. 


Jerry drops his voice, speaking directly to the shaking Panseros... whether it was lust or fear, Jerry could work with taking this threat out of the fight easily enough.


"Bari?"


She moves a little closer, weapon still raised, seemingly lured in by the low tones of his voice.


"Y-yes?"


"When the screaming starts, either get low and stay low, or start shooting at the bad guys and I'll help you okay?"


"Wh-what?"


Jerry raises his voice, locking eyes with the spider woman as he begins to call Axiom to himself as unobtrusively as possible. "You know, I'm impressed with your little operation. Finding me, and making a decent recon while stealthed—Very nicely done. The stealth in particular, I didn't detect anything at all, nor did the systems in my ship."


"Why, thank you. It's a new thing for me. Usually I have tidbits brought to me, but I find myself quite enjoying field work." The Arachna boasts. "Now do hold still, I'd hate to damage the merchandise."


"But you forgot one small thing."


"Oh? And what's that?"


"You didn't actually check to make sure I was alone. Jaruna now!"


Before Jerry reaches the "J" word, he's already throwing himself towards the table... and conveniently, towards Bari. It's a textbook tackle, and as they hit the ground her plush, velvet fur was an excellent cushion. The movement had gotten Jerry's hand on his holster and it immediately got Bari out of the line of fire.


In the same moment, Jaruna, now clad in a sling bikini that Jerry would be far more interested in if not for the imminent gun fight, makes her presence known. She racks her combat shotgun and fires directly up. The 40mm buckshot charge ravages the underside of the Guile Archna, shredding her main body and rendering the core of it down into what the junior Marines would call chunky salsa.


The spider-like alien doesn’t even have time to scream. Or rather, with her lungs located in her abdomen if she survived the sheer trauma she didn’t have the air to do so. The mighty Ker-Chunk of the action of Jaruna’s shotgun as it ejects a heavy brass shell casing to thud into the dirt echoes like a gunshot itself. It’s immediately followed by the massive weapon getting leveled at another would-be slaver and sending them to meet their ancestors with a sound like God slamming a car door.


Jerry rolls off of Bari, kicking her weapon away and coming up looking for the Tret. The redhead was beautiful, save the look of absolute rage on her face as she prepared some sort of giant ball of lighting... which drops at her feet and dissipates into the dirt as Jerry performs a Mozambique drill: Two to the chest, one to the head. She drops dead without a sound, and the last hope for this particular crumb of scum dies with her.


Jaruna's on the warpath and is, as always, inspiring to watch work. The massive shotgun donating ungodly amounts of kinetic violence to the remaining thugs. It was just brutal enough that it made Jerry cringe a little; but not as much as when the seeming last of the little crew emerged from the shadows. An oversized Snict pops out of the darkness, eagerly swinging her arm blades at Jaruna.


You had to admire the Snict's optimism somewhat. That optimism didn't last long however, Jaruna charged the other woman and slammed the bayonet home square into the center of her chest—The monomolecular blade passed through everything with ease. Then, the last charge of buckshot of the fight more or less obliterated the other woman's torso. Jaruna kicks the corpse off of her the end of her blade before roaring in triumph.


"Fuck me! That was almost as satisfying as sex! Did you see what that buck shot did those bitches? Fuckin' mulched'em. Bury'em in a vegetable patch because they're instant fertilizer."


Jerry glances over the corpses. "Yeah, that thing made a mess to be sure. We're going to need to get a shovel and get them off our campsite... or break camp and move."


"Hmmm. Gotta figure out how to move their shuttle around too. And go through their stuff. They started shit, we finished shit, so that makes their shit ours by interstellar right of go fuck yourselves."


"Sounds fair to me. Shuttle looks like it's in vaguely decent condition too."


Jaruna nods happily. "First thing's first though."


Bari flinches hard as Jaruna racks the shotgun, moving closer to the younger, smaller female like a force of wrath personified. 


"Hello, kitty cat... what should I do with you I wonder? Seems someone pointed a plasma weapon at my husband..."


"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm really really sorry! Please don't kill me!"


Bari's pleas fall on deaf ears. "Now is that really fair? To beg for your life? I bet all your victims begged too."


Jerry moves up, drawing a shudder of a different kind from Bari.


"We didn't! I didn't! I was just a smuggler! Most of us were! I worked with Ms. Matroika, not that... that thing." Bari shudders again. "She... she killed Ms. Matroika, and some of the other senior girls. Destroyed our hidden hangar out in the wastes! Told us we worked for her now. Apparently, we ran product for her occasionally—No slaves or anything! Ms. Matroika would never allow it! I... I thought she was just a small-time drug lord or something.” She sputters, invoking the goddess as she catches her breath. “I think when the pirates chased her out of her den and destroyed her organization she… went a bit crazy."


"I see." Jerry strokes his chin for a moment.


"I can't tell if she's scared or horny..." Jaruna takes a sniff. "Smells like horny. Good job not soiling yourself. Alright. Sounds like you’re probably going to do some noble bullshit, honey. So I suppose you’re good, kitty.”


"I... what?" 


Confusion rules Bari’s face as the barrel of the massive combat shotgun and its very sharp bayonet is removed.


"You're barely more than a kid who’s in way over her head. I'm not going to kill you. Though... I gotta ask, did you kiss my husband?"


"What!? No! I… Of course not! Not that I'd mind per se and he did tackle me and his scent was super..."


Jaruna stomps her foot for attention, silencing the mile a minute Panseros. "Alright, I get it. I got the picture loud and clear. Just thinking you've got the shakes like you're bonded already but haven’t gotten a dose in a hot minute. A kiss from a human can get your body thinking you're properly married... but you didn't kiss him. You didn't have time for a quickie… Hmm."


Jerry snorts with laughter. "Jaruna, no need to mess with the poor girl. Come on Bari, stand up. I told you I'd help you and I will."


Bari quickly hops to her feet and dusts herself off.


"H-help me how?"


"Probably with his dick, knowing his track record."


Jerry held in a snort, but remained stoic. "Not helping Jaruna."


"Who said I was trying to help with this part? Helping people's your thing. I'm the breaking things and killing people expert." Jaruna steps back. "Come on. Sort this shit."


Jerry goes through a couple mental options as he grabs his communicator. "Can you fly that shuttle, Bari?"


"Yes! I'm pretty good. Ms. Matroika said so before she was killed."


"Alright. So here's what you're going to do: You're going to take that shuttle to my ship in orbit, the Mass Conveyor. I'm going to write this identification phrase down. You'll give it to the controller when asked, follow docking instructions... and when the military police take you, you cooperate alright? You'll be in the brig for a night, but after that you're either a refugee... or I'll have a possible job offer for you. Does that sound good?"


Bari was hanging on his every word, and clearly forgot to respond for a moment. "Yes! I can do that! I'll do that! I'll go right now!"


The Panseros woman in fact lingered as much as she could get away with before finally leaving. The shuttle craft burning for orbit with all due speed.


"...Well. That happened."


Jaruna grunts, a particular sound Jerry identified with impatience in his fifth wife. When he turns to look at her, she's still covering him with her shotgun, looking for all the world like a pin up calendar aimed at gun guys in her very skimpy sling. Just looking at the tell tale flush in on some of her bare skin, it doesn't take a genius to guess what might be frustrating her.


"Babe. Did all that fighting uh... flip your switch?"


"Did getting in a gun fight near naked, still leaking from our last round of fan-fucking-tastic sex flip my switch?” She says with sarcasm that teeters on the brink of elation. “Oh, and as a bonus you dominated some woman so hard with your very fucking presence that she probably came at least once just smelling you and listening to you talk! Hmmm. What do you think, baby? Did that turn your big mean Cannidor bitch on?"


"I think I've got maybe five minutes to dispose of the bodies so they don't mess up our camp site and then you're going to ride me under open sky till neither of us can walk..."


Jaruna grins, the Cannidor white and pearlies making Jerry's heart race like he was a prey animal under the eyes of a very large predator for a moment. 


"Most people don't know about the Cannidor—Fewer still know me. But you? You know the Cannidor fairly decently, and you do know me so very, very well."


Jerry surveys the damage as Jaruna disappears inside the ship, already calling axiom to his hand. 


"Good thing Cascka's had me studying Geomancy. Much faster for digging some shallow graves a few hundred yards away than digging."
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Jerry's hunch had been correct. Bahagira—Bari, to her friends, no surname—was indeed the daughter of a Volpir man. It was her bad luck she'd inherited the incredible pheromone sensitivity of the Volpir. Although the Panseros woman had sworn up, down, left, right, and center that she had never had anything like that happen before. Of course, when asked how many times she'd been that close to a man she wasn't related to since she hit puberty, she could count the number of times on one hand. 


Lucky for Bari, however, Jerry was married to not one, not two, but nine experts on Volpir biology. They also happened to be ones who had rebelled against that particular facet of their biology with great success. Which is why Bari could actually sit in his office and hold a conversation like a functional adult instead of rip her clothes off, spread herself on his desk, and beg to be impregnated. That was  a very specific fantasy, but that's apparently the mental space Bari had been in when talking to Syl earlier. 


They'd given her a hormone suppression shot, then fit her with a custom nose piece like the one the Volpir sisters had worn before they'd gotten married to Jerry. Despite that, Bari was still bonded to him whether he liked it or not. But, she was in control now, and had the decency to be incredibly embarrassed about her hormone drunk behavior. 


"I-ah... once again I'd like to... You know, apologize about. Uh…" 


"I understand, Bari, let's say no more about it." 


The Panseros woman frowns. "Well, actually: I'd like to say something more about it. I uhm. What should we do? About the bond?" 


Jerry suppresses a sigh. He really didn't want to talk about this. Just the thought that he'd chemically addicted this poor young woman by being near her had him upset on Bari's behalf.


"Well, if I understand the process correctly, you'll go through a period of withdrawal. With the hormone suppressant and the nosepiece, you should probably come through in a few weeks.” Jerry waved his hand. “That’s good, because it’s significantly faster than most women do in your position." 


"And if I say... wanted to pursue you? You know… As a husband?" She had practically squeaked that last word. 


It wasn't entirely surprising. Jerry pulls Bari's file out and quietly reviews it. Bari was young by galactic standards, just hitting her early 70s, and from her interviews with intelligence had basically figured she'd never get married. She was born to a not favored wife in a not particularly special clan. She had done average in school, was average in sports and in just about every other subject. She was just plain okay. 


However there was an exception to that. She’d shocked the evaluators with what happened when they tossed her in a flight sim. She had fantastic spatial awareness, and even with her limited, informal training, had all the hallmarks of a very good, if not excellent pilot. 


It was that small hedge of talent that had seen her recruited to a smuggling operation as a junior pilot. She was still in training, being groomed to be a full member of the crew. Prior to that, the Panseros woman had... drifted. She'd had a run of bad luck, a bad call or two. Nothing major, but more than enough to be life altering. 


She'd ended up in gray market and then black market areas out of a desire to find an adventure... and continue to move away from her mother; a tradition for Panseros it seemed. Bari had been determined to make something work... and from what Jerry could tell she'd actually managed it—Albeit on the wrong side of the law. Things had continued on that way until a certain spider threw a wrench in the works. 


Jerry shuts the manila folder again. 


He liked the theatrics of having actual paper files on people for interviews. It seemed to have an impact on the interviewees that just looking them up on a computer couldn't replicate. In Bari's case, however, she's nothing but earnest, eager, and hopeful... and not just in the thirsty sense. She genuinely was looking for a chance here, both with him, and for something like he was about to offer her. 
  
"You'd still need to go through the withdrawal. I won't accept a proposal if you're under the influence, even if that influence is our mutual biochemistry being extremely reactive." 


Instead of droop or frown or fuss like Jerry had expected, Bari simply nods, and a determined cast settling in her bright purple eyes with their distinctive feline slit. 


"I understand. You have to do what's best for your family, of course." 


"We have to do what's best for you, too. Humans aren't like the rest of the galaxy in terms of mating and courtship just to start. On the gripping hand however, is the fact that I'm leaving Vucsa 5 in the next couple days. Marrying you would be irresponsible just to start, for your own sake if you weren't willing to come along." 


"I… With Ms. Matroika dead, I don't really have anything on Vucsa 5. I'm not working for that woman anymore, but I don't really have any work. I could volunteer with the pirates and their new defense forces, but one of the things I really liked about smuggling is the travel. I didn't mind coming "home" to Vucsa 5, but it was fun getting to see planets all over the place. In the end though, Vucsa 5 is just where I ended up dumped. It's not where I want to be, or where my family is from... It's about as far from my mother as I can get, so I fulfilled the traditions of my species, but that's about all I've managed to do out here." 


"That's the other issue if you seriously want to pursue marriage with me. I have a very firm limit on the number of wives I'm willing to accept. I have three slots left. Have you met Miss Nezbet?" 


"The Takra bounty hunter? I ate... near her, the other night. She's really nice! Tells really great stories too—Even if I think she'd probably tell them to an empty room if she didn't have an audience." 


"She's the current candidate for wife number eighteen, and she recently just decapitated an entire pirate fleet in a bounty hunting raid that took over a year to plan. You've met, Sylindra, my first wife... and I'm sure you remember Jaruna." 


Bari shudders. "She... Mrs. Jaruna is... very... intense." 


"Yes, intense sums her up nicely. That's the kind of company you need to be able to stand in on your own. You need to be able to contribute and participate in the family in a meaningful way. Sylindra has determined that with only twenty wives everyone needs to pull their weight in some way." 


That took the wind out of Bari's sails, the Panseros visibly deflating a bit. 


"Lucky you, I do have an opportunity for you." Jerry pulls a file out of the stack. "I want to commission you as a flight officer in the Undaunted. That's the junior officer rank for naval pilots. I happen to have a billet open for a pilot to support my special operations teams. You'd basically be smuggling again, but instead of drugs or whatever you'd be smuggling in people. It's dangerous work, but you'd certainly get to get out there and see things no one else in the galaxy can say they've experienced." 


Bari's round fluffy ears flutter a bit. "T-That would be amazing!" 


"The initial term of service is six years. That doesn't include your training since you're brand new. Further, in your specific case we'll include a probationary period. You're a full officer for all intents and purposes, particularly your salary and benefits... Once you get your head clear, you'll have an opportunity to back out if getting the pheromones out of your system has you wondering what the hell you've just done. Should that be the case, we'll get you passage to the planet of your choice, and send you off with some severance pay." 


"No, no, no! You're giving me a chance to be a pilot and not even have to do illegal stuff anymore! You're even going to pay me to learn how to fly! I don't need to get my biology unfucked to know that you don't get chances like that often! Ms. Matroika and the girls would have my hide if I didn't take this with both hands! I-"


A loud chime fills the room, and Jerry suppresses an irritated sigh as he jabs at the comm panel. 


"Yes?" 


"Sir, your next interviewee, Ms. Matroika Da'vren is here." 


Bari is out the door that leads to Jerry's outer office so fast that she leaves an after image of a shocked Panseros sitting in front of his desk for a picosecond. By the time Jerry makes it to the door, the emotional Panseros woman had tackled the Rabbi who was about to interview with him for another pilot billet. The panther woman is crying quietly as the Rabbis, Matroika presumably, pats her head and strokes her back with two of her four arms. 


"I'm terribly sorry about this first impression, sir." Matroika says softly. 


"Not at all. Let's get her up and get you both in my office. It's not often I get to interview a dead woman, and I think both Bari and I are going to want to hear this story." 


In short order both women are seated in front of Jerry's desk. Tea is poured, and a moist towel is fetched so Bari can compose herself. 


"Right, so to start introductions again, I'm Jeremiah Bridger. Depending on the colors we're flying, I'm either the Captain of the Undaunted warship Crimson Tear, or the Undaunted merchantman Crimson Tear. Ms. Da'vren, I was going to be offering you a job, and I still fully intend to, but I'm afraid I would like to hear about your apparent death and survival." 


Matroika nods slowly. "Well, that's fair enough. Do you mind if I call you Jerry till you're my boss?" 


"Sure, works for me." 


"Well, Jerry, Bari, sweetie. When everything went to hell with Vucsa 5, I was contacted by this bitch of a spider; A nasty piece of work we dealt with fairly regularly by the name of Gulla Trven. She paid well, however, and she wanted to hire me to move a chunk of her fief off world while the getting was good. What I didn't know, and didn't expect, is that it was a trap. I'm not sure why she was so pissed off with me, I always traded fair with her, just like any client." 


Bari quietly raises a hand. "She uh... said you made her angry because she could tell she thought you were better than her. She even ranted about it a few times. So, she decided to get the smuggling assets she needed, the crews... and... kill you." 


"She nearly damn got me." Matroika grimaces. "Not sure how the cargo spoofed my sensors, but she loaded me down with a series of charges designed to rip my engine apart and flood my poor little lighter with axiom enhanced flames; She had the decency to give me a quick way to die, at least. The flames would either catch on pure oxygen and you explode, or they eat all the oxygen and you quietly pass out and suffocate. In my case, however, I had my ship modified to have a secret escape pod access in the cockpit. Even then, it was a close thing once I realized everything was going to hell in a handbasket. I landed near the capitol, met up with the pirates, and volunteered as a pilot. Until recently, I've been commanding one of the planetary defense interceptor squadrons." 


Bari gasps. "Really? You flew one of those things?" 


"Heh, I've seen pictures of those things. You're even braver than I thought, Matroika."


"I was in full on revenge mode at that point. I managed to borrow an air car from the pirates and flew out to try and meet up with my girls first thing. I got out there, and I found... rubble. My little bolt hole was partially a natural cave system, Jerry, I had a couple ships in there. Great crew of gals, including little Bari, here. I uh... found one of them in the rubble, couldn’t even recognize the poor girl. I figured the bitch brought the whole network down on top of everyone." 


"T-That was Memi. She didn't suffer, at least, Matroika. She was hit with a plasma blast while she was on watch and died instantly. The First Mate, Ms. Lerian tried to fight back and got one of the goons, and there were a few other casualties. Th-Then..." Bari sniffles, clearly remembering the day her world went to shit was not pleasant. 


Jerry, of course, had heard this story before, and hearing it a second time did not make it easier. It did make him regret that Gulla Trven hadn't died in more pain.


"A couple of the girls had been bought off. Ms. Lerian forced me under a desk before one of the mechanics opened up with a laser repeater. The horrid spider got all the ships and about half of us." 


Jerry leans in. "For the record, all those individuals Bari told me about have already been arrested or killed, and the ships and shuttles have been taken by the new government. You could probably get them returned to you if you wanted, Matroika." 


Matroika's eyes are brimming with emotion. 


Bari's world hadn't been the only one destroyed by the petty whims of Gulla Trven. 


"No. Only my baby was in my name, and she's wreckage. The rest... it wouldn't be right. Wouldn't feel right without the girls. I'll take a cut of the profit from the sale, Bari, too. If the government's really trying to be all sweetness and lightning." 


"Shouldn't be too hard to work that out. Please continue, Bari." 


"There's not much to say after that really. The rest of us were rounded up and dragged out, and we were told we'd either join her crew or die." 


Matroika sighs. "And it was mostly the younger girls too. Of course she'd get you rolled up easy." 


"No one wanted to die... Saying no didn't seem possible with a plasma cannon in your face." 


"You did the right thing, Bari, all you can do in that situation is survive. Then what happened?" 


"Well mostly she was just a petty bitch. She stole a bunch of things. Got some of the other girls doing drugs, promised them money, men. All sorts of stuff. I just tried to stay quiet and do my job. I think that made her angry, somehow. She, uh… She hurt me a bunch because she thought it was funny. She hurt a lot of other people, and she did it whenever she could. Didn't matter who it was. Started planning on rounding people up as slaves... just enough for a quick sale for seed money to set her drug network up again she said. Then, we saw a man out alone by chance and she decided to snag him. Except, he wasn't alone!" 


Jerry snorts. "I hate to break it to you, Bari, but even without Jaruna there, that situation was not going to end well for Gulla Ven. You're really lucky you didn't eat a bullet or a laser in the crossfire. She might have been a tough mobster on this world, but I've punted more dangerous individuals and kept score for distance. Unfortunately for Gulla Trven, Jaruna, my fifth wife, and the large Cannidor you might have seen in my outer office Matroika, was there. And she proceeded to do what she does best." 


Matroika winces. "Probably with some Cannidor grade kinetics too, eh? I'd say I feel sorry for the bitch and her cronies... but Bari got out alive. So. I'm not about to shed any tears for trash when I have things to be thankful for instead." 


The Rabbis woman takes a few deep steadying breaths, focusing herself. 


"Well, that's my whole background out in the open. If you're okay with a Rabbis who managed to get her entire operation killed by a vindictive arachnid sociopath, I'd like to enlist as a pilot." 


Jerry nods, he didn't have to bother with pulling a file out for this one, he'd made his decision on Matroika pretty much immediately on reviewing her file, and the new background didn't change any of his conclusions. If anything, it reinforced them. 


"As it happens I have a commission here for you for full Lieutenant based on your evaluation. I'm sending you to VSA-103, our gunship squadron. It’s a little slower than what you're used to coming from pirate interceptors, but I literally have one fighter on this ship as of this moment, and the three I'm getting in the next couple months come with pilots. Apuk pilots. Considering their knightly culture, I doubt they’re going to be inclined to share their rides with anyone.” 


"Gunships are perfectly fine with me, sir." 


"You switched to ‘sir’ quickly enough." 


Matroika quickly reaches out and signs her contract. 


"Well, you are my boss now." 


Not wanting to be left behind, Bari also grabs the pen, and signs her contract. 


"Well then, Lieutenant, Flight Officer. Your first order of business will be attending officer candidate school, which will also handle your initial gear and uniform issue. Bari, you'll then be going through an abbreviated flight school, aerospace operations course, and some... special training... to bring you up to spec as a copilot for our special operations teams." 


Matroika lightly punches Bari in the shoulder. "Sounds like you'll be doing much more exciting flying than I will. Thatta girl Bari! I knew you could do it!" 


"But I haven't done anything yet." Bari scratches the side of her head sheepishly.


"Sure you have. You earned a chance to show the galaxy what you have." Jerry chuckles. "I'm looking forward to seeing the results. Will there be anything else ladies?" 


Matroika snaps to and salutes with... acceptable polish. Bari did her absolute best to imitate the pose and the position... but it was very clearly the first salute she'd ever offered in her seventy odd years of life. 


"No, sir!" Both said in unison.


"Excellent. My secretary will have directions to the quartermaster so we can get you out of guest lodging and into your permanent quarters. Your training officer will be in touch to let you know when, where and how to be, to start OCS. Dismissed." 


The two women turn to leave. Matroika turning sharply on a heel, and Bari moving with all the slinky grace of her species. 


"Oh, and ladies?" 


Both women stop and turn to regard their now commanding officer. 


"Welcome home." 
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The screening aboard the Tear was the closest thing to a formal social event they've had since they launched. They'd even invited a bunch of the leadership from the planet below and their crew.  This other crew’s arrival had led to them having to set up a second screening in another empty cargo bay. It was a very special piece of media that was being aimed at breaking into the Cannidor market more directly. 


One of the strange points of overlap between human and Cannidor culture was essentially... magical girls from anime. Unsurprisingly, the culture of rugged individualists appreciated stories about exceptional individuals kicking exceptional amounts of ass with powerful axiom abilities or their own brute strength.


The lights dim, and things kick off immediately with a series of heavy laser blasts. A human man in light combat gear is diving for cover and then crawling deeper in, trying to get clear of an angle where he can be burned by plasma. 


Staff Sergeant Joachim ‘Jock; Drago had been selected specifically because he was large for a human, and well built to say the least. The man spent a lot of time in the gym and it showed. The equivalent of picking out a busty female lead in content aimed at men on Earth. This was women's entertainment primarily after all. 


"Shit, shit, shit! Command, this is..." The Staff Sergeant curses at his communicator as static spits at him. 


"Shit, jammed! How the hell are they jamming me?" Drago does a quick weapons check. 


"Half a mag in the rifle, two more mags on my rig. Two magazines for the pistol, one frag grenade, and my knife." He mutters to himself, unconsciously touching every item as he looks for options. "Not a lot of options here... Think, Jock! Think..." 


His eyes whip around the terrain of the destroyed cityscape he's working his way through. The Cannidor style of architecture provides an alien, if somewhat familiar background for its mix of what a human might call brutalism and ‘heroic’ architecture. 


It was either exceptionally functional or painfully pretty to highlight some glorious achievement, a virtue, an ancient Cannidor goddess or heroine, and so on. 


The sound of heavy weapons fire in the background getting ever closer upped the tension, he was running out of time.


"Shit! I'd do just about anything to get out of this!" 


"Anything?" 


Jock jumps about a foot in the air, bringing his rifle around on a glowing critter that was... hard to describe. It looked kind of like a giant weasel with long, droopy ears. Like a lop rabbit or similar creature. It had large fangs and a long tail that ended in a stinger. 


Jerry had never managed to pronounce what the critter was called in the Cannidor language, but it was something from their mythology, and frequently showed up in this kind of role. It was never... malevolent per se, but it wasn't always friendly. Their deals always had some sort of price. Something they'd want done in return for their power, but unfortunately Jock was out of options. 


"...I'm listening, Critter." 


"Critter works for a name. Now... let's see... yes. You'll do nicely. Hold still. This shouldn't hurt too much, and you'll be able to crush your enemies and mine without that silly little pop gun of yours." 


"Silly!? Hey, wait what are-!?" 


A burst of axiom energy whites out the screen as a transformation sequence begins that Jerry knows half the nerd squad consulted on. Instead of just new gear however, Jock is getting a new body! When the light fades, a particularly busty ten foot tall Cannidor woman in an exceptionally short mini skirt is left standing in Jock's place with a "wand" that looks more like an I beam stolen from a construction site. 


"Oh, hell no!" 


‘Jock’, or more accurately the Cannidor woman playing his alter ego, tries to tug her skirt down to laughter from the audience and a couple amused cat calls from men and women alike as he, now she rounds on the magical creature. 


"This wasn't part of the deal!" 


"You didn't clarify. Besides, my powers only work on Cannidor. So, I made you a Cannidor. Temporarily. What are you upset about? Now you have the strength you need to destroy your enemies utterly." 


"I could have just used a tank or something!" 


"Fresh out of whatever a tank is—Now go slay your enemies!" 


"We are going to have words about this after I bludgeon my way out of this situation!" 


"That's the spirit, human!" 


Jerry suppresses a grin as he slips out of the impromptu theater. Apparently, men cross dressing as women so they can fuck people up is an ancient Cannidor tradition. It’s seen both in romances, comedies, and especially romantic comedies, which the new show was. You knew it was a Cannidor RomCom by the fact that the first episode alone had a body count that would do ‘Saving Private Ryan’ proud. 


That Jock was already married to a few of the actresses involved with the production was... not a scandal per se.  According to staff, it apparently had made for some rather scintillating romance considering the girls were all pursuing him in a very real way. Method acting got rather... dynamic out of Cruel Space apparently. 


Of course, an interest in Cannidor women and culture was why Jock had volunteered in the first place from what Jerry understood. Much like his character, he hadn't understood squeezing into a mini skirt and heels might be part of the deal. Or, specifically, squeezing under the Cannidor warrior woman who did the on screen work for his alter ego when he was ‘transformed’. 


Once out of the cargo bay turned theater, Jerry quickly moves down the corridors. He walks along, returning a few salutes, but otherwise doing his best to be unobtrusive. Sharon had asked him to meet her in one of the hangars used by the combat squadrons. 


Hangar Bay 4C currently only had one occupant, Masha's Star Blade fighter. It was awaiting the rest of its sisters. They'd be picking up the rest of the flight when they finally made it to Serbow in a few months time. They had a lot of travel to do before they made it that far, but Gaucha was very much looking forward to no longer being a flight of one. 


When he enters the pilot ready room as he'd been directed, his flight suit and gear are waiting for him with a note from Sharon to get dressed and ready to fly. This was her date night, but  she'd apparently had something special planned, and Jerry was all about finding out. 


He quickly dresses and heads into the hangar proper, where Sharon is lounging on the wing of the Star Blade. She's got her gear open slightly and her flight suit zipped low, showing off the results of both her recent healing coma, and her experiments with axiom. She's up more than a few cup sizes, the once humble Zombie now hefting a healthy pair of what had to at least be F cups. 


"Hey there, handsome." 


"Hey yourself. Looking good, Sharon. Question, are we doing some roleplay for some kinky sex, or are we going flying?" 


Sharon hops off the Star Blade's wing and zips herself up before clicking her harness back into place. 


"We're going flying. I have the keys from Gaucha, the flight plan is scheduled and even if this were an ejection seat style aircraft I have a functional spine again. Despite what my new girls might say if I was back on Earth, it’s 100% functional. Not sure what’s weirder, looking down and having trouble seeing my feet, or not having even the slightest hint of back pain from suddenly being busty." 


"Not that I'm complaining about those for the record. Extra curvy Zombie is just more Zombie to love." 


"And I'm fully expecting you to give me a whole lot of love after this flight, I'm taking you up on the kinky sex for sure. In the locker rooms. In the shower. After we stagger back to the Den and to bed. I have some other fun things tucked away for when you finally take me to bed, too. I kinda like how the Xenos do business. There's something fun about picking out scandalous lingerie with your gal pals/sister wives giggling like mad knowing you're all going to get your world rocked in whatever you're picking out over the next couple days." 


"Glad you're adapting to the ways of the natives."


Sharon strides over and pulls Jerry in for a deep, hard kiss, tongue briefly sliding into his mouth before pulling away with an impish wink. 


"You don't know the half of it." 


"So this thing has a second seat?" 


"It can have a second seat. Masha and I got it modified earlier today. She's gonna take you out for a ride soon, so she'll be keeping it in for now. Apparently, the usual use for a second seat in a Star Blade is training; but it's also been used for a Wizzo or Radar Intercept Officer style gig. That’s where they act as a battle space controller for the flight or squadron. So, you'd get one two seater to a squadron if they actually went with that. It's mostly for situations where they don't have other kinds of command and control support. These things are jump capable, so they frequently operate independent of a larger vessel." 


"Makes sense. Well let's get out there and see what she can do." 


The pre-flight checks go fast. Sharon had more or less been waiting on Jerry, so all that was left was a final walk around before climbing in and sealing her up. Before long, the inertia of the magnetic launch system is throwing them back in their seats as the Star Blade is launched into the black. 


There's no hesitation from Sharon, she's flying the Star Blade like it was her old Super Hornet back on Earth. In a matter of seconds, she’s getting them clear of the Tear and sending them through a variety of maneuvers that would have been stomach turning in something that didn't have an inertial dampener, which at least took the edge off. It didn't remove everything, Masha and the other pilots swore that fully removing inertia killed their spatial awareness and could be down right dangerous. It made sense to Jerry, but then he was a complete layman on the subject. 


Sharon levels out the wings and stabs a finger out at a button that turns out to be something of a sound system. A few synth notes quickly give way to the crunchy guitar of the song Automatic by the power metal band Amaranthe as Sharon throws the throttle forward and begins to maneuver. With no regard for safety, she aggressively seeks out the edge of what the Star Blade could do in a gravity well, and her own limits. 


For his part, Jerry just tries to hang on for the ride. As long as he'd know Sharon, she'd regretted having her wings clipped. Even riding along wasn't quite the same as being able to control an advanced tactical aircraft like a Super Hornet, or in the galactic sense, the Star Blade. 


This was years of therapy for her, all of it excised in the course of a three and a half minute song. All Jerry had to do was be here for her... and preferably not lose his lunch. He could feel what the pilots meant about inertia now, but he was also really feeling the inertia.


Jerry guts through, however, and before long Sharon takes them back to a relative level flight and brings the throttle back before killing the stereo. 


"Hot fucking damn, that felt good." 


"Missed this?" 


"This? Shit, Jerry, I fantasized about this type of shit. I never got to do anything quite like this." 


Sharon gets quiet for a moment, clearly thinking. 


"Wow. It really just hit me." 


"What?"


"How far away from home we are. I'm out flying an alien starfighter on the other side of the galaxy from home with my new husband and I... don't think I'll be able to go home. My children might be able to go to Earth safely, but there's a good chance our grandchildren won't... And, the chances will get worse and worse as the generations go on. Generations we'll likely be here to see if someone doesn't manage to kill us." 


"Good thing we're so damn hard to kill. I fully intend to be the patriarch of a very large clan with numerous, many times great grandchildren to spoil and hand back." 


"I can see that look for you. Maybe we need to conquer a world of our own like Lilpaw and Commander Brent."


"The way things are going, we're probably going to need it... Can you believe it? Forty one kids. Goddamn. And we don't even have max capacity in the family, yet. Even then, by galactic standards twenty wives will mean I’m basically still a bachelor." 


"Hehehe. Funny to think about it that way. I'm in some powerful, studly man's harem. I should feel like a piece of meat, but in reality I'm considered the powerful one by galactic standards. I have the power. I should be telling you to get back in the kitchen and raise the children instead of letting you do something dangerous like work according to a lot of the religions out here."


"Converting to Gravidism on me?" 


"I'd sooner shank myself. It's an interesting thing to study, though. I can understand why everyone's freaking out back home." 


It's Jerry's turn to go quiet considering everything that had happened to them since they left Earth. 


"I do feel it." 


"Which?" 


"How far away from home we are. I swear, my mind fights a war on the subject on the regular. Six year old Jerry is living the absolute dream. Not because I have a harem or anything. He'd be thrilled at all the friends he has who will play video games with him in that context." 


Sharon snorts. "So crushing you the next time we pop in a boomer shooter for multiplayer." 


"You can try. But past that... I'm a goddamn starship captain. I always wanted to be a Marine. I was born to a Marine family. I didn't drink the kool aid, I was baptized in the stuff and it was mixed with whiskey and my mother's milk in my bottles. But I always had that dream to be a starship captain... And, now I'm here and it's exciting, intriguing, tedious, stressful..."


"So any other command role." 


"Yep. Both fantastical and mundane in equal measure. But what's hard about the whole thing is... I know I can't go home—Not anymore. Not after that first time with Syl on her desk in her old office. Not after seeing her smile up at me the morning after. Each and every wife is an anchor to the rest of the galaxy. Each and every child adds more to that weight...  weight. I want to carry it. Carry all of you. But it all adds up to mean Earth isn't home anymore. The Tear is home. Where you girls and our kids are is home... And, maybe one day we'll find a world we like and make that a more permanent home." 


They sit there in silence for a bit, watching the Vucsa 5 spin beneath them, and the galaxy spin around them. A moment of quiet contemplation. 


Jerry finally breaks the silence. 


"Let's take her out into the black, get clear of Vucsa 5's gravity well, and really see what this thing can do. Besides, you're having so much fun, I doubt Masha will mind too much if we just keep going for a bit." 


"Heh! Probably not, but I can think of some fun ways to make it up to her if you're down to help." 


The cockpit warms up. It had gotten cool for a moment, thoughts of a home far away, never to be seen again. But there was life, joyful and vibrant out here. With that in mind, the future looked bright indeed.


"Sharon, throttle up the fighter, throttle back on the thirst." 


"Just trying to make you blush, Hubby."


Jerry can hear, rather than see Sharon's shit eating grin as she rolls the fighter inverted relative to their current position and pulls back to get the nose ‘down’. The lack of true orientation in space was always interesting, but a quick check of what Jerry thought of as a galactic compass marks them as heading ‘up’ relative to the galactic plane. With another gentle tug of the stick Sharon has them dropping into a clear orbital rotation as she throttles up, chasing the terminus line on the planet below. 


"Chasing the dawn for a slingshot?" 


"Always dreamed of doing this, if you don't mind indulging me?" 


"I'm always happy to indulge my wife." 


"All of them. Which is why you're so busy all the time." Sharon chuckles. "Still, it says something about you, about how you do your best for us, that you can say that and still make me feel butterflies in my stomach. Still makes me feel like I'm special. Even when you're doing the same thing for nearly twenty other women." 


"You are special, Sher. If you ever start feeling like you aren't, then you tell me, because I'm fucking up bad. Still... it's different when we're all in this together. All on the same page. All looking out for each other. Love isn't a finite resource after all, and as long as we all make the effort, we won't run out of time for each other either. And, time: that one is a finite resource." 


"Heh. Perv." 


"Accurate, though I'd like to ask you to specify your accusation anyway." 


"You're loving this. The whole having a harem of beautiful women and getting to aggressively make babies with all of them."


Jerry snorts into the mic. "Guilty as charged. I could have been a very happy man with just one wife. Just Syl. Just you—Any one of you is the crown gem of any man's life. It keeps me humble. Never been one to pray too actively, but I do now. I'm too blessed not to. Whatever is out there, even if it's just chance, or luck. I have too much to not just be thankful and try to keep my feet firmly on the ground."


"...Even just me? Really?" 


"You weren't the only one nursing a bit of a crush after that party. I always wanted a goth gf. Then we made it to Centris and things just kinda… happened." 


"Hah. Bastard. You should have said something! I'd smack you if you weren't out of reach. I guess it all worked out for the best though. After all, you got a goth wife now, not just a goth gf, and if you're not careful you're gonna start me off making you a goth baby or three." 


Now he can hear a very different kind of smile from Sharon. Firi wasn't the only one of his wives who could light up a room with her smile after all. 


"Enough sappy shit, let's get some tunes back on... We're approaching the separation point and I want to really savor this when we terminate the sling shot and I take us as fast as this bad girl will go without making a light speed jump." 


Sharon fiddles with the system she'd been playing music on earlier, but instead of the expected heavy metal, some soft guitar begins to play.


'It's been a long road, getting from there to here, it's been a long time, but my time is finally here...'


"’Faith of the Heart’? Never pegged you for a Trekkie." 


"I even told you I'm a Kirk girl. Though, I have to say you're probably my favorite starship captain now." 


"Not that I'm biased, but I have to compliment you on your excellent taste." 


They're both silent for a moment, drawing ever closer to the point where they'll break out of Vucsa 5's orbit as the song continues to play. As the miles flash by, Sharon finally breaks her silence as she begins to bank away and throttle up even faster. 


"I wish we could hold hands right now." 


The heartfelt tone to Sharon's voice, even through the comm, could warm the blackest, coldest part of Cruel Space. 


"It'd be more fun. Let's take something out with side by side seats next time. Something that doesn't require flight helmets either." 


"Wouldn't be as sporty as the Star Blade." 


"Probably not, but it's all about the company when we're flying for fun, right?" 


"Mhmm. You got a point, handsome, you got a point." 
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Tyler


Tyler finds himself without company for once. Nara had been dragged off by Cassie and Elyria to get some sort of clothing besides the few things she owned and her armor. While the girls couldn't convince Nara to actually go shopping, they had at least convinced Nara to get fit for some duty uniforms so she could wear something besides armor and the same worn clothing she'd likely been using since her exile. 


They still intended to drag Nara shopping of course. 


Cassie was determined to get Nara in a dress and Elyria was happy to help. That would come later, however, they'd ease her into it. Like guiding a particularly obstinate mule. Or indeed a particularly grumpy dragon.


Tyler wished his bride and Elyria luck in that endeavor. The three women had developed something of a friendship in the last week or two since the departure from Vucsa 5, but Tyler figured it would take shock therapy before Nara let herself dress in a feminine manner like she used to. 


That's what had prompted the trip, Nara getting a bit wistful over a lovely white dress that Elyria had bought for herself with Cassie's help. Well. He'd heard it was lovely. He wasn't allowed to see it. The hint was about as subtle as a brick being thrown through a windshield, but there had been no sign that Nara got the context.


Still, a chance to work out and do things alone without specifically saying he wanted privacy sounded divine. So, Tyler changes into his PT togs and heads for the gym that was in the little block of habitats that had been marked out for the ACE's pilots and their support staff. 


Getting across the ship wasn't hard, but if a scramble order came, it was better to be close to the hangars that housed their various craft. A lot of the habitation on the Tear was organized like that, making for little mini suburbs with a small mess facility or even occasionally a few restaurants like near the hangars. Gym facilities, facilities earmarked to eventually become daycares, a first aid post for minor injuries and a ship's store outpost selling a variety of common goods from adult beverages to toilet paper. All the little things that make a society run, and the conveniences that make a life tens of thousands of light years from civilization hospitable.


If Tyler compared the Tear to the Dauntless, for pure creature comfort he'd pick the Tear every time. She was a similar size to the Dauntless, and had around one third of the crew, and that was running heavy on personnel with the embarked ground troops. 


So plenty of space to go around, considering the ship was theoretically designed to take up to twelve thousand people to a new colony world. Plus there was  extra room for incredible amounts of cargo storage in the spaces between the actual enclosed sections. Much of the aid for Lakran was safely tucked away in that area between the four ‘primary’ hulls, and the command modules. 


It would be all hands on deck for the ACE when they arrived, maneuvering cargo out of the open void storage areas, on to transports. Then flying and escorting those transports to the planet to follow up any required military operations.


"HAH! Press! Press! Press! Kick! Press! Roll! Double tap! Press, press! An- Oh! Hey sir!"


Tyler's shaken from his wool gathering as he walks into the gym as a certain four armed alien woman offers him a wave with her left arms. It's not surprising that Matroika's here. He had been reintroduced to his newest pilot after all and she’d mentioned she was a bit of a literal gym bunny. It was actually fortunate timing that Matroika had joined the ship. One of his more experienced gunship pilots had recently been poached by the spec ops weasels of VSC-23, the so called ‘Nightstalkers’. 


The name made any human connected to the US military who heard it grin. All the better that it was a name suggested by the xenos, and none of them had ever even heard of a helicopter. Still, an experienced, and by all reports highly talented pilot and well-seasoned leader, getting dropped into his lap was a blessing. She was an absolute slam dunk for any squadron commander and he should feel blessed to have Matroika joining his unit. Yet, every time Tyler saw Matroika, a gulf of anxiety opened up in his stomach instead.


"Oh hey Matroika. Whatcha doing?"


The Bunny woman raises four pistols. "Fancy seeing you here. I’m practicing gun kata with the Rubber Ducks I had Wichen make for me. They have self resetting triggers that mimic my double and single action triggers perfectly, can be set to go all single action, and are weighted perfectly to a fully loaded P226 with a twenty round mag. Other than that, literal hunk of rubber and plastic. They make a nice realistic click too, but I've been saying press out loud like I'm doing normal dry fire drills to help with my rhythm."


"That's pretty slick, I should get Wichen to make me a pair for the P320s for dry fire practice. I take it gun kata's been going well with Lady Cascka?"


"Hell yes! That gal really knows her shit, bit quiet, but she might be one of the most dangerous of the Bridgers, if not the most. Even when she's using fine control, if you really pay attention you can sense the raw strength in her use of axiom."


"I hear her mother's a real powerhouse."


"That'd make sense. It's kinda like piloting. Hard work will get you far, but having a natural gift for it won't hurt. Are you in for a work out boss man?"


"Yep. Cassie and Elyria dragged Nara off to force her to wear some sort of clothing that isn't worn through or heavily patched. I think they talked her into wearing duty uniforms when she's not in armor."


"I'm amazed they've convinced her to not wear armor constantly."


Tyler lets out an exasperated sigh, hanging his head slightly. 


"You really, really don't want to know how long it took to convince her to do that. Anyway, just taking the chance to work out while I can. Not that the girls don't join me for the gym or anything..."


"Elyria too?"


"Yep."


Matroika leans in a bit. "If you don't mind me asking... What's the story there exactly? She's clearly interested, and you seem interested in her. Does Lieutenant Cascade not want company? Or is it you? I hear some humans like their monogamy."


"No, nothing like that. Elyria doesn't want to push past Nara."


"Oh. OH." Matroika's eyes go wide. "Right, she's an Apuk warrior... With emotional... Yeah no that checks out. Gotta be frustrating for Elyria."


"I imagine. Not exactly a big line though."


"Well, two girls behind the roadblock is more than long enough I'd think."


"Yeah I..." Tyler's head snaps back around as he looks up from setting up some plates on a bench. "Wait, two?"


"Me. If that's not terribly clear. I haven't exactly said anything yet, but you're a handsome fella, a stellar pilot, and if there's already a line forming I'll say something now before I regret it."


"Right. That's..." 


The yawning chasm opens up again, and Tyler takes a seat on the bench.


"Matroika... can I ask you a slightly... personal question?"


"Handsome, I quite literally just told you my intent is to make you a yet more happily married man, with the unspoken implication that I want you to sire my children. You can ask me whatever you want."


"Did you... join the Undaunted just because of me? Just out of hopes of us hooking up?" 


Tyler felt terrible saying it, but with anxiety gnawing at him like a dog worrying an old bone, not saying it would have been a hell of a lot worse.


Matroika grabs a seat on a nearby bench, clearly taking the question seriously.


"You know, there's bound to be a lot of girls that have joined just in hopes of getting a boyfriend. There's plenty of women who have done dumber shit in hopes of getting laid, or even better, getting married. You boys are far too intriguing an opportunity, especially for a girl without much to her name besides a lot of love to give and willingness to work. If that is the case... well. I don't think you need to worry about it. Once they're in, they're in, and the Undaunted offer a lot, even if you don't get a boyfriend or husband out of it. Their reasons might be suspect, but in the end results matter, and they'll serve like anyone else."


Matroika leans back, clearly relaxing a touch. "I gotta say it's nice to get a normal reaction out of a human man for once though." She chuckles, clearly amused as she sets her fake weapons aside and begins to go through a series of seated stretches and cool down exercises.


Tyler cocks his head, confused. "What do you mean, 'normal'?"


The Rabbis woman stops her movement and stretches out, unintentionally showing off quite a bit in the compression garments she apparently preferred for working out. She was very cut, and very curvy. Her breasts fought against the spandex like material of her top even as her tight core showed off her very well muscled frame and her drool inducing dusky skin. Like many Rabbis women, Hef Hefner would have killed to get a Bunny this hot in one of his centerfolds.


"I just mean that Cruel Space or no Cruel Space, men can be so wildly self centered as to make everything all about them." 


Matroika's bright smile is genuine as she tucks some of her long chestnut brown hair back into place along the side of her head. 


"Not that I'm complaining. You are a fighter jock after all, and that mandates a massive ego. Also nice to see that that crosses gender and species lines. Plus it means you're thinking about me. And I want you to think about me. I haven't exactly been flirting just for fun like I told you."


That doesn't do much of anything to quell the concern roiling in Tyler's stomach. If anything it makes the slightly nauseous sensation worse. 


"So level with me, as your boss, squadron mate, or potential boyfriend. Whatever maxes out honesty... Why did you sign up?"


Matroika looks over Tyler's shoulder, sweeping the room and making sure they're alone. 


"It's nothing complicated, handsome. It's... a fresh start. I lost just about everything on Vucsa 5 in the take over. Not the Duchess's fault. Or the Dread Husbands. Any of the pirates. They did what they had to do, but some of the knock on effects... well. When you're small time, even small effects can really rock your world. I went from a small time smuggling queen to a down on her luck pilot again in a span of under ten minutes with literally nothing but the clothes on my back and whatever was in my flight bag. A lot of dear friends of mine are buried out in my old hangar in the wastes. Working for the Duchess paid the bills and fed me, got me flying again, but it was time to go. All the better now that I know Bari at least is still alive."


"Oh you know Flight Officer Bahagira?"


"Yep, taught her how to fly myself along with the rest of the girls. She's a sweet thing. I hope she manages to seduce the Captain. I have no idea how she'd actually pull it off, she's a normal girl who's been in it neck deep pretty much her entire life. Captain seems like a pretty high speed guy, and his wives all seem to be something else."


"She's trying to seduce the skipper? I bet that's an interesting story."


"She was more or less kidnapped and press ganged by the small-time drug lord that ruined my little ‘freelance independent trading organization’. Bitch was apparently trying to get into slaving. She targeted the skipper while he was out having a... cook out of sorts with Warrant Officer Jaruna. Apparently Bari's father is a Volpir, and she inherited the legendary Volpir pheromone sensitivity. She bonded with Jerry in the course of the ensuing firefight hard enough she probably almost got knocked up just looking at him."


"Damn, I knew that type of imprinting was a thing for the Volpir, but I didn't know it was quite that strong. Well. I'll wish her luck. The Skipper is pretty damn high speed, I assume he hit her with the ‘Every wife needs to pull her weight and here's how awesome everyone else is.’ spiel?"


"Yep. Exactly that." Matroika chuckles. "I thought he was just trying to let Bari down gently, but then I looked into his wives. Sweet fuck, it's like he's made a point of marrying some of the most dangerous Apex species in the universe. The ones who aren't dangerous are all skilled, successful, or from what I hear in the corridors, the kind of mother to make a normal woman feel inadequate."


"Like attracts like, he's a very dangerous, very competent man, and considering how many women are swooning over how he acts with his adopted daughter, I assume he's a pretty damn good Dad too."


"How dangerous is dangerous? I heard a little bit from Bari, and from the boss man himself, but it sounded like his Cannidor wife did most of the heavy lifting to me."


Matroika's curious now, it's written all over her face. A small amount of fear too, like she's wondering what she just got into.


"I'll send you the link to the video of how Skipper met Jaruna. Watch it, then watch it with Bari, either she'll be too terrified to pursue the skipper after that or she'll be so deeply in at least lust that she'll do anything to be the kind of woman the skipper respects."


"Wait there's a video of him meeting one of his wives for the first time? Should you really be sharing porn of the captain around like that?"


'Damn, she's cute when she blushes. Probably won't get to see her like that often, she seems like a pretty savvy gal.' 


Tyler considers as red blooms across the rabbi's face. It was kinda nice to get a normal reaction from a woman too. Well. Normalish.


"Oh no, not like that. Jerry met Jaruna in combat. It's battle porn for sure if you're into that sort of thing. Apparently the video is very popular on Cannidor social media sites. One of many reasons those girls seem to be developing a passionate human fetish."


"More passionate than the Apuk? I hear a lot of the species are losing their shit in literally all possible ways over humans."


Tyler strokes his chin for a moment. "Hmmm... bit of a toss up there. Kinda hard to top the Apuk admittedly. The Apuk have invited us to establish a permanent residence on their cradle world, forged a tight military alliance, and there's a faction in their population that believes we're some sort of long lost sibling race that got stuck in Cruel Space somehow. The Cannidor are a bit more... independent and less traditionally organized shall we say."


"That's a very polite way to say they're predominantly ruled by a bunch of warladies as opposed to anything seriously unified." Matroika chuckles.


"When you can conquer a decently defended planet with just a couple hundred of you, do you really need to be unified?"


"Fair point. Which says a lot about humanity too considering it took twenty humans and a few hundred pirates to bring Vucsa 5 to her knees and utterly eradicate the old order."


"Heh. Fair enough. Anyway, Jerry got targeted by a small offshoot of a serious criminal syndicate. He happened to be with Madam Sylindra, his first wife. They were coming back from seeing a neonatal specialist at a nearby hospital is how the story usually goes."


"They attacked a man AND a pregnant woman?"


The mix of shock and outrage on Matroika's face was far too colorful to be acted. She was seriously upset by the very idea, another point in favor of his new subordinate. Amazing what you could learn about your new officers with a little light conversation and rumormongering.


"Yep. They brought in Jaruna as a merc, as well as Mrs. Wichen. Jerry subverted Jaruna by promising her double pay and a better fight. Jaruna rejected the money on hearing Sylindra was pregnant, but was all about the fight. Later on he throat punches Wichen in a brutal hand to hand engagement then saves her life. Then marries her after she’s released from custody."


"Shit, no wonder the Cannidor's fine not being first wife... and is so... calm."


"Jaruna's full of surprises. You should talk to her when you get a chance. She's a very skilled, very educated, very thoughtful warrior. Not just a brute."


"Interesting. How is she in combat?"


"A merciless juggernaut of hate and discontent that's been merged with a high speed asteroid made of pain."


"So a brute."


"Yes, but a very intelligent brute."
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"Alright. It’s time for the next stage in fine motor control tests." Ghorza looks up from the panel. "Flex your right fist, baby. Then tap the pad of your palm with every finger tip in succession, starting with your index finger..."


Ghorza hadn't been lying about the multiple long sessions required to get someone ‘paired’ with a suit of power armor. This was the final session of three, and apparently Jerry had gone through the set up process particularly fast. Power armor was sensitive, it needed to be a literal extension of your body—Not just a metaphorical one like various martial arts like to talk about with weapons. Your mind was one with the weapon, again, literally. The line between mind and machine was a thin one, and that took some very special work to make fully functional at its top efficiency. 


That top efficiency, ninety eight percent plus connectivity, was where you got the best performance out of power armor. Next to no input lag. A little bit of lag was ‘normal’ for many power armored troops and most mech infantry, but for elite combatants it was unacceptable. The system had to react exactly when you did, or so close to it as made no difference. It was an incredible tolerance and very high standard to shoot for. Getting to that point is what took so many long hours with armorers and specialists to make happen. 


"You know I really understand why mech suits are so popular now, and so common compared to power armor." 


Jerry locks the arm of the suit into position with a thought and then stretches a bit within the armor. 


"The care and feeding of these things is incredible. Mech suits are practically bolt action rifles by comparison. Simple. Easy to use, more or less easy to train... Once you know what you're doing, you just 'wear' power armor and that's much easier than piloting a mech suit, but you have to know so much to reach that point seamlessly. It kind of reminds me of learning how to walk again... because I need to walk with enough control that I don't smash a hole in the floor."


"Yep, you got it in one, babe. Power armor's a mark of status for a reason. The know how to train people as power armored troops, the commitment surgically considering you need such an expansive suite of implants compared to the one or two that'll optimize mech suit use. The list goes on and on. Plus these damn things are expensive. The armor itself, maintaining it over years of active combat service, and the personnel that can use'em cost more too. All these quals? All this training? I need to either have their loyalty or be able to afford their loyalty... and even if I have their loyalty, I was a mercenary. Bullshit walks, but money talks. All told, I could field five of the high end mech suits for every power armored trooper I put in the field—Ten if I used the cheaper or home modified stuff like a lot of pirates tend to make work for them."


Ghorza grins viciously even as she continues to type. 


"Course, customers paid ten times what they'd pay for a high end mech to get a single power armored soldier... and to the right people? The best is always worth it. For us now? Having an armored fist with mech and light infantry back ups is well worth it. The gods themselves are going to wince the first time the Undaunted get a full company of a couple hundred power armored troops in the field. This is something you almost never see without Cannidor involved. To top it all off, you humies have nasty little tricks the Cannidors would never consider. They're too powerful in most cases to really get clever outside of odd ducks who operated solo exclusively like Jaruna."


The Horchka shrugs slightly before cracking her neck. 


"Shame I won't get to ride along for the first truly large-scale deployment of Undaunted power armor debut, but I'd much rather be here, you know? With my girls; with my family. Plus, lack of action aside so far, I'd say we have far more fun than whatever full scale power armor unit takes up the Undaunted colors first."


 Ghorza looks up from the computer terminal she's working at. 


"Telemetry looks good. I think we're just about done. Mech suits have their place, they're useful pieces of kit, but real power armor will always be a nightmare from the abyss compared to mech suits." 


"Right..." 


Another thought unlocks the arm, and returns it to movement, Jerry stretches out slowly again before jumping up lightly, easily clearing twenty feet in the air, the cables of the cradle trailing after him. 


"This doesn't get old." 


He chuckles before landing like he was feather light. It was easier than doing it with just his body, far easier. Jerry considered himself decent with axiom, but he was no Apuk. The brief on those girls was absolutely insane. Imagine an entire race of people that were so mobile that the primary way to get around was jumping between special poles pounded into the dirt so as to not tear up the terrain or risk life and limb by tripping. 


"Good thing I have a bit of a ringer for that damn duel..."


"Say again, hun?" Ghorza peers over at him, confused. 


"Oh, nothing, thinking out loud. So, now what?" 


"Now you run the assault course." Ghorza grins. "It’s really fun to be on the other side of this kind of training. Maybe I should go get a campaign cover, maybe make you do some push ups? Get you all sweaty... Hmmm.” She chuckles to herself for a moment. “On second thought, better not. Hate to get everyone all distracted by your scent, me included." 


"You're already pregnant, you know." 


Jerry smiles at his wife before he takes a step forward from the armor cradle. The normally wall mounted unit supported power armor when it wasn't in use, and made armoring up a single person process under duress. A few cables drop away, their diagnostic ports sealing themselves up behind small armored panels to keep the whole system sealed properly. 


"Just because I'm pregnant doesn't mean I'm dead. If anything, the pregnancy hormones have made me hornier." 


"And that's a terrifying thought." 


Jerry grins as he slowly starts moving and rotating, doing some light stretches as he feels out the artificial muscles. The all moved smoothly, in perfect time with his own. 


"Well, it feels pretty damn good." 


"It should, you're wearing the really nice stuff. Jaruna went all out in making sure you had top quality armor and implants. Looks like we're right in that ninety eight percent plus range for connectivity. Courtesy of one of the best self trained armor techs on this half of the galactic disk." 


Ghorza strokes her chin as she sits back in her chair, watching as Jerry finishes his initial checks. 


"Kinda weird though, you're in the type of gear an adept would use, but you're equipped more like a ‘regular’ power armored grunt." 


"Well I am a regular power armored grunt, all things aside. My axiom abilities can let me move and keep me alive, but I'd be dead in a blink against a serious adept. Just being able to haul ass, take a hit and hit harder ain't much." 


"I'm not so sure about that. I suspect Jaruna bought you the good, adept grade stuff for a reason. I wouldn't count you out in an axiom duel either. I mean, you got that armor set up as a totem easily enough. You infuse your small arms without issue on the fly, modify your strength, defenses, and you do it almost without thought. That takes a lot of work, and the armor will work really nicely with that."


"To be fair, I turned this thing into a totem with adult supervision from Cascka," Jerry grumbles.


"Hah!" Ghorza barks with laughter. "Wild that she seems so young and sweet, but she's actually your oldest wife, and quite possibly the most dangerous. Not sure if I'm disappointed or relieved that she's a pacifist. I saw the strength of the shield she put up during the engagement with the pirates the other week. That kind of juice could fuck you up if it was channeled offensively."


Jerry runs through a post start up checklist, and starts to ‘fence in’, as fighter pilots would call it. He can't hear the mechanical noises of the weapons mounted to his forearms, but indicators on his HUD signaled that the various weapons were feeding ammunition or successfully drawing power. The ‘standard’  loadout for the Tear's power armored humans was inspired by Jaruna to a degree. The Cannidor carried a shit ton of weapons, and that made perfect sense to human sensibilities. Perfect sense, at least in the way that weapons were kept on hand. 


Ghorza cracks her knuckles, stretching just a bit before going back to her status screen.


“Alright, let’s go through the full load out. Just to make sure you know what all you’re hauling around. You have our current ‘standard issue’ kit. Raise your right arm.” 


Jerry raises his right arm, where a six barreled weapon was mounted with a metallic ammo feed
system going back to the ammunition pack on his back. 


"As you know because you told me about this little monster, this is based on the XM556 Microgun, chopped down to be as compact as possible. Still can do insane rates of fire, but
with the suit you can program and mentally select specific burst sizes on the fly so you don't even have to worry about trigger control or going through the thousand rounds of ammo in a blink."


"What are the other two barrels to the side?" Jerry asks, playing the dutiful student.


"Pulse lasers, man portable grade, not vehicle—didn't really have the space, but you can carry a vehicle grade energy weapon if you want one. Between the three weapons in the standard right arm load out however, you should be able to dump an insane amount of fire down range in a heartbeat. Okay right arm down, left arm up.”


Jerry complies with the instructions, letting Ghorza walk him through. 


"You're familiar with this one." 


The left arm had two very different weapons locked into side by side mounts. The single barrel weapon that lay outboard was a bit longer than the compact microgun and had its own feed belt. The other weapon had the telltale vents of a plasma gun. 


"The outboard weapon is a cut down Bull Shark shotgun. We still can't get semi auto to work properly for the 40mm Great White shotgun, no matter how much axiom we throw at it. Still, it's an unholy amount of ultra high velocity buckshot just aching for close range use or self defense. Which pairs nicely with the heavy plasma caster on the right for up close and personal there." 


Ghorza grins.


 "Flip that puppy into the flamer mode and whatever you don't mulch with the buck shot will be a burning pile of slag in no time."


Jerry nods, looking at his left arm weapons and considering. 


“Eating from the suit's power, especially a totem suit like mine, the plasma caster can basically go as long as it can draw the gasses it needs.” 


Ghorza nods. “Exactly. We're working on a modification that will allow the caster to fire plasma grenades too. Just for the hell of it really, and an indirect fire capability. This is just the basic package though, everything is modular.. You can get it switched to a full energy load out, double microguns. Or, you can even do something else. There's a few back mounted options too. It’s light by Cannidor standards, but they're working on all sorts of fun. My favorite is a recoilless rifle that feeds from a magazine and stays locked to your back until you need it. Then, it pops over your shoulder smoothly so you can line it up and send 88mm of ‘fuck you’ down range at high speed."


“Okay all that makes sense, and that’s a lot of boom but why don’t I have an actual weapon in my hands?” 


Ghorza shrugs. 


 "Still working on that one. There's arguments about appropriate size of round and some other details... We’re trying to figure things out, like how to get it worked into the suit, how to feed it, etcetera. It sounds like we're going to straight up not bother with the Adept grade suits. Those things are more complex for the normal grunts, but I'm leaning towards a vehicle grade energy weapon of some kind being the standard “hand” weapon as opposed to a large caliber rifle. The suit can accommodate tactical gear and magazines. It can accommodate a lot of things. It can’t really do it well though, and adding all sorts of trouble to combat when we’re trying to simplify everything just doesn’t make sense. I'd rather minimize the amount of reloading we have to do than stick doggedly to using human style kinetics at every possible opportunity.”


Jerry nods. “Yeah that makes sense, I remember we discarded adapting a human style grenade launcher at one point because of that. Why go with a recoilless rifle then?”


“It’s contentious enough talking with the girls because of the limited ammo, but Top Ramos, Nikita and I agree the sheer violence and range that it can dish out, outweighs the drawbacks. Plus, you can always be reloaded by a buddy in the field."


Ghorza checks her board, and a hatch in front of Jerry slowly slides open. 


"On another note, course ready."


"Shooter ready."


"Three, two, one... go!"
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The slightest touch of axiom had Jerry's feet digging against the deck plates as if he was wearing cleats, pushing him forward at a pace that he could only top by stepping things up to Kōsoku Idō, or the even more blistering fast Zanzōken, the Afterimage Fist. Both those techniques took an incredible amount of effort on Jerry's part, and he could only sustain them for so long. This on the other hand, this was the top of what his body could pull off without axiom, a dead sprint... and he wasn't even breathing that hard! 


The enhancing abilities of the power armor, it's extra set of muscles that pushed him comfortably beyond his limits while infusing axiom to keep his body working at a level that he associated with light exercise. It was impressive on paper. It was more impressive when you really feel it for the first time yourself.


The Power Armor Assault Course, also known as the PA or Axiom Enhanced Kill House was a multi story maze that used some of the same technology as Defenestration Nation back on Centris. The path forward had multiple access points to reach objectives, which were guarded by hard light constructs using simulated energy weapons. If Jerry took a hit, he'd get a slight shock from the armor's training module. If he took lethal damage he'd essentially get tazed. 


Jerry was less worried about getting zapped than he was about not putting in a good showing on the scoreboard. As the skipper he had to lead from the front. It was something the Marine Corps had demanded of him as a young officer, and he saw no reason to let that standard slip just because he'd left Cruel Space.


The first obstacle at the end of the wall was a three story or so climb. There were ropes, ladders, teleporting or phasing through the walls were options. Jerry on the other hand was on the clock, and momentum was part of maintaining his rate of speed as he dashed towards his first combat encounter. He veers right and leaps towards the wall, rotating to land in a crouch and then kicking off hard to the opposite wall. Another fast kick off and Jerry's running again down a hallway. There were a few access points here, but the suit and his axiom enhanced senses had the targets located. He picks an access point and slides into the room low to the floor.


The HUD on the power armor was one of its strongest features in Jerry's mind. Namely because the HUD was in his mind. It didn't need to project anything on his eye or in front of his face because the suit and its weapons were merged with his mind. So information merged with his thought stream or appeared within his sight radius in a very natural manner. 


He knew exactly how far away the targets were, and what weapons were within optimal range to deal with them. The suit's systems even took a guess at how armored a target was or wasn't, to better allow the wearer to make an appropriate weapon selection. In this case they were at bad breath distance and the targets were, so far as the suit could tell, unarmored. The plasma caster and shotgun are recommended, all in under a quarter of a second.


The shotgun on his left wrist snaps up and roars with all the fury of an angry lion god. The high velocity buckshot hammers into the three hard light constructs in the room, and shatters them into points of light. Another quick movement brings him to the ‘hostage’ , a fourth hard light construct that Jerry cuts free with a quick swing of the power armor sized kukri he was carrying. 


The hard light construct salutes and starts to run towards the start, but Jerry is already out through the next door.


Bursting through the door, Jerry immediately throws himself down and to the left, denting the door frame as he skids into cover. The air above him is instantly filled with a long burst of fire from a hard light minigun. A proper one, not just the little one on his right wrist. The sound is fairly distinctive. 


Jerry grunts, taking a breath as he pulls a recon grenade off of his belt, keys it to his suit's SI and rolls it around the corner. It gives him a small burst of battle space data before it's hit with a burst of plasma fire. The bad guys were sensitive. More sensitive than the last time he'd seen someone come through this. A new hard mode to mess with the skipper perhaps? Jerry smirks to himself. Alright. He could play hard mode.


Jerry stands, and in the split second before he would have been perforated by simulated bullets, uses the Zanzōken. The strain was always something special when he dumped axiom into his system to move this fast, his mind drinking deep to increase its own processing time. It was the mother of all adrenaline highs. A type of time dilation that he remembered from combat back on Earth a few times when the shit really hit the fan, but now it was his to control and use.


A few blinks across the battle field they'd laid out for power armored troopers to move across got him to the first enemy defensive position, a bunker with a pair of minigun turrets and a hard light construct wielding a plasma cannon was defending their flanks. 


His own microgun spools up and begins to spit fire as he hoses the fighting position down with 5.56 rounds. Before the hard light constructs can even shatter he's already moving again, the after image he left behind getting ripped apart with laser fire. He couldn't move faster than light, but he could move faster than the weapon itself could cycle, a neat little trick even at normal speeds that had gotten humans out of all sorts of trouble across the galaxy. 


Jerry’s right arm comes back up and his own pulse lasers blaze coherent light against the ambushing fire team and drop them all with a series of headshots. Chance, not skill. He'd intended to shoot center of mass, but inertia had carried him a bit further than he'd intended. 


He'd remember.


Another burst of his after image technique has him to the third and final defense line. 


The whole room was a nasty series of traps and defenses, properly laid out. He'd need to get some actual Marines in here for force on force training. The defense line was well set up for that sort of fun, proper fortifications, complete with razor wire, bunkers, and well made fighting positions. Like someone was serious about holding the area in front of this building against all comers. Even if it was a relatively narrow slice of what would have been a much larger defensive zone.


The third line of defense is covered by three different pill boxes, and Jerry lands next to the first one and floods it instantly with plasma fire. The enclosed space is scorched with star stuff that leaves the turrets inactive and the hard light constructs ‘dead’. A leap to the pill box's roof, a kick off the top and he's down on the second, landing boots first on a hard light construct before opening up on the simulated soldier's squad mates with every weapon he had. They'd been responding to the first pill box, so the minigun catches some of the defenders square in the back, even as plasma fire fills the second pill box.


Instead of going over the top again he instead charges through the burned out pill box that he'd just knocked out of action, guttering flames licking at his heels. Sure enough, the final pill box's troops are waiting... for him to come from above, and when he opens up with the microgun, they react much like real troops might... and fire where they'd expected him to be. A burst of automatic shotgun fire handles the closest troops, while a mix of laser and micro gun fire fills the rest of the area with hate and discontent.


Jerry checks the timer his suit had started on getting the go signal. He's still on pace... he just needed to do something... special. Instead of going through the final door, Jerry leaps up onto the roof and uses his suit's sensors to locate the targets, the hostage, and the weakest spot in the ceiling. 


Another leap up, and an overloaded burst of plasma energy down and Jerry's slamming through the roof like the bastard son of a paratrooper and the Kool-aid man. 


Instead of using axiom to cushion his landing, he pumps more energy into his movement and speeds up, channeling the kinetic energy as he impacts into a shock wave comparable to a concussion grenade.


Jerry rolls clear of the ‘X’, and opens up with both arms, blazing away as his HUD highlights armed individuals in the room so he can eliminate them in short order. 


The last enemy at the end of the room is, of course, a Cannidor. The hard light alien drops to all fours and charges like a raging bull. A raging bull who was vomiting plasma cannon fire from the three weapons strapped to her back. A Crimsonhewer from the look of things if Jerry had to guess.


He's already moving however, charging towards the simulated shark lion alien and slamming an open palm square into her forehead, tossing himself up and over like a heavily armed bullfighter before raining the last of his ammunition into the Cannidor's back from above, shattering her massive hard light shell. By the time he lands, a horn has already blared out across the course, and Ghorza's coming in on the radio.


"End ex, end ex, end ex. All personnel return to start for debrief."


The light jog back to the start passes quickly, and before long, Jerry's stepping back against the armor cradle and triggering the mental commands to slowly start unsealing the suit. Iron Man certainly made this process look a lot faster than it was in reality. Tony Stark could get in and out of his kit in seconds. Real power armor was more like strapping on a fighter jet. It took a hot second to get your gear on, get it warmed up, get in, do some quick start up checks, then get everything buttoned up for actual use.


By the time he steps out of his armor, Ghorza and Masha are waiting for him. A quick axiom purging of himself leaves him moderately cleaned up and not absolutely reeking of sweat and pheromones, and another cleans out the interior of his armor perfectly.


"Ladies."


Ghorza gives her husband a tusky smile. "Bastard."


"Hmm? You'll have to specify my love."


"You beat my time you son of a bitch. And I can't challenge that time for a few months because I'm rounding with your spawn."


Jerry sweeps the room quickly, Ghorza has apparently kicked the technicians out, which leaves him free to reach out and rest a hand on her slightly domed stomach.


 "Are you complaining?"


"Fuck no, are you kidding? Just thinking about the little bad asses you screwed into me makes me cross my legs like a schoolgirl and get all moony eyed about our babies and how dangerous the next batch will be." Ghorza barks with laughter as Jerry turns to his newest wife.


"What brings you this way Masha?" 


He had taken to avoiding her call sign when it was just family around and in intimate circumstances, something Masha herself clearly enjoyed.


"Well Ghorza said the show would probably be good, but it's all on camera for family viewing at least."


"That's why I kicked the technicians out." Ghorza chuckles. "Couldn't have'em releasing the tape to whoever did that super cut of Masha kicking all that pirate ass in the void and on the deck if you fucked it up, and since you kicked ass, we can release it instead and maybe see we can make some money on it."


"Always the business woman Ghorza, dear."


"You know it, handsome."


Masha politely clears her throat. "Actually I'm here to pick you up for your next training session. I've done my best to... fireproof a hold. Though that is always a bit of a ‘limited’ concept when warfire is concerned.”


Jerry punches his fist into his hand. "Ah right, sparring and prep for the duel when we get to Serbow. Still not sure about all this."


Masha leans in and kisses Jerry's cheek. "Don't you worry, I'll show you how to make the big mean battle princess go away... or at least put up enough of a fight to preserve your dignity and make a good showing for the Undaunted." The teasing, sing-song tone in Masha's voice makes the three of them laugh.


Ghorza drops her eyes to her data pad. "Well there's not much to debrief, you crushed it babe. 99% connectivity, and axiom flow that has to be seen to be believed. Congrats stud, you're power armor rated. Make sure to add the badge to your duty uniform. Wait, can you wear it with the Raider badge?"


"Technically not by Marine Corps uniform regulation... but we're literally off the map, so I think the Commandant will probably forgive me. Maybe. I'm also not wearing a Marine Corps uniform anymore. And am technically out of the Corps. So we'll see how that works out. I'm certainly not going to try to wear every piece of breast insignia I can. The raider badge is generally enough... but the PA badge is special enough I think I need to wear it."


"There's approximately forty qualified folks in the Undaunted so far. Counting you. You're the first new guy we've trained fully. Top Ramos will finish tomorrow as rated Human power armor user number two." Ghorza smiles proudly. "We start on the actual instructor cadre after that. We wanted Top qualified to help train the trainers, she knows how humans think and how to train them best."


"Sounds good. Keep me in the loop." Jerry offers his arm to Masha. "Shall we? I believe I have a date with you throwing me around a room like a rag doll."


Masha happily takes Jerry's arm, tail wrapping around his leg playfully. It was unconscious when she did it, and was a little bit of body language that Jerry found adorable.


"Masha." Ghorza clears her throat. "Try not to wear him out too much. As a favor to me?"


Masha cocks her head. "...I really wasn't going to beat on him too hard, but sure Ghorza, what's up?"


"Oh it's simple really." Ghorza grins, showing off that bright tusky smile. "After that little display I need this man to tear all my clothes off and rut me like he's knocking me up again. I'm a professional and I can wait, but tonight..." The growl in Ghorza's voice becomes a low purr. "Mama's got needs. You can come if you're down for a threeway."


"Deal."


Masha and Ghorza shake hands, both leering at their husband as Jerry quietly face palms.


"Why do I feel like going to bed tonight's going to be more kinetic than actual combat training?"


"Because you've mastered basic pattern recognition. Now go on. Off with you. You cleaned your scent decently, but just a hint has me thinking about sealing those doors, shutting the cameras off and helping Masha get knocked up right here."
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A brief walk with Masha found them in an empty cargo hold, one that was marked out for potential expansion or trade use. Masha had apparently enlisted the help of Cascka to lay down a latent axiom barrier to decrease the chance of melting the metal deck plating or bulkheads with gouts of Masha's bright green warfire. The protection would bleed off in around 24 hours, but it was more than enough to handle a little sparring now. 


Masha stretches and stalks away from Jerry, moving about fifty yards away. "This is approximately the size of your average challenge ring for Apuk style dueling. It's a bit smaller than what you'd see at the shellcracker tournament or similar competitions, but they're made for one on ones between top fighters, so a decent amount of space is required... just less than a five woman melee." Masha settles into a fighting stance and calls a burning, vibrant green orb of warfire into her hand. "Let's talk about warfire my darling husband. First, what is warfire?" 


Jerry cracks his neck, starting to loosen up, getting ready to move in case Masha's about to surprise him with an attack. 


"Warfire's the native Apuk axiom technique, and is partially endemic to their biology. Warfire comes in four distinct heat colors, though some techniques can change the color of the flames in a decorative sense. The four flames are red, blue, green and white. Most adult Apuk and many children can produce at least blue tinged flames. An Apuk infant can produce red flames. Green flames specifically are the line between the Apuk battle royalty and the common soldier or fighter. No princess worth her crown has anything but a green flame, and many will chase the far more difficult to produce white, or royal flame. Few will obtain it. Both flames in sufficient quantities can do absolutely obscene damage. Green warfire can be used to melt warships. The white is basically the equivalent of summoning the core of a star." 


"All of that is correct." Masha nods with a smile. "Thankfully you're unlikely to face a white flame. Even if the commander you will be dueling with can wield it, which is unlikely, a white flame is the kind of thing you break out to destroy an enemy army... It's not exactly sporting for a friendly match between champions. However my dear, you did not answer my question. What is warfire?" 


He stops his stretching for a moment, considering the question more intently now. What was warfire? In its simplest, most basic form... 


"Fire. Warfire is just fire. An intense, axiom fueled flame, but a fire all the same." 


"Precisely. Fire is an indiscriminate weapon. Immensely powerful. Powerful enough that plasma weapons, a pale imitation of warfire if you ask any Apuk, is a favored weapon throughout the galaxy. However fire has many weaknesses. Green warfire is an interesting thing for an Apuk to fight because it's at a point where our bodies no longer naturally resist it. Green warfire or white warfire will kill us just as readily as it will kill anyone else. Most Apuk use our mobility to avoid gouts of warfire when it's brought against us in a tournament or combat setting. Vernon Shay also was quite adept in showing how redirection of the thermal energy generated by warfire can work. He also opened portals and turned the flames back on their wielder." 


"Well that last one's out of my reach I think." 


"Not going to push to become a master of time and space like Vernon?" Masha giggles. 


"I think I'm going to do what I can, instead of trying to wrap my mind around some of the weird shit the boys in the nerd squad have pulled off. I don't have their obsessive understanding of physics. I just know the body very well, know my own limitations, how to push past those limitations... and have a very active imagination." 


"So you do, and with that your mobility can easily match an Apuk. With a little conditioning you'll easily be able to travel on Serbow via the low sky lanes like my people do. In fact we should make a point of you being able to do that. It'll make an excellent impression for the Undaunted and humanity if you leap in, even if the rest of your official party arrive via the Olympia or some other vessel." 


"Makes sense, alright, guess I'll need to find somewhere I can bounce off the walls more easily." Jerry grins over at the vivacious redhead. 


"Oh I know a hangar that does well for that sort of thing, we just have to be careful that the barriers aren't up and that we don't drop down and step on a Huscarl by accident or the mechanics will have our heads." 


"The last thing I need is to incite a mutiny among my mechanics." 


The newly minted couple chuckle, slowly transitioning to a circle as they prepare to engage. 


It was like this with Masha, Jerry reflected. Easy. They read each other well, understood each other like they'd been together for longer than a week or two. Things were just... easy. Perhaps it was her casual attitude. Or their mutual relaxed nature. Complementary personalities? The possibilities were many, but Jerry reflected that he was once again greatly blessed. Though her stern attitude on the subject at hand had him rather curious. 


"Masha. You seem to be taking this duel quite seriously. Something up?" 


Masha stops dead in her tracks, surprised at the frank question, and perhaps quickly reevaluating her own behavior. 


"I suppose I am, come to think of it." She taps her chin for a moment, nose screwed up in the most adorable way as she thought. "It's a few factors I suppose. I want you to make a good showing of yourself against this Apuk commander, whoever she is. It could be one of several women within the Capital's defense apparatus. I'm not terribly worried about you losing. The duels generally don't go that far, but even if you manage to get her fighting hard and she goes for a full win, it's not likely that they're unwed. In fact none of the commanders in the capital district I know about are unwed." 


"Why would that be a problem in your book?" Jerry asks, cocking his head slightly.


"Because a senior Apuk warrior joining our marriage would potentially be quite dangerous. Especially if she used a battle loss to force the matter. It would leave us dealing with a forceful, lethal individual who would almost certainly demand to be first wife, which could be very dangerous indeed." 


Masha's shoulders droop a bit. 


"Apuk generally aren't bullies darling, but we also don't get a chance to be bullies as many races are so afraid of us that they just surrender whatever we want. Syl is a strong woman, but she's no warrior. I'd like to think that warriors in the Imperial army are better than that, but I know my own people, and some of them can be... enthusiastic. While also being wrapped in their own superiority, imagined or not that they can easily run people over. We could do with some of the religious faiths of the Cannidor that preach tolerance and humility. Something I got a decent dose of after being more or less disowned by my family." 


Jerry nods slowly. "Is your family a factor in this as well?" 


"A little bit. It's just my own selfish desire, but I want to show them, show my aunt, Princess Yetena'Nelindra, that I cut my own path successfully. We had… a great many disagreements about the path my life should take. So I need to show her. That I have found my place in a respected band of warriors. Found a worthy, powerful husband, and have worthy, powerful sisters to stand by. I do. I know I do. I just want to make sure Auntie Yeti and the rest of my family all know it."


"Sounds like a worthy goal to me." 


"I understand if you... wait what?" 


Masha's husband has a toothy, wicked smile. "Let's show them exactly who and what you married. Because my wife is powerful, worthy and brilliant. I'm lucky to have her. A gem of her world and her people... and if anyone can train me to smack a battle princess around enough for a properly honorable draw I know you can." 


Masha's jaw drops slightly, her dusky cheeks reddening ever so much. "You really can't say such things to me without expecting consequences darling." 


"I believe we already have a threeway booked for tonight so you can tag team inflicting those consequences on me with Ghorza." 


"Oh you better believe you're in for a rough ride tonight cowboy, but let's get back to fighting back against warfire. Honestly all this talk makes me want to set you up to win. Not just get a draw the traditional way for one of these fights."


Jerry nods slowly. "I've been thinking about the issue on my own since your sister gave me a heads up about the tradition. Fire eats oxygen, if I can learn to manipulate the void itself from some of the nerds I might be able to do some nasty tricks related to that. I can also do some things with Geomancy like I've been learning from Cascka. I haven't really gotten to practice those yet. Cascka apparently has a plan there. Geomancy is a bitch to practice without 'geo' around unsurprisingly." 


Jerry shrugs. 


"We also haven't started on the more advanced material yet... but I've been doing some research. Apuk seem to stick to the ground for actual fighting, so if I use a ground quake to shake up the terrain and make it uneven I can potentially catch her off balance. Doing something like raising walls of earth to act as fire breaks... or if I can set it up, an earth trap concept I've been playing with can also help. If I do it right, it should basically stick the Apuk in an oven for a minute till she can smash her way out. No weapons for this fight, but fire could also set off explosives, which seems like an easy way to trap an Apuk on the warpath. Lure her to the right place and taunt her into breathing fire and suddenly the world explodes in her face. Not helpful here, but certainly possible." 


Masha takes a breath as she considers all of that. "Goddess it's not fair to hear you talk like that. Warrior menfolk. No wonder my people are madly in love with humanity. Even more so than an Apuk lady is normally in love of course." 


"A passionate species to be certain. Lieutenant Elyria was telling me that half of the top romance novelists in the galaxy are Apuk." 


"We are a people of our passions in the end... which sometimes leads to our inner flame getting the better of us." 


"Such as fighting half a company's worth of pirates in an attempt to show off to a desired boyfriend." 


"Desired husband, and since you are in fact my husband now, I would advance that my courtship display worked.”


“It certainly got my attention, even half of that was having to put a boot up your ass.” 


Masha grins like the devil herself before moving on without acknowledging that she got disciplined at all. She’d taken the lesson… but she could still tease when they were off duty. 


“Now, what else can we do to interrupt warfire? Captain Schmidt of the Chainbreaker actually seems to have figured out my preferred way to handle gouts of warfire when he killed the oathbreaker ex-princess Shay’Mari. How most Apuk like to deal with warfire actually. Mobility as I said a few minutes ago. Heat takes time to work. Not much time, but just like a plasma weapon, there is a delay. Captain Schmidt charged right through Shay'Mari's flames in his attempt to take her life, which opened her up for the actual final blow to be struck. That is not the normal way. Generally Apuk will try to flank or go up and over to make a counterattack while their opponent is conjuring their flames."  


Masha mimes out the movements, dodging to the left and right, and leaping up and coming down with a ferocious kick before continuing. 


"Rushing straight through the fire fast enough that you clear through before the flames could begin to burn, or sliding low at fast enough speed like you did in the kill house would both be outside of what your potential opponent will likely expect. It's a downside of becoming a commander. You end up engaging in quite a bit of ritualized combat instead of actually fighting. Apuk are seemingly predisposed to leap to move forward aggressively instead of slide or go to ground. I think it's a potential blind spot for most of our species. There’s the way we travel normally, via leaping, but there's a cultural factor as well.” 


Masha strokes her chin for a moment. 


“Going to ground is seen as dirty or inelegant fighting not even fit for commoners. We are Apuk, we are peerless warriors the galaxy over. So warriors in particular are expected to conduct themselves as knights... or indeed princesses." 


"That makes sense. The good news is humanity specializes in fighting dirty." 


"If she's single you could always kiss her, that would probably end the fight right there." Masha winks over at her husband, not missing a chance to needle him where able. 


"I wish I had a wadded up napkin to throw at you." 


"Yes, such a brutal form of protest. Now. Enough talk!" 


Masha tosses her coat to the side dramatically, taking a fighting stance in her pants, boots and a sports bra. 


"Have at you!" 


It took three hours of trial and error testing before Jerry really nailed the pattern required for mobility counters to Apuk warfire and he had the burns to prove it. Thankfully, Masha and Ghorza had some rather intriguing ideas about how to kiss the injuries and make them feel better. 
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Matroika


"Ms. Matroika!" 


Matroika sighs as Bari jumps up, waving to get her attention from across the mezzanine deck of the promenade. The young woman was painfully excitable... and even the tender mercies of their drill instructors hadn't dimmed that shine in the slightest. When it was go time Matroika knew she could count on Bari... but goddess help her, how she generally behaved gave the strongest impression of an airhead in the universe. 


It was a point in the skipper's favor that he'd seen past the cheery young woman's attitude to catch the talent within. Bari was a diamond in the rough... or perhaps a real gem stone accidentally placed in some cheap jewelry. Pretty to look at, but you wouldn't expect anything special there at first blush. Instead you had a fairly sharp mind, an iron will that pushed through trauma with a desire to claim her own happiness at all costs... and the kind of natural piloting ability that Matroika would have killed for at Bari's age. 


Still, it was nice to be out and about on the Promenade after a couple initial weeks of training. The Undaunted had moved them into their new quarters, then immediately placed them in a training barracks to start the OCS process with basic military training. It wasn't particularly brutal like it was for the Marines, but they had Marine Corps drill instructors teaching them how to march, salute, and handle the basic customs and courtesies expected of an Undaunted Naval officer. 


The range had been rather fun even. Admittedly Matroika had something of a leg up there considering how much time she'd put into studying her gun kata with her P226s, but it was an enjoyable experience all the same. As was testing out as an expert with both pistol and rifle. Bari had done quite well too, the same spatial awareness skills that made her a natural pilot serving her well in intersecting tiny bits of high velocity metal with a target some distance away. 


Now however they were on liberty. Matroika would have more officer training to come, probably another month or so, but she'd be moving on to the pocket Naval War College aboard the ship. Her courses would be focusing on history, philosophy and leadership, ensuring she was ready for the responsibilities she'd be taking up in the Undaunted style. While Bari would finish out another two weeks of basic military training before going on to an informal flight school administered by her new parent unit, the so-called Nightstalkers. 


Matroika suppressed a shudder. A Nightstalker was a rather infamous predator that hunted via axiom and shredded flesh like a high speed blender. It made some of the more dangerous looking races like the Dzedin look down right cuddly in comparison. She couldn't understand for the life of her why that horrible name made some humans chuckle, mostly people from the part of their world called the United States. It was a mystery, but one she wasn't in a hurry to solve. 


"Soooooo. How'd it go with Commander Sarkin?" 
Bari finally makes it over to her, and is instantly full of questions, reinforcing her mental status for Matroika as a cute, if sometimes annoying, little sister 


"I told you Bari, it was a staff meeting not a date." 


"Yeah but you said he's interested in you." 


"He is, that much is for sure. This whole thing with that Apuk woman needs to resolve itself first it seems... I'm not in any position to push till I finish my training any way, but if that girl hasn't pulled her head out of her ass by then I'm going to get in touch with this Lieutenant Elyria, the other woman waiting in the wings, and I'm going to suggest the two of us muscle past her. If she can't get a hold of her own feelings that's her problem. She can be fourth instead of second."


"At least she'd still be single digits... I think I'm fighting for twentieth if I'm lucky..." 


"I thought the Skipper only had seventeen wives, with a candidate for an eighteenth." 


Bari nods enthusiastically. "He does, Ms. Nezbet is the candidate for wife eighteen... I have no doubt she'll get it too, even if the Captain's mind isn't made up yet. She's amazing! I found out a lot about her raid on that pirate stronghold. She's done all sorts of things like that and has a talent for organization it seems... and I ah... don't." The Panseros woman's fluffy ears droop just a bit. "All of his wives seem pretty amazing."


"Aww, Bari, don't sell yourself too short. You're a talented young pilot with a lot to offer a younger man like the Skipper." 


Bari cocks her head for a moment, clearly thinking. "Wait. How old is the Captain?" 


"I believe he just underwent his first healing coma, he was in his early 50s." 


"What!? Really!? He's so young!" Bari giggles. "I guess they really do build them differently in Cruel Space."


"A shorter life span in an extremely dangerous environment will do that to you I suppose." 


That thought sobers both women up. It was one thing to think about their desired partners as ‘young’ men, but the reality of why they were so young by galactic standards, and the hardships they'd lived with in Cruel Space wasn't quite as funny. Tyler had talked about it in detail to them both at one point. As far as they were concerned, Cruel Cpace more than lived up to its name.


Matroika shakes off the dark feeling and focuses back on Bari. 


"So why do you say you're fighting for twentieth wife?" 


"It's the last slot. Captain Bridger is determined to have no more than twenty wives." Bari sighs. "So I need to show the Captain that, of my own free will, not my biology addicting me to him, that I desire him, and can be a good wife, and stand proudly in the company of his wives. I think that means doing something impressive, or at least proving I can stand on my own two feet and actually contribute positively to the marriage. Ms. Nezbet seems likely to take the eighteenth or nineteenth spot. So by the time it takes me to get fully qualified, then manage to start distinguishing myself, maybe get promoted. It's just. I have no doubt he'll meet some other amazing and talented woman. So that leaves me fighting for the twentieth slot. Which is still good. I mean. How many girls can say they're one of twenty if I get it, right?"


"True enough, twenty wives isn't many, and we've heard about the Bridger clan's household. The ‘Den’, right? Sounds like a pretty amazing set up. Getting to live with your husband, alongside your sisters. It's quite the system. Jerry Bridger's a hell of a guy for making things like this happen all for the sake of his family." 


Matroika slaps Bari on the shoulder before guiding her down the corridor. 


"Anyway, enough worrying Bari. You're going to blaze through flight school. Your new boss even told you it was more for a formality and an excuse to start getting you used to some of the more difficult flying they do." 


"Yeah... but I've never been particularly good at school."


"Sure, but it's just flying, and you're good at that. Honest, don't worry about it. I know formal education wasn't... fun for you." 


A mild understatement. Bari had been bullied relentlessly, predominantly by her own half sisters. Her various mothers had only made the situation worse, and a girl with some mild learning difficulties was instead written off as an idiot and a failure. Honestly, with the background she had, Matroika thought it was a miracle that Bari had come out with the sunny disposition that she had. It spoke a lot to the young woman's strength of character. When she was told repeatedly that she couldn't, she'd just left home and kept trying. 


"It's not that, Ms. Matroika." 


The firm tone in Bari's voice snaps Matroika back to the here and now. 


"I know it's not that kind of school, I was just... trying to joke a bit. I'm just a bit worried about measuring up. It's not just about impressing the Captain. It's about measuring up to the standard the Nightstalkers demand. They told me about the kind of flying they do. I almost feel like they mixed up our assignments. Like they wanted you instead of me. I'm going to do it. I can do it. I want to make you proud. It's just... more dangerous flying. The stakes are a lot higher. I was sitting in the sim the other day and I tried to get my head in the space to do the job and I could feel the weight of the lives riding on my shoulders. It's different than when it was just going out and doing a nearly unopposed smuggling run." 


"Oh Bari. You already do make me proud." 


Matroika can't help but feel her heart warm as they head down the stairs. Bari had softened the tough old smuggler considerably it seemed sometimes. It was hard to not soften a little around Bari's warmth. She was just such a bright, sunny soul. 


"So what are we doing first? I've heard about the Promenade, but we haven't been up here before." 


Bari points to the right as they reach the main floor, through the axiom barriers and doors into the park. 


"I was thinking we could explore the main floor a bit, then we can go to the park. There's supposed to be a pond with these special fish from earth and some tiny, fuzzy rodents in the trees." 


"Sounds like fun! Then we can go find some food... it certainly smells good around here, even if half of it's lethal unless you're a human or a Cannidor." 


"I wonder if we'll get more Cannidor at some point. You'd think something like the Crimson Tear would be the equivalent of a cruise ship for them." 


Matroika cocks her head, looking at Bari for a moment as they by the doors to the park and turn left into the promenade proper. 


"You know Bari, every now and then you say something so insightful that it's so at odds with that bubbly personality of yours it actually trips me up." 


"I've told you before Ms. Matroika, I choose to be cheery. That's what my mom told me to do. If you can make a choice, choose to be happy. There's lots of things in life to be sad about... goddess knows we've both wept together enough over the girls that monster murdered. It's sad some of my sisters were cruel bitches. It's worse that they took their petty cruelty out on their own kin. But even everything I’ve been through... I could die at any second still. So better to smile, and enjoy life while I can. We're a failed bulkhead away from the void after all. I don't want any regrets when my time comes. So that means chasing learning how to fly, it means chasing the Captain, and it means smiling as much as I can."


The two women wander down the promenade, just slowly taking in the sights, and there's quite a bit to see. For one, there's more men density wise in this single section of the ship than anywhere either Matroika or Bari has been in their entire lives in a casual setting. There's a small group of men sitting outside what appeared to be a pub with a red door playing cards and drinking. The sign in the window indicated that they had drinks rated as safe for most species now, as well as adapted human recipes that were galactic citizenry safe. 


"I heard a lot of these places that have human themes are run by off duty soldiers and their civilian spouses. They hire other humans to do the cooking for human food when they're working their shifts for the actual ship because it would be too dangerous for their wives. Apparently some of the kitchens are set up to the point of practically having an airlock into the human only areas." 


Matroika stops and reads a menu for a moment before responding.


"Makes sense when you think about it, even if it's kind of wild to remember that human food basically counts as chemical weapon production. A lot of their other food adapted to galactic tastes pretty well though. Most of the sweets for example. There's also that noodle shop down the way. They make that ramen stuff with a really nice broth. Apparently the broth they use now isn't so different from their original broth, they just had to get creative with some of the seasonings and do away with the dangerous stuff. Some of it's still a bit weird though. Like something called Bonito flake, which is basically shavings of dried fish. It's commonly used in soup stocks and other bases." 


Bari taps a clawed finger on her chin for a second, clearly trying to remember something.


"Hmmm... I think I had some the other day. I kinda wish I could try some of the human foods I’ve heard about without it killing me. Some of the human special forces troops were talking about something called Coco's with the kind of passionate love that girls dream about hearing from their husbands! And it seemed like all the humans who came into earshot and heard them talking about Coco's would join the discussion immediately. I don't think I've ever heard of a food that's that popular with such a diverse group." 


"It's easier when everyone involved is a well traveled omnivore. The special forces humans like the Skipper were well traveled before they left Cruel Space, so they'd have had a chance to experience all sorts of things regular humans might not get to. I- oh! What's that?" 


A sweet aroma stops Matroika in her tracks. She'd always had a guilty sweet tooth, and spending time among humans had not helped. She'd been introduced to something called carrot cake, albeit a modified version of carrot cake to be safe for the galactic population. It was a sweet, moist cake that apparently had some vegetables in it somehow. Matroika just knew it was delicious, and that the ‘cream cheese frosting’ that went on the top was likely what the goddess of dessert's tits lactated.


A sniff or two of her sensitive nose leads her to a small cart that's offering something called a ‘Crepe’. The word means nothing in galactic trade, meaning it was a human loan word. On observing for a moment it turns out to be something like a very thin pancake that was filled with sweet or savory filling and then wrapped. Matroika's ears twitch. Her mouth waters. She-


"...Ms. Matroika? You okay?" 


"Huh!?" Matroika startles as Bari waves a hand in front of her eyes. 


"You kinda were zoning out. Or did you really want one of whatever those are?" 


"...I was zoning out, but I really want one of whatever those are."  
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Matroika


With a treat consisting of a thick custard, slightly tart red and blue berries and a light whipped cream acquired Matroika and Bari finish their circuit of the Promenade deck. It really ran the gamut of galactic and human civilization. A bar that seemed to cater predominantly to Horchka was at the far end, run by an old one eyed Horchka woman with gray in her hair and more battle scars than skin. Matroika had no doubt she'd been a terror once upon a time, but they'd also seen her handing out pieces of candy to a few of the kids whose parents owned nearby shops. 


There were a few clothing stores, including outlets for a few well known brands, and a specialist tailor for producing and fitting military dress uniforms. The Pavorus woman running it had been pleasant when she'd done Matroika and Bari's new uniforms, and seemed to have been christened ‘Mama-san’ by the humans for reasons that were beyond any of the aliens who heard it. 


The ship's store dominated a corner of the promenade, serving as the source for the bulk of general goods. This one had the full line of general products and more in the way of groceries compared to the smaller "corner stores '' as the humans called them that were out among the various habitation and work sectors. 


The sheer amount of work it took just to stock the ship's stores and staff them always had Matroika in a degree of awe. Everything in this ship operated at such a massive scale, all with plans for long term habitation that had to be handled to a certain degree with the thought that the ship might never return to a home port it theoretically didn't have till the Undaunted developed more of their own infrastructure. 


There were also provisions for temporary ‘guest’ traders. They had taken some small trade ships aboard at Vucsa 5 and were carrying them onward with them. Rather than just stay idle, the traders who had wares that might be of interest had been allowed to set up shop. As had individuals from the ship's company or their dependents who had their own talents, further adding to the diversity of goods available. 


Their long looping lap brings them back to the doors of the large park that dominated the forward end of the promenade. It had some fairly impressive doors, complete with an axiom barrier to ensure any life forms within didn't escape to the rest of the ship.


A gentle breeze greets them as they step into artificial sunlight. Blue sky, the scent of fresh grass. It was a deeply realistic falsehood. Added to by the sound of birds singing and a few of the animals flying around as some of the little furred rodents Bari had mentioned raced around in some of the branches of trees. 


"It's odd, this is about as close to Cruel Space as any of us can get when you think about it." 


Matroika notes, reaching out to caress the bloom of an unfamiliar flower.


Bari nods before stripping off her shoes and stepping off the path to dig her toes into the grass with a happy sigh. 


"They did use a lot of Earth plants and the like... but the grass still feels like grass to me. The flowers smell great. It's interesting Ms. Matroika... even Cruel Space can apparently be beautiful for as savage as it- EEEEK!


There's a flash of movement in the corner of Matroika eye as Bari shrieks. A blur of silver-black fur pouncing Bari to the ground. Her instincts immediately go off like a bomb detonated. Predator! Here? How!? Her arms go for guns that aren't there, before trying to grab the monster that's on top of Bari, going after her face! Before she can move more than inch however, the cavalry arrives in the literal blink of an eye. Jerry Bridger is literally there faster than Matroika's eyes can follow and immediately yanks the large creature off of Bari by it's heavy leather collar. 


Far from being injured like Matroika feared, Bari had clearly been licked liberally, her plush, velveteen fur was a mess until Jerry dried her out with a whisper of axiom powered breeze. 


"You okay, Flight Officer?" 


Bari scoots backwards a bit, trying to get her feet, clearly fighting between wanting to get closer to Jerry and wanting to avoid the beast he'd just captured. Matroika watches as Bari takes a few breaths... and her eyes unfocus slightly. She'd lost her nose piece and was getting a few deep breaths of the Captain! 


"Shit. Bari. Where's your suppressant and nose piece?" 


"P-purse. I think the nose piece got knocked out when that thing tackled me." 


Bari had taken to carrying a pheromone suppressant like some people carried an emergency anti-allergen injection, and Matroika quickly applied the auto injector for the other woman before helping her find and get her nose piece back in. It had been knocked a few feet away by the impact.  


"My... hah... apologies Captain, you ah. Surprised me."


Matroika resists face palming. Nearly mauled to death and Bari was as breathy as a woman in her boudoir in a trashy romance porno. She reaches over and pinches her friend. "Snap out of it Bari." 


The other woman’s bright purple eyes go wide as dinner plates. "Oh! Wait. The monster!" 


Bringing Bari back to their current plane of existence after getting a fresh dose of what her body at least, considered her husband's pheromones, had a degree of whiplash to it as Bari suddenly remembers she was just attacked by what appeared to be a small Lopen. 


"She's not a monster. She's not even full grown yet." The Captain frowns. "That said, she shouldn't have run off either... it's odd, I don't think Mikasa has met you before Bari, but she was greeting you like she knew you." 


Bari and Matroika's eyes widen in unison. 


"That was a greeting!?" The Panseros woman doesn't quite shout, but she's clearly feeling more and more confused as the seconds pass by. 


"Calm down, I promise Mikasa wasn't trying to hurt you. She's a big softy and wouldn't hurt a fly." 


Jerry tries to soothe the young woman, clearly trying to avoid making too much of a scene, but also clearly not wanting anyone scared of his apparent pet either.


"How can I calm down when you have what either appears to be a small Lopen child or a large predator right there?" 


"Well you can meet her for one. This is Mikasa, she's the genetic daughter of Togo, my old dog back on Earth. He passed away of old age shortly before I volunteered for the Dauntless. Say hello Mikasa." 


The canid barks once obediently from where she's sitting at Jerry's feet and Matroika and Bari get a better look at her. The large animal had bright, intelligent amber eyes, and a thick coat of fur that was almost as lovely as Bari's... not that the Panseros would ever admit that. 


"Captain..." Bari starts. "What is... she?" 


Jerry nods, confirming Mikasa's sex. "Like I said, Mikasa is a dog. A domesticated form of a pack hunting predator on my homeworld called a wolf." 


Now it's Matroika's turn to be shocked. "Humans domesticated large pack hunters?" 


"Yep, the first animal we domesticated most likely. A very important partnership for my species. Tame wolves, later dogs, hunted alongside us, guarded our fires, and eventually guarded and guided our livestock as we spread out and domesticated more animals. With their sensitive noses and ears they cover a lot of weaknesses for humanity, and we cover many of their weaknesses in turn. Modernly they're mostly just companions. Some breeds, like Mikasa here, are bred specifically to be companions. They have lower exercise requirements and calmer temperaments than the working breeds... which is why it's so odd she charged after you Bari. Again, I'm terribly sorry, I've never seen Mikasa do that for someone she didn't know before." 


"So... she likes me?" Bari cocks an ear, clearly thinking.


"Certainly seems that way." 


"And she's your beloved pet?"


Matroika watches as the gears turn in Bari's head, grinding away any trauma from nearly being mauled by a massive monster. Instead the other woman crouches, and tenderly holds her hand out to Mikasa. 


"Just like that, let her have a sniff of your hand."


Mikasa barks again and gives Bari's hand a lick. 


"She's ah... kinda cute." Bari reaches out and scratches Mikasa behind the ears, and is rewarded by the growing puppy nuzzling into her hand. "She really does look like a Lopen puppy though."


Jerry shrugs. "Man's best friend is generally what dogs are called, kinda surprised you don't hear about Lopen trying to take that angle with humans to get in with us, but then the Feli don't take advantage of looking like walking house cats either. I suppose folks just haven't pieced that together yet enough to make a coherent strategy regarding making that kind of appeal directly."


Matroika considers that for a moment as Bari begins to play with the puppy. 


"Even if a species somewhat resembles a common human companion, how many people really want to think of themselves as an animal?" 


"True, but the whole thing about humans bonding with the types of animals that appear to be Volpir, Lopen, or Feli precursors in particular for tens of thousands of years does come up occasionally. Maybe it's because I essentially run a roving pet shop when I'm not doing bulk meat orders or putting the hurt on bad guys, but I've heard it a lot, even from my own wives. Syl was pretty shocked when she saw a fox for the first time. I'm not sure if that's particularly exploitable in some way, but it might give a girl an edge with a lad she fancies." 


"Do Rabbis have some sort of 'precursor' connection, Skipper?" Matroika can't help it. She's curious. 


"Rabbis have the second biggest advantage among alien species I've met in terms of ‘interacting’ with humans. There's an animal you do have some similar features to that's a popular pet... but really save the ears, tail and extra set of arms, you're the most like a human female in general looks, second only to the Tret. You're also quite varied as a race in terms of personality and interests, which I think is a strength in terms of going out to woo humans if that's how you want to think of it. You're just as likely to find a Rabbis as a cook or a Tret as a gangster as you are to find a human in either of those occupations, compared to say the Apuk, who are, predominantly, a warrior race. Even if they have other jobs on the side. Ditto for the Cannidor. You won’t find many of them in the current crew of the Undaunted for the most part, but there’s plenty of humans who can’t handle that level of intensity. So Rabbis and the Tret appeal to the broadest possible spectrum of humans, from the most to the least adventurous, and have a potential to work in at most if not all cultural levels or personality types. Save only those individuals who are human only... and even then, a Tret or Rabbis might be able to ‘work’ with that restrictive individual where a more ‘exotic’, from the human perspective, species might not." 


Bari meanwhile has gone from patting Mikasa's head to actively playing with the puppy a bit, bouncing back and forth, dodging lunges from the animal before ‘tagging’ her, and the puppy rolling onto her back and wiggling to get Bari to give her tummy rubs. Any initial fear she might have had of the animal is completely gone, which gets a smile out of Jerry that would have melted Bari's heart if she hadn't been far too distracted to notice. 


"What about you skipper? Any preferences?" 


"That's a bit personal, lieutenant, but my wives run the galactic gamut. From a Kohb to Cannidor in size, and all manner of species and philosophies from Apex warrior cultures to dedicated pacifists." 


Bari's round, fuzzy ears perk up, even as she continues to play with Mikasa. 


"What matters to me isn't species, or much of anything really, save having a good understanding of self, and the confidence to take action and stand with the family you choose. I've ignored all sorts of factors that might be considered otherwise. For example, it’s common knowledge on the grapevine that Nezbet has pretty much put up an eight figure dowry for my hand, and I don't give a damn. Rich, poor. None of that matters. It's all about the woman having the inner strength to stand strong and help the rest of the family grow stronger. Mutual attraction, and the foundation for a proper love between husband and wife, and familial love between the wife candidate and her potential sisters is the other big factor. I believe in a tight knit family. Having more than one wife hasn't changed that ideal for me. Just made things slightly busier.” 


‘Bari you’re going to owe me for this.’ Matroika thinks to herself before nodding along with the Skipper’s statement. 


“A lot of humans seem to think that way. So… have you actually denied anyone? You don’t have that many wives, but you don’t exactly seem to get out much if you’ll pardon me saying so Captain.” 


Jerry snorts. “Well I can’t say I’m not something of a homebody. Especially now that home and work move around together. Spent too much time out on missions back on Earth, doing the job. Now it’s someone else’s turn to be the guy in the field doing a deep cover observation for hours at a time.” 


The man strokes his chin for a moment. “I can’t give you a number, but I’ve denied quite a few people. One person numerous times. Shallow proposals. Purely financial ones for example I deny out of hand. I won’t count the Horchka. I’ve been getting a couple dozen proposals by letter a week since I beat Ghorza, Colonel Bridger to you two, in a regulated bout. You might have seen it on the net.” 


Matroika nods. “I’ve heard about it, have you seen it, Bari?” 




Bari looks up from giving Mikasa ever more intense tummy rubs. “I’ve seen it Ms. Matroika, I’ll send you the link. It’s a fun fight. Colonel Bridger’s really funny when she wants to be too.” 


“But you were saying sir, something about someone not getting the hint?”


A grimace crosses the skipper’s face. “There’s this Mrega pirate captain who just…” He shudders. “No means no, but this pirate cannot get the damn picture. I’m not particularly attracted to her species to start with, nor her in particular, but her entire attitude covers the entire repulsive end of the spectrum for me. How one person can manage to be whiny and servile while also being entitled and demanding is beyond me. But one madwoman with hooves aside, I’m a big fan of ‘No.’ It’s something I’ve been very clear about to my male Marines, sailors and commandos. Because we do talk about ‘interacting’ with you girls, and how to conduct ourselves properly. For me that means being extremely upfront about things. So it’s not that this woman can’t get a clue to save her life. It’s that I’m beating her upside with a clue by four with ‘Not Interested Now. Not Interested Ever.’ emblazoned on it and she sees it as playing hard to get.” The thought got another scowl from the normally affable human. 


“So up front ‘No’ is the policy you encourage with the men? Guess I should be feeling pretty excited. Commander Sarkin wouldn’t say yes, something about dealing with that Apuk woman who follows him around first, but he very firmly didn’t say no.” 


“That’s my personal policy anyway. I don’t lead people on or give them false hope. I’d be a terrible spy in that regard. It’d be very hard for me to say, flirt or sleep with someone I found repulsive for the sake of the mission. Anyway ladies I'll let you get back to it, Mikasa was supposed to be finding her tennis ball." '


Jerry offers them a two fingered salute and turns to walk away, calling Mikasa to his side. Bari watches them go, slowly getting to her feet. 


"Well, that was interesting, wasn’t it Bari?”


Bari slowly gets to her feet. “He didn’t say no. Not once. Not ever. About… me. Us. However you want to put it.” 


“Hmmm. I mean, considering what he just said… Sounds like he thinks you’re cute to me. Probably more worried about your biological issues than anything else. Which is rather considerate even if it’s probably painfully frustrating.” 


“It really is… Mrs. Syl told me about how she and her sisters developed the nose pieces like the one I’m wearing. How they all wanted their fairy tale and weren’t willing to settle or be compromised by just some random guy’s pheromones on his wife’s collar or something.” Bari takes a slow, steadying breath. “And he doesn’t care… about a lot of things that a lot of people care about huh?” 


“Yep. Humans in general are built differently like we said a few minutes ago, but the Skipper’s well and truly one of a kind.”


"Ms. Matroika?" 


"Yes, Bari?" 


"I'm going to marry that man." 


"Sounds like that's exactly the attitude you're going to need to get him too. What brought that on? Fresh dose of pheromones maybe? Or was it just getting a look at that strong chin of his?" 


Matroika teases Bari gently, surprised at the firm statement from her young friend. 


Bari turns her chin up, savoring the artificial breeze, watching a squirrel run across a set of branches for a moment. 




“Because he’s good, kind, considerate, diligent and honorable to a fault. He said it himself. What he doesn’t care about. Status. Experience. Money. I think I misunderstood him initially, you know? That I needed to be as good as the others, or like them. I think though… his standard is more being the best me I can be, and being confident in that.” 


Bari shrugs, kicking at the grass a bit.


“I’m just poor trash from a dirt ball that drifted and ended up on another dirt ball. My mother loves me. I’m not sure my father knew my name. I sometimes wonder if he knew my mother’s name. The Captain would be outraged for me if he knew that. It would hurt his heart because that’s the kind of man he is. Someone who works that hard for his wives, who essentially works multiple full time jobs, Captain, Husband, and eventually father… who takes nothing for granted. He’s inspiring. I want to be like him. Not just love him. I can do that. I can. And I will. Maybe that’ll mean I don’t end up with the Captain. If I don’t move fast enough or whatever, but he’d want me to do it right. Not do it fast trying to impress him. So if I can look him in the eyes as an equal one day… that’d be enough for me.” 






16


Bari 


Dear Diary, I reported to my new squadron today. The 23rd Special Operations Squadron, Nightstalkers. Everyone actually seems pretty nice considering the monster they picked as a unit name. Very professional. Relaxed, but controlled. Reminds me of Ms. Matroika when we’re making a run through Civilized Space. They don’t work with the commandos every day. Or intel. Most days they spend their time practicing and ensuring they’re very, very good at flying in the most dangerous and difficult circumstances in the galaxy.


They’ve paired me with the squadron commander, Commander Colleen “Rowdy” Rowley, she’ll be giving me my on the job training, and will be my partner for most flight operations for the foreseeable future if I check out. A surprising number of the pilots are human women. It’s kinda exciting. You don’t see a lot of them, it feels like. Or maybe it’s that the majority of the humans outside of Cruel Space are men, and when there’s a man around a lot of the wider population tend to get… distracted. In fact the majority of pilots in the 23rd are women between the human pilots and the aliens. 


Commander Rowley wants me to call her Rowdy, but I’m not sure I should just yet. Apparently she flew something called a helicopter before joining the Dauntless with the original Nightstalkers. She said they were the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, and they took the name Night Stalkers because they did most of their work in the dark. She told me about some of her missions, it sounded pretty intense considering it was all in atmosphere work. I think I’ll be able to learn a lot from her! 


We’re going to do some flying in a lighter that’s been modified by the squadron for special operations insertions. It carries a bunch of extra concealed weapons for extractions from hot landing zones, a very advanced medical bay and a large armory. Usual crew for missions is five to six, pilot, co-pilot, crew chief, a gunner, and one to two corpsmen. We’ll fly through some asteroids in a nearby belt, make a landing on a big rock, wait a bit, then take off and extract. Basically a mission profile the humans consider to be fairly difficult. 


I honestly don’t know where the hard part is though. We landed on asteroids all the time with Ms. Matroika’s crew. They have some great hiding spots! I get to pick the LZ. So I’ll probably ferret out one of those little caves I’ve always had a good chance to spot. The lighter’s smaller than Ms. Matroika’s old ship, so it should be easy to get us tucked away and hard to find! 


Rowdy


‘Hot fucking damn.’ 


Rowdy manages to keep the thought inside of her head. She’d been skeptical about direct hires into the squadron, especially with a new and supposedly inexperienced pilot that needed further training to be brought up to basic mission qualified standard. Hell they weren’t even sending the girl through a green platoon equivalent like they did back at the SOAR to make sure she could soldier before they worked on flight skills. Seems like they wanted to make sure she had the piloting skill before they invested more on core combat and soldiering skills outside the cockpit to ensure she could hang with the Crimson Tear’s commandos. Well they were going to need to start booking that training because sweet fuck could this cat fly! 


A quick look at her knee board shows she’s taken three pages of notes on Bari’s technique and overall spacecraft handling and control and they’ve barely gotten clear of the Tear! She was handling everything with ease, only stumbling over a little bit of the comms procedure stuff during the hand off from terminal flight control to Raven. Which was fair enough, everyone stumbled over a new protocol for the first flight or two under a new system or regime. 


Still, it didn’t add up! The cat woman was sweet, pleasant to be around. Hell she had half the girls in the squadron thinking of her as a little sister already! Rowdy couldn’t down check the girl because she’d probably have a mutiny. Before this flight she’d been looking into ways to keep her on as something approximating a mascot if she didn’t check out. Sure she was good in the sims, but anyone could be good in the sims right? She knew Bari had a flight background, but had otherwise set her record aside without reading it till after they flew together. 


Rowdy hadn’t wanted to potentially color her opinion of her new pilot candidate. Instead she had set herself up for an unending series of surprises. 


First, she hadn’t had to do a damn thing besides show up so far with the sole exception of giving Bari the flight plan. Bari had done the preflight, the power up checklist and just about everything the hell else without even a hitch. She’d taken them out of the hangar with the most gentle of touches on the controls for the maneuvering thrusters, barely needing to touch the actual main engines. She used the anti grav and a few other tricks instead to minimize power use and signature until they were in a position to actually run in case lighting off their engines attracted any form of negative attention, and she did that like it was second nature! 


“Flight Officer.” 


“Yes, ma’am?” 


Bari glances up from her controls, keeping one eye on flying while doing her best to give Rowdy her attention while she brings them to the start of the course for the asteroid field that Rowdy had planned out the other day. She’d been intending to fly this herself, just to give Bari a taste and see how she did with basic ship handling and other tasks, but now… 


“Change of plans, I want you to fly the course, and just to keep things interesting… Chief Cullen?” 


“Yes ma’am?” 


“Chief, we have that little cargo of target drones aboard.” 


“The ones for the next training exercise? Yep. You wanted them today to simulate having a payload.” 


“When we come to a halt, launch’em. I want four of the eight set up to act as pursuit, give them a ten minute interval before entering the belt. I want the other four to scatter along the route and act as targets of opportunity. I want to see how the flight officer handles the guns while she flies. No time like the present.” 


Rowdy can hear the question in Cullen’s affirmative response. She’d briefed her long-time crew chief from back when he was Staff Sergeant Cullen and she was still going by the rank of Major on exactly what she’d been planning and what her thoughts were. So a departure from the plan of the day was something that would have Cullen’s attention to be sure.  


“Captain, we’ve reached nav point alpha. Cutting the power back, beginning station keeping.”


Fast, crisp, efficient, completely unlike the cheery, bubbly personality that she projected in the flight room. She was an adorable little thing, but where the hell did this competence come from? She… she… Rowdy resists smacking her head against the nearest bulkhead. Son of a bitch. She was doing it wasn’t she? She was running head first into some of the weirdness of the galaxy. That had to be it. She’d made some assumptions based on Bari’s personality and was absolutely paying for it. 


“Confirm station keeping. Stand by, Chief Cullen is launching the drones and they’ll need a minute to get into position. Past that, I’m not a Captain, Bari you know that.” 


“Maritime tradition and naval regulation from Earth suggests that the commander of any crewed vessel of appreciable size rates the honorific of ‘Captain’. As do most species' stellar traditions. A lighter has a crew of five, and is far larger than any ‘small’ craft, by Earth standards from my classes, especially with our provisions to carry large volumes of cargo or personnel to support operations in the field. Theoretically we could easily have fifty people aboard without even hitting close to max capacity. More if we’re supporting green operations.” 


“...Huh.” 


That rocked her back on her heels. Another surprise. Maybe she should have read that background after all. Someone had paid better attention in class than most aliens seemed to. 


“Let’s… break the difference shall we? I’m not a Captain, but I am the old lady, and the pilot in command, so you can call me skipper when we’re in flight if you want.” 


“Okay Skipper!”


Right back to her cheerful, charming personality. There was a lot going on in her new co-pilot’s head, that much was for sure. 


“So Bari, how long have you been flying?” 


Bari’s eyes race over the panel, doing a quick crosscheck and updating the screen that was tracking the position of the drones as they moved back towards the Tear for their pursuit position or headed into the asteroid belt to act as target practice. 


“Oh I’ve been flying light aircraft since I was a girl actually. I always thought it was exciting, so I would make my way to a nearby aerodrome and hang out, begging lessons and tips from the various pilots and mechanics. I never got a formal certification or anything but I soloed when I was thirteen. I was told that’s pretty young, but the pilot who loaned me the aircraft said she had complete confidence in me. I like to think I paid that off.” 


Bari does another quick cross check. “Your craft skipper.” 


Rowdy gets her hands firmly on the controls. “My craft.” 


The Panseros woman quickly takes the opportunity to stretch out, getting any kinks out of her back and shoulders. 


“I had to leave home at seventeen or so. Also a bit early, but I was ready to not deal with my other mothers… and Mom had new Kittens to raise. So my sisters and I had to go make our own way in the galaxy. I got work on a freighter as a crewwoman, eventually made my way coreward, moved from ship to ship a few times. Got stranded a few times. Nearly got hit by pirates twice. Did get hit the third time, and ended up stuck on Vucsa 5. I managed to escape that shitty situation before I could be sold off, and ran into Ms. Matroika, that’s Lieutenant Da'vren with VSA-103 now. She took me on as an apprentice pilot as a smuggler and I was working with her for… oh, twenty years? Yeah that’s right I just turned seventy three…” 


That was a slap across the mouth. This sweet young thing was in her goddamn seventies!? And she’d been flying for most of her damn life! She’d certainly been handling spacecraft for longer than Rowdy had been flying period! Sweet fuck. The human officer does her best to keep it off of her face, but really it only confirms what she expected. The kid, and she couldn’t not think of her as the kid, even now knowing Bari was forty years her senior, had more than just some really good instincts and natural talent. 


She’d been hand trained by this Matroika gal, herself reputed to be a very skilled pilot, and probably sheltered more than a bit. Rowdy figured Matroika wanted to give Bari a chance to grow up slow and natural, to focus on what she enjoyed doing… and then Matroika probably would have groomed her for command. Rowdy quickly sent a message to that very same woman asking for a meeting using the computer interface at the base of her neck, all while having a conversation with Bari about flying for fun. Technology really was grand. 


“Well tell me more about your time as a smuggler while we wait for the Chief to finish things off in back Bari, Ms. Matroika sounds like a hell of a pilot.” 


“Oh she is! She’s really great. I’m not sure why the squadron wanted me instead of her. I like to think I’m decent, but she’s really good. I don’t even have four arms, never mind Rabbis reaction speeds!” 


“Well I can actually answer that. Some of it is we have a lot of senior talent already, we need junior officers too. People we can bring up and train in our style of flying. VSA-103 hasn’t had the priority for really experienced alien flyers as they’ve been recruited. They’re long overdue for some more subject matter experts besides Gaucha. So with more nuggets to teach, I guess the powers that be think Matroika’s got something to teach them over there.” 


“That makes sense. Hmmm… really interesting runs. Well there was this one time we fled from a large warship and faked them out by generating something that would seem like the burst of energy from a lightspeed jump on sensors, and then clamping ourselves to their hull by their engines. We stuck with them till they jumped! Then we immediately jumped ourselves…” 
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Rowdy


She spent a solid twenty minutes talking with her new junior officer. Bari’s smuggling background was absolutely fascinating. Admittedly they were highlights from a decades long junior career, but the fact that apprenticeships could last that long in any organization however was absolutely wild. 


It got Rowdy asking herself questions about Matroika and her behavior that Rowdy had putting together a theory. She suspected that she’d been closer than she thought earlier. The long apprenticeship was nothing to do with skill, and everything to do with giving Bari the galactic equivalent of youth and childhood that she’d more or less been denied. 


The average young woman could easily spend seventy years undergoing education and training, the age of majority didn’t mean truly shouldering adult responsibilities, depending on the individual of course. She’d heard Lady Cascka had spent literal centuries undergoing education and training. In an ageless universe, growing up happens when you want it to, to a degree. 


Rowdy was getting the idea that galactic ‘adulthood’ was more a result of finding either a position of responsibility, getting well into one’s career… or finding a husband and shortly thereafter becoming a mother. One didn’t preclude the other, but it just seemed that when you hit one, you were an actual adult by galactic standards. Not just ‘mature’ in the age sense.


Finally Chief Cullen breaks in over the crew intercom. “Skipper, drones are in position. We’re ready to go. The Tear is about to make her jump to lightspeed, so we’ll need to calculate our own jump to catch up with them.” 


Bari grins. “Oh that’s no problem ma’am, chief, I can get it once we’re done. I’m pretty good at jump navigation. I did all the math for one jump on a napkin once after a rogue solar flare burned out some of our equipment on this junker we were flying at the time. Worst ship I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen some bad ones. The birds we fly are deluxe in comparison, even if they’ve shabbed up the exteriors to make’em stealthier.”


Rowdy blinks for a minute. “You know… I’m not even surprised anymore. That you can do a jump calculation on a napkin that is. Weren’t your math scores not particularly notable in the evaluation though?”  


The Panseros woman sticks her tongue out, like a child tasting a flavor they despised. “Ugh. It was all theoretical math. I’m no good with that stuff. It doesn’t… click with my brain for whatever reason. As soon as I’m doing practical math, like jump coordinates, or a weight and balance, it all works out and I can do it!” 


“Huh. Well that’s something to keep in mind, but we need to get back to work for now. Alright Bari, your bird, take us through the course, at the best possible speed! Remember we’ll have those pursuers, so feel free to get me running ECM, deploying one of our decoys or whatever other tricks you can think of.” 


“Okay boss lady! My bird! Chief! Hang on to something! I’m dialing back the inertial dampeners so I can get a better feel for our spatial positioning, expect a bit more of a rough ride than normal. I need every hint of where I am that I can get while I’m dodging rocks.”


The sounds of Chief Cullen diving for a chair and crash webbing can be heard from the cockpit, and no sooner is he strapped in than Bari throws the accelerator forward and immediately starts to weave them through the asteroid field. 


“Holy shit!” 


It’s a sentiment Rowdy can appreciate from Chief Cullen, and he can’t even see where they’re going! Bari has dived the ship into the asteroid belt like a salmon leaping into a stream. Flight is moving in a three dimensional space, Rowdy knows this from her years of experience as a helicopter pilot, and flying fixed wing aircraft recreationally. As a SOAR aviator, she could do things with a helo that didn’t bend or break the laws of physics so much as flip them the bird and ignore them entirely. 


Bari on the other hand was something else. Again, it was amazing how little she actually used the engines in terms of generating thrust. They were always producing power, she never cut that back, but she was moving the throttle constantly to get more or less momentum when she needed it. Then compensating on the other end with retrorockets.


The real work of flying for her was with the maneuvering thrusters, and occasionally the antigrav systems, much to Rowdy’s shock. She almost grabbed the stick when Bari took them practically straight into a massive rock, only for her to flip on the anti grav system at the last possible second like it was a layer of bubble wrap, then skim across the surface before kicking them back up and towards the next point in their course. 


They seemingly never stopped moving, and Bari’s fingers flew across the shield controls, changing the strength in certain areas where she was anticipating larger objects that might penetrate a weaker barrier, but wasn’t quite worth maneuvering around. 


“Skipper, warm the guns up, approaching target one… might also need you to kill some decent sized space rocks or knock them off target with the dorsal and ventral turrets. I can get the actual target with the forward guns.” 


Another seemingly suicidal run towards a big rock and kick from the anti grav systems has them scooting along, kicking up dust on the surface of the asteroid before Bari pops them up and directly behind the target drone, it was a text book approach. The clutter meant the drone hadn’t picked them up clearly, not on radar or similar sensors. Visual probably would have spotted them if they’d been closer, but space combat was hard to work with for even the finest optical sensors when they weren’t guided in by other telemetry or a sentient operator. 


A quick burst of laser and plasma fire and the drone is reduced to so much space junk. A quick jink up and to the left and another burst of anti grav has them cruising normally along the surface of an asteroid once more. Another good approach, another pop up, and another dead drone. 


“Damn Bari, where’d you learn that approach and pop up attack?” 


“It was all in the tactics documents the unit issued me when I came over. It wasn’t really for asteroid fields but I’m just applying my experience from smuggling. We did routes like this to confuse the cops all the time. They don’t like flying in asteroid fields to start with, they really don’t like trying to do a hot pursuit. If you can get in there fast enough and hide for a decent amount of time, they’ll get bored or something more pressing will come up or you can find a good spot to sneak away.” 


Rowdy sits back and considers that as Bari goes high aspect and engages the second and third drone more traditionally. She’d taken a pop up attack and immediately applied it in theory in her head, then put it in practice with next to no complications. The evaluators had said she had good spatial awareness and strong visualization but this was something else entirely! Still, her confidence with Bari at the controls was growing… and she was resisting putting on a Sabaton song to have an appropriate sound track for this kind of ridiculous flying. It made her wonder what Bari could do with a fighter if one was given to her. It’d be interesting to see if she could give the Tear’s top ace a run for her money. Might be something to explore in the simulators later. 


“Okay, good work so far Bari, now find us somewhere to park this thing so we can avoid pursuit!” 


“Already on it. I’m going to break hard right, on my mark launch the decoy drone!” 


“Hard right? But why? There’s only an asteroid that way!” 


Bari wasn’t listening.


“Three! Two! One! Mark!” 


Rowdy triggers the launcher for the decoy right as Bari throws them hard to the right, then cuts the engines, rotating them 180 degrees as they ‘plummet’ towards the surface of the space rock. 


“Bari! What the hell are-” 


A sudden burst of anti grav throws Rowdy against her harness as Bari watches the aft visual sensors and easily drops them down a crevice that Rowdy hadn’t even noticed. A little maneuvering and they’re ‘down’. Safely hidden away in the heavy metallic asteroid. 


“Whew! That was a toughie.” 


“Toughie!? You made that look easy! How did you even find this… tunnel or whatever this is.” 


“It’s all in looking for the right shadows when there’s light from the local star available like there is here skipper. There’s a couple tricks Ms. Matroika taught me, but it’s always got to be done as fast as possible. Every second you’re hanging there is a give away for your position, and if you’re static, even the laziest law enforcement patrol vessel will risk an asteroid belt for a simple catch. That’s the danger of a static hide like this. It’s hard to find you, but if someone sees you going in they can just cover the top and trap you.” 


“What, you can’t just shoot your way out?”


“Usually not worth it for smuggling. A smuggling charge is a couple years tops if not just a fine. Attempting to murder however many law enforcement officers are in the ship you’re opening up on? Depends on the system, but that can easily be a life sentence per officer in the line of fire.” 


Rowdy’s eyes go wide. “And multiple life sentences can actually be a hell of a thing out here huh?” 


“Yep, Ms. Matroika knows a lady, an old rival of hers, who’s thirty years into a three hundred year sentence.” 


“The hell did she do?” 


“She got busted for a whole heap of crap all at once. She was smuggling really high end narcotics, like, the dangerous stuff. And weapons.” 


“Huh, didn’t know the CIA was out here already.” 


Bari cocks her head, looking for all the world like an oversized house cat. “CIA?” 


“Never mind, please continue.” 


“Right! Uhm. It was a really long rap sheet. The other highlights were kidnapping a boy… with uh. Intent. To. Do things. Not sure if she was going to sell him as a slave or something after, but yeah that one’s really bad. Then she fought the cops when they nabbed her. I think she put at least two in a healing coma and it was a small miracle she didn’t kill anyone. There was other stuff like I said. Normally they’d just string you up for that sort of thing, but Ms. Matroika said they wanted to make an example of her… it was a shame. Ms. Matroika thought well of her once. She wasn’t a friend, just a business rival, but it wasn’t a bad rivalry or anything. Then she got involved with this criminal organization from Apuk space and Ms. Matroika said her personality changed. A lot.” 


“Must have. Well I’m sold on your skill set Bari, you definitely belong with the Nightstalkers if this is the kind of thing you can do. We’ll have to keep working on your combat flying, get you ready for flying in hot LZs and the like, which is really our bread and butter, but I’m promoting you to Lieutenant JG. You can consider yourself Basic Mission Qualified as of right this damn minute.” 


“Ma’am isn’t it a bit fast to promote me to lieutenant?” 


“Nope. You have the skills and then some. Not sure how the evaluator board missed that, but I’m happy to fix their mistakes. Now, lieutenant… The drones will finish their search pattern soon, assuming they don’t find us, take us out to the pick up point so we can recover them, and then take us home. We’re gonna have to get the squadron together for a drink to welcome our newest pilot.” 


“Aye aye, ma’am!” 
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"Here husband, I have the axiom field up. You should be able to at least simulate the movement without damaging the ship." Cascka smiles angelically at her husband. If happiness could fuel her axiom powers then she must be beyond powerful now. She radiated pure joy in a way to rival Firi. 


"I'm hearing a lot of maybes and shoulds." 


"You could over power me dearest, the possibility does exist... but I doubt it." 


Just for a moment, Jerry catches the briefest expression on Cascka's face that reflected the all commanding attitude of her obscenely powerful mother. The cocky little smile came and passed in a heartbeat, but it was nice to see Cascka was feeling more confident about herself.


Jerry wipes the sweat from his brow and takes a fresh stance. 


"So what are we doing again? Remind me. Channeling this much axiom's weighing on me a bit, and we're close to the end of the session." 


"This is a lead on from the Tret martial style we were practicing earlier. Now as we've said previously, geomancy is the act of affecting the structure of the planet around you with your axiom." 


"Right, I remember. I practiced with it a bit while I was planet side... I. Where did you get the soil by the way?" Jerry gestures to Cascka's dojo, the normally tatami like material has been covered with an inch or so of very nice dirt. Nice enough you could probably grow crops in here.  


Cascka gestures in turn to her storage lockers, normally concealed behind a wall panel. "I keep a supply. Considering how easy it is to clean it up again, I might as well. So we've discussed how to put energy into firmer terrain to make it unstable, or shake like an earth tremor. We've also explored minor environmental effects like turning sand to quick sand." 


"With limited success in the latter category."


Cascka frowns. "Yes, it seems that level of fine manipulation simply isn't your strong suit. Which is odd, you did your little ice trick easily enough, and you've been improving it too. I also think you've got the concept of turning flat, or level terrain into rugged or uneven terrain with a stomp is something you've more or less figured out, even if we need to find an opportunity to test it." 


"I have a pretty good grasp on what water turning into ice looks like structure wise. I'm less familiar with what quick sand is like. Plus I can be big with the mist. It doesn't require the fine control we were aiming for with the quick sand or quick earth drill with its limited scope. Maybe if I had more horsepower for outside my body I could get people sunk in to the knees in a larger area... but I'm not sure. Bit frustrating if I'm honest." 


"Hmmm. We just have to find the right neural path for you to be successful. Masha has spoken with me about the kind of battle you'll be facing. I fully believe you can beat one of these battle princesses. Especially with that lecture from the sorcerer Brin'Char about fighting battle princesses getting quietly moved around in the special forces community. I can see why that was classified, heavily encrypted, and is only to be accessed on isolated systems. It's powerful information." 


"If it's true, which like most everything else would be questioned and for the most part, discarded if it does ever leak. I completely agree that it was worth sending couriers out or recalling teams to get that information shared around to teams who might need it. Facing any Apuk in a fight's bad news for an unprepared human. We have a visceral fear response to fire that can't be underestimated just to start. Many more men will be in the same mindset as the one ninja who was worried about the Apuk. Supersonic, incredibly strong. They're dangerous and versatile... but as the crown busting 101 lecture teaches us quite succinctly even the mightiest have their weaknesses if you're willing to exploit them." 


"Hmmm..." Cascka taps a finger on her chin. "So does that mean you'll be making a visit to the Dark Woods to become a sorcerer?"


"...No, I don't think so. The description of the dark woods as an entity... It's fascinating, but it's not something I think I want to join my mind to. Once you're part of the Woods, you're part of the wood forever. Gods only know what that does to a man. I can't help but suspect it influences you too... I don't think it's hostile, but your mind is no longer entirely your own. There's stories out there of Sorcerers who have gone off world being able to return instantly to Serbow with their powers... because they're part of the woods, and they're just going home. With all the effort of you heading back to your flat in a spire on Centris. Or even less."


"It is a terrifying amount of power."


"I have things that are important to me. Things I treasure. Priorities I can't compromise on. I'm not sure what melding with the Dark Woods would do to me, but the benefits of power… Power I didn't earn. Power that isn't mine. Well. It's not me. It's not what I want. I'll defend my family, fight for my people and conquer the challenges arrayed before me with my own two hands."


Jerry takes a long breath, slowly doing some stretches.


"I've been doing it my way for around half a century now, and it's gotten me here. Captain of a starship, married to seventeen of the most amazing women to be found anywhere in the known galaxy. With numerous children on the way. Beloved, if I might be so arrogant as to say it myself, by my crew, respected and feared by the enemies of my species who know me by name if the latest reports off Centris are anything to go by."


Jerry shakes his head. 


"If it was just me. Me alone. I might take the offer of the Woods... but alone I am strong. Together. With you. With Syl. With Nadi. With Eymali, Jaruna, Wichen, Evie, Ghorza, Masha. Everyone. With you girls by my side. With my crew at my back... I don't need a tree to show some alien princess that humans have spirit in them." 


Jerry breaks into a wide, beaming grin.


 "Besides, that kid Pukey killed one, even if he had to tag in Herbert Jameson's grandmother in law to finish her off. I can at least fight one to draw right?" 


Cascka smiles beatifically at her husband. "Jeremiah you truly are incorrigible. Show me your resolve then. I know you're training with Masha too. Between us, and the others we'll make sure-"


A sharp whistle from the speaker for the 1MC pierces through the room. "General quarters! General quarters! All hands, man your battle stations. Flow of traffic is forward and up on the starboard side..." 


Jerry is out the door before the announcement even gets half way through the first iteration of "man your battle stations". 


The bridge, which doubled as the Combat Information Center in the design of the Tear wasn't far. It was even closer when Jerry started pushing his axiom to rush down corridors faster than the eye can see, eventually making it to the bridge just in time to hear;


"...Set material condition Zebra. Repeat, general quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations!" 


The watch officer sitting in the captain's chair leaps out of it like she's been tased as the bosun announces him.


“Captain on deck!”


"Sir!" 


"Situation report lieutenant." 


The woman briefly composes herself. "Captain, approximately ten minutes ago we crossed the galactic plane of this solar system, identified as XP-34580-BC12." 


"That's an actual designation?" Jerry raises an eyebrow.


"It's an independant mining colony, if they have a name for the system it's not in the Council charts. We picked up a signal that we were able to refine and confirm as a large pirate vessel converging on the planet that's supposed to be the primary colony for the area. Comm was able to pick up a garbled distress call from the planet, but it's weak. The pirates appear to be jamming the transmission. So far I don't believe we've been detected, your average pirate vessel doesn't have anything like the sensors the Tear has. However we've had some sensors 'look' in our general direction. I figured once was a coincidence, the second time I thought it was appropriate to bring the ship to battle stations instead of just summoning you to the bridge." 


"Lieutenant I'd much rather have the ship at general quarters than not if there's even a hint of a threat to this vessel, and a bunch of marauding pirates are definitely a threat. Put the distress call on the main screen." 


"Aye aye." The lieutenant gestures to the comm officer, who quickly brings up a garbled video. 


There's a blast of what sounds like a code of some kind, possibly comparable to a human SOS before a panicked voice comes over the speaker in garbled galactic trade. "-raided by pirates, taking slaves, destroying equipment, believe pirates to be operating under the employ of the Severaltn Mining Corporation. Repeat, Alaquin mining colony is being raided by pirates..." 


Jerry listens to the full message thoughtfully, then holds up a hand. "That's enough Lieutenant." 


"Aye aye sir." 


"Comm, 1MC please." 


"1MC, aye sir." 


The booming echo of the comm officer announcing a message from the captain after a shrill call of a bosun's whistle echoes throughout the ship. 


"This is the Captain, we've come across a pirate raid of a civilian mining colony in progress. The pirates have not detected us. We could continue on our way without any issue... but to do so would, in my estimation, be failing our oaths as Undaunted. I will not let innocent people be slaughtered and enslaved while it is well within our capacity to do something about it. All hands stand down from battle stations. Everyone stretch their legs, get fed, watered, use the facilities. I want all senior staff in the main conference room in five minutes. After that we'll return to battle stations, and we're going to show these dirt bags just who and what we are. Captain out." 


Jerry spins on a heel. "Lieutenant, you have the conn, if anything even vaguely comes this way, I want to know about it, and don't you hesitate to bring us back to action stations. The rest of you, back to work, we have a war to win." 


He had not expected a cheer from the bridge crew of junior officers. Not in the slightest. Morale was higher than he'd thought. Then again, considering what had happened the last time they'd gone up against pirates... Jerry can't contain his grin. It was wide, toothy and probably was more appropriate on Jaruna's mouth than his. 


When the hatch to the bridge seals behind him, he allows himself to whisper. 


"Not today you fatherless bitches. Not today." 






19


Forty five minutes later, the primary bridge crew is at their stations, and Jerry has taken his seat. It's quiet. Anticipatory. The plan was a bold one. It had taken Nezbet more or less forcing her way into the meeting and laying out all the information she had on the tactics of pirates and her sixty odd years of large bounty hunting operations experience to really convince the whole command team.


Nezbet had argued that in this case, the looting would happen after the seizing. This was not a lightning raid, the pirates' posture, and the number of smaller ships that were going to ground implied a longer operation. They were going to stick around for a while, seize or destroy every little thing they could pry up. Anyone not deemed valuable as a slave or press ganged recruit would be left to die in the husks of their outposts and stations.


Nezbet had details on that particular tactic. It was a popular one in some parts of wild space.


"Nyat! Is good news. Nezbet knows it sounds bad human'mans, but this is best possible raid type for us with what we can hurt enemy with. Is likely running on empty. Is system of tens of thousands of people, very sparsely populated, but the population is concentrated. Have to empty all ships of crew to seize raw materials, slaves aplenty, other loot like small ships and valuable technology. Likely even take mining equipment, try to sell to rival who next claim this place, along with ‘security services’ of course. With all boots on ground, their ship is less dangerous combatant. Might even be survivor of fleet Nezbet and Nara'Denyali knocked over."


Nezbet went on in detail. Her reasoning for this particular ship being an ‘old friend’ was simple. A pirate vessel of this size apparently almost never ran without escorts, even on a milk run like this. It was a sign of status for the senior captain to have lessers scuttling about for their share of the loot. Plus one never became a captain of a pirate capital ship by chance. The enemy was no doubt a cunning, evil old bitch.


Having a dedicated defensive screen meant the capital ship could cut and run and would only have to sacrifice some of the smaller vessels. Something made easier by the sycophant captains who were out to curry favor and a bigger share of the spoils being down right eager to deal with whatever security forces were breaking up their party.


As to why this particular large vessel was running without escort it could be a number of things. For one, it just happened that Jerry and the Crimson Tear had neutralized four of the most proficient smaller vessels that likely could have been enticed on a raid like this. The rest were almost certainly fighting things out over position and resources the gaping power vacuum left in the pirate armada.


"Nezbet would call them women of appetite, but not of vision. The dangerous ones are women of vision. Have plans. Plans within plans. Tricky and clever."


The pirate captain raiding Alaquin was clearly a woman of vision. While the others squabble and cut each other’s throats, she was out stocking up her coffers. Milk runs for new crew women to expand her forces, piles of credits, and all the toys those credits could buy to help press her claim as boss bitch. She almost certainly would return to the fleet and put the hurt on whoever came out of the initial dogpile thinking she was the new admiral. Then take the throne for herself.


Not a bad plan, but Jerry was not going to oblige her with the opportunity to make all her piratical dreams come true.


For Nezbet had confirmed what the ship's sensors had already determined. Pirate capital ship was something of a misnomer in most cases. A large vessel with some guns on it was not a capital ship for anyone but freebooters. Their armor and staying power was at most equal to the Crimson Tear's, and was likely inferior in most, if not all metrics. Her internal construction was also questionable at best, a critical flaw of the Q ship and auxiliary cruisers of Earth. A problem that had accounting for had taken up a fair amount of the Crimson Tear’s dry dock time.


Of course all of that only mattered in a straight on gun fight. Jerry was not going to give this rabble the honor of a straight up duel. This wasn't an honor ring on Serbow. This was war, and if the enemy wanted a war, Jerry Bridger was glad to oblige them.


The plan was simple enough. Using stealth torpedoes, they'd seize space superiority in a lightning stroke, then go down and put the boot in on these scumbags personally. It would be the first combat test for Jerry's new Marines, something they were all itching for. He was happy to grant their desires to do battle against the wicked… but selfishly hoped he didn't have to write many letters home after the fact. 


Then again, dying in battle was an honor for most Horchka warriors, so getting a ‘deeply regret’ letter would probably confuse any living family most of these girls had. Not that was an excuse to spend their lives unwisely. It was his duty to spend those lives if he so needed... but he'd spend each life very, very dearly, and exact unholy vengeance on the enemy to honor the souls of the dead.


Now they'd moved deeper into the system, silent running and careful maneuvering had made them as hard to see as a vessel their size could be. A little clever planning had them in a blind spot on the dark side of a moon one planetoid further out from their target. They had launched a spotter ship, a small unarmed vessel that had stealth systems, powerful sensors and little else. The original vessel had been an escape ship captured from the pirates before they'd made port in Vucsa 5. Now a pirate's salvation would become a pirate's doom.


"Weapons."


"Weapons, aye sir."


"Prepare tubes one and two. I want a targeting solution for the enemy capital ship with stealth torpedoes."


"Aye sir."


Wichen is quiet for once. It's a heavy moment that hangs in the air as Jerry watches the screen. A blue dot representing Huginn 1-1, the spotter vessel, was getting ever closer to the closest thing this system had to a true planet. If anything the system is an oversized asteroid belt with delusions of grandeur. Some of the bigger rocks are vaguely spherical, but there's more atmosphere on Luna than on most of these rubble piles. Nevertheless, the miners here had a few sizable moving cities, a mix of space ship and giant tank, and some permanent facilities above their mining taps on whatever planet or asteroid they were working on at the time.


"Captain. Solution ready. Weapons ready."


"Stand by for my order."


Jerry stabs at one of his preprogrammed comm buttons on his console, and Diana Lawson's face pops up on screen.


"Sir!"


"Commander Lawson, I need that sigint analysis yesterday."


"We're getting decent data off Huginn's special systems. There's not much, but enough to get a feel for the data they're passing back and forth. They're running without encryption of any kind, but some fairly thick slang. Some of our new reformed pirate recruits have been most helpful translating."


"So they're from the same fleet?"


"Sounds like it. One of the girls identified this particular vessel as a word in one of the harsher tongued languages. Hard to translate but it's basically a verb specific to ripping someone’s throat open in a fight.”


Jerry grimaces at the mental picture of a jagged throat cut open with a glass bottle. "Charming. Why in the world do they have a word like that?”


“Same reason English has a verb for throwing someone out a window I suppose.” Lawson shrugs.


“Any word on the would be loot? The people especially."


"Everything's being collected at various corral points to prepare to be transported up. They're using docking ports in the one crawler they've captured, and some of the mining facilities. Apparently they're trying to keep the real estate more or less intact. Which goes with the distress signal laying the blame on a corporation hiring them as leg breakers."


"Commander, in your professional opinion, what's the risk factor like for loss of innocent life if I blow this shit heap out of my sky?"


Lawson takes a breath, thinking for a second. 


"Low. Decent odds there’s very few innocents aboard the ship at this stage in their operations. The risk factor to both military and civilian life is multiple orders of magnitude higher if that ship remains functional. Intelligence says strike."


Jerry takes a quick visual poll of his bridge crew. Those with an opinion agreed with him. This was the first time they were going to pick a fight however, and everyone wanted it to be perfect.


"Sensors, status of our spotter?"


Evie nods curtly. "Captain, telemetry is coming in hot, we have all the information we could possibly need. Lots of light traffic on the rock itself... we'll need to hit them hard and fast."


"Thank you, apprise me of any changes. Weapons. Status?"


"Firing solution updated as of right... now. Solution ready. Weapons ready."


Jerry locked his eyes on the symbol that represented the large pirate vessel and whispered the quietest prayer for any innocent life that got caught in the hell he was about to unleash in the name of saving as many as possible.


"Shoot."


"Shoot, aye aye sir."


It was almost anticlimactic really. The launch cells for the heavy torpedoes, capital ship scale weapons that could make an ICBM feel inadequate, quietly opened. Then the two stealth torpedoes lept from their tubes on pillars of axiom enhanced energy that quickly brought them up to just shy of the speed of light. They had a long way to go still, even as the Tear maneuvered to begin to make an in system jump literally on top of the pirates.


Wichen counts off slowly, eyes glued to her telemetry screen. "Three, two, one... we have booster separation for weapon one... and weapon two. Weapons have gone dark."


"Weapons, time to target?"


"Twenty minutes."


Jerry tags the switch to get him Ghorza.


"Colonel Bridger, status report?"


"Battalion is ready to drop, MAs and naval troops will follow up with support personnel like corpsmen and aid supplies for the hostages."


"You all holed up in the battalion CIC?"


"Yes sir."


"Then you rule the roost while I'm gone."


Ghorza nods solemnly. "Good luck sir."


Jerry cuts the comm line, rises and straightens out his uniform. "Alright people, I'm going ashore. I'm going to go get tactical. You all mind the shop. Commander Bridger, you have the conn."


- Later -


The armor is a familiar friend at this point. It had been moved next to Ghorza's in the Power Armor Company's ready room, and its systems embraced Jerry with ease, slowly locking into place as the suit downloads a maximum ammo load with the help of the Feli armory tech. 


The tech goes white as a sheet and very quickly makes herself scarce as the automated system finishes putting all of the ammunition in place for Jerry's weapons, adding some extra grenades, and doing the final tests merrily without support.


Looking up, it only takes a second to find out why the young petty officer had legged it. 


Syl had arrived. 


For all her generosity, for as sweet and gentle as she could be, Syl had quite the reputation with the crew. She ran a tight ship, and demanded quite a bit out of the staff and crew in her role as director of operations. The Tear was of course very important to her. It was everything for her family, for the children she was now heavily pregnant with. And now the heart of her family was going into harm's way in the most direct way possible. 


Her hand resting on her very rounded stomach gave Jerry a small twinge.


He’d done this before. Gone into the fight. But this was the first time he’d really gone on a mission since meeting Syl. There was always the risk of not coming home… and that little twinge was suddenly a spike the size of a building at the thought of leaving Syl and the girls as widows. Of not getting to see any of his children be born.


It hurt just for a bit, but the pain only hardened his resolve. What he did every day, he did for them. Whether that meant commanding a starship or dropping on a planet to kick the enemy’s teeth in personally.


"Do you have to go?"


She knows the answer. It's not a plea to stay, but merely a ritual for both their sakes.


"I do. Ghorza is pregnant, her XO is supposed to be doing his job fighting the battalion while Ghorza'd be running the war. Forsythe's going to be commanding special operations across the surface and into the hulk of a ship we're about to make. They need someone to lead them, I have the rank, the experience, and now I have the gear."


Syl nods. "Then I bid you, go to them... and come home to me. To us."


The couple shares a deep, slow kiss before Jerry steps away, and the softness, warmth and beauty that was his first wife was so very far away from him, even when he was in the same room as her. She'd watch till the door closed behind him, and she'd be here when he returned, and he would return. A promise he made to himself if no one else.


The airlock door to the hangar bay cycles open. It was still pressurized. A safety precaution for certain operations. Still, today it felt more consequential. More final as it sealed itself behind him. The pre mission nerves still worried at him like a pit bull on a bone. Jerry had felt them before, and would feel them again.


The full might of the battalion stands before him. Well. The light infantry and power armor company. The mech suits were already safely in their carriers. A few of their officers were standing in their place to represent them.


Major Reynolds, Ghorza's human XO, snaps to the position of attention.


"Baaaatallion! Attention!"


Boot heels snap together crisply, and Reynolds does a parade ground perfect about face before marching up to Jerry and saluting.


"Sir! Marine Battalion Crimson Tear, formed and awaiting your orders."


Jerry returns the salute, and Reynolds steps aside and moves to three paces behind Jerry.


"At ease! Battalion. You've all been briefed, so I won't bore you. This is a special day for us as Marines. You've earned the title. You've paid for it in your sweat, your tears, and your blood. Today... we show the galaxy just what an Undaunted Marine is, and why they should pray to their gods for mercy if they attract our ire. We have civilians to rescue and pirates to send to the afterlife of their preference. They've been a stain on this part of the galaxy for far too long, and we are here to balance and close out their accounts. Clear?"


A few of the new Marines almost respond with a "Yes sir" before First Sergeant Ramos steps forward, and lets loose with a blood curdling battle cry. The rest of the battalion need no further guidance, the hangar bay rattling with the sheer energy.


Jerry snaps to. "Battalion! Attention! Fall out! To your landing craft, on the double!"


The hangar bay explodes into motion, and Jerry races over to follow his power armor company up into their specialty lander. A beautiful little vehicle that the former mercs had ‘borrowed’ once upon a time and Ghorza had bestowed upon her elite troops. It looked like a bird of prey with anger management issues and it was perfect for delivering an armored spearhead.


Captain Nikita and the familiar face of Isabella Ramos are waiting for him at the front of the troop compartment. 


"Nikita. Top."


"Skipper."


"Sir."


Both women had their game faces on, to include some literal war paint for the Horchka officer.


"I like the war paint Nikita. All the girls have it?" Jerry says.


"We didn't think to ask Top. Sorry again Top."


"All's forgiven ma'am, just don't leave me out next time, I like playing with makeup as much as the next girl."


"Wish I'd known too, I hate to be out of uniform." Jerry adds with a smile.


"Our other guests don't have it either, Skipper, and I was going to run them with you as a fire team if that's alright. They'll make sure no rude strangers get a chance to interrupt you while you're fighting the war without pulling my girls out of the line."


"Works for me. But who are the ride a... oh."


Jaruna's sitting at the far end of the landing craft, along with Nara'Denyali and Nezbet.


"Two of them don't have power armor. I’m a bit worried about that." 


Notes Top Ramos, only to be waved off by her company commander.


"Top, you know why I'm not worried. The Apuk woman, Nara, placed seventh on the power armor assault course without even the armor she normally wears and just using her Great White Shark shotgun. The cat's currently tenth, but only because she agreed not to use her war form. Which apparently can even tank vacuum for a decent amount of time in an emergency. Skipper, you can bet Top and I have been making sure our girls are properly ashamed of getting beat out by women without power armor, whether they're an Apuk and a damn Takra or not!"


That last bit was loud enough to draw a cocky smile from Nezbet and to darken Nara'Denyali's cheeks a bit. The Apuk woman quickly dons her helmet to hide her expression as Jerry heads aft in the small craft. He wanted to lead from the front, but this was Nikita's show, and he wasn't going to take being first to put a power armored boot on this rock's excuse for soil from her.


"Ladies, pleasure to see you all."


"Bet your ass handsome. I was just regaling the girls with the story about the last time you and I got in a fight together."


"Speaking of that..." Jerry flicks a tongue switch to cut into a private comm line. "Are you sure about this Jaruna? the baby..."


"Will be fine. I'm in the finest power armor the Cannidor can make, surrounded by talented combatants... and frankly, I'm about to be one of the most dangerous things on this rock ball. Besides, it's tradition to drop at least once while pregnant. Battle blood's good for the little warrior to be. Once I'm later on I'll be on the sidelines for the duration."


Jaruna chuckles. 


"Thanks for worrying about us though handsome."


"It is kinda my job."


Jerry straps himself into his chair and switches up to the control channel.


"Control, this is the Captain."


"Yes sir, what can we do for you?"


"Control I have a slightly awkward question. Are you human?"


"...Uh, yes sir. Why?"


"Because I'd need you to get someone else if you weren't. Got your personal communicator handy?"


"Yes sir."


"Excellent, mind playing DJ for the battalion?"


"Sure thing sir! What should I play?"


"I'll forward you a little list. It's time for some cultural enrichment petty officer."


Slayer was a traditional way to get human troops hyped up for a fight, now it was time to see if it worked on Horchka.
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Tyler


“Nice.” Tyler grins to himself as the opening notes of one of his favorite songs starts to play.


'Man and machine and nothing there in between, a flying circus and a man from Prussia...'


The grunts weren't the only ones having an impromptu concert. The ACE was on a group channel going through as many aviation metal songs as they could find, with a little help from Zombie Bridger when she wasn’t doing her job commanding the Tear itself. Right in the middle of one of Tyler's favorites however, control makes a call that overrides the channel.


"Attention all hands, stand by to jump. All combat aerospace craft, stand by to launch! Hangar depressurization in five, four, three..."


Tyler and Cassie check the readouts as yellow warning lights start to flash around the hangar. The power umbilical detaches and retracts, leaving their Huscarl on internal power. There’s a deep whir as the atmosphere in the hangar bay is drawn away, back deep into the ship.


There’s a moment the universe holds its breath.


Almost immediately the Tear leaps forward into a light speed jump. 


Tyler offers a little prayer, to whatever god feels like listening, praying that the pirate navigator is very good at her job and hasn't just gotten them all killed pulling this shit.


The second the lurching sensation of light speed stops, the launch doors slide open.


"All fighters, all gunships, launch!"


Tyler throws the throttles forward to full military power, cutting in the afterburner before slapping the catapult release. In a blink, the Huscar is violently thrown forward and screams out of the Tear's combatant craft hangar and into the void.


Nothing however, could have prepared them for what was waiting. They knew what was supposed to be out there. Knew what they were doing. It was one thing to know they were making a long range torpedo strike against a large enemy warship... and another thing to find the corpse of a large vessel rotating in the void.


She'd been ripped asunder from bow to stern, the raw violence of the stealth torpedo's axiom warheads had found every flaw and fault in her hull, every poorly stored pile of munitions, badly maintained seal and rendered her into scrap metal with such incredible force that they could barely recognize what would normally be identifiable parts of an interstellar vessel.


"Good goddess..." Cassie whispers.


"Well, I suppose that's why we spent so much time in the yard to bring the Tear's internal bulkheads and the like up from merchantman standards..."


"Yes. Just... Ms. Wichen has developed the kind of potent weapon that I can only be in awe of."


"Same, but we'll have time to sightsee later." Tyler flips the comms into position for the squadron net. "Geirr flight, fence in, then break by pairs and proceed as planned. Interdict all small craft. If it looks like it might have civilians on them, shoot the engines out. Otherwise, they get a chance to surrender, then you splash them. No pirates can escape. Gaucha, you've got CAP."


"Copy that boss, Geirr Seven breaking off for CAP. You boys and girls call for help, you hear?"


A chorus of affirmatives respond to the XO of the Tear's ACE as everyone quickly goes through their fence in procedures and Masha breaks up, taking her Starblade fighter 'above' the flight, relatively speaking. They were geared up for a fight, and Tyler had a feeling they weren't going to be waiting long to find one.


"One, Deuce."


"Go ahead Geirr Two."


"Are we going to escort the drop ships down too?"


"Worry about space superiority first. Then we'll be guiding the drop ships in. The faster we go, the better this all is."


Tyler frowns. Not the question he'd expected from his wingman, but if he remembered right, Geirr Two's pilot had a spouse in with the Marines about to hit the planet. It made him think about Nara for a second, but from what he understood, Nara was going to be with the biggest group of bad asses on the Tear, and most likely would get saddled up with the Skipper, Jaruna and that Nezbet gal. Honestly Nara was probably safer with them than she was literally anywhere else in near space to this unfortunate little mud ball.


"They'll do their part Deuce, but we have to do ours. Head in the game. Everyone goes home today."


"Copy that."


"Geirr flight, Raven, bandits! Six heavy fighters. They're coming in from 190 degrees off base plate. I'm also tracking a few lighters and shuttles. Shuttles are heading ground side. One of the lighters appears to be disabled. Need fly bys on the others. Locations are being sent to your data link."


"Copy that Raven. Geirr Seven, did you catch that?"


"Seven copies leader, already got'em on the sensors from my angle. They're trying to be clever and use wreckage, but they've got tunnel vision. Probably very narrowly avoided death."


"Whittle their numbers down Seven. Your discretion if you want to give them an opportunity to surrender if they have powered weapons."


"I can see some of their plasma weapons glowing from here unaided. I'd say they've got powered weapons, leader. Seven is rolling in to engage. I'll give em a chance... after I put some missiles in the air. Can always detonate the missiles if they decide they don't want to meet their ancestors."


The seconds roll by as the Huscarls continue to move towards the transports, eyeing the spot where the fighters are hiding. 


"Geirr Seven, fox three. Fox three. Both missiles are pit bull."


A light goes red on Cassie's comm board as Geirr Seven, Masha, switches to a wide broadcast set up and turns off her encryption.


"Attention all pirates operating in this space. We have you under our guns, power down your vessels and surrender and you will be treated fairly."


"Go to hell bitch! I don't know where you're from, but Lieutenant, NO! Captain Meirilyn will not bow to your petty demands, I'll bathe in your..."


The transmission cuts off in a burst of static as Gaucha's missiles hammer home into the two lead pirate fighters.


The Apuk warrior activates her mic again. "Anyone else have anything they'd like to contribute to the conversation?"


"We strike! Powering down!"


"Bloody coward!"


Gaucha's comms switch back to the squadron "Goddess's shell, she just splashed her wingman!"


"Take her out quick Seven. Geirr flight, continue on mission, but keep an eye out for those pirate fighters if the rest don't grow a brain stem after the next loud mouth gets a missile's worth of dental work."


"Geirr Seven, fox two."


Seconds tick by as the first lighter that was on Tyler's dance card draws ever closer.


"Geirr Seven, splash one. Other two bandits are powering down their weapons and engines."


"Raven, Geirr One. Four bandits splashed. Two bandits neutralized. They're awaiting pick up."


"Copy, Armadillo is launching for SAR and prisoner capture. Keep an ear out in case the bandits go hostile again."


"Armadillo flight is spaceborne. Armadillo Two is breaking off and heading towards the lighters with a full FAST  section aboard."


"Armadillo, Geirr One, confirming the pirate starfighters have allegedly surrendered, but keep on your guns... Seven, escort Armadillo One into the surrendered fighters and ensure our new guests don't get antsy. We can take care of ourselves for a little bit."


The seconds tick by as Tyler and his wingman close on their first target of the day, a freighter about the size of Old One Eye that was struggling along on one engine. It had taken some serious damage in the course of the violent death of their former mothership. It’s IFF ID’d the vessel as the Lusty Arachnae, something that made Tyler double take.


"Attention freighter, you are under our guns, heave to, power down your engines and prepare to be boarded."


"Please, we just barely escaped! Let us go before the pirates get us."


"Freighter, power down your engines and prepare to be boarded or taken under tow. If you try to flee I will knock out your engines. If you try to fight you will be destroyed. If you're prisoners, we're here to rescue you. If you're pirates you'll be treated fairly according to intergalactic law. If you're found to be lying to me, it will be assumed you were trying to ambush us and you'll be killed. I say again, heave to, and cut your engines."


There's the sound of a quick scuffle on the other side of the mic and a burst of sound that Tyler knows is the discharge of a laser pistol. 


There’s a pregnant pause and a new voice comes on the line.


"Gun ship we strike. We're pirates, but we have our dependents here."


"If they're non-combatants they won't be harmed or enslaved, which is probably better treatment than you should even be able to dream of considering what you're doing here."


The pirate lets out a quiet noise as the freigher's remaining engines shut down.


"It... it all went so wrong."


"What went wrong?"


"This stupid raid, it was just supposed to be a little merc work, keep the pay coming in after the Admiral was killed, but the Cap'n decided we could just bundle everyone up and sell the entire system off for easy creds... it was working, but we'd never done long ops like this before, and slavin was new! I swear!"


"Tell it to a judge, miss. I'm neither judge, jury, nor priest. I will however deliver your soul to the void if you fuck with me. Are we clear?"


"Clear! Clear. We're not going anywhere."


Tyler flicks his comm channel over. "Raven, Geirr One, mark the cargo ship I'm designating, IFF, the Lusty Arachnae, as surrendered. If she starts moving again, splash her. They originally tried to pull a fast one. They say they have Pirate non-coms on board, but they've already lied to me once, so presume hostile intent."


"Copy Geirr One, sending the coordinates for your package to Armadillo and sending you the coordinates for your next target. This one seems to have been moving under power but then stopped, similar risk profile to your first customer. This one was just closer and was analyzed to potentially be faking for a chance to get past our search pattern."


"Copy, Geirr On en route."


One of the heavily armored shuttles that constituted Armadillo's CSAR and hostile boarding service arrives on scene as they pull off, quickly matching locks with the pirate vessel. There's always a chance the pirate crew would fight, but the Armadillos came complete with a squad of heavily armored and specially trained Marines off the Dauntless. FAST (Fleet Antiterrorism Security Team)  Company specialized in VBSS. Visit, Board, Search and Seizure actions. Any pirate who wanted to pick a fight would die in a hail of buckshot and .30 caliber gunfire.


Armadillo and their latest prey slips behind them as they quickly move to the next part of the debris field. The next target was a lighter, not unlike the mourned Merisee Hope, the ship Nezbet and Nara had stolen in their escape from the pirate fleet. It was a catch-all term for a decent sized ship that was designed as a 'do it all' kind of spacecraft. Light cargo? Easy. Passengers? Just change the configuration. Combat? Inelegantly, but doable. Mining? Harder, but the conversions existed. The only thing this style of light spacecraft usually couldn't do was win a beauty contest by human aesthetic tastes.


Tyler drops into the little ship's control zone and lays his cross hairs square on the engines. The IFF brought up the name Bul’ru’mgiant.


"How the hell do you pronounce that?"


Cassie does her absolute best to suppress a slightly disgusted noise in her throat. "You probably shouldn't. It's slang in an alien language commonly spoken among many... 'criminal element' shall we say."


"What's it mean?"


"It's ah. Slang for the male anatomy. Usually with an implication of impregnation via rape."


"...Ooookay then. Clearly we've skipped some levels with these shit heads already." Tyler switches his comms over. "Lighter, you are under our guns. Power down and stand by to be boarded. Any attempt to flee will result in us shooting out your engines. Any attempt to resist means we add you to this rock pile's new orbital scrap yard."


There's no response for a few seconds before the lighter's engines suddenly start to glow white hot with axiom. Before the craft can actually begin to accelerate however, Tyler pulls down hard on the trigger on his stick, and riddles the aft end of the lighter with 40mm shells, smashing all sorts of sensitive equipment with all the delicacy of dropping a hammer on a crepe.


"Lighter. You will not be warned again."


"That wasn't a warning!" An outraged female voice responded. "You're firing on me."


"You're not breathing vacuum lighter, that makes it a warning. Don't test my patience."


"Shit! Okay! Fucking hell we strike! Goddessdamn, don't know what type of joyless cunt bitches like you crawled from but they make you girls mean."


"I'm a man, thanks. Now play nice with the Marines and you probably won't end up dead."


Tyler cuts off the confused response from the pirate with a satisfied sigh before a worrying thought strikes him.


"My voice isn't feminine is it?"


"No, it's more that many pirate voices are what you humans consider quite masculine, throw in interference and damage and it's amazing she could hear you at all."


"Hmmm. Fair enough." Another flip of the switch. "Raven, Geirr One. We're all done here, any other active targets?"


"The remaining small craft caught wise after Gaucha tagged the furthest one out with a missile. Hostilities have effectively ended and we have orbital control. Geirr Flight, ships one, two and three, RTB and rearm, you're escorting the first wave of landing ships with Geirr Seven."


"Copy Raven, RTB."
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Aleksej Savić


Armadillo Two


"Alright next customer... what do we have on the menu, Miri?" 


Flight Officer Mironia D'artian, his Guile Arachne copilot, and 'Miri' to her friends, colleagues and family, flips through a few screens. She was moving fast, taking full advantage of her numerous appendages, much to the slight discomfort of her human pilot in command. 


Lieutenant Aleksej Savić just could not get used to that many limbs. 


"Medium sized lighter, heavily modified so it's more or less a light wannabe corvette. Pretty normal for pirates. Seems converting merchantmen was the style of this particular former captain. This one had its engines damaged by one of the gunships and was forced to slow down the hard way. Raven says to be cautious with this one. I believe it too... you uh. Don't want to know what the name of the ship is in galactic trade."


"Try me." 


The spider woman winces. "It's... a very, very crude way to imply impregnating yourself via rape."


"Right... I can't say I was expecting that, but I guess these are pirates after all. They can't all be cute and cuddly like the EFL girls." 


Aleksej glances across the surface of the vessel, using the sensors to highlight airlocks and picking one near the bridge for primary insertion. 


"They're some of the worst though! But at least they generally don't... some of the really horrible things. That was always the reputation a lot of those ships had. Turbo bitches, always eager for a fight... but they had... some respect for bodily autonomy. Not much. Just... some. Not above kidnapping for ransom and the like but..." 


"You seem a bit cut up about this for some reason. You okay Mironia?" 


"I uhm. Recently I found out I'm pregnant. With a boy actually. It's made me a bit... more sensitive to this sort of thing." 


"Oh, congratulations. Not often for a girl in the galaxy to get to present her husband with a son right?" 


"Yes, we're very excited, it's just... I get reminders about how my boy might be treated by terrible people. Not that those same people wouldn't do horrible things to my daughters, but there's just. It's hard to describe. I'm not used to this sort of thing. I'm just a salvage pilot."


"I suppose that makes sense. You were one of the girls from the dock yard right?" 


"Mhmm. I've never really been out of civilized space. I've dealt with... rougher customers before. But the thought of what some groups do to men, be they pirates or extremist gravids. Now it just makes me want to hide my baby from the galaxy or start a crusade and drown some of these fatherless whorespawn in their own blood." 


"A perfectly understandable emotional spectrum for a mother." 


Aleksej makes a mental note to reevaluate his feelings about his copilot... even if her legs still gave him the heebie jeebies. 


"Something about this stinks. This ship that is. Especially after they tried to pull a runner on Geirr... I think we'll need to do this the... complicated way instead of just going right in."


A flick of a switch brings up the intercom to the FAST section's commander, First Lieutenant Shalla Bulrag, a particularly gutsy Horchka who had a reputation for being… ‘forward’. Even for a Horchka. 


She also happened to be built like a more stacked She Hulk had decided to hit the gym, being one of the taller and physically imposing Horchka Marines. Which made Aleksej wonder if there was something to the joke that the Horchka decided rank by who was the biggest and the strongest.


"Lieutenant, get your boys and girls ready for a space walk, the target ship has decent odds for being hostile." 


There's a pause, and the smoky, deep tone he’d come to identify as Shalla responds. "Got it, we'll send half the team through the primary airlock like normal, while the other half go over the surface of the hull and seize the engine room as quietly as possible." 


She didn’t sound at all masculine, Aleksej reflected. She sounded like good whiskey tasted. Not something he was used to in a woman, but the galaxy featured literal infinite variety. 


"Sounds like a plan. How long do you need to prep?" 


A warning light indicates an airlock is cycling towards the back of Armadillo Two. 


"Already executing, handsome." 


"Do you even know what I look like with my flight helmet off?"


"With a voice like that you'd still be handsome any way. Makes a girl feel all warm and fuzzy when she's about to step into a gun fight." 


Aleksej resists smacking his head against something convenient. 


"Goddamnit I just walked into a Heinlein novel didn't I?" 


"Heinlein?" 


"Human novelist, in one of his most famous books female officers tend to command infantry transports, and at one point one of the grunts comments that it's nice that one of the last things they hear before a drop is a female voice. That it's comforting or reassuring somehow." 


"Heh. I get it I guess? I just like it. If you want to... ‘comfort’ me, that's another conversation, but we can have that after we get back. Over dinner maybe?”


“...This is the fourth time you’ve asked me to dinner since you boarded.” 


“Am I getting any closer to a yes? You’ve not said anything one way or another till now. If you’d said no I’d have let you be. Probably. You do have a very nice voice. Your accent gives me the shivers.” 


“Do any human accents not give you the shivers?”


“Plenty. Some are downright unpleasant. So. Dinner?”


“...Maybe. Don’t you have work to do? We’re about to match locks.”


“Fine, mark this conversation down as ‘to be continued’. On the plus side, with something like that little talk with you to look forward to, no way in hell any dumb bitch is putting the hurt on me. See you soon, handsome.”  




Shalla


The big mean, lean, and green Undaunted Marine turns away from the comm panel with a tusky grin on her face before jamming her helmet on and throwing the latch to seal it. The face plate immediately turns opaque.


“Alright people! Let's go!"  


Second team's status board in her HUD says they're on target and standing by to breach. They’d moved a couple seconds faster than she’d anticipated when she’d sent them out the airlock a few moments ago. 


Shalla takes a second to quickly go over the unique structure of her unit, checking each and every man and woman’s suit status via their electronic telemetry. Everything had to be perfect or someone would end up dead really fast. 


Somewhere between very well trained grunts, a SWAT team and a special forces unit, the FAST company attached to the Tear was broken into sections, each about two thirds of a full infantry platoon, plus leadership. Which left Shalla with twenty four very well trained jarheads, herself, and her senior sergeant. 


They were a bit small to warrant having both an officer and a lead NCO, but that communicated just how important their job was. FAST squadrons under the Undaunted combined the original FAST company and the Recapture Tactics Teams, also known as CQB platoon. In short, it meant she had some of the hardest, meanest sons and daughters of a bitch on the ship, and when the call came to get in someone’s face, it went to FAST every time. 


Checks complete, she looks over to her number two. 


"I think the pilot likes me, Staff Sergeant." 


Her human senior sergeant, Staff Sergeant Michael ‘Odie’ Ottenger rolls his eyes before locking his own helmet into place. 


"With all due respect ma'am, you flirt like a warthog in rut, but with slightly less mud." 


"I'm not sure what a warthog is, but assuming they're direct and tend to achieve their goals I'll take that as a compliment. Shotguns forward! Everyone stack up on the airlock and stand by to breach." 


Shalla checks her custom rifle. A slightly larger version of the compact TAR-21 in .300 Black Out to squeeze every ounce of the ballistic potential possible out of the thirty caliber round, especially now that they'd developed the suppressor rings. All the fun of supersonic ammunition but with full noise and significant recoil suppression? It was a pipe hitter's wet dream. 


Then she'd gotten Wichen Bridger to do up a custom underbarrel plasma grenade launcher for her baby. It could switch to flamethrower mode in a pinch, but it wasn't nearly as good at it as a dedicated platform. All told, it was a hell of a weapon. 


"Condition one." 


She racks the slide on her own weapon, does a quick brass check and steps into position before ensuring the grenade launcher is charged up and ready. 


"Breaching team stand by... we are making contact with the target vessel." Aleksej’s voice crackles over the intercom, and the sounds of locks matching can be heard. 


Two Marines with shotguns and a third with a pair of flash bangs step forward. There was going to be some gravity disorientation most likely, so making the act of breaching even less exciting than when you had normal gravity was tantamount to survival. 


Slowly the airlock cycles and the cyberwarfare tools in the CSAR craft quickly forced the second lock on the far side open, an egregious breach of safety protocols, but then, so was seizing a potentially hostile spacecraft the old fashioned way. 


"Undaunted Marines! Come out with your hands up and you'll be treated-" 


A shit load of plasma and laser fire causes Shalla to lurch back. 


"Give 'Em all the flash bangs we've got!" 


Two flash bangs drop through the door, quickly followed by a half dozen others... and on the other side of the airlock the world turns into an explosion of light and sound. 


"BREACHING!" 


Shalla charges into the breach, weapon raised, and quickly drops a massive stripped feline of some description with a three round burst to the head. Her arm snaps out as she advances and clothes lines a Phosa who was bleeding from the ears. The blow drops the woman to her back where she's immediately pounced on by one of the Marines following behind Shalla and hogtied, then gagged to disable the Phosa's potent natural sonic weapon. 


One of her shotgunners donates three rounds of buckshot to a Horchka woman with the kind of scars that Shalla knows are absolutely cosmetically applied. Then the same Marine puts another round of buckshot center mass on another alien woman coming up with a pair of large plasma pistols, instantly scattering the contents of her chest cavity across the rest of the room. 


They sweep through the ship the short distance to the bridge like the goddess of death personified. It was everything Shalla had ever dreamed of as a little girl. Everything she'd ever wanted. She was a warrior among a band of some of the finest warriors in the galaxy and she was delivering wrath to the wicked with every pull of the trigger. She grins viciously behind her faceplate as she comes up to the bridge, everyone pausing as the last of the team reforms after splitting off to clear rooms they came across as they went. 


"Breaching charge." 


"Overkill ma'am?" 


"Nope, I'm just done with asking." 


Her demolition tech gets to work laying out the breaching charge on the hatch to the bridge, and right as he finishes up, a loud speaker starts up. 


"I don't know what you're doing to the hatch of my bridge, but if you don't stop we all die, and that includes the cargo of slaves I'm hauling." 


"Oh? And how do you think you'll manage that?" 


The lieutenant looks around till she finds the security camera, and aims her face plate approximately at it. 


"Simple, I still have my loyal engineering team ready and waiting to blow these engines sky high. We're not going to prison! We're all flying out of here, with you fuckers as hostages!" 


The woman continues to rant as Shalla checks in with her second team. They'd long neutralized the engine bay, and had hooked up a relay back to the ship so their new Gravia hacker could render every dirty trick the brain dead pirate might have more or less useless. A text message indicates she could even open the hatch to the bridge for them. Shalla grins again... but really, where would the fun be in that?


"Corporal, blow that hatch off its hinges. I'd prefer Ms. Bitch survive just to have the satisfaction of throwing her in a cell, but if you boys and girls want to raise the dragon I'm certainly not going to complain." 


There's a quick set of glances between all the Marines waiting in the hallway, made all the more amusing by the helmets hiding their faces completely. Then Odie takes the lead, and responds.


"No quarter for slavers, the rest of the crew might be salvageable, but we all heard this crazy bitch." 


"No quarter it is. Corporal, if you would be so kind?" 


She can almost imagine the mad grin on the man's face. He was married a few times over, and from what his wives said in the squad bay, was an attentive husband, but it was clear the man's one true love was explosives. She wasn't sure how they worked that into their bedroom play, but she was very sure she didn't want to know. 


The breaching charge rips an appropriately Marine sized hole into the bulkhead where a hatch once had been, and her troops immediately charge into the breach. 


It was basic room clearing 101. Speed x Violence is the mathematical formula for success. The faster and more brutal you are, the better your chances of both success, and survival. That didn't change in space. In fact it might be even more true if you were operating in the void itself and any serious damage to your gear could result in explosive decompression. 


The ‘light’ armor the infantry wore might not be power armor, but it had plenty of toys, and ultralight weight armor that could shrug off most small arms fire without any serious issue. For a few hits anyway. You didn't want to intentionally catch plasma blasts, but you could take a hit and keep fighting without much concern. 


Shalla immediately steps forward and whips her weapon up. A plasma grenade lands square in the captain's chair where the fat toad of a captain has been caught mid rant. She has about half a second to realize just how badly she'd miscalculated her situation before explosive plasma fire rends her into giblets. Not that the Shalla stops to watch the fireworks, she's already clear of the vortex of fire and takes whatever cover she can before shooting at the nearest pirate and dropping them like wet laundry. 


The enemy captain had apparently gotten the bulk of her leg breakers or enforcers in here, and they were decently equipped with heavy weapons. Another plasma grenade turns a laser repeater into scrap metal, then she pops up and donates a three round burst to a Desert Nagasha’s painted forehead, leaving the six armed warrior woman laid out on the deck with a canoe where the top of her skull used to be. 


The rest of her squad was right behind her, rushing into a confused mass of laser and plasma fire, one Marine catching a hit to the chest before hurling himself behind cover and popping back up to drop his assailant with a rattling burst of suppressed automatic fire. 


The rest of the enforcers go down just as easily. Most of them had no idea or no experience fighting as a group. They fought like individuals and they died like individuals. War is a team sport, and Shalla’s section was one of the best around at this particular facet of the sport. 


The Marines fan out across the circular bridge, quickly checking for signs of life and either stepping over or zip tying and rendering first aid as appropriate. 


Shalla quickly steps over to the smoldering and blood soaked captain's chair and grabs the mic for the loudspeaker. 


"Attention, we have seized the bridge, engine room, and surrounding positions, lay down your weapons and surrender and you will not be harmed. Failure to comply will be met with lethal force. Resistance will be neutralized with even more force. Attempting to do something stupid, like take hostages, will be resolved with extreme prejudice. Repeat, lay down your arms and you will not be harmed. If you choose to fuck with me however, prepare to meet your goddess."


She looks up to the rest of her team. "Fan out and secure this place, I want to find those slaves and get'em liberated... we also need to split them up so intel can interview them back on the ship safely. I guarantee there's at least one pirate hiding in the bunch." 


"Yes ma'am!" 


Fire teams quickly split off and started moving through the ship, leaving Shalla standing with her Staff Sergeant Odie and two of her Marines. 


"I love it when a plan comes together, Odie. Now I just need to see if our ride's co-pilot knows what kind of booze our pilot likes and I'll be having a downright great day." 


"I'm going to start calling you Warthog ma’am, I swear." 


"As long as it's Lieutenant Warthog, Staff Sergeant."


She can hear the man mentally facepalm and grins again, Shalla loves her job. 








22


It was the good kind of boring ride down from orbit. The power armor company's drop ship was more or less going straight in towards their target, the largest roving mining city on the rock ball beneath them. It had mostly been seized by the pirates, and was where the bulk of the enemy's forces were located. PA Company was going to drop in while the mech suits and light infantry were still coming down and secure one of the massive landing bays. The oddest kind of beach head Jerry had ever dealt with, that much was for damn sure. 


Still, pre drop nerves had given way to excitement. He was eager. Eager to try out his new toys and skills. Eager to get the measure of this freebooter scum. Eager to save these people living on the fringes of society. Eager... to be a goddamn space Marine in the most literal sense possible. The childhood joy was back again, and it overrode his professional sensibilities for a moment. 


A luxury during the drop to stave off any nerves. 


The crew chief, an aging Horchka warrior woman who’d been the crew chief for Ghorza’s power armored troop’s drop ship as long as anyone can remember, steps down from the cockpit. Chief Kyre looks over the Marines, as if doing a final inspection, then pounds on the bulkhead for attention. 


"Five minutes out! LZ is hot, but the gunships are suppressing them. We have local air superiority." 


Jerry steps up out of his seat and moves to the center of the bay, moving by heavily reinforced handholds and magnetic locks in his boots to ensure he doesn’t go for a ride. Power armor shifting around in flight was a bad time. 


"Alright ladies let's cover the plan one more time and get ready to step off." 


Twenty three sets of eyes lock on him with a parade ground snap. Everyone had their game face on and it was getting Jerry even more excited. Professionals. Actual goddamn professionals off Earth. It was an experience akin to a hot bath after some of the absolute clowns he'd had to deal with. 


Nikita steps forward, joining him in the center and pulling out a holo projector to bring up a 3D image of the target. 


"Sir, girls, here's what we've got. We're forging a beach head for the first platoon from the Mech troops and A company from the regular grunts to get in here and take these pirates out like yesterday's laundry. We've gotten intelligence reports that suggest the pirates hold about two thirds of the ‘city’. In a very general sense. There's not that many pirates and this thing's bigger than it looks, and it looks to be about the size of two of the Tear's mission modules. It's the largest one of these on the planet and is spaceflight capable. The bulk of the civilians appear to either be in three of the large cargo bays under guard, or are holed up in the Engineering sections, which the pirates have yet to be able to breach." 


Jerry nods. "We're hopefully going to have significant battle space information. There's a surveillance and central computer control system on this beast of a crawler, and we're attempting to penetrate it now. So expect getting camera feeds and relevant information, including updates to the map with projected locations of enemy combatants and the like as we move on. First Platoon will be dropping pretty much the second we clear enough pirates for it to be safe to bring one of the larger landers down on the actual landing pad instead of doing what we're doing, which is dropping onto the hull above the bay doors. We have a lot of magnetic null grenades, I want to put them to good use on the built in defenses where possible... We don't want to screw the miners going forward by destroying all their defenses. Don't get caught in the blast radius though, if you get stuck as a statue for half the fight I know for a fact you'll never live it down." 


"Skipper, since this is your first combat drop, I want to remind you that your armor will filter all the ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) stuff in and display it in your field of vision. So for example if someone's hiding behind a wall, and a camera we control can see them, you'll see them through that wall as a highlighted outline. Same goes for friendlies and enemies that friendlies can see as part of the data link between the armor systems. People talk about the combat prowess of power armor all the time, but I still think this is the stuff that makes power armor a war winner." Nikita notes. "One downside about not wearing power armor, two of our guests won't be able to benefit from our data uplink." 


"Mrow! Don't you worry about Nezbet. Nezbet has similar system to high end components of power armor built into armored bodysuit of memory materials. Cost Nezbet similar to decent sized starship, but Nezbet gets information warfare advantages of power armor without limiting war form transformation potential... or indeed showing up in power armor and tipping hand when on stake out. Even better, when Nezbet does need war form... well. War form only scarier with armor and shields." 


"Makes sense." Nikita nods. "In that case check your pad, it'll have the address to dial you into our system." 


"I would also like it if you please ma'am." Nara raises a hand. "I do not wear power armor, but my combat suit has the same computer provisions. I am dishonored and do not use offensive axiom, but that doesn't mean I can't use various tools like a sensible person who wants to live to see the next sunrise. I do not feel the need to have the synthetic musculature or other benefits of power armor as an Apuk, but I would be a fool to ignore its other potential benefits. Something my kin do regularly I'm sad to say." 


"Yeah Apuk don't really fight augmented often, in just about any way. Unless you consider a particularly fancy ball gown an augment." Nikita shrugs. "Differences in native personal power I suppose. Most Dzedin and similar races don't bother. For the real top tier of Apex species that do use power armor and the like it's mostly Cannidor, and now humans apparently once they get more power armor available." 


Jaruna chuckles. "Cannidor like a good scrap, not a fair one. So we don't hold back like some of the others do. We also didn't get uplifted. We had to work all our internal issues out the hard way. Most power armor tech in the galaxy's based on our stuff these days, and when Cannidor fight Cannidor we'll take all the advantages we can get and then some."


"Back to it ladies. Nikita?" Jerry says, his tone catching everyone’s attention immediately.


"Sir. Alright, so our objectives are this control point for the bay. It's docking control for this entire side of the facility's bays, it should have control, surveillance and hopefully some of the primary command consoles for the defenses. We hit that, and we can shut this side of the crawler down entirely potentially. Myself, the Skipper, and Top Ramos, all have a relay spike. We get that jammed in directly to the computer and our hacker will be right into their electronic guts, getting us all that exciting battle space data we were just talking about. So if one of the three of us bite it, make sure to grab that relay and get it into the primary control console. Questions?" 


A quick round of negative responses goes around as Chief Kyre steps back into the bay. There's a heavy thrum beneath their feet, and Jerry gets the slight taste of copper in his mouth. The null launcher on the bottom of the hull was firing, neutralizing the defenses right around their LZ on the top of the ship. 


"Thirty seconds out! Stand by to drop!" 


The crew chief hustles past, followed by an assistant, and they slap the buttons to open the doors on either side of the drop ship before strapping themselves into harnesses and pulling a heavy laser repeater and a plasma laser repeater out of their stowage points. The weapons were mounted on motorized gimbals that smoothly moves right along with their gunners. 


The power armored infantry quickly line up at the three egress points, Jerry taking his irregular fire team down the aft loading ramp. 


"Ten seconds!" 


Wind whips around Jerry's ankles. He can't feel it, but he should be able to, this rock was a stormy one for what little atmosphere it actually had. He takes another steadying breath as the crew chief counts down in his ear, before a light goes green as both weapons open up... and Jerry jumps into open air. 


A series of loud clangs, followed by the reverberating crunch of metal as Jaruna lands heralds the arrival of the power armored infantry to anyone inside the hangar. They could have cushioned themselves with axiom for a lighter landing, but this was to make a statement. To start brewing some fear in the minds of the enemy. Every terrified pirate who threw down her weapons was one they didn't have to shoot. 


Quickly, the power armored infantry move to the edge of the hull overlooking the large landing pad that they would be securing as their beachhead. 


They took care to skirt the pools of null disruption around the large anti air mounts and the fires guttering around the limited anti-orbital mounts this beast had. Jerry noted that on his list of deficiencies to suggest for correction by the locals. 


There were a series of defense turrets around the pad, either too small or too dug in for an aircraft to have a chance of hitting them without slagging the entire pad. Jerry waves a hand to Nikita and holds up a pair of fingers. Stage two. 


"Get ready! Null!" Nikita calls out over the comm as she primes her own grenade. 


Everyone's HUDs light up with highlighted targets, and just as quickly they darken slightly as their squadmates select their targets. Jerry and Nikita confirm all the turrets have been selected before Nikita calls;


"Grenades out!"


In tight precision, a series of null grenades are hurled at the defenses below them, the magnetic material locking them into place as they discharge their lethal cargo. The turrets immediately go dark, and the team takes a ten count to let the hazard of the null disperse.


Next out is a recon grenade. The little device is bounced off a bulkhead by one of the Marines and it sails cleanly into the docking bay, its extension of their sensors quickly getting a snapshot of the space as pirates look around, clearly more than a little confused by just what in the hell was happening. 


It was clear this wasn't a good day for them so far... and it was not about to get better. 


A couple quick hand signals gets the girls moving down towards the landing pad, doing their best to stay out of sight. Jaruna, Nezbet and Nara stay up top... and Jerry jumps straight over the side, landing hard on the deck in a theatrical crouch. Half the hangar is now pointing a wide variety of small arms at him... not that he cares with his armor and energy shields. A quick thought turns on his public address system. 


"Pirates. My name is Captain Bridger of the Undaunted warship Crimson Tear. We have destroyed your mothership, chased down your light craft like the fallow prey they were, and splashed your remaining starfighters. My troops have you dead to rights. If you lay down your arms and surrender, you will not be harmed." 


Not without it being mandated by a court at least... Jerry leaves that little part out. He wasn't going to keep anyone from a well earned noose, but he wasn't against co-opting himself some new sailors once again. 


There's some whispering in the hangar bay as the pirates continue to try to figure out what's happening, some of the ones pointing weapons at him lower their guns... but none seem particularly convinced. Finally, a hefty looking Agela steps forward. 


"Oh yeah? You and what army? You're just one man in power armor." 


"Vecna, you fucking bimbo he's a man in power armor! Why the hell do you think he's here alone?" 


Another party heard from... this time a... Mrega. Jerry suppresses grimace at the sight of the pastel horse woman with a heavy weapon mounted to her back. Still if she's the one talking sense around here... 


"Fuck off back to a pretty princess tea party pony. You never had any guts worth talking about Eponea, now get in line or I'll rip those guts out myself for some new garters." 


Jerry taps a foot against the deck plates, his amplified strength making a hell of a gonging noise. 


"Ladies, I'm short on time as I have troops who need to land to either capture or kill the rest of your friends and liberate the people you were trying to enslave. Drop your weapons and get on the ground to surrender or die."


"I don't think you have anything to fight with damn it. And even if you got back up coming, you're just one prissy little man."


Jerry rolls his eyes, hard ball it was. "I'm in power armor, I don't need help for the likes of you... but since you asked. Jaruna. Care to join us?"


Jerry's transmission had been over their internal comms, but Jaruna's response was over her PA. 


"I thought you'd never ask handsome. Ladies? Shall we?" 


A howling roar answers her, and in the next moment, with two heavy thuds that Jerry can feel in his bones, the power armored Jaruna, and Nezbet in her war form join him, daintily followed by Nara. 


Jerry can hear the grin in Jaruna's voice as she charges up her weapons. "Where's the dumb cunt that was rude to my sweet hubby for trying to spare your worthless existence?" Her eyes sweep the group and settle on the Agela. "I bet it was you. You look as dense as a piece of trytite and about as valuable."


"Yep. That's her." 


"Good." Jaruna racks the slide on her massive combat shotgun, the mighty ker-chunk of its heavy steel mechanism echoing slightly across the hangar bay. "She dies first."
The massive hangar bay is easily a hundred yards deep and a couple hundred yards wide. It could accommodate numerous decent sized cargo ships and it had multiple layers across its vertical spaces which have all been fortified by the pirates more or less. Not bad operational planning, this wasn't in response to their ship getting shredded. Someone had put thought into this place on landing. Take and hold. Smart. For pirates. 


Right now however every single pirate in the hold was looking at Jaruna, shock coloring the faces that Jerry could see through open face plates, or those pirates in shirt sleeves on the other side of the axiom barrier at the hangar entrance that kept the indoors in. There had to be at least a hundred pirates in the hangar by Jerry's rough count, a half dozen heavy weapons platforms and what appeared to be a few mech suits in the back.


Meat for the grinder. 


All hell breaks loose more or less at once. The Undaunted Marines decide that Jaurna's determination that the Agela pirate that seemed to be leading this mob needed to die first was all the ‘go’ command they needed. The power armored warrior women popped out of cover and opened up with a mix of lasers, plasma and kinetics that wasted twenty women in the literal blink of an eye. A mix of plasma grenades fired from weapons, and frag grenades thrown by hand add to the chaos and carnage as Jaruna surges forward like a force of unholy nature. 


It was the most horrifying thing about Cannidor actually, Jerry thinks to himself as he throws himself into cover, bringing his recoilless rifle out to play with a mental command. Something that big simply should not be that fast. Even in power armor. It was like getting chased down by a mix of a shark, hippo and an eighteen wheeler made of teeth and hate. 


That he got to pin that avatar of violence's ankles to her ears on the regular and had successfully milfed her up put the kind of semi distracting warmth in his belly that suggested a possible new fetish. Making female war machines MILFs. Gap moe perhaps? Titan of destruction. Doting, loving, life giving mother. There must be something there.


Jerry sets his thoughts aside for later investigation with Jaruna and pops out of cover. He knows exactly where his squad mates are, exactly where the heavy weapons emplacement he's targeting is. No need to check for back blast. His suit projects its position, and warns, not just himself, but the rest of his team mates. He checks anyway, but the integration of battle space data was almost too much for the human mind to easily process. 


An 88mm round leaps from the over the shoulder weapon and Jerry immediately drops the weapon, the suit yanking it back into place on his back as it reloads it with another of the specialized confined spaces rounds he'd selected for this particular drop. 


The high explosive round impacts the heavy weapons platform square on the ‘armor’ for lack of a better term, and the explosion reduces it and its crew to a slurry of pink tinged metal. 


A roar from Jaruna catches Jerry's attention as he begins to move forward, looking to his right to see his wife firing both of her back mounts, the rotary cannon and a repeater laser had been today's selection, devastating two pirate positions within the large hangar even as she brawls with the Agela. The pirate officer seems to realize she's fucked up, but the point doesn't truly sink home till she tries to strike out with a plasma sword at Jaruna's elbow. 


Jaruna steps forward, traps the arm and drops to a knee, the braced position hyper extending the elbow and taking that arm out of the fight. The Agela doesn't even have time to scream before Jaruna reaches out, rips one of the Agela's horns off and cuts the other woman's throat with it, pushing in deep to ensure she slices all the appropriate veins and arteries to leave her bleeding out in seconds. 


"When you reincarnate, try to be less of a shit stain your next time through the mill, bitch." 


By the time the light in the Agela's eyes fade, Jaruna's already pushing forward, a one woman wrecking crew that scatters pirates before her like flowers before a lawn mower. 


A flurry of laser fire flashes past Jerry's head and his left arm snaps up almost automatically, the heavy 25mm shotgun pumping out three rounds of it's massive buckshot in a second, pulping the large mantis like Snict woman who had decided to go range in the face of an armored threat instead of her kind's propensity to get up close and personal with their arm blades. 


A quick push off of a low cargo crate propels Jerry up to a nearby wall where he pushes off again and lands comfortably on the second floor. With his HUD showing nothing but red outlines in front of him, he raises his right arm, and hoses down the walkway with a long burst of 5.56 from the microgun on his right arm. He triggers his twin pulse lasers, adding to the carnage that leaves another squad's worth of pirates dead or dying. 


The sheer destructive potential of power armor was impossible to overstate. It had its weaknesses, for example they could be swarmed if they were caught out alone, like Jaruna had been in the plaza back on Centris. But in a well supported, well trained team like this? Against opposition that had neither the heavy ordnance of the training to handle real soldiers instead of preying on civilians, this was less a military operation and more synchronized murder. 


Or, perhaps you could call it justice? Justice for unending cruelty and hardship in the name of one's own greed... or even worse appetites that made the women involved unfit for civilization at large, even as it existed on and beyond the galactic Frontier. 


A sudden warning flashes up on his hud as he donates a pair of grenades to another weapons emplacement to take it out of action permanently. Its crew already lay dead. But Jerry had already discarded his thoughts about the emplacement as he raced past it, the laser repeater exploding in his wake. Someone was in trouble. 


His eyes sweep the hangar from his vantage point and he finds one of his Marines down on the deck, sprawled out after taking a series of heavy plasma bolts. Her suit telemetry said she was alive, but only just, and not for long. Not at the feet of the four pirate mech suits and their heavy weapons. There's no time to call for help. No time to issue orders. There's only reaction... and the after image fist. 


The axiom conduits in Jerry's armor glow white briefly as he pulls in ambient energy and accelerates to the point of insanity. Placing himself square in front of the downed Marine. A slight shift in his mind set sees the world moving in slow motion, and he gets a sudden queasy feeling. Slow motion? Sustained hyper velocity? While using a brand new axiom technique in the middle of the two way shooting gallery seemed like a terrible idea, Jerry’s already here and decides to make the absolute best of it, pouring more energy into keeping the world around him moving in slow motion like he was a Hong Kong police inspector. 


The first mech suit is a modified industrial type. Its cockpit had a reinforced polycarbonate viewing panel, but it was still a viewing panel. Still a weak point. Fine if you were fighting against civilians and lightly armed militia or police. Against real power armor however it was as fragile as spun glass. Jerry punches clean through the viewport, and his microgun fills the cockpit with a burst of gunfire that leaves the pilot in such a state that a hose would be required to clean her out of it. 


Jerry does not have time to check his own handiwork however. The suit indicates negative life signs, so he's already moved on. The next mech is an actual piece of military kit, larger than the industrial models and with actual armor, Jerry drops a plasma grenade into its gut as he swings up onto the back to the access hatch and sets to work tearing at it with brute strength and his pulse lasers. The burning heat and the axiom reinforced strength of the power armor sees the hatch flying across the room, and the next cockpit being filled with buckshot at point blank range. 


Two down. 


Jerry notices he's breathing hard. Can feel the axiom dragging on him slightly as he forces himself to pull in more energy. Cascka had said it was like exercising muscles to a degree, the more he did it, the easier it would become, but this felt like running a marathon with no training even with only a few seconds passing in his perceived time. 


The third mech suit manages to get a long burst of very high intensity lasers off, one of them finding a weak spot in Jerry's shields and a sensitive spot in the armor, burning into his flesh with searing intensity that makes him lose control of the axiom he was controlling a little bit. 


The suit's response is automatic and instant. The hole is sealed, in both man and machine, antibiotics, painkillers and a coagulant agent flooding the wound. Even as Jerry turns to return the favor, the third mech suit is hit by a recoilless rifle round in slow motion from further towards the hangar bay doors, the munition throwing the machine on its back in slow motion as flames and kinetic energy consume metal and flesh alike. 


When Jerry turns to face the fourth however... he finds it has him dead to rights. Another military suit, bristling with vehicle grade plasma weapons, every single barrel was locked in on him. His axiom was nearly exhausted from maintaining the time dilation he was currently using to his advantage. He simply didn't have the energy for an after image fist. He'd have to catch it on his shields, and pump every ounce of axiom he had left into them and hope for the best. 


The plasma weapons start to prime... when out of nowhere, Nezbet in her monstrous war form enters his field of vision. Claws out, fangs gleaming, Nezbet piles onto the mech suit like a super sized house cat taking out a particularly well armed field mouse. Battle was ruthless, it was in the nature of the contest, but the violence the Takra warrior dished out onto Jerry's would-be killer could only be called Biblical. Jerry had never seen Jaruna, for all her primal brutality, rip something apart like Nezbet tore into that mech suit. Armor, components, eventually the flesh of the pirate herself. Claw and fang ripped through all with all the care of a cat preparing its next meal.


The axiom effect bleeds off of Jerry, and time starts to flow naturally again. 


A quick sweep of the hangar even after he staggers back shows the last hostile contact dying. The burst of microgun fire that heralded her death all Jerry really needs to know about the situation as the company quickly reports all clear. 


"Clear. Vera's down, but stable. Let's get a medic in here ASAP. Wouldn't do to have our first wound medal recipient die on the ride up to the Tear." 


Nikita cuts in over the comm "Good timing people, reinforcements are touching down now." 


"Nice of them to join the party. Form the company up once the normal grunts take over security. Nikita I want everyone doing a weapons check, restocking ammo and checking over their armor for damage." 


A caress of his thoughts on the controls switches him back to his PA.


"Corpsman up! Bring a can opener!" 


A human with what could only be a Kohb riding on their shoulder races over, jacking into the armor with a cable immediately to start getting Vera's vitals while calling in an anti-grav stretcher that could actually move the heavy power armor without pulling the wearer out. When it was necessary to extract the wearer, the ‘can opener’, a precision plasma torch, was the tool of choice for the job.


It was possibly necessary in a gunfight, but with the casualty heading for orbit immediately, the corpsman quickly determined it was better to keep Vera buttoned up. With the addition of some patches to keep the armor sealed. Once they got Vera back to the Tear they could let the armory techs slowly get Vera free of her kit. The armor itself had remarkable lifesaving equipment within it, hence why the Horchka woman was as stable as any field corpsman could get her with only basic care.


Power armor company forms a loose ring facing outward around their casualty until she's safely retreated back to one of the lighter landing craft that was tasked with CASEVAC, quickly boosting towards orbit.


With their friend safe, one of the women finally breaks the silence. "Vera never did miss a chance to lay back and take it easy did she?"


The group chuckle gets everyone to start bleeding off their tension, and the actual process of checking for battle damage and rearming for the next assault begins.


Jaruna stomps over and begins her check on Jerry. "Looks like one of those bitches winged you."


"You should see the other guy."


"I did, not sure who got the one who shot you, but I owe her a beer. Only one though, she coulda been a bit quicker about it." 


Jaruna chuckles, stepping around Jerry to check his back.


"Also saw what Nezbet did. Damn. Gonna need to get a spar in with that cat's war form. Didn't know I could go all out with a Takra. That's damn exciting. So. Gonna marry her? She did save your neck, and that worked for Eymali... me too technically."


Jerry shrugs, a pat on his shoulder indicating he's done before turning and starting his own check on Jaruna's custom suit of power armor.


"Probably, I still want to talk to everyone about it before I make a decision. See how she's been behaving when I'm not around. Get a date or two in. Gotta say though... I underestimated her. Not in a fight so much as her leadership abilities. She did pull off a raid on a massive pirate fleet worth somewhere in the high eight figures, she's got plenty of brains to go with the nice figure and the whole being a one woman blender that walks like a were saber tooth tiger thing."


"Heh. Figured she'd probably be a shoe in just for that. No having to be cute and endearing like that Bari kid. Raw competence to a degree we simply can't ignore it. Kinda makes me wonder who the last wife will be."


"You already voting for Bari to join then?"


"I heard her new boss talking about her in the ward room and looked up the footage from her last training flight. The kid can give Masha a run for her money in the cockpit I shit you not. There's a special talent there, and she's so damn sweet on you it could give a girl a cavity... and I think that's her too. True blue, no tricky Volpir pheromone issues. I'd say leave her be though. Till she's clear of her chemical addiction to you... and till she's ready."


"More or less my thoughts on the subject, she'll come make her case when she feels confident in her ability to do so... or she'll meet someone who doesn't play hard to get as much."


"Be a shame, but hey, if you don't have the patience to go for the big prize, that's on you."


"That should be my line about all of you... come on. Let's get everyone formed up and doing the planning for the next task. I have some orders to issue and a war to fight... and once I ID the next biggest pocket of resistance, we'll crush it with both boots." 
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The after battle ritual for PA company involves quickly finding a hose for the folks who needed to get some of the gore off. Normally they'd keep it on for the duration of the fight, but the mercs turned Marines wanted to keep a more professional image now. Especially considering there were civilians to rescue. 


Jerry found himself in a makeshift command post in the hangar control room with Major Arleigh Reynolds, Ghorza's human XO, some of the other officers, and Babydoll the Gravia. She had linked into the ship's network in orbit, connected to the local network as part of their efforts to seize control of the crawler, and was now briefing the assembled officers.


It was a bit odd. She had been a wreck when she'd been pulled out of her cell before they hit Vucsa 5, but the friendship of the nerds she was living with, and long hours of therapy had seen a marked improvement in the young woman, and in her field of expertise she could speak with confidence. Especially when it came to putting the hurt on pirates it seemed. 


"Like. These pirates have absolutely no network security. They never do... even... she..." Babydoll's image shudders for a second. "...even with me on hand, she didn't bother. I was just an attack dog or a spying tool. No defensive thoughts whatsoever. It was a bit sad really. This network's even worse somehow. Its jury rigged into the remaining ships and leeching off the miner's local network. There's some attempts at encrypted communication... but none of them have turned off the positioning beacons on their communicators. Or tried to take out any of the security systems." 


A map of the local region projects itself out of a nearby tri-d emitter. Babydoll was apparently big on multimedia options for her briefings. 


"So like, we're here, and that's still the biggest concentration of pirates. There's smaller squads in these locations here..." 


A series of red markings light up across the map. 


"Smallest group is about five, largest is like forty seven or so." 


Another spot lights up on the map with a galactic trade equivalent of an exclamation mark on it. 


"Then there's this. This is in the mining station's records as a tapped out mine that has been successfully sealed and converted into storage. Seems like the miners hid top quality ore, money, some other valuables and even some weapons there. The pirates are using it as their loot repository... this includes a hundred odd men out of the population that they've captured so far. There's at least sixty pirates there, ten of those are mech troopers. I've been totally careful about using the cameras in any weird ways so I can keep eyes on, but like I'm dead sure they're going to kill all those men and boys the second they think something's twitchy. They're their bargaining chip, and the girls guarding that location are bound to be some of the pirate captain's most loyal and most lethal." 


"Makes sense, you don't set your weak links to guard the loot." Jerry nods. "Right, we're going to have to deal with that time yesterday."


Nikita raises a hand. "Sir, power armor company volunteers for the rescue." 


The Skipper shakes his head. "No can do Nikita, I need PA company right here, we have a couple big pockets of resistance we need to either weaken or clear out completely for our brethren. There's tens of thousands of lives riding on this op... besides, from the sound of things, a frontal assault is out in this case." 


Babydoll nods vigorously. "Like, that'd be really really bad Cap'n! They'd kill'em all for sure." 


"Thankfully, I know just the band of bastards for the job. Colonel Forsythe, are you listening?"


"Loud and clear Captain." 


"The loot repository is yours. No civilian casualties, and keep things nice and quiet. Feel free to neutralize more sites after you’re done with what you can spare from the clean up, deconflict with Major Reynolds." 


"You got it skipper. We're already on our way. Quiet is the specialty of the house." 


The radio cuts off and a shudder runs through some of the people in the room. The emphasis both men had put on quiet had made their blood run cold. Black ops was the world that both Bridger and Forsythe had cut their teeth in as far younger men. Jerry didn't need to spell out what needed to be done. Certainly not to a Royal Marine Commando turned SAS man who’d won the Victoria Cross. Sir David was an old hand and knew that he'd been handed a death warrant for every pirate in the place.


"So... rest of the deployment. B company all on the ground yet?" 


Reynolds stands and moves towards the projector, adding his device to the holo stream and marking unit deployments. 


"Yes sir, and the 2nd Mech Platoon has also unloaded and is moving to their initial blocking position before they start pushing forward. C company's about ten out from the second target, the smaller city a few thousand klicks from here. We're getting good intel from Ms. Babydoll, and Commander Lawson's signals people are running wild near as we can tell... but we need more information for target priority." 


"Hmmm." Jerry strokes his chin. "Get everyone into position as planned. If targets of opportunity present themselves company commanders are cleared to engage provided they are reasonably confident in there being little to no collateral damage. I'd vastly prefer none, but I understand operational realities. In the meantime... I think I have to go have a little chat." 


Jerry turns on a heel and walks out the control room, heading down a few stairs as Jaruna and Nezbet fall in behind him. 


"Nara?" Jerry asks. 


"With the rest of the power armor troops. They rather like her. She pulled off some pretty impressive stuff in the hangar take down. Seems they were all a bit worried she'd be the odd woman out without power armor, Apuk or no Apuk, but she made a good showing of herself." 


"Well hopefully she has a good story to bring back to Tyler and Cascade then." Jerry makes another turn towards a room that had a mech suit and a few infantry standing in front of it. The contents of the makeshift brig had been emptied completely. It had once been a tool room, and its contents were considered far too dangerous for prisoners. Even ones who had surrendered without anything approximating a fight. 


There were an even two dozen of them, mostly girls who had laid down their arms and hugged the deck when they saw a company of well trained power armored infantry coming their way, but a couple who had fought and survived were nursing their wounds. They were a rather morose looking bunch. They didn't have the energy to hate... or perhaps that was just the painkillers for the injured ones and shock for everyone else.


There's a ripple of frightened whispers as Jerry enters the room, followed by slightly louder whispers as Jaruna and Nezbet follow him in. 


"Good morning ladies. I'm Captain Bridger of the Undaunted Navy, and your captor. Have you been read your rights as prisoners?" 


One slightly dazed girl raises a hand. "Wait, those were serious?" 


"Completely. So this is not an interrogation. I will not be threatening you with harm. Considering your lives have all been spared today, and you will live to see tomorrow, and the day following, and so on... I would appreciate a little gratitude. The best way to show that gratitude is information. Most of you girls aren't a problem. Your leadership made choices, a lot of you didn't like those choices from what some of your friends on the cargo ships have told us. A lot of you figured you were in a desperate situation after Ms. Nezbet here killed your fleet's former admiral.”


That got a series of very agitated and clearly fearful whispers, as Nezbet waves affably, with pirates doing their best to move back slightly away from her, as if her very presence had the potential to be lethal. 


"So. You did what you thought had to be done. You gambled, and you lost. Who wants to answer some questions, and maybe save some of your shipmate's lives?" 


There's a flurry of answers and some attempts to shout the more enthusiastic individuals down before Jerry silences them with an axiom enhanced shout of "QUIET!" 


Jerry looks through the room. "Who's senior?" 


The Mrega from earlier does her best to dust herself off with nothing but hooves before she finally stands up.


 "I'm Eponea... I was in charge of one of the groups of engineers that was trying to crack their systems so we could get into their engine spaces." 


"I remember you. You were the one that tried to talk that idiot Agela out of getting her shit wrecked." Jaruna points at the Mrega, making the equine woman shudder. 


"Yes. I uh. That was me. Vecna was always... headstrong so to speak. She wasn't much for long term planning, but was clever and brutal, which made her a favorite of the captain and the XO."


Jerry nods. "So is the Captain on planet with you?" 


"Oh no, the Captain never left the ship if she could help it. She didn't like natural gravity. Was born in space and would die in space she said. I uh. Guess you granted her wish if the light show we got earlier is anything to go by." 


Jerry nods, neither confirming or denying the status of their mothership. "Is the XO planet side then?" 


"Yes, he's in the main internal cargo bay I think I... ooops." 


One of the women nearby facepalms. "Dammit hooves, you're supposed to negotiate for information first." 


Jerry shakes his head. "There's no negotiation happening here. Either you're helpful or you're not. If you're helpful, you'll likely receive better treatment. If you're a hindrance, you can expect treatment comparable to how you treated your prisoners. Everyone else will be more or less treated well. That said, if you're a serious hindrance, and lie to me about any information you offer up, I promise you, I'll throw you out an airlock myself. So, the XO is the commander on the planet. He is in cargo bay two. Who else would like to be helpful today?" 


"Nezbet big fan of helpful pirat'rats. Helpful no good as scratching post to sharpen claws you know? Shame, but helpful can be useful in other ways. Nezbet knows how pirate crews work... think similarly, even if human'man is much kinder than pirate captain. Not useful for pirate crews means dead. Not useful for human'man captain means locked in cell for long weeks in deep space till being handed off to the nearest authorities... while Nezbet collects bounty of course." 


"Not that this has to end with you in the arms of the law... something else to consider as you weigh your desire to be helpful or not."


The not interrogation lasted a good thirty minutes and through it all a consistent theme emerged. 


The XO was the Captain's husband, now former husband, but the crew all thought he was the power behind the throne. That was more rumor and speculation, but what was for dead certain however was that he was one ruthless son of a bitch. 


The regular crew women lived in fear of him, because he wasn't above turning on one of them to take out his sadism on if his latest victim ceased to be entertaining... or died. A serial killer like existence, saved from that title purely for the variety of depravity and evil he indulged in. Serial killers on the other hand generally had a pattern. 


The "Bloody Husband", as the pirate captives knew him, had only one pattern. More. More ways to torture, harass and manipulate, more horrors conjured from the darkest parts of a depraved mind. 


It was he who had pushed the Captain into a detailed stripping of this system, and while there would be abundance... The pirates suspected he was also looking for fresh meat for his bloody desires. 


Just the thought of some of the horrors this individual had wrought made Jerry shudder. The looks on the faces of the women had him believing them... but he was a trust but verify kind of guy. 


Bridger handed the women off to some of Diana Lawson's people for a field debrief, then moving them to orbit for processing and a detailed debrief. Lawson was already picking out a few recently reformed pirates as jailers for the newly captured pirates. Both as a test of loyalty, and to seed the idea of Undaunted service in the captive's minds as a hook for further eager cooperation. 


"The Admiral really handed us one hell of a tool with his whole privateering or French Foreign Legion policy." 


Nezbet cocks a head. "What is 'French Foreign Legion'?" She asks, mangling the English words even worse than she generally brutalized galactic trade. 


"Military force back on Earth, composed of foreigners in service to a nation called France. The deal is the Legion will take... just about anyone. Though that policy has tightened up in recent decades. They'd give you a new identity, and provided you served your term, you'd receive French citizenship. Some very bad men escaped justice for their crimes by doing that... though just as many of those died in service to the Legion, and to France. Still, with our slightly more discerning policy, we can gain manpower quickly, and get experienced folks at that... even if their background is a bit... colorful, shall we say." 


Nezbet nods. "Not unknown practice in galaxy... though can be hard to hide. Undaunted do things bit differently." 


"In many respects. Now... I think we have our target for power armor company. I'd like to meet this Bloody Husband, and give him a lesson on how to treat ladies properly..." Jerry clenches a fist, willing himself to unclench his teeth. 


"Heh.” Jaruna chuckles, grinning with anticipation like she’s about to savor a fine meal. “This is gonna be good. Don't think I've seen you quite this steamed since those gangers tried to murder Syl." 


"Good's a relative term, I promise it's going to be the worst day of the Bloody Husband's wretched life."
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Pirate Leader Ikanga


The old mine the Captain and the XO had marked out for all the choice loot and slaves was quiet. Almost too quiet. The big Snict in charge scowls as she looks around the room, the Mantis-like Alien's wings flexing as her extra set of arms that ended in brutal blades slash at the air in a show of mild frustration. 


Her name was Lieutenant Ikanga, and she was very, very annoyed. They'd been intentionally isolated here on the Captain's orders. They were to lay low, not go outside, only take in the occasional treasure shuttle, and that was only if it had the right ID code. This was all done so that the Captain could ensure the cream of the crop didn't go walking off in someone's pockets.


It was easy work, but boring as all hell when there was fighting to be done. She'd enjoyed the initial assaults' her arm blades gutting fleeing miners with ease, but the remaining miners were dug in hard. Better to send in the disposable meat for that kind of work, save the assault troops for opportunities. Any of the meat that survived would come out blooded and hard as nails, the cream of the crop in their own right. That was, of course, if any of them survived.


A twinge in her nose makes her twitch slightly, the scent of man distracting her just a bit. Her pheromone suppressant was wearing off, and the hundred men they had locked into the next room were having an effect on her head. It pissed her off. The rage, the anger, they burned through her veins and tore at her guts… but the cool, gentle sensation of pure hatred made it all better. It gave her pleasant visions of raping one of the men and then tearing into his neck with her mouth, sating her lust and her blood lust in one... 


She quickly shakes off the intrusive thought. She wasn't one of ‘those’ Snict was she? Besides, the whole reason she was upset was because the merchandise was affecting her biology. It was unprofessional, undisciplined, weak, and she was none of those things. She was not some foolish girl to be led around by the twat.


It didn't matter if they were male or not. It's not like they were people. Or even real men. Not like the XO was a man. These pieces of trash? They were just money. Just credits. They were no different from cattle, to be farmed out as choice meat or maybe even hooked into a milking machine to sell in bulk to less reputable sperm banks. Daughters were big money. They'd caught just a portion of the colony's menfolk so far. This was usually accomplished by threatening the wives who were being processed elsewhere. So noble. She snorts before looking around for one of the junior pirates in her crew of leg breakers to take her frustrations out on. There was a new Tret girl in the crew who could use a few scars, she...


She stops short at the door to the room she'd claimed as her command post... she could almost smell... blood? The trace of scent vanishes the second she takes a deeper sniff to try to find it. An unsettled feeling starts gnawing at the lining of her stomach. Something was wrong. The girls could call her paranoid or crazy behind her back all they wanted to. Unlike them, she had a sense for danger and it was screaming at her to run, hide, and if found and cornered, to fight for her life. She stomps back to the computer and pulls up the security systems. Apparently one of the outer airlocks had opened briefly, but the security camera didn't show it happening? A glitch? Must be... but why...


Ikanga flicks through the security cameras until she sees one of her girls on the feed. She pulls out her comm and dials the woman's number. The figure on camera quickly pulls her device out.


"What?"


"Don't what me bitch, or I'll skull fuck you till you know your place. Don’t you remember? I’ll make it just like last time. Or did you not enjoy that?"


"Fuck you."


"No, I'd be fucking you. Now, pay attention, you jumped up virgin. Something's up. Have you seen anything... odd down your way?"


"Nothing that I've seen. Quiet as a tomb." On the screen, the woman looks up at the camera and waves, before fishing out a Tolshiki smoking stick and lighting it up. "I'm having a little smoke break, but I'll keep patrolling if you're pissing your frilly panties. It’s not like the miners can enforce their bullshit no smoking policy."


"...Right, keep your head on a swivel. Something weird is going on."


"Like what?"


"Just be on alert, damn it! Tell the others when you see them. We want to keep this quiet for now. No need to sow panic into the fresh meat."


"Alright, alright. Calm your tits." The woman wanders off camera, continuing her patrol. "You seem tense. Maybe you should take a break? Pick out a nice looking one of the merchandise and get some dick that ain't made of plastic so you can work the stick out of your gash."


"...You're fucking lucky we're working."


"Whatever."


Right as both women go to hang up, Ikanga hears a sharp termination. Somehow it was more final than just closing the line down. Almost like the device had been destroyed. Still. that was just her paranoia talking right? It had to be. Maybe she was right? A little dick would calm her down... like taking a hit of her favorite recreational drugs. Just something to steady the nerves.


It wasn't like any of these men were that new species that was seemingly on every girl's porno slates all of the sudden. A life form from the depths of Cruel Space whose raw potency was like mainlining the kind of drugs that meant you'd be on a coroner's slab. That was even if they manage to get you to a hospital unless they get wildly lucky with setting up the healing coma.


Ikanga chuckles. Stupid crap. What in the worlds would the smut peddlers come up with next if they were pumping out bullshit like that?


Another sweep of the cameras finds two of her tougher girls in one of the shuttle bays. They both looked a bit spooked, and had their laser rifles in their hands as opposed to keeping them slung. Then, suddenly, the camera goes static. When it comes back, there's no sign of life in the shuttle bay. The two women are just... gone.


Another camera in one of the offices they'd turned into a small barracks goes to static for no more than a second next, and when the image returns all four girls in that room were gone without a trace. No sign of resistance. Nothing.


"Something is very, very wrong."


Dread eats at her stomach like one of the great predators of the Snict homeworld, known for their habit of eating their prey alive, stomach first. Still, the fear starts to feed her rage. No one fucked with Ikanga and her crew! She was one of the baddest bitches in the known galaxy, and she'd be a Captain herself when the Captain became Admiral in just a few short weeks. She didn't have to stand for this shit.


She takes a moment to check the detonator for the explosives the Bloody Husband had ordered rigged up in the hostage’s room. It winked merrily at her, primed and ready to detonate at a moment’s notice. Ikanga almost leaves it in place… but thinks better of it and places the detonator in a pouch on her belt.


Ikanga stalks out of the control room, happy to have the comfortable weight of the plasma cannon on her back where she had it slung. There were very few problems that cannon grade star fire didn’t solve. Thus comforted from her brief spike of anxiety with her favorite mix of heavy weapons and random acts of cruelty. 


Her mood was painfully foul, and a few of her subordinates scattered out of her way as she stalked down to the shuttle bay where the two girls had last been seen. Even the Cannidor she ran across knew better than to fuck with her, the woman recoiling backwards and back down a hallway as Ikanga heads towards the shuttle bay to find the missing pirate.


“Probably taking a nap. Shit for brains.” Ikanga snorts to herself as she rounds the corner and passes through the open doors of the shuttle bay. “Alright, you stupid cunts, where the-”


The empty shuttle bay echoed slightly with her angry voice. There was no one to release her ire on. She stalks among the storage containers and random odds and ends that seem to accumulate in abandoned work spaces.


This mining station was an old one, but occasionally still used to have a “dry” area to service various craft, so there were some tool chests. Nothing particularly nice or worth stealing, just rugged, decent quality tools that could be left somewhere for convenience without troubling the main machine shop or repair bay on one of the crawlers.


A slight scuttling noise has her whipping around, plasma cannon ready… only to find some sort of decent sized insect. It was one of the kinds that seemed to propagate wherever there was civilization for them to leech off of. The creature looks at her from atop its tiny trash heap, and vanishes into some dark corner.


“Just a bug. That’s it. Just a bug. Those stupid twats are off clam jamming or shooting up. The camera systems here are old and unmaintained, and the weird sounds are whatever fucking insect that was. Simple. Easy. Everything’s just fine. Normal. Perfectly normal. We haven’t heard from the Captain because she’s still observing the communications black out. All according to plan…”


A thought strikes Ikanga and she quickly yanks her communicator free of its pouch. “Sentries, check in.”


“The fuck do you want?”


The scowling voice of one of her senties comes back immediately like a breath of fresh air. She didn’t even want to give the bitch a few fresh scars for her insolence.


“Anything to report?”


“It’s fucking cold out here.”


“Anything pertinent to report, scrap for brains?”


“No. When can we come in?”


“Right now if you want to forfeit your shares of the loot, maybe some fun with the men.”


“...Fuck you.”


“Just be glad I can’t spare time to come out there and teach you a lesson, bitch.”


The only thing that answers Ikanga’s threat is sullen silence, and she tucks her communicator away with a smug grin. She stalks back into the corridor, feeling better… but there was that niggling sensation in the back of her head that something was dreadfully wrong. The corridors seem less populated somehow, even though there were still pirates moving around.


She makes her way to some of the old offices away from the main control room she’d claimed as her own. There’d been some cots on hand, so they’d turned the offices into dorms.


As she’d ordered, there were two women down here back on ‘watch’ after inspecting the rooms. A small table with an abandoned card game nearby indicating what they’d been doing prior to her order.


“Anyone resting at the moment?”


“Don’t think so boss. We haven’t been here too long, but no one’s come or gone..”


“Even this door?”


Ikanga indicates the door where the four women she’d seen on camera had possibly vanished.


“Nope, no one and nothing in there when I stuck my head in a second ago. No stuff. Hell, someone even made the cots. I was surprised there wasn’t a treat on the pillow.”


The two women chuckle, attention clearly on other things as Ikanga opens the door to the office. It had been this one, she was sure of it. The camera was in the right spot for this angle and everything… but it was exactly as the girls had said. No one was in here. No evidence of anyone being in here was to be found. Just four made cots. That one incongruous detail seemed to stick in her head as she turned to head back down the hallway. What kind of self respecting pirate makes her bed?


She makes it about half way before deciding to have the two card playing pirates come with her. It was time to concentrate her firepower if she was serious about something being wrong… and she was more sure that something was very, very wrong with every step she took. When she turned around however, both women were just… gone. They’d been right behind her. She’d not heard a door slide itself open. Or boot steps. Nothing.


“Must have needed to use the head. Yeah, that’s it. Just needed to hold hands like a couple of brain dead toddlers. Heh. Pirates scared of using the shitter alone, just what I fucking need.”


Ikanga moves back up the hall, her pace increasing with every step. She could almost feel the breath of some sort of predator on her neck as she went. Like she was being watched with every step she took. Every move she made was noticed. Something was hunting her. She could feel it. She knew it. They were all being hunted, and they were roving around like brain dead prey animals in a hunting preserve for the wealthy.


Panicking, she grabs the comm unit on her belt and broadcasts to the whole facility. "Girls, everyone up, someone's in here with us and they're going to fucking die for this bullshit! Search the whole place, move in groups or pairs at a minimum… and some of you better keep guarding the damn hostages. Fuck any of this up and I'll flay you alive before tossing you in a healing coma and doing it again when you wake up!"


When she reaches the next junction, two of her trusted henchwomen were waiting. These were hard girls who’d been with her through all sorts of hell raising. Ikanga could rely on them. She smiles, an odd expression for the perpetually scowling Snict.


“Get one of the adepts. Any of the adepts. I think Altra was holed up in that one weird spot off the map of the facility we found. Some sort of storage cabinet. If you find more than one, bring’em all… and tell any of the girls you run into to get their asses to the command center.”


The girls race off, leaving Ikanga alone in the corridor, a shiver running down her spine. She didn’t like adepts in particular. The things they could do with axiom… were wrong. Not just cowardly or weak, which they were, but it disturbed the universe, and made the adepts themselves… wrong.


That didn’t matter to Ikanga at the moment, however, as she hurried back towards her command center—fighting her every instinct to not break into a flat sprint so she could get her back to a familiar wall. Hopefully they found Altra. Or one of the other adepts. Any of the spooky cunts would be a welcome sight right about now.








25


Ikanga


Ikanga returns to the warm safety of her command post with a deep sigh of relief. The tension in the halls was palpable, weighing on her shoulders, but the command post was safe! 


The pirate officer turns her attention back to the console they were using to control the security of this facility. They weren’t some two bit pirates, they knew how to use the tools at their disposal for their advantage… Just like she’d done before. Except, when she’d gone on patrol there wasn’t anything to see.


Suddenly another camera goes to static for under a second, this time it was one of the hallways. When it comes back up, there's a spray of arterial blood across one of the walls, almost like someone had been slashed with one of her own arm blades. Then the camera goes to static for another second... and when the image comes back, the spray of blood is gone. The hallway looks exactly the same as when she'd walked by there from the shuttle bay just moments before. 


Nothing was changing on any of the cameras now... save the time stamp in the corner. None of her girls were moving on the cameras... but was sure she could hear their booted feet moving around in the various corridors.


"What the devil is going on?"


The gnawing in her stomach gets worse and worse, as does the urging in her head that tells her to go sink her teeth into some of the merchandise and assuage her anxiety with blood. She's jarred from her thoughts as a few of her troops stumble into the room. The two loyal henchwomen she’d sent out to find any of their damn adepts. 


Sure enough, sandwiched between them is one of her adepts, Altra. The little Tret had been molded from birth into an exceptional axiom tool for the pirates. She’d always performed well for Ikanga. 


Perfect. 


The Snict smiles to herself savagely. Whatever was fucking going on she was about to get answers. 


"Took you bitches long enough. Altra. What the fuck is going on around here? Is anything happening with the local axi...om?" 


Ikanga trails off as she realizes the look on the adept's face is one of absolute terror. 


"S-Something real bad is happening, boss lady, but I can't sense anything! There's no changes in the axiom, just little spikes of emotion... and then nothing. I think… I think something’s killing them too, because I can’t sense most of the girls anymore either!"


"Something’s killing my girls, but isn’t making any waves in the axiom… How is that possible? Everything has an axiom presence." 


"Buh-But I heard those new ones, the yoomani or whatever don't have any axiom presence, because they come from Cruel Space." 


Ikanga shakes her head. "I told you all that tri-d shit will rot your brain, ain't that just an advertising thing for some action horror porno?"


"No they're real, really I-"


A loud gonging CLANG echoes through the facility, stopping the conversation instantly. 


"Aim at the doors. All of them." Ikanga whispers tersely, drawing her own heavy plasma weapon off of her back. "Altra. Do something. Anything." 


"I'm working on it, boss lady, I-"


There's a clattering noise as Altra's pistol drops to the ground. The other woman is just gone. Gone in the same damn room they were all in!


Ikanga sprang to her feet. "Did either of you see anything!?" 


"No, boss, we were watching the doors!" 


There's a loud sound from one of the doors to the left, as if something had slammed against it. The door opens on its own, sliding out of the way automatically. The looming form of a Cannidor fills the doorway as only that particular type of girl can. 


“About fucking time some of the heavies turned up, where’s the rest of the girls, I…” 


She trails off before saying the woman’s name. She didn’t know which one of the bitches in her crew this was. There was something wrong with the… face. Her stomach inverts as she realizes the head is facing the wrong direction. 


The body slumps forward, and the head rolls off the neck and shoulders it had once been attached to revealing a rather brutal cut. She was an expert at dealing death with bladed weapons, and she knew for a fact that the Cannidor's head had been cleaved from her shoulders with a single brutal swipe. 


There were traces of scabbing all over both stumps. Why? How? She could see the face now. She knew for a fact that the girl had been alive just fifteen minutes before. Far too recently for scabs to form… and those only form on living tissue. Still, the body remained, the lifeless eyes of the woman she’d brushed past in the hall staring at her blankly.


"Oh fucking goddess..." whimpers one of her alleged toughs. "This ain't good. What the fuck is doing this!? What the fuck can kill a Cannidor without so much as a fucking whimper? Where the fuck did Altra go!? She’s a whiny little cunt sometimes but she’s okay for one of the slave adepts. What could just take her like that without even a fucking whisper of axiom?" 


There's another loud banging at the door on the opposite side of the room, and both of Ikanga's remaining leg breakers turn as one and open fire with their heavy weapons. One had a heavy laser weapon, and the other was running a heavy plasma caster with a belt mounted battery like Ikanga herself. The sound of heavy weapons fire and the smell of ionized air and burning plasma fills the room. It drowns out all of Ikanga's senses except sight. 


"Cease fire, you stupid sluts, it's a tri-"


She never gets a chance to finish the order. Right before her eyes, two shadows drop from the ceiling, boots first into her minion’s backs, forcing them to the ground. Their heads are pulled back by the hair, and massive knives flash out, neatly taking their heads from their shoulders. 


Ikanga has no chance to move. No chance to react. The third pair of boots have already hit her back and the impact is forcing her groundward, her disoriented body spasming for a second before she feels a slight sharp sensation at her neck... and then she feels nothing at all. 


The three commandos clean their kukri fighting knives on the corpses of their slain enemies, reverently resheathing the weapons that were the signature of the Undaunted special forces troops. The senior of the three steps off of the Snict pirate's corpse with a slight air of scorn, as if he'd stepped in something distasteful. 


"Clear." Says the senior man, his voice revealing him as Sergeant Major Gurung. 


The other two commandos echo the confirmation, and Gurung reports it into the communications net. Instead of a response on the comm system however, the door on the far side of the room opens and Sir David walks in as if he was out on a Sunday stroll, save for being in the same combat gear as the rest of his men. 


"Nicely done, gentlemen." Sir David's face plate goes transparent, revealing a vicious sneer. "An almost perfect sweep. Let’s not drop a pistol next time shall we? Past that, I don't think any of them even thought of hurting a hair on the hostages’ heads... Well, not anymore than they already might have been... This Snict struck me as a bit disturbed from the things the microphones in the vents managed to pick up of what she was muttering to herself." 


One of the other commandos chuckles. "They never bother to look up, do they? Not in normal spaces any way. They never check the vents unless they have direct reason to. With the sounds we were working in the halls they didn’t look up even after we pulled the adept out."


Gurung shakes his head. "Disgraceful. Shaming their ancestors, not only with their crimes but by committing crimes poorly as well. As for not clearing properly, one of my sons likes to say: ‘Sounds like a skill issue.’ I believe.”


The four men chuckle as Sir David crouches down and retrieves the detonator from the Snict’s gear belt, fiddling with it to deactivate the explosives and then tucking it in one of his own belt pouches. 


"Right, that’s dealt with. Do we know where that adept came from? I thought we picked them all off first.” 


One of the men shakes his head. “Must have been off the blueprints of the facility. Smuggler’s bolt hole maybe? I think I have a good idea of where it might be from hearing Tweedledee and Tweedledumb running in the halls.” 


“Go check it please, I want no more surprises.” 


The man runs off and Sir David turns to the rest of his commandos.


“Sergeant Major, get the rest of the lads in here, would you? Let's get these hostage chaps secured and out of their chains. Then, I'll establish my command post here, while we split off teams to start cleaning up other spots of mess." Sir David shifts his transmitter over with a click of the tongue. No axiom tech here, pure human technology. "Ms. Babydoll, are you still with us?" 


"Loud and clear, Colonel." 


"Excellent, thank you for your assistance. I know the Skipper has you rather busy with the main sites." 


"Like, no trouble at all! Really! Interfacing with computers is totally simple." 


"As you say, but your timing was still impeccable... Ah. By the way, did you... do as I asked?"


Sir David can almost hear the Gravia woman nodding. 


"Uh-huh. I didn't look at any cameras once I switched the feed out to the static view. I uh... only saw the blood stain that one time. Sorry about that, I managed to be too fast and too slow at the same time." 


"Good, capital. Quite alright on the other bit, it ended up being a marvelous inclusion to our little plan." 


"I, uhm. Sir, I do know what you're doing..." 


"I know, and I'm likely being rather patronizing, but forgive a man with daughters for wanting to save you from any more horrific sights than you've already endured." 


"If you say so, Commander. I, uhm. It's probably better I don't see that—even if they are pirates." 


There's an edge to the young woman's tone that suggests to Sir David that she'd happily have done the killing herself in the right situation, but both he and the Captain were hoping to return Babydoll to a relatively normal civilian life after her ordeal. 


"Well, that's all the support we need for now, I see that you've unlocked all the computers." 


"Yep! Should be ready for you. Though, I do have a question if you... don't mind?" 


The slightly quiet tone her voice drops to when she realizes this isn't exactly an opportune moment thaws Sir David's heart out a degree or two. His eldest daughter, now grown and a Royal Marine officer herself, had done that when she was a girl. She would only realize her timing was quite poor when she was already in the middle of the question. 


"I can indulge a single question, I'd say you've earned that." 


"How come they didn't detect you guys? The adept said something about there being no axiom presence or anything..." 


"Ah, that's simple. Firstly, as you know we moved using the vents and other accessways. Any avenue but the expected one is the method to move by if one wishes to be stealthy in some way. This is especially true with poorly trained excuses for soldiers like this pirate rabble. Next, as you know, humans do not naturally have an axiom presence." 


"But, Marvin does!" 


"Mr. San Martín is an adept my dear, most humans are not, and I would suspect that you can't quite read Mr. San Martín's emotions the same way you can for the rest of the galaxy. He is, in effect, blank." 


"Oh yeah... he can be really surprising sometimes because I have to remember to try to read his facial expressions and stuff. Humans are like, really confusing in that sense." 


"Comes with the territory of being born deep in the null I suppose, a good metaphor is likely how someone who loses their eyesight adapts to being blind. Admittedly, not exactly an issue with healing comas and cybernetic replacements available."


"I understand the metaphor. So... I can’t say anything else but ‘wow’. The only things that the adept could detect were spikes of fear from her own people!" 


"Correct, especially as we aren’t using any axiom enhanced equipment. Or, if we have it on us, it’s been purged of that axiom, rendering it inert until we need it. In conjunction, all of this  heightened their fear and paranoia as a group. It kept them focused—kept their attention away from the hostages, or the kill switch that would leave those poor lads dead." 


"Speaking of which, sir, there are support craft and relief personnel on their way. There are also some regular infantry to take over defending the hostages. Captain Bridger wants me to tell you that there’s been a change of plans and he needs all of you. He also said to tell you ‘(good hunting)’. I'm not sure what that means exactly, though. It's English, right?" 


"It is indeed English, and it means the lads and I have work to do, as do you too I believe, Ms. Babydoll, we'll be in touch if we need your skills again." 


 Forsythe turns towards his men, about a dozen more having filtered in. 


“Where’s the rest?” 


“On guard or with the hostages sir.”


 "Good, what’s the status of the hostages?" 


 "Getting the last of them freed now." 


 "Very well, there’s been a change of plans. The Skipper’s sending help our way and has more work for us.” 


“Good work only gets you more work, even out of Cruel Space it seems.” Says one of the more morose of the commandos.


Sir David chuckles. “Quite. As soon as our relief gets here, we step off. We're going to be getting some priority targets. I'll take one team, Sergeant Major Gurung will take another, and Master Sergeant Torni will take the third. Everyone, get a bit of a rest while you can. Can't let our customer service standards slip, after all." 
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Altra


Altra wakes slowly. 


That she was waking at all struck her as novel. She was dead. She had to be after getting yanked into the maintenance access ways at that old, decaying mining station and injected with whatever that was. 


The next sensation that comes to her is a powerful, throbbing headache. This, too, was odd. She'd studied death a fair bit, mostly contemplating suicide to escape the pirates, who'd taken her as a baby. Everything she'd researched suggested death wasn't quite so... complicated. It certainly wasn’t rooted in physical sensation. It was... different. In a great many ways. Something hard to understand from a mortal perspective, which made sense of course. 


So that led Altra to her next conclusion, that she was in fact alive. 


Why she was alive was a mystery that would probably take opening her eyes to solve. Something she didn't want to do with the headache. She forces herself anyway, finding herself in a mercifully dark room. Her axiom senses are... limited. She can feel restraints digging into her flesh, along with a collar at her throat. They hadn't bound her limbs, or prevented her from pulling in axiom, or, she quickly found, even using it passively within a certain range—about five meters out from where she currently lay. Unsurprisingly, active use was right out, which made sense from the runes carved into the pieces she had been adorned with while unconscious. 


"Back to square one again I suppose." She mutters quietly to herself.


"And what square would that be?"


Her eyes snap open. Deep in the shadows across the room a person was sitting in a chair. They had been utterly silent, not even breathing as far as Altra could tell, and when she reached out with axiom, pushing as hard against the bindings as she could...she found nothing at all. The woman, Altra, was pretty sure she was a woman, and she didn't have any axiom presence at all! Altra can't decide if that's a comfort or not. At least she's not waking up to a captor looming over with raw desire to hurt her already boiling in the local axiom. Like how she normally woke up. 


"Don't push too hard against the bindings. Even with passive axiom use, they'll deliver a decent shock to your system to stop you if you strain against them too much. Feel free to sit up though, There's a glass of water on your night stand. Along with some medicine that should help with your headache."


Altra slowly complies, taking both medicine and water. They had taken her when they could have easily killed her, she reasoned. They probably wanted her alive, so killing her now was both illogical, and a waste of resources. 


The cool water splashing down her throat was like paradise. She hadn't realized how dry her throat was. She must have been sleeping hard. The pills follow with the next sip of water, and over the following minutes the throbbing pain in her head recedes, letting her sit up fully, consider the woman in the chair. She almost looked like a Tret! Something that gave Altra a degree of hope for kinship momentarily. That feeling fades fast however. 


The woman is slenderly built, if not down right childlike. If she added that information to the complete lack of axiom presence the woman had, then her captor could only be one thing, human. There were lots of stories and rumors about humans. 


Most of the rumors in the fleet had been about their men’s supposed sexual gifts. That was unsurprising, given the nature of most pirates, chasing their base, and petty desires more like an animal than acting like a thinking sapient. The smarter or more violently inclined girls had talked about human combat prowess. Those stories didn't include anything like what Altra had been through! Humans were supposed to be scary in a fight, Apex for sure, but that had been a living nightmare. 


Finally, Altra gathers herself enough to speak. 


"Why?"


The smaller-statured woman threw up her hands and shook her head. "You'll have to be more specific. Unless you want painfully generic or broad answers such as discussing what we know about the creation of the known universe."


"Why am I still alive?" Altra’s voice tinged with desperate, quizzical conviction. 


"We generally don't kill victims if we don't have to... and we have every reason to believe you're a victim. Your face mostly matched a missing persons report. It's a couple decades old, but a very young Tret girl was kidnapped by pirates from a well known adept couple." 


The woman rises and drags her chair forward, getting closer, but staying in deep shadow. The lack of presence the woman has is weighing on her now. Like something was sitting on her chest.


"You also had no bounties assessed to your real name, or the name the pirates christened you with."


"H-How did you know all that?" 


Panic slowly starts to build in Altra. Every second that passed, the lack of the other woman’s presence was making her more and more upset. She couldn't tell if she was about to die, or being rescued at long last and it was driving her mad. 


"We had your security system completely compromised. The special operations troops who were rescuing the men your captors had taken as slaves had the names and information including outstanding warrants on every girl in the place. A million odd credits total in that group—some very bad girls there." 


The woman said that last part with a bit of a sing-song cadence. Like the group of hardened criminals they’d just taken out was no more than child’s play.


Altra had to agree with her on that one, they were pretty pathetic for all their aptitude for violence, but then, bullying the lightly armed and peaceful hardly required skill or real strength did it? 


"They were." 


The intelligence officer ignores her downcast look and presses on "So,’ square one’ you said. Why square one?"


"Well I wore bindings like these a lot when I was a girl. After…” Altra shook her head, trying to get the courage to speak up. She didn’t want to cry in front of what was most likely some sort of police officer or intelligence agent, but she was losing it. “After they took me." 


Don't cry, don't cry, don't cry. She chants inside her head. She hated thinking about being taken. She could barely remember her mother's warmth. A vague memory of her father singing her a lullaby had been the only comfort she'd had after she'd been kidnapped from the nursery school. They couldn't get either of her talented adept parents, so one of the pirate captains, now long dead, had chosen a long term investment. 


Altra realizes she's crying softly now as everything she had thought was in her head was actually spilling out of her mouth. 


"I-I'm sorry, I'm making a complete fool out of myself. I understand if you have to hurt me now I-" 


The intelligence officer cuts her off sharply. "No one here is going to hurt you. As long as you cooperate, we'll keep you safe—maybe even give you a job if you're interested. Or, we could send you home." 


"H-Home?" The confusing riot of emotions settled into her stomach, and she can't decide if she wants to vomit or not.  "So... that means you know my name. You can tell me my name? Right? I don't have to be... Altra anymore?" 


The desperation on her face was reflected in the other woman's eyes as the lights slowly started to come up in the room, revealing the intelligence officer's face for the first time. 


"I do know your name. I told you a few minutes ago, remember?" Her tone is kind, warm, and inviting. "I have all the proof in the world, too. Your name is Alyria Lurelian." 


"Alyria." There was a fresh rush of tears from the girl who used to be called Altra. She had been freed from many of her bonds as a reliable, broken slave. It had never been so much easier to cooperate. 


"I-I've done horrible things. Terrible things. I hurt so many people." 


Alyria finds herself pulled gently into a hug, and she sobs into the woman's blouse with a fresh dose of pain. 


"Shhh... it's okay sweetie. You did what you had to. You survived. But... your record, you didn't hurt many people on raids. Mostly support axiom use. Battle field control. Powerful stuff when used right by the smarter pirates."


"Not then!" Alyria wails. 


She was back there again. In the room again. With him again. 


"He made me. The monster made me. He couldn't touch me, no matter how much he begged or demanded the chance to cut into my flesh. Even though some of the girls hurt me, touched me... if he touched me. It would have been worse. So much worse." Alyria flinches hard. "He's a monster. Because he couldn't hurt my body... he hurt my mind. Even as a little girl he-he made me watch. Made me cut. Shoot. Stab. Convinced the Captain it was to toughen me up... but in private he told me. Told me it was just to brutalize my mind... and when I was no longer useful, he'd devour my pain like a slow cooked roast." 


"There, there sweetie. There's no pirates up here. We're the good guys. No monsters are going to get you aboard this ship." 


Another shudder, stronger than the last. She could feel a panic attack coming on. 


"Th-The... monster's still out there though. Probably on the ship with the captain, in his lair." 


That had the other woman's immediate attention, Alyria can feel her spine stiffen. 


"Sweetie, we destroyed that ship in orbit. There's talk of a man among the pirates though." 


"That's him!" 


"...Alyria. I need to ask you to do something brave." 


"W-What?" Snot dribbles onto the woman's uniform coat as she looks up at the beneficent face of the woman who told her everything was going to be okay. 


"I need you to tell me about the monster. I need to know his name. If he has any weaknesses. Everything you can tell me." 


"I-I can try. But why?"


"Because, we have soldiers still fighting on the planet to save the people there. If you help me, our Captain will slay the monster." 


"I don't know if anyone can kill him." 


"The Captain can. He's a peerless warrior, and he has his elite troops with him." 


Alyria cocks her head slightly. "The Captain is... a man? The monster... he only works on women. Maybe that would help?" 








































Diana


The rest of the interrogation goes quickly. The only casualty is Diana's uniform blouse, which she slips out of as she steps out of the room. There's a small group of women waiting for her. It was a bit jarring really. Not a man in sight. It was easy to think that people were exaggerating about how things were off Earth, but there were little moments like this where every single person on hand was a woman, and they weren't the back ups, here because the men were off fighting, but the actual senior staff. 


On the other hand... Firi Bridger's tail is swaying back and forth, doing a decent impression of a fox hunting a field mouse. Her pregnant belly did little to dispel the furious look on her face. 


"Someone hurt a child?" She asks, softly, with a rasp almost like a knife on leather. 


"Yes. She has the body of an adult, but…” Diana nods, gingerly stepping clear of the door. "They hurt her for a very long time. Her name is Alyria." 


"Can she be seen?" Firi’s ears perk up.


"Yes sh-"


Firi pushes past with a single minded determination to rival her Cannidor sister wife. She might be small, but her spirit loomed large, like an adult female kodiak prowling with her cubs. Nadi was hot on her heels, the two women closing the door behind them as they did what only a mother could... even if their children were yet to see the sky for the first time. 


Ghorza shrugs. "Sorry, couldn't think of how else to phrase it to her to get her to drop everything." 


"What was she doing that was so important?" 


"Praying. For Jerry, her sisters. Everyone.” Ghorza pauses for a moment, her eyes looking up at something. “Especially Jerry. She's probably terrified she'll lose him. With eight on board, the idea that those little lives might never meet their father..." Ghorza shrugs. "Can't say I like the idea either, but I married a warrior, I knew what I signed up for. Firi's..." 


"A mother born, with little but kindness and love in her heart, I know. Honestly, I can't tell if she makes me feel clucky for some sprogs of my own, or just makes me feel utterly inadequate as a woman." 


Ghorza chuckles a bit. "A little of both, just like the rest of us. So, what's the word? Anything actionable? Was she worth diverting a high speed shuttlecraft to get her up here nearly yesterday?" 


"Ghorza, I got the motherload. I need to talk to Jerry right the hell now. That Bloody Bastard on the planet's a sick fuck, and they need to accelerate their time table. Every second they delay pushing on his hold out, he's probably hurting more people." 


“Then let’s get it done.” Ghorza pats her on the back and then turns to one of the officers with her. “I want two naval masters at arms on this door at all times till Firi and Nadi come out. The rest of you, back to your posts.” 
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Power Armor Company was all back in one place. The last hour had seen them all split up handling different tasks, usually by pairs or by fire teams. They had been acting as a quick reaction force or line breakers for the various other infantry units on the planet. They also did some scouting within the titanic structure of the main mining crawler—even going out across the hull to try and make contact with the people holed up in the engineering section.


It seemed likely that a lot of the cabling connecting the systems in that section had been cut, and that the forward generators were the only things keeping the lights on and the air breathable. The control cables had likely been cut after one of the other hangar bays had been forcibly depressurized, rapidly killing the pirates within. The Marines had found out about that incident shortly after gaining control of the local area.


During down times, Jerry had been spending his time telling stories to the women under his immediate command. It was apparently something of a Horchka tradition during lulls in battle, and Jerry was happy to oblige. The girls had gotten a crash course on the history of the US Marine Corps, the Royal Marines, and several other Marine units from around the world in boot camp. There hadn't been time to broaden their education since this all started. He'd told them all manner of stories, including sharing some fictional material, but one of the ones that had caught were stories about Paladins.


The Horchka had liked the high fantasy setting quite a bit, similar to the Apuk in that regard in terms of when they'd been uplifted perhaps. So, a sword sworn warrior brotherhood of knights, serving a higher power, and a higher purpose appealed in a great many senses. Apparently, it was very similar to the still unpronounceable Horchka warrior caste from their own middle ages equivalent—right up to being able to dispense justice in the name of said higher authority. Those stories were the center of much discussion for the Power Armor Company girls as they went about their business.


In secret, somehow, the girls had taken a vote, a sword had been produced off someone's belt, and Jerry had found himself receiving the personal oaths of loyalty and chivalry of the newly rechristened Paladin Company. Their intent was quite clear. If he called, even decades from now. They'd answer. If they ever left at all. What they were certainly not doing was pledging themselves as his wives, they were all married, to a woman, the last of them joining First Sergeant Ramos's family the week before. Loyal vassals, bannermen they'd have been called back on Earth. Someone had even gotten a commlink and a sword to the now conscious Vera in orbit somehow.


He'd been told they'd do a proper, formal ceremony with everyone's swords later, and Jerry had overhead much muttering about appropriate styles. It was a good enough distraction from a very hard day, and the mental respite seemed to restore his most critical troops. Beyond critical, with the hardest pocket of resistance left to hit.


Jerry had one stipulation before all this oath swearing had begun, however. It would only be them. Just the twenty three women of the Power Armor company... Top Ramos having joined in to Jerry's surprise. There would be no more sword-sworn members of Paladin Company as it expanded. It was a military unit after all, not Jerry Bridger's private army.


In return, he'd sworn, on the same sword that was now placed nearby on a crimson cloth like a holy relic, that when his line settled from their wandering, he would raise a grand mausoleum. When the sword sworn fell, in battle or at the end of a long life well lived, their bodies would remain with their families. Their swords would return to him. In the tomb, he would prepare sarcophagi for each sword, carved with an effigy of its wielder in life. To receive their spirits and honor their oaths even in death.


The girls loved it. It was exactly the kind of pageantry and honor bound noble bond between lord and vassal that had made the Horchka world go round before they were uplifted. It was something that many of their species had lost in the centuries that followed. In their eyes, this had directly led to the prevalence of Horchka in the worst parts of the galaxy.


It seemed to Jerry, that on learning many things were not as they seemed, or were to be cast aside in the pillars of fire that lifted them into the night sky... Many Horchka also forgot that some old things do have value. Some things are of worth. Still, these Horchka remembered. 


Once the have-nots of Horchka society, the dregs of the warrior caste, hopeless, save the hope for an honorable battlefield death. Now, they were soldiers under a brilliant blue banner... and the greatest of them were the sword sworn.


The news ripped through the battalion like an anti tank round through butter. Jerry had initially expected trouble, but instead the ones who had trouble on their hands were the pirates. His extra green Marines threw themselves into their work with renewed ferocity when they returned to the lines. They were bringing their human compatriots along in their wake like a green tidal wave of violence. They walked with extra pep in their step. It was as if their sisters in arms’ pride was their own. 


To have such Horchka warriors walk again, among them? It inspired them in ways Jerry couldn't have expected. They were his Marines... but they were still Horchka, and the combination of the two was potent to say the least.


Jaruna stomps up, with Nezbet close behind her, slapping her husband on the shoulder pauldron, a favored Cannidor greeting while in power armor.


"Those girls will quite literally follow you to every single one of the human hells now. Then collectively rip the head off of whoever rules those hells and shit down their necks if you say the word. They can call this outfit whatever they want... but that's your battalion. Some will attrite away as their husbands split off for duty, but most will follow where you lead with their families in tow, not wanting to leave their community. Not just the Sword Sworn—All of them."


"I know." Jerry chuckles. "I was trying to avoid that, but I didn't expect sword oaths from Paladin Company to be quite that big a deal."


Jaruna shook her head. "Horchka are full of surprises."


"That they are. I thought I was getting their measure with Ghorza, but there's a deep well of emotion there that most people ignore. They just choose to see brutes and barbarians instead. On the plus side... When I do choose to settle, I won't have to look hard to find my initial colonists if we find a new rock we like or decide to settle on Vucsa, or something."


"Nezbet would also like to swear an oath to human'man captain. You could call it a vow perhaps. So bold, so brave, so manly! It makes Nezbet swoon. Is unfair to appear so... desirable—especially with warriors now at your personal command. Not Takra'Takra warriors of course, but good troops... and we can always expand with time."


The Cheshire grin on Nezbet's face suggested she was at least partly teasing. The feline warrior woman had earned quite a bit of credit with the Bridger family today, but she wasn't expecting a field wedding. She would not, however, miss a fun opportunity to tease. She needed to relax in her own way after all.


Before Jerry can respond, a red light starts to flash on the holo projector the second line troops had brought along for Jerry's command post. Said command post had ended up doubling as the safe room to let the Paladin Company Marines get out of their armor. Here, they would do maintenance and the like safely in a pressurized environment. Jerry strides over and checks the message. 


"Priority transmission from Commander Lawson. Heads in everyone, we might have business."


A holo of Diana Lawson pops up. Concern was evident on her face.


"We have the identity of the man known as the ‘Bloody Husband’. His name is T’Allaga, but he rarely uses it, going by Talg for short. Captain, it’s even worse than we heard from the pirate girls you captured. He's a straight up serial killer, rapist, and cannibal. We got a detailed intel dump from one of his victims. He wasn't allowed to brutalize her body because she was considered a very useful tool as a decently powerful adept. So, he brutalized her mind instead. I won't go into details, but there's a decent chance he has civilians in his hands and is ‘working on them’ now as a way to get his frustrations out while tightening up his defenses."


Jerry cupped his chin with his thumb, index and middle finger. "He's done that decently enough. There's about a hundred and some change pirates in the main hall. Good spread of heavy weapons by all accounts... even rumors of some actual power armor, not just mech suits. The girls who got on the wrong end of that incident are going to be stuck in medical for a while."


Dina cocked her head. "No deaths?"


"Not in that group. Or anyone else so far."


Jerry reports, with relief light on his shoulders.


"We aren't done yet, but this has been going pretty well. There are injuries to be sure, but many could be handled on site or in the rear. The Corpsmen have been earning their pay and then some. We're due to make our assault on the final major concentration on the primary crawler soon. Then, we can start mopping up operations. I was going to wait till JSOC could join us, maybe go in first and prepare the way? But apparently, that's not an option. Anything else, Commander?"


"Yes sir, about the Bloody Husband. He's incapable of using axiom in an offensive or defensive capacity for some reason. It's one of the reasons they had slave adepts. He makes up for it with armor, his own pirates acting as ablative shields... This also includes a few brainwashed bodyguards. My source described what sounds like power armor, but she's a traumatized girl. She might be mistaken. It does seem to match up with your field reports about power armor though.”


The holo shifts to show a series of lurid tattoo images depicting all manner of runes and what appeared to be one culture or another's depictions of demons.


“We pulled these from recovered communicators… one of the Snict at the treasure hold was apparently a fan. Was going to try and ‘pledge her love’ once she became a captain herself. Not entirely sure if she wanted to fuck Talg or eat him from her diary. Anyway, our victim and a few others say that the only time he works on men, is torturing the occasional male Tret and turning them into body doubles. Apparently one tell is he never puts his tattoos on them. They’re sacred to him or something like that… the victim tells us the one time he tried that, the man he was victimizing ended up… ah. Chunky salsa is probably the way to put it.”


Diana grimaces slightly, clearly disgusted by some of the material she was reviewing.


“That's all the actionable intelligence I have for now unless you need a detailed account of his favorite methods of torture.”


“I think we’re good Commander Lawson, but I assume it’s bad?”


“Sir, this one asshole makes some of humanity’s greatest nightmares look like kindergarteners in their red phase for finger paints. He’s easily the equal of the women on the torture ship called the Chaining that other parts of the fleet neutralized. If not worse. Considering what I’ve reviewed of that little hell pit before Commander Schmidt liberated it… that’s. Impressive isn’t the word. Suffice to say ‘monster’ is a well earned title.”


“Sounds… charming. Now we just need to figure out what to do with him.”


“If you want my vote? Pitch him into the nearest sun. Or shoot him on sight. I'll return to my work now sir. We may be able to get something new if we hurry. Good hunting, Skipper. Godspeed. Lawson out."


Her message delivered, the holo of Commander Lawson winks out, and the map of the crawler replaces it. The large central cargo bay that fed all the hangars from deeper in the crawler glowed red... It was the last major enemy position on the ship, save for a decent sized hold out of about thirty pirates near the engineering spaces. They'd hit both simultaneously per the original plan. Jerry couldn't think of a reason to deviate. Just up the time table. He grabs his communicator.


"Reynolds." His voice was as if someone had just cocked a riot gun.


"Yes sir?" A response that caught the empty shell faster than it’d left the chamber.


"Get everyone up and moving, time yesterday."


"We're moving up the time table?"


"The Bloody Husband is a serial killer, rapist and cannibal. He's probably brutalizing some of the civilians now. Once he's sated his dark appetites, he'll start looking for a way out. He’ll do anything, even if that means detonating the drive core somehow so he can take us all with him. I refuse to give him that time. You can pass the word to everyone... but make it clear. He's going to want us hot headed. Angry. No doubt it's exactly what the miners would be dealing with if they managed to counter attack. They'd see some sort of horror and rush forward blindly. That is not us. I want the girls cold. Ice cold. Battle blood's one thing, but emotionally? We're not here to win glory. We're here to deliver justice."


"They might need to hear that last bit from you, sir."


"Fine, patch me through to the whole group on this crawler's comms. I have an idea."


There's a few noises, and Reynolds gives a sharp whistle. "Everyone listen up! Skipper needs a word."


Jerry clears his throat, and thinks over what he needs to convey as he looks down on his troops from the window of the room Power Armor Company has occupied for themselves.


"Marines, sailors, you've done me proud today. I know we were going to rest, but there's no resting for us. Not while some monster is torturing people for pleasure. I will not describe this torture in detail, but safe to say this individual is working his dark trade right now, as he has numerous times before. As Captain, I have the authority to administer military justice, and hereby convene a field court martial for the man known as the Bloody Husband, real name T’Allaga. His crimes are numerous, spanning long decades of self indulgent slaughter and torture.”


Jerry paces slowly, taking the seconds to truly lay out the facts of the case to his troops.


“While our evidence is soft, coming from eye witness accounts and victims, with rare pieces of documentation from hacked computers... Despite its origin, it is in such volume that I believe it. For his crimes, I sentence the Bloody Husband to death. As bearers of the justice of the court, we must not get hot headed. The condemned is a master manipulator. He will want you disturbed. Angry. Show him your determination and your steel instead. We move in ten. Skipper out."


Jerry drops his communicator on the desk and walks to the table the oath sword had been laid out on. "This sword, monomolecular blade?"


Nikita steps forward with something of a blush. "Ah... Yes, sir. I got it a long time ago, I was a silly girl at the time, and spent about two months of my first mercenary wages on this beauty."


Jerry hefts the sword, feeling its weight and balance before putting it through a fast set of saber drills, ending with a flourished salute.


"If you don't mind, Nikita, I'd like to carry this into battle for the company. We'll retire it after this fight, give it a place of honor in the ready room."


Nikita produces a sword belt and the specialized kind of scabbard that can handle a monomolecular blade safely. She’s trying to hold back a smile, but Jerry sees right through it.


"It'd be an honor, sir. You've honored me, us, greatly today. One more honor on top of that is no hardship."


"No. You girls have it all wrong, you know? I didn't honor you today. You honored me. You honored me with your trust. Your confidence. Your oaths."


Jerry slides the blade home into its scabbard, and steps over to his armor, strapping it in place around the waist, making the high tech armor look like something out of a very strange fantasy novel with the addition of the blade and sword belt.


"Mount up.” Jerry looked at himself in the reflection of the power armor, his eyes sharper than the sword in the belt he just placed on it. “We have work to do."
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Jerry and Paladin Company wait in darkness. 


There's a little sweat running down his face. Partially the building tension, but partially the actual heat building up in his armor. He didn't have the cooling system engaged yet to keep the suit's energy signature to a bare minimum.  It didn’t help that the fresh war paint he'd had applied before they'd gotten buttoned up drew in heat so well. 


Jaruna, Nezbet and Nara had also joined Paladin Company in getting all gussied up for a fight, the girls proving that war paint on warrior women could be very, very fetching. Though by that token, Jerry figured there'd literally be pin up photos of him in his war paint in more than a few lockers by the end of this operation. And more than a few girls trying to convince their own menfolk to get the paint out for a little fun.


They'd selected a nice position that was near the far end of the main cargo bay. The intent was that they'd hit them head on with a third of the mech suits covering their rear and draw fire. They could take the hits better than a squishy, and they had the firepower to make the difference in that kind of head on gun fight. 


The normal grunts would split into two groups, each group reinforced by the remaining mech suits, and flank from both sides. It'd require some cutting into the physical blockages put into place on some of the cargo bay doors, and a little hacking by Babydoll to really pry this bitch open and expose the tender meat within to high caliber weapons fire. The effort, however, would be worth it to essentially pull off a combination of an assault and an ambush at the same time. 


Meanwhile, the bulk of the JSOC was currently somewhere on the exterior of the hull. They'd be hacking into any access points they could find one way or another to make access behind enemy lines, and hopefully start taking out targets. All the better if they could capture Talg or at least start rescuing victims, but Jerry would take them removing parts of the backline of the pirate defenses. It was a large, vertical space. All the imaging they'd gotten of the interior showed a layered defense across four or five stories, dotted with large volumes of cover. 


They had to have snipers and heavy weapons scattered throughout the processing and shipping control facilities at the far end of the bay from where Paladin Company would be making entry. Giving the snipers and the heavy weapon crews a couple feet worth of hardened steel, lovingly crafted in Nepal for the sole purpose of warfare, both material and spiritual would take a lot of heat off quickly. 


"Alright. Everyone, check your targets, and what's behind your targets. We can't afford too much damage towards the back of the bay. We know there's hostages back there somewhere, so we have to be careful... without getting us all killed. Not saying don't take out a twin laser cannon or something with your recoilless rifle or another heavy weapon. I am saying make sure you hit what you're aiming at." Jerry looks around. "This is our debut as Paladin Company, so this is important, not for me, not even for you, truly, but it's everything to the girls taking inspiration from you, and the tradition you've brought back with your oaths. Seeing as we are Paladin Company however, we'll fulfill our oaths... and make sure to pick up Vera's slack and do her part of the work too." 


There's some general laughter as everyone does a final ready check on the person next to them's equipment. The physical ready checks weren't needed per se... you could see your own status from the suit's telemetry with near perfect accuracy. It was, however, a good idea to check anyway—just in case that near perfect accuracy wasn't quite that accurate. Plus external gear, which Undaunted power armored infantry seemed set to carry a fair bit of, was not covered by the armor's sensors. 


Last, but perhaps greatest of the reasons, however, was to set an example for the other Marines. Ready checks were something stressed by Drill Instructors, and easily relaxed on. To see the most senior of the Marines present, the Skipper included, doing ready checks reinforced the basics... and Jerry could see younger girls especially in the line infantry quickly doing the same for the rest of their three Marine fire teams. 


Jerry raises a hand above his head and makes a swirling motion with two fingers. He's said his bit. Made the speech. Given his orders. All that's left is to execute, and make Paladin Company's combat debut a grand one. 


A decent volume of mech suits and light infantry were behind them, more to hold the ground behind the advancing power armor than anything else. A token portion of the force, notable for having a large volume of crew served and other heavy weapons. The maneuver elements were already in flanking positions. 


The pirates had locked down the large cargo doors and airlocks in all those directions. ‘Had’, being the operative word. A little work from the combat engineers and Babydoll had opened things up like popping a clam shell open with a screwdriver. Or rather, it would. The doors were closed.  There were only some patrols moving around to make sure they didn't get any leakers, and to guard against attempts to break out towards the engineering section, everything was quiet. Waiting. Till now.


The initial point of entry was about 10 yards to the right of the forward airlock into the cargo bay. The large, heavy doors were perfect for moving large volumes of anything, including troops, through. Anyone with a brain would either have it trapped or covered with as many weapons as possible. So, for the initial stages of the operation, it would be a distraction. Instead of using it for the main event, a curtain of high explosive material is laid out against a fairly large segment of wall. 


"Is this enough boom, Sergeant?" Jerry asks, slightly incredulous, the walls on this industrial mining vessel were thick. 


"New axiom enhanced boom, sir. It'll get her done. Guaranteed!" 


So, they waited. The time ticking ever closer to the agreed upon time to let all the players assemble into their places. 


"Full internal comms until we have the crunchies turn up." Jerry orders. 


With their internal communications systems, they could whisper and be heard by the rest of Paladin Company. Sometimes being noisy had its place. This time, Jerry wanted them to be mostly silent nightmares as they went about their lethal work. 


"Thirty seconds!" Nikita calls. 


The entire company shifts their weight, leaning slightly to take any concussive force from the explosives, but also priming themselves to sprint into the breach at top speed the second the door clears. 


Time seems to slow to heart beats as the combat engineer triggers the charge. A ripple of axiom enhanced energy flashes out and throws the remnants of the wall across the massive room like the Claymore mine of the gods. 


The massive pieces of shrapnel took out a few lightly armored pirates even as the company started hurling recon grenades towards every part and corner of the room to build their picture of the battlespace. 


Everything was happening at once now, the heavily armored Paladins pushing into the room like a tidal wave even as Babydoll and other EWAR components began to take over internal and pirate systems. The battle space picture being fed to the suits triples in under a second, the machines chugging for a heart beat under the increased strain and data congestion before displaying the relevant information to their masters. 


It became clear that the handful of pirates killed in the initial seconds of the action, be it the ones killed by the breaching explosive, the one Nara had just impaled on her bayonet and donated a full load of buckshot to, or some other unfortunate, were just skirmishers. Lightly armed. Lightly equipped. Entirely expendable. Chaff. 


There were heavily armed pirates all around them, and they were wearing much nicer kit than most of the ones they'd cleaned up so far. Still no sign of enemy power armor, but there were more mech suits, more personal shields. These were the experienced pirates. The leg breakers. The assault troops. 


Perfect. 


Jerry grins savagely as he imitates an Apuk leap, his lack of refinement and control only amplified by his armor, leaving a large dent in the deck as he bounds up to a cat walk and get an angle on a poorly concealed dual laser repeater nest who's gunners were trying to clear a rather large piece of shrapnel. 


"Hands in the air!" 


The pirate gunners immediately go for their small arms, and just as immediately are gunned down by Jerry's microgun before he donates a plasma grenade to their weapon mount, slagging the paired lasers before moving on. 


From up here he has a stellar view, not just what the suit can tell him, and he can see Paladin Company surging across the massive cargo bay like a tidal wave. The last of the skirmishers are dealt with, a dozen odd girls quickly throwing down their arms and running for cover. Things were proceeding smoothly. Efficiently. So where was the trap? Why weren't the heavy emplacements firing yet? 


A massive orb of plasma fire races by Jerry's face, hammering down into the ground beneath him and obliterating cargo containers and pirates alike. 


"Plasma bombard! Everyone, to cover!" Nikita calls as the pirates continue to indiscriminately fire their array of light plasma artillery. 


Jerry quickly looks for the source, finding a ‘trench’ made of large cargo containers, likely filled with heavy ore that had plasma leaping from it into the bay's high ceilings and back down to the ground. Some of the rounds actually hit equipment attached to the upper walls and ceilings. A falling crane smashed right through a pirate heavy weapons position, sending the enemy troops and their large plasma cannon tumbling some four stories to the ground like discarded toys. 


Jerry starts to move, knowing he needs to get the heavy fire off his people before the pirates get lucky and someone else ends up in the hospital next to Vera, or worse, becomes the first lethal casualty the ship's suffered. Their luck had to run out eventually, but Jerry was going to fight and rage against that inevitability with all of his strength. 


His efforts however, aren't needed. 


Nara was on the job.


The Apuk woman bounds forward, demonstrating the proper way to jump like an Apuk in perfect form before landing, stabilizing in a blink and punching the cargo container in front of her so hard that she dents the container... and knocks the one behind it over the edge. 


A blue glow emanates from the improvised defenses as the plasma bombards detonate their power packs, consuming the mortar pit entirely. 


There's a moment of dead silence as the pirates realize their trap just failed miserably, and that they were now in very serious trouble.


A heartbeat, a second, and some senior pirate cries out. "Open fire you daughters of whores! They're still not dead and the Captain says they die!" 


Heavy weapons begin to open fire, filling the massive room with coherent light and plasma fire as the pirates begin doing their absolutely damndest to kill Paladin Company and their guests. 


The sheer scale of the room couldn't be underestimated. Large elevators and floors open to the central shaft that overlooked the floor and all its production and packaging serviced numerous hangar bays and levels within those bays. There were around four floors worth of this. All of those platforms had been covered with weapons where practical, as had the far wall with all the command and control facilities that operated this part of the ship. Talz was almost certainly waiting there for them. 


They just had to fight their way through this mess first. It’s just that it was a mess that was far bigger than they'd initially expected. A quick check at his various sensors lets him know there's a bare minimum of a hundred and fifty  pirates in this bay, and more heavy weapons than he wanted to think about. Most of his troops were in cover, weathering the initial storm of fire, waiting for the order—just like they'd planned if they encountered unexpected resistance. 


"Paladins, weapons free. Engage and destroy the enemy." 
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Jaruna answers the call to battle first, stepping clear of her cover as her chain cannon gears up before spitting high velocity cannon shells across the bay at their various targets. Many of the further away defenders were out of range of their own weapons, but kinetics didn't have that problem. A series of explosions and kinetic impacts rocks the far end of the cargo bay, and an entire floor of the control section appears to have been rained on with shrapnel. 


The cannon tracked where her eyes followed perfectly, not that looking at a target was needed. The suit had complete battle space data, and Jaruna had targets identified for the closer in laser repeater which produced such a prodigious volume of beams of light that some human troops had nicknamed the weapon ‘disco death mode’. 


Warnings popped up in Jerry's field of view even as his suit sent out a warning of his own. Several paladins, himself included, had all just pulled up their recoilless rifles. High explosive rounds launch across the hangar bay in a crisscross pattern that would be somewhat artful if it had been at all intentional, and anything but a harbinger of violent death. Four 88mm rounds out, four heavy weapons emplacements; they’d likely been pulled off pirate vessels safely tucked away in some of the other landing bays where the prowling gunships of Geirr flight couldn't reach them explode. 


One large plasma battery in particular that had been having trouble depressing its barrel enough to actually fire on them appeared to be a jury rigged and cut down naval mount. Whatever had been done to make the thing fit in the confines of the hangar bay apparently had stripped out multiple safety interlocks and made its chamber for concentrating gasses unstable. When the 88mm round hammers home into its housing, that chamber ruptures and plasma fire races across the entire platform, detonating a few other weapons and killing their gunners in a violent fratricide. 


Jaruna looks up at the noise, and directs her ire and weapons fire towards unstable supports of some of the lighter platforms. They were designed to be modular. They were to be folded away in whatever circumstances were convenient. Their positioning made for convenient weapons nests... right until the supports were shredded by cannon fire and the structures collapsed, sending both pirates and weapons plunging to their deaths. 


Working in tandem nearby, Nara and Nezbet are reaping a bloody toll from the pirate mech suit troopers that had been placed on the floor to oppose them. Jerry watches as Nara punches straight through a cockpit, yanking the unfortunate pilot free and flinging her a few hundred meters at a wall, where she impacts with a dull thud and then drops limply to the ground. 


From the roars, Nezbet was having the time of her life, claws cleaving into the war machines without a care in the galaxy. Her tough hide ignored what little weapons fire impacted her, anything lighter than the mech troopers seemed more inclined to flee for their lives in the face of the monstrous Takra and the rogue Apuk. 


It was a marvelous distraction that had all eyes and more weapons on the center as they moved closer into what the pirates likely thought of as the kill zone. Leaving the Paladins free to move around and continue pruning defenses, traps, and heavy weapons before they could bring their full might to bear against the Undaunted. 


Their range advantage was palpable, rifle, cannon and recoilless rifle rounds hammering away at various threats. 


One girl had even brought along a back mounted M2 HMG in place of her recoilless rifle. New production, new integration, but the same old classic heavy machine gun as ever, and Ma Deuce's .50 BMG Raufoss rounds made short work of all but the most potent infantry threats. 


Jerry noticed it even did decently against the lighter mech suits, hammering away from far beyond where the pirates could retaliate, forcing them to either fall back to cover or attempt to assault forward under withering fire to return fire. 


They were exactly where Jerry wanted them. 


A stray thought kicks his radio over from the company net to the battalion net. A single two word transmission was all he needed to unleash the next set of fresh hell he'd prepared for these pirates. They were doing exactly what he wanted them to by focusing fire on Paladin Company. This was the most singularly dangerous distraction force he'd ever heard of in an infantry setting. 


"Phase two." 


Numerous things begin to happen at once. Select hangar doors and airlocks begin to open at all levels, and others lock down tight. The opening doors reveal teams of military grade mech suits and plenty of pissed off Marine infantry who were eager to have a scrap with their piratical opposition. 


The pirates were hit from the left, right, above, below and for the most forward pirates, behind simultaneously. If Jerry had been able to lock down the control facility that was their objective early somehow, he'd have had them truly and utterly surrounded; but, this three dimensional envelopment was still satisfying from a military planning perspective. This was the kind of fight most soldiers dreamed of. Lots going on, clear bad guys with very little nuance, and all the opportunity in the world to use all of the fun toys to their full capabilities. 


Heavy weapons teams have their weapons deployed in seconds, chattering machine gun fire filling the room along with the swoosh of heavy infantry rockets. Overkill? Maybe, but so were the numerous anti vehicle weapons that had been arrayed against them by the pirates. 


Besides, there was no kill quite like overkill, was there? 


The tide of violence spilling forth from all directions, the shock of the speed at which the Marines were bringing the fight to the enemy had its intended effect: Not to kill, but to force compliance. Even as Jerry moves forward, making his own shots with bursts of microgun fire, pirate light infantry begins to surrender, throwing down their weapons and diving for the blood slicked floors like it offered some shred of protection from the oncoming Marines. Those that surrendered found themselves zip cuffed and forced behind the moving mass of infantry as the advance began in full, with the power armored troops leading the way. 


Another wave of recoilless rifle rounds takes out the last of the major weapons emplacements within the cargo bay beyond the ones at the very far end, and for them it was just a matter of time. The surviving pirate light infantry had been rounded up and dragged out. 


Jerry was finding their numbers concerning. They'd estimated one hundred and fifty pirates; they'd pulled fifty odd surviving pirate infantry out already from what Reynolds was reporting over the battalion net as he called for prisoner transport. There were still plenty of enemy forces left to fight through if they had any hope of rescuing the hostages or capturing Talg.


While the pirate's self preservation instincts were beginning to show for the grunts at least, the same could not be said for the mech suits. It seemed like every step towards the far end of the hangar bay made them fight harder and meaner, the Marine light infantry quickly backing off as they took casualties to let their own mech suit support and the Paladins handle the heavily armed and armored combatants. Not that it stopped them from lashing out with heavy infantry weapons where possible, keeping the enemy mech suits honest and making sure no one ended up enveloped. 


Jerry stops on a dime, pulls up his recoilless rifle and plants a missile square in the faceplate of a particularly large mech suit, sending the mech collapsing to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. It was a satisfying hit... slightly lessened by the red colored alert popping up informing him that his magazine of recoilless rifle rounds had run dry. 


Flicking through status screens with nothing more than his mind, he watches as the last 88mm round across Paladin company is expended. The entire company's dry of their ready heavy ordinance, and the fighting was far too fierce for a pair of paladins to fall back and reload their magazines to jump back into the fray.


Metal crumples and flesh withers under the titanic blows of Jaruna's massive sword, it's status as more of a bludgeoning tool than any cutting instrument likely making the weapon all the more effective as she wades through a trio of mech suits and tears into the group beyond them like a wrecking ball. A defensively raised limb is torn off and used to beat the mech suit it was torn off of as Jaruna roars with her berserker like fury. 


Then there was Jaruna's animalistic counterpart, even more raw and primal than the Cannidor's barbarian savagery. Nezbet holds the far end of the front line from Jaruna alone, tearing into light infantry and mech suits with unrelenting glee. It reminded Jerry of a particularly vicious house cat going after a collection of fairly hapless mice. Of course, they were mice that had visited the alien equivalent of the local gun store to arm up and try to go cat hunting, but still just mice all the same. Nezbet's mighty fangs and claws were quickly stained with gore, and her own roar echoed Jaruna's. 


Any attempt by the pirates to flank was stopped dead in its tracks with the two mighty alien warriors each holding down the end of the lines. What was more impressive though, was Jerry could tell that Jaruna didn't need her power armor. Nezbet didn't need her technological upgrades. The two women would have been unholy blenders of death made to mulch flesh and machine parts alike even if they were in their bare fur or skin respectively. The pirates simply didn't have a chance. 


Neither was unbeatable, but these mooks simply didn't have the intelligence required to outfox such dangerous opponents, and were not dangerous enough to those opponents to even be considered a threat save for the occasional heavy weapon being leveled their way. Such incidents usually ended with something heavy being hurled at the gunner, dissuading her from continuing her current course of action rather drastically. 


Everything was going according to plan. 


More or less. 


Jerry leaps up onto the wall, the axiom channels in his kit allowing him to effortlessly run along the wall like a Gecko from hell, getting a different vantage point from his current location. 


"Look out, sir!" 


A familiar male voice calls out over the battalion net and Jerry leaps blindly into the air with a wall denting Apuk bound, grabbing hold of the thick cables of a cargo crane and swinging on it lightly as he tries to reorient himself and figure out what the hell just happened as a massive gout of plasma impacts the area he'd just been standing in. 


"Sir David, was that you?" 


"Correct, Skipper, bringing up our Axiom based gear, lighting up our IFFs and tying into the battle net systems now." 


"While I'm glad JSOC could make it to my little party, Sir David, what the hell was that? Where are you?" 


"Top floor, there's quite a few of the blighters up here... seems to be some sensitive equipment that I have just seized control of. Some of the lads are about to wreck it all with a little Comp B and other fun surprises after we got the pirates on the run... And now they’re holding the line by this one cargo container and fighting like mad women. Odd. Not sure what in the hells they're defending, but it can't be good." 


Jerry looks upwards from where he's dangling just in time to see the smoke cloud of a decent sized explosion. Immediately, his radio comes alive with contact reports. He quickly triggers a silencing code for the comms as he quickly reviews the battle space. The pirates had had some sort of jamming device in here. Where there had been one hundred and fifty pirates there were now hundreds, and this fight had just gotten a lot more dangerous. 


"This is the Captain, everyone dig in and hold fast. Call your targets and look after the man or woman to your left or right. If they want a stand up fight we'll give them one, but if they want a fair fight they're going to need a lot more girls than this!" 


A quick channel change brings up the command channel. 


"Major Reynolds, if we don't have reinforcements coming in from the rest of the battalion already I need them in the air yesterday." 


"Already on it, Skipper, I made the call when I noticed resistance was stiffer than expected, and when we'd taken out fifty prisoners with no discernable population change in the cargo bay." 


Another channel switch brings him to a private channel with Nikita. 


"Disengage two fire teams whose members all have recoilless rifles. I want their magazines topped off yesterday." 


"Already working on it sir. I- wait one... what in the goddess is that?"


"Break! Break! The pirates are preparing to drop an axiom enhanced bomb, break off and get to cover, it's going to be a doozy!" 


Nikita's confusion, the panicked report from one of JSOC's operators trying to save as many on the ground as possible all happened in the space of a second. In the next second, Jerry sees a cargo container fall open, and a massive axiom bomb starts to fall towards the deck. 


It was professional equipment, military gear, not some jury-rigged mess Jerry's mind notes idly as he throws his body into action. Didn't appear to be professionally set up though. That was good, maybe it'd kill slightly fewer of his Marines if he didn't do something. Of course... He had one solution. A solution that would either work, or it would kill him so thoroughly that they wouldn't even have ashes to give back to Syl and the girls. 


The brief thought of his family would have made anyone else pause, but Jerry's already in motion, the after image fist letting him hurtle to the ground slightly faster, arresting his descent by stomping a mech suit into the deck with both armored boots. He steps clear, steps forward, and plants himself firmly, legs slightly spread. His armor was an axiom totem. He didn't need a shield ring. Didn't need a focus. He had all the focus he needed right with him. 


His mind briefly assembles the concept of the shield he'd need, of the appropriate angle of  second surface over the primary shield he wanted to create to redirect to concentrate and try to disperse the axiom explosion that was coming. 


A half a heart beat. Another shallow breath. A slight shifting of his stance... and Jerry Bridger throws every ounce of axiom energy he can generate or absorb into a massive shield. Golden light wraps its way around the loose start of the axiom construct, engraving itself with runes from the depths of Jerry’s psyche as his mind shapes the mighty aegis. The raw scientific basis of the shield, the same design Franklin Smith had worked out ages ago with his shield ring experiments, now heavily reinforced… and possibly reinforced further with symbols of faith and protection. The Ægishjálmr, the Helm of Awe, was at the shield's center, overlaid with the Vegvisir, the wayfinder runes, essentially forming a Norse themed magic circle.


Jerry grits his teeth, digging into the metal deck plates with his toes like they were made of sand, eyes fluttering shut as he pumps ever more energy into the shield. Then scrabbles for yet more axiom and begins to aggressively reinforce both power armor and body in the same way. 


He had maybe a second left. One second till victory or Valhalla... and his only thoughts are not of battle or glory, but of somewhere warm with the family he made among the stars. He can practically feel the love of his family, like laying back in warm water. Almost like Firi's with him now, comforting him at what may well be the moment of his death.


No. 


No. This was not going to be his time to die. Jerry snarls as Firi's warmth fades from his consciousness and he pumps more energy than he's ever even dreamed of handling into the shield and his strengthening, ripping at every once of axiom in the local environment and pushing it into even denser quarters. 


"Not today. Not me. Not any of them!" He mutters, be it to himself, to the god of death. To anyone who wanted to listen. 


Not today. 


The bomb impacts the shield, and Jerry's world goes white. 


Energy the likes of a small star eats at the shield, consuming it violently even as Jerry reinforces and continues to shape it with all the strength in his body. The weight, the pressure, it's enormous, but not holding means a whole lot of people die. It means a monster might walk free. It means not going home. Not getting to see his children's faces. There's far more to see in this galaxy, and Jerry will be damned before he lets some shit house, clever, goddamn pirate take anything from him. Not his family, not his people, not his own life. He'd guard them all with a dragon's ferocity because they were worth more than all the credits in the galaxy. Though he wasn’t Charlemagne by any sense, he could feel the strength of his paladins with him.


Another wordless roar to rival any of Jaruna or Nezbet's as the energy starts to shape and build, the pressure building as he tries to redirect the energy of the weapon like god’s own shaped charge. He can feel the energy density building to the point that he’s almost certain he can’t contain it. It grows and grows and grows, pushing towards a critical density of axiom and then, suddenly… it’s gone. 


Jerry finally opens his eyes as the pressure vanishes. He couldn’t feel axiom anymore. Not the energy from the bomb, not the ambient energy around him. Nothing. Either he was dead, and it didn't matter anymore, or he'd won...


The world around him was almost unrecognizable. Where there had been machinery and more cargo containers in front of him, now there was burning slag and destroyed metal for nearly a hundred yards around him on the approach to the isolated part of the ship where Talg waited for them. A quick check down his own body reveals that he's now standing in a crater in the deck that's several feet deep. 


It also reveals that his power armor had shut down completely. 


The local axiom is scrambled to hell and back, but Jerry manages to get an emergency restart running with help from a human jump start system that they'd added to all of the human owned suits of power armor in service. Normal batteries seemed weird to the aliens, but having extra juice to prime the reactor was nice all the same. 


The HUD pops up first, the suit going through its usual start up routine. 


:Reactor Online, Sensors Online, Communications Online, Weapons Online, System Error, Beginning Diagnostics and Automated Repair.:


The usual message from the suit's onboard computer however is punctuated with a bright red set of symbols in galactic trade that would make any non-human's blood run cold. 


:Warning Null Exposure, Reactor Stability Low, Power Draw Minimal, Prioritizing Life Support and Defense Functions, Warning Null Exposure:


Null? Where the hell had null come from? Jerry is still wrestling with that thought when his communications kick back in and all hell breaks loose in his ears as the battalion reorganizes itself and continues to fight. The bomb had taken the spirit out of many of the remaining pirates from what it sounded like, and they had a lot of captures or surrenders. 


"Has anyone seen the Captain?" 


Nikita's now familiar voice had an edge of panic to it that Jerry hadn't heard before. His body was exhausted beyond the pale, he wanted to respond, but his throat was raspy and dry, leaving him to suckle some water down from the suit's ‘nipple’ before finally managing to send a signal right as Nikita bounces into view. 


"Skipper's alive! Paladins, converge on my coordinates, we need to get the Captain back behind the lines. Step carefully, ladies there's evidence of some sort of null detonation over... oh. Fuck." 


Jerry coughs. "Keep doing what you're doing, I'm fine, damn it. I don't need you girls babysitting me. Nikita-"


Nikita had come to a stop next to him, and was staring past him. Jerry finally looks up, and sees eight power armored figures strolling towards them, so massive they can only be one species in the whole wide galaxy. 


"Cannidor." 


Nikita whispers, a mix of awe and horror in her tone, before calling out her orders.


"Paladins, form up fast. We have power armored threats at 12 O'clock. Repeat, all points converge, if you're stopping it better be to get your recoilless rifles reloaded."


The sound of heavy booted feet focused Jerry's attention. There was no time to get Paladin Company reformed to hit the Cannidor before they hit the Marine lines. They were already on top of them.
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The charge of eight Cannidor shock troops was something to behold. It was akin to footage Jerry had seen of a herd of rhinoceros charging across the African Savanna after something had made the incredibly poor decision to anger one of the massive beasts. They were slow to start, but once they got going, they moved with the kind of inertia that had made heavy cavalry the super weapon of its day back home. There were no immediate counters to their heavy power armor, as the pike had countered the horse, either. 


They surge forward like a tide, picking up speed with every pounding, echoing step.


As the adrenaline hits Jerry's system, he manages to grab a few tendrils of axiom, refreshing himself slightly and getting a degree of mobility back. His reactor was still coming up, the local axiom was still a mess. He didn't have many tricks available to him. With the axiom scrambled, energy weapons were out. With the armor the Cannidor warriors were rocking, most small arms would have issues putting them down. Not good. Not good at all.


Another second passes by, the Cannidor looming ever closer... and with a sensation of something clicking back into place, the axiom settles to a degree. Jerry immediately tries the trick he'd been working on for his duel with a battle princess. He stomps the deck plates hard, channeling energy along small faults within the metal and the edges between the panels of the deck plates as opposed to the natural fault and cleaving lines within the dirt of a planet, then flooding those same lines with energy and making them erupt upwards violently. The effort left Jerry gasping, he was seriously out of gas, both in terms of internal energy and the axiom itself.


The effort was worth it, however. The smooth deck plates become a field of torn up and jagged metal, and Cannidor cannot stop on a dime. Two more athletic women manage to jump most of the terrain, but the rest can't react in time. Their senses seem duller than Jaruna's to Jerry somehow, their reaction times slower than what he'd come to think of as normal for a Cannidor. 


Something was very wrong here.


The power armor in question now that he could examine it up close was of lower quality. The women wearing it were likely to be very junior warriors from lower-status families. The vibrant blue livery their armor was emblazoned with belonged to the Blue Blades, shield sisters of the Crimsonhewers, and considered the slightly more law-abiding of the two elite mercenary groups. They weren't the types to take bodyguard contracts for pirates, certainly not the types to engage in piracy themselves. Yet, here they were, with crude piratical symbols covering the organizational and coven crests of their warrior sisterhood.


Jerry smelled a rat. A rat that looked a lot like a Tret. Unfortunately, a degraded and broken Cannidor was still a potent engine of war, and with the Cannidor now closing on the front lines of the Marines, the battle was joined once again.


The best solutions for this situation were still tied up with mech suits on the far ends. Where other pirate troops had broken, the mech suits appeared to have been reinvigorated and reinforced. Just from here, Jerry can see a massive, jagged cut in Nezbet's arm as she crushes another mech suit. The wound wasn't slowing her down in the slightest it seemed. If anything the pain was pissing her off and fueling her hate-filled rampage.


Jaruna's in a similar situation, still neck deep in mech suits with light infantry support. As Jerry watches, a woman goes flying as Jaruna sweeps her sword through a small squad of infantry with the same effort as a child cutting dandelions. A good reference of just how dangerous a fully grown, fully trained, and highly experienced Cannidor warrior could be, even when outnumbered wildly. Jerry returns his focus to the problem at hand as Paladins start engaging across the front line, covering for other Marines as they continue to fall back.


The heavy machine gunner in the company is having a field day, running her M2 dry in minutes, her barrel glowing red hot despite being made of the latest alloys. The Cannidor caught in Jerry's terrain trap caught the lion's share of the rounds. The armor piercing, incendiary, high explosive, Raufoss rounds prove their value as they rip open the Cannidor power armor and pulverize the musculature beneath it. 


A lucky hit to the power pack drops one suit instantly, and three rapid hits to the face plate put down another of the Cannidor warriors far more permanently. Despite this initial success, however, the paladins quickly found themselves on the back foot.


Ten of the Paladins, plus Jerry, were currently on the front line, six were engaged elsewhere, and six were doing their best to reload each other's recoilless rifles under fire. The pirates weren't the best-trained troops in the world, but they weren't stupid either and were taking full advantage of a brief moment of weakness and stillness in the hated power armored infantry. 


This risky exposure, however, was responded to in turn by the regrouping Marine infantry. They quickly take a hell of a toll from the surviving pirates in a hail of weapons fire, heavy with lead, laser and plasma. The weight of shot alone should have put the pirates to flight, but these pirates appeared to be made of sterner stuff. The pitched fighting was only making life harder on the resupply attempt, and the situation was getting dire on the front.


Still, the paladins were holding their ground for the moment, heavy gunfire mixed with melee weapons and even the occasional power armored brawl attempting to push the Cannidor back into the unstable ground Jerry had generated with the last of his energy. Forced back, one Cannidor stomps the ground with a roar of fury... only to fall through the weakened floor panel, her armor wedging itself firmly between some sort of machinery, the impact knocking her weapons askew as she rages to the point of exhaustion.


For every good turn of fortune, however, there was a bad turn to follow. Nikita is paired up with one other paladin, Sheryen, and is squared off with two of the remaining Cannidor. 


They start to engage, only to find themselves overwhelmed by an explosion of rage from the two monstrous females. With a tornado of energy weapons, armored hands, and crude melee weapons, the Cannidor slam into the two Horchka warriors with everything besides their teeth. If it hadn't been for the helmets, there was little doubt the Cannidor would be trying to use those too.


Sheryen is caught off balance and thrown hard across the room, recovering on shaky legs before opening up with her microgun on a small group of pirates that try to attack the grounded Marine to their peril.


Less lucky is Nikita herself, who catches a series of close-range plasma blasts from the Cannidor's heavy weapons. The overall damage she's taken through the course of the fight is more than enough to overwhelm her shields. The next two point-blank shots compromise her armor. A brutal fist slams into mostly unprotected machinery, with more than enough kinetic energy to damage the woman within.


Cackling, the Cannidor grabs Nikita like a doll, raising her high before bringing Nikita's back down hard on her power armored knee.


Jerry swears she can hear Nikita's spine crack under the pressure before the Cannidor warrior simply... drops... the valiant Captain, discarding her without a second thought. A picosecond of checking her telemetry shows that Nikita is very badly wounded, but still alive. Her suit is also in a bad way, and its onboard systems have dedicated all energy to life-saving and recovery, desperately trying to preserve its wearer's life.


Jerry fights his exhaustion, bringing his arms up and opening fire with everything he had left. The Microgun runs dry first, its swarm of high velocity 5.56 ammunition stitching up and down the sides of the two Cannidor, who quickly turn to face Jerry right as the ‘No Ammo’ warning flashed up on his HUD. The pulse lasers had little to no juice, the plasma grenade launcher had less. He'd try with the shotgun, but its buckshot would only be useful at extreme close range on a sensitive point. He was out of armor-piercing weapons. Except one. The new tattoo he'd received throbs on his leg, there was an odd pressure there, and Jerry realizes the axiom pocket his Field Pistol had been stored in has collapsed, and the weapon is now trapped between his leg and the interior surface of his power armor.


A quick manipulation of axiom brings the faithful pistol into his hand, and he raises it and begins to fire at the charging Cannidor. The first is dropped with a four-shot burst straight to the face plate, the Field Pistol's armor piercing round having no problem ripping through the light armor now that the energy shields have been dealt with courtesy of Jerry's microgun's last rounds. Before he can get the weapon up and onto the other Cannidor however, she hits him like a freight train, knocking the pistol from his hand.


Jerry rolls with the blow, coming up firing with the shotgun, the buckshot digging into some poorly armored spots successfully and mangling the Cannidor's body. From the markings, this was the leader of the small band of Blue Blades, but now she dragged herself forward with a great and terrible purpose. Not noticing more buckshot hammering home and likely destroying her elbow, even as Jerry's last projectile weapon goes dry.


As she looms over him, he reviews his resources. He's out of ammo. His energy weapons are still scrambled from the mysterious appearance of null on the field. That same null scrambling, cut with his exhaustion meant all but the most minor axiom tricks weren't available to him. Even relieving his exhaustion was beyond him. He could feel every ache and pain after a long day of hard fighting. Help is either far away or tied up in its own fighting... and he has a Marine busily bleeding out on the floor nearby, with other wounded further back.


The Cannidor raises her fists to bring them down on him... when Jerry remembers he has one last weapon. The shining metal of the oath blade flashes from its scabbard, slashing up and across the Cannidor diagonally. Its monomolecular blade eats through the cheaper armor with ease, where nicer quality material would possibly require thrusts to be effective. This material though? Jerry turns the tide with a brutal series of slashes and thrusts, forcing the Cannidor back off balance. She loses her footing further as she stumbles back into the rough terrain, and Jerry takes the opportunity to take the woman's head from her shoulders in a single brutal cut.


As her headless body falls to the ground, a series of recoilless rifle rounds lash out, hammering into mech suits caught out alone, or into the remaining Cannidor troops. With their remaining heavy support falling, the pirates collapse, either attempting to flee and getting run down for their trouble or surrendering outright. The death of their power armored infantry seemingly dealt the final blow to their already shaky morale.


Jerry drags himself over to Nikita before activating his emergency beacon, collapsing to one knee from raw exhaustion. He needed to get his wounded out of here. Needed a few moments to recover, just a bit... and then he needed to go find the one responsible for all this bloodshed, and carry out the order of the court. As he looks down at Nikita's broken body, he swears it to himself. Talg will face justice today, and Jerry wouldn't stop till he did.








31


There was one critical flaw to ruling by fear. Beyond the obvious flaw of it being easier to become hated, the status that Machiavelli warned his Prince against at all costs, fear is a transient power to a degree. If you are beloved, it will be hard for someone to be more loved than you in many senses. For they must do more for the people than all that has come before. For fear however, the power of fear will transfer to the next greater source of fear to come along. 


With Talg's tender mercies far away, the Marines were much scarier... even scarier still was the furious Jaruna looming over the rapid field interrogations to try and get the location of Talg within the structure they'd opened the way to. 


It didn't take much coercion. Talg's former crew gave their new ‘captain’ up easily and readily, begging, if not for mercy, than a swifter death than anything Talg himself would have given them, so they could at least be free of the monster.


Having switched out of his damaged power armor and into a light infantry hard suit, Jerry led the way into the building, mostly restored after the heavy fighting with the Cannidor warriors and his brief exposure to null. He found himself missing his armor. The hard suits were decent, better than anything available on Earth, akin to what scifi heroes in video games usually wore, but still. The rudimentary HUD and systems almost made Jerry feel deaf, dumb and blind. To say nothing of its greatly inferior offensive and defensive capabilities. 


Thankfully, none of the expected violence lashes out at them as the two squads with Jerry quickly glide through the building, clearing as they go, and finding nothing. No traps. No ambushes. Just a quiet, empty building for them to make their way through.They could even take a direct route. They knew where Talg's rat hole was. They just had to go and get him. Still, Jerry takes his time, circling through, clearing and sealing endlessly to lock down every avenue of escape. There would be no running for Talg. Jerry would make sure of it.


Before long, they find their destination up on the fifth deck, the former floor boss's offices. 


Talg had celebrated his take over of the office, and his ‘field promotion’ with a BBQ, many of the officers, and any living prisoners had been forced to partake in the sadistic meal. It had likely been laced with some sort of chemical concoction. Something they'd been informed Talg was fond of. Just as well that all those officers were dead. If they were willing to eat the flesh of sapient life... either desiring to, or having forced themselves to accept the trauma to ensure they survived. Well. In the former case, euthanizing the sapient equivalent of a rabid dog seemed the only reasonable way to deal with the kind of cannibalism that involved the meal still screaming while you ate. In the latter case... depending on the amount of trauma incurred by such a depraved table, euthanasia might be a mercy.


One of the younger pirates had thrown up describing what she'd seen of the scene before fleeing. A sign of the decency she'd thrown away to take her immoral trade fighting to reassert itself. Though it was hard to be too harsh to her. She was one of many young women who took up a first career in piracy out of the desire to have an adventure... It was seemingly perfect due to the general galactic lack of consequences, the perceived lack of risk in a world of near eternal life, and no long-term contracts. Throw in the romanticization of pirates in various media like tri d movies and video games and you had a perfect storm. 


The galaxy seemed primed to make these wayward young women into broken shells. The girl had been singled out, rescued, and would likely be in an Undaunted uniform before the end of the day if she wasn't too traumatized.


Just as had been described to them, there's a symbol painted on the door in blood. None of the surviving pirates had been past this door. Save for a few trusted officers, those who went through this door, never came back. Jerry slowly moves into the chamber with the bloody symbol on the door. 


The first room is more or less what Jerry had expected from Talg. He put his torture chamber up front. A reminder of the price of failure and disloyalty. A chance to unbalance friend and foe alike. A display of power and his sense of untouchable invulnerability. 


His torture center away from torture center was a nightmarish tableau, a macabre hell house. While it had the walls, bells, and whistles of an ordinary room on the ship, the contents of this room were something out of a true degenerate’s fantasy; a world of terror beyond even the term of ‘degenerate’ itself existed just beyond the door scrawled in blood. Unbidden ancient words from an old story come to his mind. Abandon all hope, ye who enter here. For once, Jerry had half a mind to believe those words. 


To begin with, a table sat in the middle of the room, it wasn’t even the centerpiece of everything, but it was where Talg liked to ‘indulge’. The DNA scanner within the suit kept flipping between registering blood and trying to figure out what another mystery substance was. Given how he could see a pair of large, faded chamois splatters near the head and back of the table, there wasn’t much in the way of figuring out what this indulgence exactly was. The DNA scanner blipped to life once again, detecting another life force within the room.


His first instinct was to draw the oath blade. this wasn’t long range combat anymore. As he reached for the weapon, he heard a groan. Due to the damage his power armor had taken, a more wide range scanner wasn’t available. Jerry’s lips folded inward, and he cautiously maneuvered around the table while scanning the perimeter. He heard the heavy, armored footsteps of what must have been Jaruna approaching the doorway.


The Cannidor walked in with a huff, she was clearly deeply aggravated by the state of the Cannidor they’d just captured. The girls, and they were more or less still girls, and had been brutalized extensively. Jaruna sniffed twice as she looked out into the room and grunted something along the lines of ‘fuck this noise’ before sealing her helmet back up. Near the entryway, she looked about for something that Jerry had neglected when he first came in. The Skipper liked to take the quiet and methodical approach when the situation called for it. Jaruna let out a grunt of satisfaction when her fingers touched something that hummed to life. Soon, the entire room was bathed in light…


Jerry had seen many things in his line of work, dead bodies—soldier or civilian—strewn out in all manner of ways, destroyed buildings and communities, people with trauma, disorders, and diseases that made them act in such a horrific way, and horrors that his human mind couldn’t understand. When Jaruna had flicked the lights on, Jerry both thanked her and wished that she hadn’t. What lurked in here wasn’t a primal terror like the fear of the infinite; this fear was human. This was psychosis, sadism, and animalistic desire—the things that lurk deep within the parts of the deepest recess of the human mind—made manifest.


“...What in the name of the goddess is this shit?” 


The disgust is thick in Jaruna’s voice. There were few things a warrior scorned more than a murderer or a monster and the nightmare in front of them was the product of one hell of a monster.


Jerry only sucks in air through his teeth. There were many things Talg had seen to keep in this room. An enhanced polymicrofilliant chain that was normally used to carry large cargo pallets with ease had been repurposed into a noose with an abnormally large collar placed on the end. He winced as he saw that the entire inner ring of this collar had pieces of jagged, sharp sheet metal embedded into it. Upon closer inspection, he saw that the collar itself had a kind of clamping mechanism, meaning that it was one-size-fit-all.


To the left of that was a device from another time. They called it a ‘breaking wheel’ and the practice it was associated with was execution. Jerry had noted that this was usually used as a punishment for rapists, traitors, and thieves. Talg had made a modified version of it. Instead of doing the work himself, the wheel had four separate arms attached to the outer quadrants. Each one of them had a ball joint and a hand used for carrying tools—all of which lay nearby on a doctor’s instrument table.


The worst thing about that wheel, though, was that there was someone still on it. Jerry could see the wide-eyed, teeth clinged on a gag, red-cheeked, sweating, and pained expression on what appeared to be a Phosa’s face. She was biting into the black sash around her mouth so hard that he could see the frayed edges of string curling. Her limbs were mangled, some of her stomach had been scratched deep with a grater, and crimson dripped onto the floor steadily.


Another whimper caught his attention, this one coming from the right side of the room. This one was muffled, and as his eyes adjusted, he could see why. The outline of a woman encased in a vat of latex was laid out on some kind of ‘waterbed’. There was a singular pipe coming out of what looked like her mouth to allow her to breathe. Near the foot of this ‘bed’, Jerry’s eyes spotted a canister of what looked to be a pesticide. The database in his armor registered it as ‘Shufast’ and it was used to kill Hyperion Locusts; insects that were apparently of school bus size. And, from the way this poor, poor girl was breathing, it was a sure bet to say that it hadn’t been being used as intended; the warning label had more or less served as a promise of a ‘good time’.


The cages had a front row seat to the whole thing. Jerry counted about ten cages all lined up in a way that forced them to stare out into the torture room. In about six of them, he could see women, of various shapes, sizes,  and colors, all in various stages of capture. Some weren’t even standing up, others were rattling on their bars and calling out to him. He noticed one cage off to the far right that had a pool of blood forming near the bottom. It looked fresh. Even as his crew was falling apart, Talg had still made time for his sick pleasures.


“Get the corpsmen in here.” 


“But Talg?” 


“We’ll find him. Corpsmen. Quickly.”


The room surges with people as more infantry and medical personnel start to rush in, locking down the suite of rooms and quickly freeing captives and rendering medical aid to those in dire need… and they were all in dire need. 


The woman on the breaking wheel was gingerly lifted off, strapped to a stretcher and immediately placed in a healing coma. The attending corpsmen felt like they had literally no other way to ensure she made it up to the Tear and the actual medical hospital alive. 


The cages are emptied out next, most of these individuals were… intact. Mostly. Walking wounded in many cases, but they were all strapped down for their own safety and quickly moved out, getting them as far away from the hell room as was physically possible, as quickly as their injuries would allow. 


One Human Marine suddenly leaps back from the final bloody cage, a blood soaked hand with missing fingers desperately reaching out for him. 


“Christ! This one’s still alive! Doc! Doc! Right the fuck now! Sweet fuck I didn’t know anything could lose that much blood and still be kicking!” 


No one threw up. Jerry was quite proud of them for that. He heard a little retching, but otherwise his people stayed professional and focused on saving lives. 


There was however, a deep and abiding sense of rage in the air. Not fear. Not horror. Pure, white hot rage. They wanted Talg, and if Jerry gave him to them, they’d rip him limb from limb without a weapon needed.


With the situation at hand handled, it was time to deliver on that promise of justice. There’s no escape for Talg, this part of the ship had been isolated perfectly from the compromised bridge. Nothing moved out of this part of the ship without them knowing it. Babydoll was almost as eager to do her part to put the hurt on the  pirates as anyone else, but all the same, Jerry found himself thankful that Talg had disabled the sensors in his hell chamber. The sweet Gravia girl was still recovering, and a fresh dose of nightmare fuel was not what her mind needed. 


Jerry steps through the door at the far end of the room of seemingly unending horror. It was the only door in the room besides the entrance. The schematics Babydoll had recovered showed a decent sized suite of offices. The door reveals a hallway, mercifully free of fresh horrors beyond the imagination of an undiseased mind. He peeks into a few offices, generally undisturbed since the take over… even the bodies of some of their occupants had been left to rot where they’d fallen. A few hadn’t even made it out of their chairs. 


The next door brings him to an ante chamber with a blood splattered secretary’s desk. The heavy bulkhead door in this room glowed a merry red from its various status indicators. It was still locked up tight. 


Jerry raises his rifle, and slowly pushes through the final door in the room, and into the office of the late administrator. 


The first thing he sees is a Tret man sitting at a desk. The next thing he sees is that half of his head is missing, the result of a close range plasma blast, likely from the pistol laying on the desk where it had fallen from the Tret’s hand.


“No, doesn’t fit the pattern, he’s not the kind of scum that would take the easy way out… No, he's looking for a chance to escape. To get away and kill again. Where…” 


Jerry triggers his radio, the tongue controls far cruder than his power armor, but still broadly effective. 


“Babydoll.” 


“Yes Captain?” 


“Are there any more ways out of this room than the door I entered?” 


“Nothing on the schematics Captain… Hey, that’s weird.”


“What’s weird?” 


“There’s a space. A gap I mean. I didn’t notice earlier because I was going through quickly trying to lock all the actual major doors down to control the enemy’s movement, but there’s a pretty large gap between the office you’re in and the office next to that. There’s nothing to explain it on any level of the schematics.”


“I’ll have a look around, thank you Babydoll.” 


“Any time Captain!” 


The channel closes down, and Jerry begins to sweep the room. A quick glance at the nape of the Tret man’s neck confirms that this isn’t Talg. He doesn’t have tattoos. Doesn’t have any of the biomechanical augmentations they’d heard Talg had. What was left of his hair appeared to be dyed in a rush, possibly with Axiom of some kind. 


Examining the carpets reveals an area where the carpet was a bit more worn than the rest of the area, like something had been swinging across it. Jerry wondered at the mind of the man who’d made this little secret bolt hole. What it had been for before a mad man had taken control of it for his own purposes. 


A brief check of the walls and items on the shelves reveals a secret button behind a painting. A gentle press sees part of the book shelf swing out, revealing the final door. Rifle raised, Jerry steps into the room to confront the monster personally. 
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Instead of weapons fire, instead of a trap. Instead of a shriek of rage or a torrent of insults, there's the sound of light applause as Jerry breaks into the room. 


"Oh bravo. You're quite the detective, or have quite the intelligence team, and to my great and rather pleasant surprise I find I have at least been bested by a fellow man! Far less mortifying than if some woman finally got the better of me." 


Talg emerges from the depths of the final room, looking for all the world like a vacationer coming to the door of his suite to pick up his room service. All handsome features and charming smile. The eyes though, the eyes were a dead giveaway. They were empty, animalistic. Many wouldn't see them, but Jerry did. 


"Captain T’Allaga I presume, congratulations, and condolences on your recent promotion." Jerry starts to circle, using the suit's optics to start picking out the details that confirm this is indeed Talg. 


Talg sketches a ghost of a courtly bow. "Why thank you my good man, but please just Talg is fine. It was so tragic that my lamented wife passed away before I intended. I'm not usually one for wielding power directly, you see. Seems it didn't work out for me this time anyway." He stops, stroking his chin in an exaggerated thinking pose. "I suppose I just don't have the knack for it."  


"Apparently not." 


Another check of some of the little details. His onboard computer quickly did a facial recognition scan from Talg' wanted poster before matching voice recordings retrieved from some of the captured pirate's comm gear. A match. Still, Jerry was wary of this seemingly unarmed individual, something was very wrong with this man.


"Speaking of death... did any of the Cannidor survive?" 


"A few I believe." 


"Ah, pity." 


Jerry keeps the slight shock from his face. "Why do you say that?" 


"Ah, just that I was hoping to dispose of them completely. There's not much fun in playing with broken toys, you know? There's something satisfying about breaking a Cannidor... They fancy themselves such powerful, mighty warriors, but it leaves them a blind spot. Either to slip in a knife... or to slip in more subtle things. Drugs to start in my case. Leaving the mind malleable, more susceptible to their own hormones. Before they know it, I've had my way with them, and they're mine. Their shame of being dominated by a perceived lesser mixed with a chemical cocktail I perfected makes for perfect bodyguards. Loyal. Free too, of course, no need to pay for more than one round of mercenary fees with my technique."


Talg continues to walk the room, gesticulating grandly as if he was some noble fop at home entertaining a favored guest, not a pirate captain who was facing an armed and blood soaked enemy. 


"Still, the satisfaction of breaking a Cannidor is a one time thing. Very little repeat entertainment there. Hence why I generally change the cocktail up to basically act as a chemical lobotomy. Recoverable, in case I need their minds for something, but otherwise they're completely under my control, meat puppets dancing to my tune. It's a nasty bit of work, but the volumes required to get the effect would kill most races. It even frequently kills Cannidor... as some of the blade sisters of the survivors found out the hard way. On the plus side, combat drugs and strong painkillers still work on them, as you no doubt just learned, and what with them already being useless save for their talents at violence, I don't even have to care about the dosage. I can always find more if their hearts stop. Brilliant isn't it?"


The strange man whirls on Jerry, clapping his hands as if he'd had a sudden realization. "Ah! But here I am nattering and I've not even greeted you properly! I suppose I could offer you some tea, or perhaps something stronger. I am your host, after all, and I should treat a guest appropriately for the few moments longer this will be my abode. Or, we can simply cut to the chase and get down to business." Talg holds out his hands, clearly waiting for bindings. "Well then, come on! I surrender and all that, and I know you noble soldier types won't kill a surrendering man. Haul me off to prison so that I might atone for my crimes!" 


His saccharine smile goes feral for a moment. "And then I'll be out again. In time. Weeks. Months. Years, maybe. Just an opportunity is all you need. You understand, don't you? I've heard you humans have taken rather good advantage of the opportunities available to men in this wide universe of ours. Your Admiral even seduced that puffed up Pavorus fool who peacocks around as Speaker of the Council... I question his taste in female companions, but plucked, basted and roasted, she'd likely make for a delightful meal. So, I can't fault his taste in women so to speak." 


Jerry rolls his eyes within his helmet glad he still has his face plate opaque, pulling a set of zip cuffs off his utility belt and cuffing Talg’s arms behind his back. The tattoos he'd been told about were there. Some other features like a spinal implant with a light green glow. All sorts of minute details that one can't prepare in such an ‘austere’ environment. If they'd caught him in his actual lair, there'd be trouble, but it appeared that the Talg before him was the genuine article, and he'd run out of rope. The man's manic lack of concern though, was... disturbing. As was his every action, motion and word. It was all acted out. Performative. No emotion reached his eyes besides hate and some sick glee whenever he described an act of savagery. 


"It's amazing how much power you can seize from the empty headed whores of the galaxy..." Talg continues without the slightest care in the world, utterly, arrogantly sure of his untouchable status based on his sex alone. "Heh, and the actual talented ones will generally indulge the blackest appetites just to get what they want out of you. Some will even join you without you having to influence them in the slightest! Ah, my late, much lamented sixteenth first wife was good about that. She did so enjoy the screams. I know I especially enjoyed getting to share some of my favorite tortures with her..." 


Talg stares square into Jerry's featureless face plate, seemingly able to find his eyes through his helmet. "Ah and there’s my favorite. The finest of torments. It's what I'll be sure to save for whatever useless bitch I seduce to make my escape. Or, rape into being mine. Whichever comes easiest if an appropriate guard is single or not and so forth. Still, there's nothing quite like torturing, eating, and murdering your newest bride on your wedding night, you know?" 


A mental picture of Jerry giving Talg a truly appropriate punishment flashes unbidden to his mind. A particularly brutal one from ages long past. A blood eagle. The ribs of the individual being punished are severed from the spine, and the lungs are pulled through the opening to create a set of ‘wings’. Jerry then considers the proper end point to that would be to toss Talg out an airlock and let the combination of the two punishments end his miserable existence. The idea of visiting such retribution on Talg felt good... which brought Jerry up short. He blinks, shakes his head within his helmet. Talg wanted him upset, wanted him angry. Wanted him to do something foolish or drastic. This wasn't about vengeance or retribution. No. This was about justice. 


"Are you trying to upset me?" 


"No! No, no no. Just making conversation! As men, we must have our hobbies, I merely want to share mine. If I wanted to upset you for some reason, I would pledge revenge against you for my capture. For the death of that idiot who thought herself a pirate queen. For all this... inconvenience, taking me away from my art! To torture and butcher your wives and children and feed you with their flesh before torturing and consuming you last of all, after stripping everything away from you! Hahah. Oh, it would be fun, but I have no cause to do so! You're only doing what you must after all, as I do what I must. I have no animosity for you." 


"How refreshing. I'm used to the galaxy's mad women ranting and pledging all sorts of wild, impossible revenge in their tantrums after they've been beaten." 


Talg chuckles, that slightly unhinged look coming back into his eyes. "Oh no, I have a much wider perspective than your average small minded trash. Nor am I some villain. Merely an artist, out to hone and practice my craft. When art isn't understood by the petty and ignorant masses, sometimes one has to leave it all behind and start over again, you know?" 


"Have you found time to father any children in all of your artistic endeavors?" Jerry quietly begins to move Talg towards the nearest airlock, subvocalizing commands for troops to meet him. He wanted to keep the insane Tret talking... but also wanted to know if there were any other psychotics in his line running around in the galaxy. 


"Oh no, far too busy, besides stringing along the question of daughters makes women more easy to manipulate... while the chemical and hormonal changes of motherhood can make them harder to manipulate in some ways. Very annoying. Have yet to figure out a way around it... ah well, always another experiment or chance to explore when one creates art." 


"Indeed."


Jerry moves them back through the office. Talg’s attempted body double had already been removed. The man made some sort of comment about it, but Jerry didn’t hear it. A terse order to Babydoll unseals the bulkhead door that gives the administrator’s office an access way to the rest of the ship. A short walk from there sees them arrive at an external airlock with a squad of Marines waiting, like Jerry had requested, they're all packing plasma weapons. 


"Ah ladies, how lovely to see you all! Any one single?" Talg makes a deep show of sniffing the air. "Even through the hard suits... you smell like a virgin. Want to change that on the way up to your ship?" 


"Bind the prisoner." Jerry orders, cutting the conversation off before the obviously disturbed woman can respond. 


Talg quickly finds himself forced to kneel, his wrists bound to his ankles. "This seems a bit excessive for comfortable transport. I am a prisoner after all. I have rights." 


"I apologize for the unpleasantness, it will be over shortly, just a formality." Jerry keeps his cadence light and airy, not unlike Talg's own manner of speaking. 


"So, Talg... your art. How many would you say you've killed?" 


"Oh... Thousands at least. Tens of thousands maybe. I admit I haven't been keeping a tight track, time just seems to fly when you're having fun. Honestly you humans arriving have been a real boon, so many inventive new devices to try! All bracingly rustic in their way, but effective! Like that ‘Breaking wheel’ I believe is the translation. Delightful. Simply delightful!" 


"The court notes the confession of guilt by the defendant." 


Jerry walks around behind the man, who seems to have twigged that this is not a normal prisoner transport. 


"Wait. The court?" 


"The court." 


"Where's this... court? A judge or something on your ship?" 


"No, I convened a military court martial. I am the judge. Jury. And in this particular case... executioner." 


"Exe- you bastard!" Talg's face contorts with rage, sheer hate seeping out of every feature of his normally handsome face. His eyes bug out of his skull slightly as he howls out with a mad man's anger. "How dare you think you can do this to me!? I was going to let this go! But what I said earlier? I'll do it now! You, your wives, your children are all meat for my grinder! I'll take every single one of them from you in every single way, and ensure you-." 


BLAM!


Jerry's faithful Field Pistol fires once, the sound echoing in the room as the body of the mad man slumps over, and the gleaming shell casing bounces across the floor. 


"The sentence of the court is carried out. May the deceased find... something, in death. Damned if I know what, however…." 


Jerry sags inside his armor a bit. Keeping his composure in the face of all of that had taken a lot out of him. He motions to the two women in the squad with heavy plasma weapons. 


"Render the corpse down to ash, get every drop of blood... then hit the ash again. Put whatever's left out the airlock. I'm not sure if whatever was wrong with this animal was contagious or something, but I refuse to take any chances." 


The women step forward, and Jerry watches as the all consuming star fire devours the flesh of the psychopathic monstrosity. 


"May your victims find peace, now that their killer will never kill again." 


There's a whipping of wind as the airlock is opened, and the meager remnants of ash are drawn into the outside world, vanished forever in the dust of the rock ball Talg and his minions had brought so much pain to. In the end, he had been erased, his existence now reduced to that of atoms flying into the empty, vast void of space. No jail cell, no prison, no glimmer of hope in the light of that mad man’s eyes; all he met at the end was a quick death. Whether there was beauty in that, or not, no one could say for certain.


His shadow had once loomed throughout this entire part of the galaxy, causing pain, havoc, and trauma wherever he and his crew had gone. This ‘art’ as he had called it, was indelible, in a sense. This space would not forget him or his actions so soon, and the families that he took so many from would never truly be the same again. Indelible ink, as its name suggested, was permanent. Paper, however, would wear down with age and turn to dust, just as Talg had; his name, and his reign of unspeakable evil were now one step closer to being slowly forgotten. 
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The ride up to orbit made him feel far more restless than the ride down. There was tension. Stress. Worry. Fear... but not for what might happen going into battle, for the results coming out. 
For the injured, the battle was just beginning. 


Jerry glances to the right compulsively checking the vitals on the stretcher next to him, the only occupant he shared the small room with. They’d been taking turns keeping an eye on the individual wounded. 


Nikita was breathing normally, comfortably unconscious despite the incredible amount of damage she'd taken. He was going to have to do something for Nikita. She'd done well today, as he expected from a blooded, experienced former mercenary, but she'd impressed him all the same. Her attitude to the Corpsmen in particular had been grand. Her last conscious words had been demanding to stay planetside until the company pulled out. The Corpsman attending had accommodated her... simply because they'd gotten her stable and there were higher priority casualties to remove. 


Still no deaths. 


Yet. 


The 'yet' weighed on Jerry's mind. It reminded him of conversations at Officer Candidate School aboard Marine Corps Base Quantico a lifetime ago. The last time he was in his mid 20s as a matter of fact. He'd written an entire paper on that 'yet'. All spurred in his mind by a Heinlein quote from Starship Troopers. An officer instructing a class of candidates on the subject of spending the lives of their subordinates. It was something an officer had to be able and willing to do. To sacrifice the lives of those who served beneath them. Their sacred task however was to never, ever waste those lives. A simple concept, but one that weighed greatly on any man or woman who examined it in enough detail... and you found yourself examining it when one of your people was near death after a fight. 


It had the unfortunate side effect of messing with your head a bit. It induced self doubt, made you question yourself in a deep, sometimes compromising way. Once again as a younger man, in a place far from this dirt ball, in a war that seemed so much less important from here then it had then... he remembered his first battlefield loss. Lance Corporal Adrian Win. Not necessarily the best Marine on paper. Not the fastest or the strongest. In practice though, he was one of Jerry's best, and the Marine Corps ran on men and women like Lance Corporal Win. Because good or bad, come whatever may, the kid wanted so badly to be a Marine. Loved the Corps and everyone in it so passionately. 


Then he'd gone through a door at the head of a stack. He'd shot three bad guys, then jumped on a grenade thrown from another room to save the rest of his fire team without a second's hesitation. Adrian Win had died a hero, but it hadn't made writing his parents any easier. Hadn't made it any easier answering his own questions about if breaching that particular door in that way has been worth it. In the end Adrian was still gone, and the world was just a little worse off without him. He'd have loved hearing about the Dauntless too. He'd have tried out for sure, and he likely would have forced himself through on will power alone. 


Now Jerry was once again riding out with his casualties. How they'd avoided any deaths said more about battlefield medicine in the wider galaxy and luck than anything else. A galaxy full of goddamn miracles. It was wonderful. Amazing. Those miracles sent him back to the boys and men he'd buried back in the depths of Cruel Space, and it made his heart ache. If his species hadn't been born in the hell pit of the galaxy... would Adrian Win still be alive and kicking today? 


Jerry suppresses a sigh. What ifs didn't really matter there in the end. Adrian Win was dead and buried, as were a great many other good men and women... All he could do was continue to help blaze the path for humanity out into the wider galaxy... and continue to fulfill the promise he'd made, and then extracted from his Marines after they'd carried Adrian's coffin onto the plane for the flight back to the US.


'I know we will mourn for Adrian...' He'd said, looking around his unit and meeting each Marine's eyes in turn. 'Especially those of us in that room with him... I won't mention them by name. They can come forward to the unit on their own if they want. It could have been any of us though. Adrian was that kind of Marine. He saved three... but he saved every single one of us, every last Marine in this unit. So I charge you... to not die for Adrian Win. Do not let grief eat you alive. Adrian wouldn't want that. That's no way to repay the gift Adrian gave us. We need to live. We need to fight with happy hearts till we go home... and when we go home. Whether you stay in our Corps, or you take your papers... we all need to live. Not just for us. We need to live a little bit extra. A little bit more. Love our families more. Push ourselves to excel harder. Dream bigger. So we can live that little bit extra for Adrian Win.'


"ACK!" 


Suddenly, he's jarred from his thoughts by Nikita coming to. She wakes up suddenly, and tries to come up swinging. Jerry quickly pushes her down by the shoulders, running a calming energy into her through his hands. 


"Nikita! Relax! You're fine. We're fine. Everyone's okay. We're in the drop ship." 


Nikita slumps back down a bit as she's forcibly relaxed by a quick dose of feel good axiom energy. 


"S-sir?" Her eyes struggle to focus, the confusion clear on her face. 


"Yep, that's me." 


"Did... did we get 'em?"


"I have the footage from the helmet cam from my hard suit if you want to watch later... both of the Cannidor... and that bastard. Not exactly sending the latter one around the fleet so it'll be on one of the secure isolated systems, but I'll give you access." 


"How did you get him?" Nikita's face is hard, her eyes focused and intense. 


Jerry had to suppress a smile. She was a hell of a young officer... and he was looking forward to helping her continue to grow. 


"Execution style through the back of the head. Then I had some of the Marines do a field cremation."


"What about the Cannidor that..." 


"The one that hurt you?"


"Yeah, and her friend. You said you got'em?" 


Jerry nods solemnly "Dead. Very dead. Shot the one with my Field Pistol through her helmet. It... did not go well for her. I cut the one who broke your back's head off with the oath blade." 


"With the fucking oath blade." Nikita grins, showing off her bright white teeth and impressive tusks. "Damn, that's almost worth getting my spine snapped. Wish I'd been conscious for that. Getting your back broken like a twig is a hell of a last memory, that hurt like hell… watching that bitch get her head taken off of her shoulders would be much better. Still worth every credit I spent buying that damn thing all those years ago just to let it collect dust." 


"Yeah. Speaking of which, Doc says you're going to need to go under for a bit. Week or so at least considering the whole paralyzed thing." 


"Rub some dirt on it, I'll walk it off." Nikita looks down at her legs for a second, seemingly remembering she can't walk at all at the moment. "Or maybe not." The woman shrugs. "Nature of the beast in the end Skipper. What happened to the rest of the pirates?" 


"Not a lot of surrenders in this batch, not till their commissars were all dead, and they took heavy casualties before then. Call it a hundred and fifty prisoners. The miners will probably want some of them. We also picked up three living Cannidor." 


"...What are we going to do with them?" 


Jerry sighs, shoulders slumping. "I'm not sure Nikita, they're traumatized girls who have been tortured and raped, literally and metaphorically for at least a galactic standard year." Jerry sighs. "With evil like Talz around... it's hard to work out who's a victim and who's aiding and abetting him. Well. Somewhat. The really bad ones all died as far as we can tell. The few of those that did try to surrender were ratted out or killed by their girls." 


"Good riddance. So the Cannidor... Jaruna taking care of them?" 


"Yep, breaking out that Mom energy early. Guess she's been learning from Firi. The girls will all need healing comas... there's a debate for a lot of these folks if we shouldn't edit the memory retention bands for some of the pure victims... and I'd put these young mercs more in the victim category. They were inexperienced and way out of their depth, taking what probably looked like an easy contract for a wealthy woman to protect her husband. All a trap of course. Talg said he... did things to them. To their minds. Drugs in particular, never mind all the other shit. Everything he could to break them down and turn them into disposable puppets." 


Nikita scowls "Goddamnit sir I really wanted to just hate them and now you're making me feel sympathy for the bitches." 


"Consider this hedging my bets. They'd be under your command if they stick around." 


"What!?" Nikita's eyes go wide.


"Jaruna says the Blue Blades probably won't want them back. They're dead and gone as far as they're concerned, and them being alive won't change that... so they're back to zero. We can try to find their clans, but same kinda deal. They'd be from lower status clans from the sound of things, and they probably won't have resources to spare for... failures. So Jaruna's hoping they'll stay with us. She'd be their fire team lead, but they'd be part of Paladin company."


"Sweet fuck, the painkillers Doc has me on must be fucking amazing because I swear my commanding officer just said he's giving me a fire team's worth of Cannidor shock troops. Even in low grade armor those girls are nightmares, and if Jaruna's going full Momma or big sister, I bet they won't be wearing their old armor for long." 


"They'd probably be in hard suits for awhile till we can get back to civilized space and get them some decent power armor. Jaruna says she wouldn't let someone clean the kitchens in the type of crap they were wearing, so I wouldn't take that bet with your money, nevermind mine. Not that it really matters, we might be able to salvage one functional suit out of the pieces that are left of the original eight. Instead we're going to get the sigils off and send them back to their coven. After something like this, the girls will probably have to take new names anyway." Jerry shrugs. "Nothing for you to worry about for now though. You need to get some rest. Want me to knock you back out? I learned a neat trick from the intel crew. Everything's fine. We need you back on your feet, and the sooner you rest, the sooner we can get back to work." 


"Nah, I'll stay up for now. I'll be out for a week, might as well stay conscious while I can. Not like I'm in pain or anything... I swear I can feel an itch on my fucking foot though." 


"Entirely psychosomatic, you know that." 


"That does not make it any less annoying Boss." 


Nikita's face softens. "How's the company? The battalion? Is it... bad?" 


"Well we're all alive. So I'll take that as a win. Everyone's still on the right side of the ground at the end of the day." Jerry rubs the bridge of his nose, slowly trying to relieve the pressure. "Vera you know about, you obviously. The girl you started the fight against the Cannidor with... Sheryen? Sheryen. She got thrown hard enough that she fractured a couple ribs. Which would have been okay except she dove back into hand to hand instead of getting her recoilless rifle reloaded and opening up from the back field. So she aggravated her wounds and picked up some extra ones. Managed to get a collapsed lung and a few broken ribs for her trouble." 


"Shit." Nikita grunts, clearly not pleased. "Anyone else?" 


"Couple dozen odd bruises, armor penetrations by weapons fire, and so on across the battalion, mostly minor. The three of us had the pleasure of taking on the most dangerous of the Cannidor. Talg had records. Intelligence really hasn't gone through them, but he referred to the ones named Kalath and Marna as ‘the finest weapons he'd ever shaped’. No idea what they were like before Talg got his hooks into him, but it's quite likely those were mercy killings." 


"Ugh. I'm almost pissed off you shot him through the head instead of making it hurt." 


"I thought about it." 


Nikita turns her head back to look at Jerry suddenly, eyes wide. "What? Really?" 


"Really." 


"I thought humans didn't go for that sort of thing." 


"Now, we don't go for that sort of thing now. We have a long history of all the evils of any other race. Slavery, torture, mass murder and genocide. Still... we try to be better. Most of us anyway." 


"So... what are the girls distracting themselves with? Not like we can keep booze in this thing to relax after a fight anymore. Now that we're professionals or some shit." Nikita's words are harsh, but her tone is almost joyous. 


Jerry chuckles, remembering what he'd heard out in the main squad bay once everyone had gotten out of their armor and finished their med checks. Combat hadn't dulled their shine in the slightest. If anything they've gotten more motivated than ever. Then again, they had been the tip of the spear against a couple hundred dug in and well prepared pirates and brutalized them with only three serious casualties among their number. Maybe they'd earned a little swagger. 


"I believe they're trying to design a uniform for the sword sworn." 


Nikita shoves her face in her palm. "Ugh, I talked to them about this shit when we decided to push it in the first place. I swear they're like little girls with a tree house club." 


"That mean you aren't going to wear it?" 


"Not all the Cannidor in hell can stop me wearing it if they don't make it look stupid." 


"Should be alright. I suggested just taking the standard Undaunted Marine uniform, adding a special buckle to the sword belt, their individual oath blade and standard sidearm, and a cloak or mantle. I believe they were talking about furs over the shoulders, maybe even some ceremonial armor? Syl will want to weigh in, but I think the cloak thing’s a sure bet." 


"...I don't hate it." Nikita chuckles, grinning. 


"Uh huh." 


"So we have a standard sidearm now?" 


Jerry chuckles. "Apparently the Field Pistol's become my ‘Household’ firearm. As household troops, they want everyone carrying my favorite hand cannon." 


"It's certainly effective enough... I might see if Wichen can give me an under barrel plasma launcher for mine. Energy back ups are nice." 


Nikita lapses into silence for a moment. 


"Thanks. By the way." 


"You're welcome. Did I do something specific?" 


"...Yes, but I don't think you'd understand." 


"Try me. I'm a fairly savvy guy." Jerry leans in a bit, feeling the serious air descending on Nikita's shoulders.


"You saved us. Saved me. Not now. But before. I know Ghorza played it off like we were strong coming in on the negotiation, but we were hurting too. On the inside. Money only gets you so far, good officers only get you so far. When you're born to the lowest caste of the warrior houses... it's easy to just... let go and hope to die in battle. That's really what we were all doing. Fighting to die. Maybe win enough acclaim to improve our family's position. Ghorza wasn't. Ghorza's always been special though. Always been able to see the horizon. I think the Undaunted would have worked out for us regardless, just being professional soldiers to a nation would have made it better... but you. Everything you've done. Bringing us into a warrior cult, bringing our concept of knights back..."


"...I will note that it was you girls. I just received your oaths." 


"No, they wouldn't have even come up with the idea if you weren't seen as a lord worth serving. Not just as our boss. Our employer. But as war chief, and sovereign. As an avatar of honor and conviction... and you reminded us that we could have those things too. If we just chose. So we chose. Ghorza talks about the Horchka lost in the criminal underbelly of the galaxy as lost... but in the end, we were lost too. Now, we're warriors again, and that is why we swore our swords to you. Because we can't repay that gift with anything but our lives." 


"You don't have to repay anything to me." Jerry frowns. "The path is long, and dark. Honor, the honor within, can be elusive... or become lost in the darkness. As warriors, it is our duty to guide those who wander back to the path. I wandered once, and was found. You wandered, and were found. One day, you'll find wanderers, and I trust you, all of you, to bring them home as well." 


"I sure hope so sir." 


"I believe in you, and you can believe in that if nothing else." 


The assault shuttle rocks slightly, as if cresting through a wake on a body of water.  


"Guess that's the Tear's shields. Time to go home Nikita." 


"Aye aye sir." 
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"Ramp down! Wounded out first! Let's go!" 


Chief Kyre stands at the front ramp and begins exchanging gestures with ground crew as those with their bodies still intact quickly put their backs on a bulkhead, getting clear of the attending corpsmen who busily start moving stretchers and guiding walking wounded off Paladin company's transport. 


"Okay! Everyone else get clear so the armor techs can get all these tin cans off my boat!" 


Chief Kyre had been the crew chief for Ghorza's power armor assault boat for a long time, and the wizened Horchka warrior woman spent the rest of her time running a small bar on just aft of the park. So it was of little surprise that, despite her complaints as she chased them off ‘her’ boat, she whispered to everyone walking past. "First round's on me next you're in. Even for you skipper." 


Jerry shuffles down the ramp and into the riotous noise of one of the Tear's military hangar bays. Most of them were for commercial traffic, but the isolated ones were just for military flights. Most of Paladin company, bereft of their power armor, starts to move towards the main exit. Jerry, the only member of the company with a hard suit, heads towards the ready room instead. They'd already had their initial debrief. Talked after the fight and on the way up. There'd be more unit debriefs, and they were a unit now, oaths or no oaths. 


Paladin company had made it their personal business to ensure rude strangers didn't interrupt the commanding officer when he was conducting business on the ground, and may the gods have mercy on whatever tried to take Jerry Bridger's life. 


It was a surprisingly warm feeling, for all the hardship of the last thirty two hours of combat operations. Most things had gone well. Everyone was, so far as Jerry knew, alive... and Doctor McCoy had strict orders that if someone was even close to death, Jerry needed to hear about it yesterday... no one was. Hurt? Yes. Badly? Yes. Going to pull through and fight another day? Every last man and woman. 


As he mostly left the funk he'd been in aboard the assault boat behind him, he finds himself thanking the galaxy for the miracles it contained. He'd taken on an enemy that had his forces on raw numerical superiority. The pirates had them on firepower. Everything in the metrics available to most conventional military planning said they should have taken a pounding, and instead they'd dominated in such a manner that Jerry was expecting this fight to be studied in a military academy one day. They'd quite literally made history. The first Undaunted combined arms orbit to surface operation and it had been a resounding success. Easily two thousand and almost certainly another thousand on top of that in dead pirate scum. 


Between the naval engagement en route to Vucsa 5, itself another first for the Undaunted in terms of pitched naval battle focused on an Undaunted Navy warship, and the engagement here at the Alaqin mining colony they'd done some serious spring cleaning on this part of the galaxy. Evil would always fester and grow in darkness, but that didn't mean you couldn't come in with some cleaning agents and a flamethrower for the tough spots and clean things out the old fashioned way. Jerry chuckles to himself as he passes into the ready room. 


"Then again, the old-fashioned way for dealing with evil for the Bridger clan involved either scalping or getting some rope and the tallest tree in the immediate vicinity, didn't it? Damn. I wish the old man had lived to see all this... I can't help but wonder what he'd make of all this..." 


Jerry slowly begins to work his way out of his hard suit. It had a much less intricate armor rack next to the more complex rig that power armor required. Each piece was inspected by its wearer, tagged for repair or marked for general maintenance before doing the same with his weapons once he was stripped down to the waist and significantly more comfortable. 


The last weapon off his person is the oath blade. His eyes sweep the room slowly as technicians come and go, getting power armor locked back into place for advanced maintenance and repair. By the time he's picked out a nice chunk of wall and locked the oath blade into place with an axiom kiss of magnetism however... he's alone. Jerry glances around and notices that someone had sealed the doors into the hangar bay on their way out. Odd. Very odd. Yet his instincts weren't firing off that a risk was nearby. If anything... he could feel himself relaxing a bit.


The sound of a shower starting startles him from his thoughts, and stripped down to the body glove that was standard under armor wear whether you wore a hard suit or power armor Jerry makes his way into the showers. The room was set up for privacy to a degree. Not so much for intimacy, but to allow one to be alone with their thoughts post mission. 


It was a far cry from the noisy locker room showers of many of the line infantry units where mass showering was the order of the day purely for efficiency's sake... mixed gender not mandatory, but highly encouraged, to the delight of both of the predominant species of the Tear's Marines. Small wonder Ghorza's girls had all gotten married in a hurry, even with the occasional Seramali officer or sergeant chaperoning to keep things somewhat toned down in the locker rooms. 


During the duty day at least. 


Jerry makes his way to the functioning shower, hand dropping to the unique axiom thigh holster he'd started wearing... outside of the shower stall however he finds out exactly who the occupant is. He quickly finishes stripping down, folding his body glove before setting a robe on a hook next to a towel by the door, then places his pistol next to its twin, already sitting in a cleared condition next to the other set of neatly folded clothing. 


Without another word, he slips into the shower and embraces Syl from behind, gently trailing kisses up and down her neck.


"Mhmm... while I appreciate the courage, my husband's going to be quite annoyed when he gets back from his special mission, you know." 


Syl casts a warm gaze over her shoulder at Jerry, an impish smile on her lips as her tail winds around his leg. 


"Hello gorgeous, fancy meeting you here." 


Syl leans back into Jerry's embrace, snuggling just a bit under the hot water. She guides his hand down to her now heavily rounded stomach. She was getting very close to delivering... and the babies were very active today. 


"They always make a fuss when Daddy comes home, you know." 


Their fingers slowly intertwine, rings knocking together slightly as the couple luxuriate in one another's embrace. 


"Well home I am, and no worse for the wear." 


Syl frowns. "I heard it was... bad." 


"...Ghorza?" 


"She hides nothing from the head wife, not when it concerns your wellbeing and the family, you should know that. She was worried about you too. We all were." 


"So how does that lead to you taking over the power armor ready room?" 


The vulpine alien giggles. "Oh that's somewhat spur of the moment when I heard that Paladin company had already been dismissed on the flight up, and that the armor techs had been ordered to retrieve the power armor straight from the assault boat. I seem to have a certain amount of pull with the crew, despite my lack of military rank." 


"Considering half of them are terrified of you, that doesn't surprise me. You're more of a martinet than I am to be sure." 


"Well you don't have a full executive officer of your own, just myself as director of operations, Ghorza as commander of the Marines and so on... but more importantly this is our home. Our family's ship, not just the Undaunted's, and it's my duty to see to it that our home is maintained and in good order. For all our sake." 


"If it means you get to surprise me in the shower more often I'm all for that interpretation of the chain of command... not that you really need to be in the chain to issue orders it seems." 


"No changing the subject though." Syl's ears flatten slightly, clearly pulling back from a tone she thought was too aggressive. "...Unless you don't want to talk about it?" 


"There's just not much to talk about... Well. Strike that, there's loads to talk about. We won. Not quite as lopsided as the space battle beforehand but we beat the tar out of these pirates, and I think we have have a decent crop of new recruits in the survivors, potentially." 


"Firi's been spending time with some of the slaves. A few of them have bonded to her quite tightly." 


"The woman could make a rock see her as her mother, and I don't just mean an Erumenta." 


The couple chuckles and goes silent for a moment. Silence between them was normally comfortable, but this moment was slightly more tense as Jerry found the words he wanted to say, picking them carefully. 


"I put down a monster today." 


"I know. You did well. And made your story all the more compelling to the Horchka Marines I'm sure. Their commander now has swords sworn to his service, the most skilled of their number as his personal retainers, and he himself is a slayer of monsters. It's good you encouraged the human Marines to intermarry with the Horchka aggressively, else I'd have an even greater tide of proposals for your hand to fend off." 


That got a chuckle from Jerry. 


"Only common sense, getting everyone married. A deep space vessel like this at our operational scale isn't just a crew, it's a family, and if you have your dependents, and more importantly have dependents, with you... a year in deep space doesn't seem like such a hardship. You have all the comforts of a spire on Centris, maybe slightly less access to space and green grass." 


"Or for young men who don't like their women green or tusky, slightly more variety..." 


Jerry smiles wryly. "True if not for the naval crew and civilian staff, not to mention we keep press ganging in more pirates, and they're a motley bunch even after we teach them how to bathe and eat with utensils like a civilized being." 


That got a giggle from Syl, breaking the somewhat serious tone they'd been maintaining.


"Oh you... still, I sense you're upset about something. I know your heart, not as well as I'd like my love, but I know you well enough to know something is bothering you. I'll graduate to properly reading your mind in a century or so I'm sure." 


"And isn't that a scary thought? A century of marriage and that's only getting warmed up for a lot of the galaxy... makes me wonder what my end will be like if I die peacefully." 


"Mhmm... for most of the galaxy it just means drifting off to sleep. Preferably in each other's arms in our case." 


"Going to stick it out with me eh?" 


"We go together, in this life and the next. I've sworn it and I'll make it so." 


Jerry kisses the crown of Syl's head, nuzzling between her ears. 


"Heh. And people say I'm the determined one." There's another beat of silence as the couple continue to hold each other, hot water easing many worries of the day. "With the monster... the death was quick. Painless." 


"As one would expect from you."


"But I didn't want it to be quick, or painless. For a moment there I wanted to show him exactly what his sadistic art was like. To give him an old Earth punishment then toss him out the airlock without a pressure suit to die of exposure in the most painful way I can think of." 


Syl's hand strokes along Jerry's forearm, the vixen softly humming for a moment. 


"We all can have thoughts of great cruelty, you know this more than most, my love." 


"Yes." 


"You are a good man. You put down the monster as a good man. That you had a negative thought, a dark thought, no matter how vivid the desire, does not make you less of a good man, and that you are concerned about it in the slightest simply proves that you are good."


Jerry thinks that through for a moment. "Words can't express how much I love you, you know that?" 


"I can think of some fun ways to show me... and while I am here to tend to you as a wife should, I am also something of a distraction." 


"Oh?" 


"Yes, Firi's preparing a family meal to celebrate everyone coming home in one piece, it is a surprise for you of course so do act shocked when we get home." 


"I will. Hmm... well... we could... get distracted for a little bit then." 


"I didn't abuse my access authority to lock down these rooms just to snuggle and talk, you know." 


"...Well then, when you put it like that." Jerry's hand strokes along Syl's domed stomach again, marveling slightly at the life within. "It always boggles my mind that we made this to a degree. So many little lives inside." 


"Mhmm... well come help me practice making their future siblings. You have faced horror and death today, balance then, requires love and life to fill the rest of your day." 


"And fill between your thighs of course." 


Syl glances over her shoulder, her eyes lidded, and the foxy smile on her face sending sultry shivers up and down Jerry's spine. 


"That's the idea, my love... Now come show me why centuries together will be a joy to set in the stars together."
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Walking arm and arm through the ship with Syl was an interesting experience post battle. Not that he minds going just about anywhere with Syl firmly snuggled up to his side, the fox-like alien woman positively glowing as they move through the passageways. 


What was interesting is how few people were actually around. Normal watches were still in place, but a good number of the crew was at liberty at any given time, and yet the ship almost seemed deserted. He'd have expected the younger Marines and sailors to be out in groups, causing trouble or making merry as the case might be... but the corridors were empty. 


"You seem confused darling." 


Syl leans up and kisses Jerry's cheek as his mind continues to turn over the situation. 


"Just a little... I... ah." Jerry snaps his fingers. "I have it. I was wondering where the hell everyone is, but I realized... there's very few of the younger folks on this ship that are unmarried. I was expecting groups of friends and battle buddies to be out celebrating success. Instead, people are home with their new families. Celebrating I'm sure, but in a more intimate and personal way. Another change from Cruel Space I suppose." 


"Mhmm. Just like we're about to go do. Remember you have to be properly surprised by the party." 


"As surprised as I ever am." 


"You are fairly unflappable." 


"Nature of the beast. My training keeps me grounded, and my beloved wives keep me rooted to that ground."


The couple turns the corner to the set of large hatches leading to the Den. No one greets them immediately as they enter, but the sound of talking and laughter leads them down to the main dining room as the ship falls away behind them. This was their family home in the end. This place was special, and the touch of that family could be seen all over the place. From the occasional crayon scribble on the wall that Firi hadn't caught for cleaning yet, to portraits, photos, paintings or pieces of art. The little touches that transformed this from one of the ship's larger hab blocks into an actual home. 


When Jerry and Syl reach the door to the dining room, they find the whole family dressed down in casual clothes, eating and drinking, just sharing a meal and enjoying each other's company, and Jerry basks in that warm energy for a moment like a lizard on a particularly sunny rock. This was worth the effort he'd made. The standards he'd set. For himself in life. For what he wanted for his family. They might quarrel at times as any family would, but there was no doubt this was a family. That his wives were his wives in truth and not just in title or rights to bear children. That they were sisters to each other and mothers to each other's coming children. 


It was not the norm for the galaxy. It likely wouldn't even be the norm for humans in the galaxy, but it was utterly perfect, and Jerry couldn't be happier. Out of the cold, harsh winter of battle, returning once more to the summerlands of his family. He'd come home many times from battle... usually just to Togo, his closest companion and friend. While Togo had given him a deep amount of comfort, now he finally felt like he was home all the way. 


Syl takes Jerry's hand drawing him deeper into the room as Cindy looks up from where she's playing with Mikasa. 


"Daddy!" 


Child and puppy race towards Jerry, both clearly eager for hugs and pats respectively. Mikasa jumps up to lick at Jerry's face while Cindy gives him the biggest hug her tiny little body is capable of. 


"Hello girls." 


"You were gone a long time this time Daddy." 


"It wasn't that long was it?" Jerry smiles down as Cindy before popping her up on his shoulder, her favorite perch, much like Nadi. 


"It was really long! Like... two days! Yeah!" 


Firi joins them, dressed in a long and flowing white dress that makes her look for all the world like a fertility goddess walking amongst mortals. 


"Now Cindy... How many hours was it actually? We worked it out, remember?" 


The little Kohb screws up her face, making a great show of thinking hard. "Uhm... thirty... six?" 


"That's right, thirty six hours till Daddy came back to the ship, good girl." 


Cindy cocks her head, thinking for a moment. "Why didn't we go meet Daddy in the h... hangar?" 


Firi nods a confirmation. 


"In the hangar bay when he got back?"


Syl reaches out and pats Cindy's head. "What a bright girl you are, Cindy. We didn't all go because I needed to receive Daddy myself. I hogged him a bit, as it was the first time he's left us all to go into harm's way."


"Were you scared, Momma Syl?" 


The innocent child's question cuts straight to the heart of the matter, and there's a slight sadness in Syl's smile as she clings to Jerry's arm.


"I was. I shouldn't have been. Daddy's strong and brave. More than strong enough to deal with some nasty pirates. Still... It's okay to worry when someone you love is doing something dangerous. Even if you're sure they'll be okay." 


"But if you're sure they're going to be okay, why would you worry?" 


"Because sometimes sweetie, things don't happen the way you want them to, even if you're sure." Syl smiles. "Really you're such a smart little girl. The rest of the children are going to be lucky to have such a wonderful big sister." 


Cindy beams widely as Firi pulls her off of Jerry's shoulder. "Come on sweetie, let's let Daddy and Mama Syl sit down huh?" 


"Okay!" 


Cindy wiggles out Firi's arms and races back towards where she'd been quietly playing with Mikasa hot on her heels. 


"A girl and her puppy. That she'll likely be able to ride like a horse when she's grown." 


Syl's eyes widen at Jerry's comment as they take their seats. 


"Really!? How big will Mikasa get exactly?" 


Jerry chuckles. "Not quite that big. But well over a hundred pounds. American Alsatians are very large dogs." 


"And here I thought she was quite sizable already." 


Syl kisses Jerry's cheek and turns to talk to one of her sisters, while Firi takes her own seat for the night to the left of Jerry's chair. 


Firi trills happily as Jerry greets her with a kiss, stroking her cheek for a moment as he lets himself relax at the table. 


"Dinner's almost done darling." 


"Mhmm. Whatever it is, I'm looking forward to it. I feel like I haven't eaten in nearly two days." 


Firi smiles "I cooked some of your favorites, or rather as close as I could get without having to use your spice rack. lots of hearty fare to ensure our warriors and mothers alike have all the energy they need after long days. I'll be preparing a box and having it sent to Jaruna... she says she can't leave her... prisoners? Wards? Little sisters? Her language wasn't clear. Something in the Cannidor language that the translator didn't like."


"Something like all of the above at the same time. Thank you darling, you're an angel Firi." 


Another happy trill, Jerry suspected Firi didn't even know she made that little happy sound. Still, something about Firi and angels jogs his memory. The strong sensation of Firi's axiom presence when things had been at their most dire. 


"...When I was fighting. When things were getting... dangerous. I swear I felt your presence, Firi. Like you were standing right behind me. Or even like you were embracing me from behind." 


Firi stops what she was doing for a second. She thinks for a second, taking a slow breath and letting it out, her tail flicking and ears twitching. 


"When you left, I started to pray. I stopped praying only to take care of our sweet Cindy, and to tend to a traumatized young woman with Nadi at the request of Ghorza and Commander Lawson. At all other times I prayed for you my love, it was all I could do. All I can do besides support you, support my sisters, look after our home and our children. So in absence of my other tasks I put all of my heart into prayer... perhaps, somehow, that emotion reached you, even if it didn't reach whatever gods I hoped would hear me." 


Jerry slides an arm around Firi's shoulder, pulling her in close. "Well in a galaxy with axiom I don't see why it couldn't make sure I felt your love, no matter how far away I might have been or what I was doing." He thinks for a moment, considering. "I gave first right to Jaruna, but she has to stay with her wards for now... Syl has taken one slot, and Ghorza the second, I normally only sleep with three wives unless Jaruna wants a snuggle... join me tonight?"


Firi smiles shyly at her husband. "I-if I didn't know any better I'd suspect you just had a pregnancy fetish, and wanted to surround yourself with the bellies you've rounded. Proud as any of those... oh... those birds that look like a Pavorus... proud as any peacock!" 


"Prouder in fact, they only show off to court, not to brag about their offspring. You're not wrong though?" 


Firi cocks an ear, slightly confused. "I'm not?" 


"I saw some terrible things on the planet. You helped one of those terrible thing's victims." 


That drew a frown from the petite fox woman. "I'd hoped that Alyria's monster was some sort of nightmare, some PTSD conjured horror from the depths of her mind."


"No. He was very, very real, but one good thing about him being real... I could and have ensured he'll never hurt any one again. I won't lose sleep over that... but his victims. That's hard. So yes, I want to surround myself with my wives, with the life we're building, with the little lives we've made together. Unfortunately, there's only so much of me to go around, so I've had to prioritize. Jaruna, Masha and Ghorza were all directly involved and pushed hard for the last near 48 hours. So they got right of first refusal. Ghorza took her spot, Masha asked for a rain check and is on fighter alert tonight. Jaruna I mentioned. Syl claimed her spot as is her right as first wife. You all were worried about me, but you were apparently so worried about me it manifested like energy planetside. So I believe that gives you the next priority."


Jerry chuckles, his hand shifting to stroke Firi's stomach through her dress. She wasn't quite waddling yet, but with eight infants growing inside her, it was just a matter of time. "Besides, with you, Syl and Ghorza I can get quite a few of our babies in for a family cuddle too..."


"I'll join you. Sharon has been taking over reading Cindy to sleep. She's been going to sleep on her own without much trouble like the big girl she is. I'm quite proud of how quickly she's picking up on things. Nadi says it's normal for Kohbs, but notes the girl's exceptionally bright. She's taken to going to work with Nadi, and despite not entirely knowing how to read yet, can apparently understand some of the work Nadi does." 


The couple share a chuckle at that. 


"She's a special little girl." Jerry notes, glancing over at the busily coloring Cindy. 


"She is, I was worried she might be lonely, but she's quite content as long as she's with us or with Mikasa. Hopefully we'll be able to finish setting up the school for the crew's families soon as well. Cindy will likely be the oldest student, so she'll be a big sister to the entire ship in a way." 


"I think she'll like that quite a bit. Who's doing the teaching? I know we have some two dozen volunteers for more daycare style services. I was thinking we might need to hire a teacher when we get back to prosperous space." 


"We lucked out. We'll probably need another teacher or two eventually, but one of the mothers in law who came aboard as a dependant has a teaching certificate. I still have mine, but with me imminently going on maternity leave... well. It'd be silly to focus the education portion on me. My degree was more focused on the organizational side anyway. I love working with the children directly, but I was always good at arranging things." 


"You really were born to be a den mother Firi. Silly to think, if your mother had paid the slightest heed to you, her smuggling business likely would have benefited greatly from your natural organizational skills." 


"I would have still wanted to have children. Being a Mommy was always my dream, but if Mother had been... well. A Mother. I likely would have been easier to sway into helping on the administrative end. As it was the only reason I would have looked at her books would be so I could photograph them and turn them over to the planetary tax authority."


"Not the police?"


"I might be someone's mother, my love, but even I know a tax agent will go far further in the pursuit of a single missed credit than many police officers will go for far more serious crimes. Tax evasion has led to the fall of far more prosperous and talented criminals than my petty thief of a Mother." 


Firi slips out from Jerry's arm, planting a kiss on his nose with an impish smile that communicated just how far a once shy woman had come. She was truly in her element. Doing what she'd been born to do. What she'd dreamed of doing since she was small. Some girls want to rule the world, but Firi Bridger just wanted to rule the roost, and now that she did, not even the gods themselves could shake her from her perch. 


Another quick kiss on the lips, and Firi's heading towards the kitchen, rounding up help to start bringing the meal in. 


"I'm a lucky son of a bitch..." 


Syl chuckles, having overheard her husband and leaning over to plant a kiss on his cheek.


"No darling, out here we're the lucky ones." 


"I think we all can be lucky... and I think we can safely say we are. All the more reason to focus on what matters most tonight. There will always be more work tomorrow, whatever day that might be, but nights like this are gems beyond measure." 


Jerry's first wife gazes at her husband with sparkling eyes. "...You know, it's a bit rude saying things that make me want to give you more children when I haven't even finished making the first batch yet." 


"Heh... rain check. Again. And again. And again. Till we finally decide to rest." 


"I'd tease you about making promises you can't keep, if you're saying it, you believe it, and I believe you. Ah... speaking of promises, while they're bringing the dinner out, I want you to tell me more about these knights of yours..." 
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The family meal slowly dies down some time after a very tired looking Ghorza arrives, slumping into a comfortable chair. 


"Goddess, not sure what's takin' it out of me more. The babies or all the damn work. Probably a bit of both, I don't normally feel this exhausted after going into a hard fight even when I'm actually doin' the fighting! And I can't even dream of touching booze. What a damn world." 


The green skinned warrior woman pantomimed out a highly exaggerated tale of woe and valiant strain, slipping out of her chair as she went on with poetic embellishment of the hardships of her life before sliding into Jerry's lap. 


"Ah but if only my husband would soothe my wrinkled, feverish brow with his soft, loving nature..." Ghorza stops and blinks for a moment, and her tone shifts back to her usual range. "No, that bit doesn't really work when my handsome hubby spent the last 36 hours putting power armored boot to pirate ass." 


She shifts in Jerry's lap a bit, wrapping her arms around his neck. 


"I take it you're not getting out of my lap?" 


"Not on your life stud. Unless Jaruna comes back and needs a snuggle. Maybe the cat if you've made your choice on her. Nezbet that is. I checked in on her down in medical. She'll be right as rain by morning ship's time. Seems that the damage in the war form does transition over to the normal body if the damage is severe enough. She took a couple hard hits. Already talking about modifying heavier, shifting armor if she's going into shit storms like that on the regular. Get the impression she's generally more dirty tricks department than walking tank, war form aside." 


"We already knew that. One doesn't execute a two woman decapitation strike against an entire pirate armada by going straight up the center." 


Ghorza nods slowly, kissing Jerry's cheek. "Say, speaking of cats. How's the kid doing? Bari?" 


"Bari." Jerry nods. He'd quietly confirmed with Rowdy that her intent was to keep Bari out of this particular op during the exciting parts. Both of them thought she'd perform with flying colors, but Rowdy had wanted more seasoning time and Jerry had been happy to give it to her. "Still doing runs from orbit to the surface and back I suspect. Plenty to keep pilots busy right about now." 


"She get blooded?" 


"I think she's been blooded before honestly. We think of her as a girl because she's so good natured and sweet, but she's in her damn seventies... and has spent a lot of time in gray and black parts of the world. I don't think she's a cold blooded killer, but I'm sure she's had to defend herself at least once in this mess of a galaxy." 


"I think she's gonna show us all sorts of interesting things when shit finally hits the fan for her." 


"I think you're right. Still, I want her to get her legs under her. When she can ask to join the family with confidence, well... there's probably going to be a chair for her." 


Ghorza raises an eyebrow, a crooked smile gracing her tusked face. "You're sweet on her! You son of a bitch! You're just playing hard to get?" 


"Not quite, I'm entirely serious about pushing her to be her best, to make that shift from delayed adolescence into taking up the reins for her life entirely. I wouldn't marry a girl, whether she's eighteen, twenty six, or one hundred and twenty six. I'm blessed to be surrounded with amazing women. If I'm the gatekeeper for who joins the family, then I have to ensure those women are equally incredible." 


"You are sweet on her though." 


"Hard to dislike her when she's so damn eager... and not in the ultra thirsty way either. Sure she eye fucks me occasionally when she thinks I won't notice and we happen to be in the same area, and her sensitivity to pheromones has her ‘bonded’ to me to a degree, though the meds are helping... but so much of that bright eyed, eager to please nature, is... innocent in a sense. Not self serving for sex, but just... I dunno." Jerry strokes his chin, thinking for a moment. "I think she's just as starved for love and respect as she is for physical affection. Maybe more so. Sounds like she didn't get much of either growing up." 


"And you're a man she not only finds attractive, but respects. You've offered her trust. A position of importance. You've expressed confidence in her as her commander. All of that's probably even more addicting than your scent." Ghorza leans in and nibbles her husband's neck before taking a deep sniff. "Not that I can blame her on that last one, you always smell great. Especially after a workout. Gonna have us a damn platoon's worth of half Horchka babies by the time we're done if you keep looking and smelling so damn hot."


The couple shares a tender kiss, letting more and more stress slowly bleed off them. 


"So what's going on with the miners? Any update?" 


Ghorza sighs deeply. "They've been fucking impossible. They're not entirely convinced we're their rescue. Even their recently liberated menfolk and the like can't seem to convince them entirely. One of the men seems to be getting through, he's the husband of the boss lady ‘round these parts. Called her dense as tungsten and half as obstinate but he's used to wearing her down. She's the principal road block." 


"Names for the boss and her husband?" 


"Boss lady is a Ikiya’Mas by the name of Narlya ‘Nari’ Steeltail. Basic intelligence sweep rounded up the usual. Hard scrabble frontier mining world. Struck out on her own with her people after a labor dispute. Successful exploitation and sale of her last system which is how they got up to three ships. Minor arrest record, bar fights and the like. Exactly what you'd expect from a hard ass miner who had a knack for leadership and clawed her way to the forefront. She's the head wife to her husband. Not many details on him, beyond that he's real, from the same planet as Nari. Name is Bier. Tret fella. Very confused by humans being Apex Trets with insane poison resistance but he's not asking questions. Far too grateful... if a bit disappointed he couldn't put that sack of shit you erased down himself. Apparently the bastard tormented the husbands with sound bites or camera feeds of... well. You know. If he got his hands on their wives. Apparently he sent Bier a whole list detailing what Nari was in for when he finally got his hands on her." 


Jerry resists spitting at the mention of the filth he'd cleansed from the universe today. "Not surprised considering what he did to that poor girl, Alyria I think. That adept that the commandos rescued. If something was off his table to ‘work on’ or eat, he'd get his hooks into them another way and still have his fun without annoying his head wife too much. He was good at playing the… well... husband. Pacifier, peacemaker, manipulating everyone around him like the spider at the center of a web slowly dragging prey after prey to their doom... even his wives from what he told me." Jerry suppresses a shudder. "I've met people like that before, back on Earth... but none quite so unhinged as the creature that was Talg." 


"He was a predator with centuries of experience at hunting sapient life, no surprise he'd be good at it. That he'd have developed more advanced and successful hunting behaviors." 


"True enough, our serial killers and psychopaths generally only have a few decades at the absolute most to practice their trade, and they, thankfully, don't have axiom to use." Jerry strokes his chin. "Which brings me to another thought. Talg couldn't use axiom at all. I wonder if that's common for his type of broken." 


"I mean there's lots of fucked up people in the galaxy, and they use axiom, look at the recently deceased crew of the Chaining." 


"Sure, but they were raised in that environment almost to a woman, socialized to brutal violence and cannibalism... and there's some specific cultural things that went into creating the Chaining according to Intel. Into creating the Dark Cabal and groups like it too. There might be a few psychopaths in the group, if just for the easy hunting, and many will come to enjoy violence and cruelty, the power it gives them... but there's a difference between Talg's kind of evil and the kind of evil that's just following orders, or the kind that's socialized into a cannibalistic cult. Or the kind of run of the mill evil that just enjoys taking power over other people and doesn't mind bashing a few heads together to assert who's boss. There's also the kind of axiom inflicted psychopath where they fall into the darkest depths of what their power can provide them, their mind likely fracturing at a weak point they were born with. The witches of Vucsa 5 come to mind." Jerry shrugs. "I'd have to have taken him alive and gotten him to a shrink to be sure, but I suspect true born psychopaths. Those that come out of the womb, out of the egg, or whatever...  broken, they can't use axiom. They don't have the... imagination for it, for the lack of a better word." 


"Hmmm... it's certainly possible. Worth getting the shrinks to investigate." Ghorza cracks her neck a bit. "Kinda reminds me about how a lot of people can't visualize things in their mind. When visualization is such a deep part of axiom use for a lot of techniques... like most people passively use axiom, but a lot of people don't become adepts, when theoretically anyone could... well... maybe they can't? If you can't visualize in your head. If you can't see a piece of fruit, smell it, taste it, with your mind's eye alone, could you make one with axiom?" 


"Well, I can visualize just fine, and I'm not sure I could make myself an apple if you asked me to. Maybe after some serious study with Cascka. Creating matter, weaving it out of seeming nothingness... hmm. I could maybe freshen a spoiled apple up. With a lot of study. I don't have the hyperbrain of transdimensional space entities like Franklin Smith, Vernon Shay and John Carmack." 


"I've heard of the other two, but who's John Carmack?" Ghorza cocks her head, clearly a bit confused as she tries to remember the names of humanity's heavy hitter adepts. 


"He hasn't made it off Earth yet... you'd know if he had, he'd likely immediately go rogue and either take over a pan-galactic tech business or conquer a small empire for himself, worshiped by techno-cults like the Synth Ascendancy as the pinnacle of merging all things tech and flesh... and they shall call him, the Omnissiah." 


Ghorza shoots him an unamused look. "I'm ninety eight percent certain you're fucking with me. The mother of your children who loves you unconditionally." 


"I thought you liked a little teasing." 


"I don't mind teasing, but if you're gonna be fucking with me, the least you can do is make it literal and not metaphorical." Ghorza's tusky grin is bright white, practically glowing in the low light of the Bridger family dining hall. "Mama has needs, you know." 


"Have I ever failed to sate those needs?" 


"Not yet, and I'm telling you right now... I need you. My husband has returned home as a pirate conquering, system liberating warrior and tossed the skull of his great enemy at my feet." 


"Metaphorically." 


"Literally enough for me stud. You've brought home plunder aplenty, albeit most of it sapient lives of great potential to join your war band, and will likely add this system to your liege lord's holdings. The gender reversal is a bit weird, but frankly if I wasn't pregnant with twins already I'd be in the mood to go for triplets tonight." 


Jerry's face bounces from surprise, to slight shock, to a cocky half smile. "Well if that's all you want, I think I can accommodate." 


"Sides, I need to get in with you now before Jaruna manages to extricate herself from her new adopted little sisters or daughters or whatever... because if you think I'm hot and bothered by my warrior husband handing out righteous beat downs and fury, Jaruna has got to be absolutely boiling. She's seen you fight before." 


"Yep, married me because of it." 


"Well now she's seen you lead an army to stack pirate bodies like cord wood. Not just rabble either, well trained, well equipped, well prepared... and you blew through them like a naval grade plasma cannon through a piece of paper. How do you think that's gonna go for you?" 


"...I think I'm glad I've been studying axiom reinforcement so much." 


"Likewise, I'd hate to see you need to take a short healing coma for a broken pelvis. Especially because it'd mess up the rotation for who gets to share your bed." 


"You're all heart."


Ghorza bats her eyelashes, doing her best to appear delicate and feminine. "Aww shucks, you know little ol me is just the embodiment of sweetness and light."


"Firi might smack you if you steal her schtick." 


Ghorza sobers up instantly. "Heh, no thanks. She might be tiny... but fierce!" 


Jerry blinks. "Fierce? Really?" 


"You shoulda seen her when that Alyria girl was done with interrogation... She might be small, but she pushed past us like a Cannidor matriarch on the war path to protect her children. If presence alone could kill, Firi when a child's in danger could drop a Carnifex." 


"Hmm... interesting. Be really interesting to see how she is with our own babies. I know she's quite protective of Cindy, and she's been putting in plenty of range time." 


"She's good with the family hand cannon too. Looks like a howitzer in her hands, but she runs it well with a little axiom based help." 


"Well that's neither here nor there." Jerry stands, shifting his embrace of Ghorza to a bridal carry. "As liberator of yonder mudball and its environs it's time to take my due reward, and give the head of my battalion of Marines her due reward." 


"Convenient that you can knock it all out in one go." 


"If you think it'll only be one go, I question your memory retention from the last time we went to bed together."


"Is that a promise?" 


"Yes."
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It took another day of negotiation, but the miners finally agreed to open the engine section on the last of the massive mining ships. Jerry and his command team were waiting with Bier and a selection of husbands and senior mining leadership from the other great vessels in the strangest fleet Jerry had ever conceived of. Ground to space but the size of a small city! He suppresses a shake of the head, straightens his dress uniform, and sticks on the public relations smile.


He'd practiced the PR smile extensively after he'd been stuck into a few more visible positions back on Earth, even getting acting lessons, and he knew for a fact his PR smile could make a single alien woman weak in the knees from at least fifty meters.


It didn't hurt that he was probably the one of the single cleanest entities to walk through this area before... mining was known to be dirty work, and pirate occupation had been... worse. One of his chief petty officers surveying the ships had recommended light plasma incineration for tough spots followed by a solid laser scouring of the first two millimeters of any exposed surface in areas the pirates had previously been bivouacking in to begin the clean up properly.


A glance to his left and right has the Paladins joining him as his honor guard, stiffening up just a bit extra and putting their own professional faces on. The swords they were carrying were placeholders until Wichen could finish producing monomolecular blades for everyone, but the pistols were very real, and their dress uniforms had armor underneath and shield generators on the belt, carefully placed under the scarlet cloaks with fur mantles that both women wore.


The scarlet fabric and fur mantles matched Jerry's own cloak in pattern, save the black fur that made up Jerry's mantle, and the rich blue fabric they'd selected for his cloak. The Paladins had colors more similar to wolves from North America for their own mantles, granting them a wild look that was still clearly visually connected to their liege. Jerry felt the cloak left him with a style somewhere between a military officer and a barbarian warlord... but had received a near universal positive response from his family, Paladin company and the crew at large, so the cloak stayed. Until they finished a more permanent model anyway. Jerry could only wonder at what the girls were up to.


A heavy, metallic groaning noise gets everyone's attention as various mechanisms begin to activate. The massive hatch into the engine section, designed to protect the miners from a core breach, now bearing external scars from extended siege finally starts to move, the great locks retracting back into the armored bulkhead and the entire system pushing forward and rolling clear with surprising smoothness despite the various damage the door had been subjected to. The pirates had some ordinance that would have worked on the door, but Talg had vetoed their use, he wanted the miners alive... something the type of heavy weapons needed to breach armor like this would have precluded.


Slowly at first, the miners begin to emerge from the engine bay, following behind a towering Ikiya'Mas woman that had either had Cannidor parentage or had been modifying herself with axiom to achieve her massive size. Riding on her shoulder was Ikiya'Ta with a scar over one bionic eye. Some of the women are clearly peeking over other women’s shoulders, looking for husbands or children in the crowd behind Jerry but stayed back at a gesture from the obvious boss. Jerry steps forward slowly.


"Missus Steeltail I presume?" He says, looking at the Ikiya'Mas.


The large rat woman shakes her head and forks a thumb at the now aggravated looking Ikiya'Ta.


"I'da thought my fella'da told you who the hell I am!"


Her tail, which Jerry now notices to be an artificial replacement, thrashes behind her.


"Strange that he didn't." Jerry shoots Bier a look, and the man has the decency to at least look a bit guilty as Jerry quickly assesses the smaller rodentesque woman who's apparently in charge here. "Who's your ride? Just so I know who I'm talking to."


"Miri. Say hi."


Miri nods affably, clearly unaffected by the other woman's brusque attitude. "Hi. Miri Steeltail, I'm the number two boss around here. Hi honey!" She waves enthusiastically to Bier, clearly one of the other wives in that relationship. She seemed a bit simple at first blush, but Jerry caught a brightness in her eyes that suggested she was just painfully laid back.


"So you're the human huh?" Nari Steeltail leans in a bit, studying Jerry.


"One of many as you can see."


"Look kinda like a Tret."


Nari is clearly sizing him up, trying to spot lies in the story she'd been told. Jerry had been waiting for that, and passes a scanner up to her.


"Scan me."


"What? Fine." 


Nari fiddles with the scanner, running a diagnostic on the small machine to confirm it hasn't been blatantly tampered with, then scans Jerry.


"...Holy shit. You uh. You definitely ain't a Tret."


Jerry just raises an eyebrow at her.


"Alright. You wanted to talk? Let's talk. Assume you're actually here to help and not a clever ploy by the scum."


"I have a near thousand pirate corpses piled up in a remote location to prove I'm not. I can also get you all the footage you please of their ship getting turned into scrap just waiting for your people to salvage."


"...I want the video, but what's with all the bodies?" Nari cocks her head, clearly curious now.


Jerry tosses a holo projector on the deck. "To prove a point. This cancer has infested your system, hurt, killed and stolen your people. The Undaunted have burned it out. We're no enemy of yours."


The projector turns on, displaying the mass pile of bodies from a distance, and flashing up IDs of notorious pirates that had made themselves well known to the miners.


"Aight... so you bagged the bitches. Now what?"


"Now, we permanently remove the stain from this system." Jerry triggers his comm system.


"Yes Captain?"


"Tell Lieutenant Commander Wichen she can fire when ready on the pre-set target."


"Aye aye sir, firing naval gunfire support."


A lance of burning fire comes down from the sky in a solid beam of coherent light as a naval grade laser strikes and reduces the pirate's remains to free floating carbon atoms.


"...Alright, point made. So what's the price for all your help, big man?"


"No price... However, there's an opportunity to benefit both of us. Shall we adjourn to my command post? I figure your girls want to get back to their families."


Nari shrugs her shoulders, clearly letting off some stress. "Aight, fine... let's talk."


It's a short walk to the cargo bay that's been serving as the command post for plant side operations more or less since the Paladin company seized it. Ghorza, Major Reynolds and other members of the command team are waiting for them, and Reynolds snaps to on seeing his commander.


"Captain on deck!"


"As you were. Mrs. Steeltail, this is my ground forces commander and wife, Colonel Ghorza Bridger, her XO, Major Reynolds, and some of my senior staff, we're presently conducting relief operations across the planet. Any updates Ghorza?"


Ghorza nods, stepping forward with a curt smile. "We're pretty much done with casualty evacuation, and we've gotten enough witness statements that we think we're ready to present some recommendations if anyone planet side wants to press charges against any of the pirates themselves or if you just want to leave them to us."


"Press charges?" Nari just looks confused now.


"...Well yes, that's generally what you do with criminals."


"You folks are acting like there's some sort of law out here."


"We're the law. As are you for your own community. Just because pirate filth wants to act like savages doesn't mean the rest of us have to abandon law and order."


"...Valid point Tusky. What are you going to do with the girls I don't want to string up personally?"


"That'll depend on them." Ghorza nods to Jerry, who takes over.


"If they test out as stable, useful and aren't too stained background wise we'll see if we can rehabilitate them and bring them into military service. The Undaunted has has pretty good success rate at rehabilitating former pirates into productive members of society so far. Everyone who can't be encouraged to straighten up and fly right will be handed over to the nearest formal law enforcement agency in return for their bounties."


"Wait, you have pirates working for you? Why the heck would you work with people like that? Next you're gonna tell me your new nation or whatever has a lot of two bit mercs for troops."


It was a good thing that the two paladins in the room were located behind Nari, because both women had a brief second of pure rage before snapping back to an impassive state. Ghorza tenses slightly, but otherwise maintains her calm.


"I actually have quite a few former mercenaries working for me. You have to understand, humanity is from a single planet in the most inhospitable spot in the galaxy. There are merely several thousand humans outside of Cruel Space. Even if we move every single human off our world we still won't have enough people to truly be anything of note. So we're making friends where we can. The Undaunted believe everyone has the ability to make the choice to be something more. There are a lot of fine people in tough situations, we try to find them and give them a chance to be something more."


"Real inspiring boss, what's in it for you?"


"A rising tide lifts all ships. Politically this protects my world, and will hopefully enrich my homeworld and allow us to create a bridge to bring as many of our people out of Cruel Space as want to leave. For my personal benefits I'm well paid, and have a large family to provide for with my wives. That said, with axiom, from our perspective, with near unlimited resources available, altruism costs us little and can gain us quite a bit. Which brings me to Alaquin colony."


The diminutive mouse woman rolls her eyes. "Alright here we go, lay it on me. What do you want?"


"...Actually I'd just like to know what the hell happened here."


"What? You don't know?"


"Most of the pirate officers are dead or in no condition to talk."


"...Oh. Right. That makes sense." Nari sighs and shifts her position slightly. "I'll spare you the bloody details, but the short version is that it's all about a labor dispute more or less."


"I thought you ran the show around here."


"I do, but we're just a mining and exploration company, we partner with other businesses, usually one business, to ship, process and sell our materials. Sometimes we partner with a group that's just a sell on. Other times we work with a producer that wants our raw materials for their own production purposes. Severaltn Mining Corporation is, or I should say was, our last partner, and they're somewhere between the two. They refine our raw materials with stuff they get elsewhere to produce high end alloys. They have their own mining ops, but they mostly stick to safer parts of space."


"So what's the dispute?"


"Mix of things. They wanted to buy us out and I told them to get bent. They wanted to buy the claim from us and start their own deep space operations, but I once again told them to get bent. They wanted to pay us less and I..."


"...Told them to get bent, right I'm following. Why reduce your pay?"


"They were saying our materials were worth less and shipping costs went up. I disagreed. Told them to fuck off, then had our lawyers tell'em to fuck off all the way using our exit clause in the contract to avoid termination fees and was shopping for new clients when the twat brigade showed up. Their "admiral" she called herself said she was here to renegotiate on Severaltn's behalf. That went on for a couple days... then shit went off the rails when we buttoned up and refused to parley. I got the sense that when threats didn't work, Severaltn told her to take us out and they’d sweep up the pieces, but I can't be sure. Ugh. Not that it matters. I won't sugar coat it, we're probably screwed. Damned if I know how we're gonna come back for this. I dunno if you people move refugees, but I might need to contract you for it."


"Well about that. Like I said, I wanted to discuss an opportunity with you... something that would let your people stay right here doing what you do best, with a new partner. One that'll probably end up breaking Severaltn's kneecaps for you while they're at it."


Nari leans in. "...Alright, I'm listening."
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Nari Steeltail negotiated harder than most of the pirates the Crimson Tear's Marines had taken down had fought. An initial deal to bring the Alaqin mining concern over to the Undaunted in its entirety however was banged out in about thirty two working hours. Thankfully Jerry had been able to pass a lot of the work off to the lawyers and the emerging Undaunted state department after the initial talks. The exact deal was getting hammered together still, but it sounded like Nari would end up as a civilian director title that was given equal footing the military Admiral rank. 


The hard headed miner was pretty serious about her people not being soldiers, and was entirely correct that the Undaunted needed civilian techs and leaders too, which Admiral Cistern had agreed to. The status was important too, considering Steeltail effectively ruled an entire system and was bringing that under Undaunted control.


Jerry hadn't been about to leave the Alaquin in the lurch any way, but them joining up meant he could put his people to work on a much larger scale, engineering teams deploying to help repair the three massive city ships, and begin to coordinate new defenses for the system. He was also able to catch up with all the other messes that had come out of this raid... to include dealing with some of his new ‘prisoners’. The pirates who hadn't been asked for by the Alaquin weren't an issue, the process for integrating them into the Undaunted was well established, including the specific processes on the Tear to work out who was and wasn't fit for service. 


The problem was nine victims. Hence why he was now speaking to a Cannidor Khan of the Blue Blade mercenaries. The woman was massive, even on a flat 2D screen, and her power armor was decorated with trophies from centuries of campaigning... and she was more or less telling him that the three young women in his care didn't exist.


"Again we thank you for avenging our dead Captain Bridger, I've heard quite a bit about the Undaunted, and I'm impressed by your forces efforts in battle. I also appreciate your willingness to share helmet cam footage of our sister's final moments. They might have been defiled and destroyed by that monster, but at least they died like warriors, so hopefully their souls will find some sort of peace in that. They were slaves, but died free thanks to you and your Paladin company. That you personally hunted down and ended the filthy creature responsible for their suffering is also due some sort of reward."


It's a fight to keep the professional smile on his face as the Khan casually dismisses the lives of the three young women safely tucked away in a set of rooms near the Den. They were very young by Cannidor standards, having just earned their armor before they'd gone off with two senior warriors to take the contract Talg had entrapped them with. The healing comas had left them younger still. They weren't much more than girls, and they were being discounted and discarded by the organization that had raised them. The thought was infuriating... but it was also the way of the Blue Blades, Crimsonhewers and similar warrior sisterhoods in Cannidor space.


Jerry had already worked his rage out on this subject after Jaruna had briefed him on it. It was massively unfair as far as Jerry saw it, but if the Blue Blades and their families wouldn't take their daughters back... well. Jerry had adopted before, and he'd adopt again. Even if he was ‘adopting’ three girls in their late teens physically and early thirties temporally who each topped out at near eight feet tall... and they weren't even close to done growing.


"No reward needed Khan, this was a matter of honor for all of us, and of justice. Justice has been dispensed, honor has been restored. This is good."


"Indeed, this is good." The Khan nods sharply. "You have a friend in the Blue Blades, Captain, if you or your Undaunted need Cannidor shock troops, you'll get the friends and family discount from me and the companies of sisters under my authority. I'll send the information on where to send the insignia off our slain sister's armor, to be returned to us at your convenience of course. I understand you're in deep space and likely not returning for some time."


"I appreciate that gesture, we'll ensure your warrior's insignia return home as quickly as we can, with all due respect and ceremony once we return to civilized space and reputable courier services. I'll not entrust their crests to some random merchant heading coreward."


"Again, you act with honor, and for this I must thank you." The Khan glances around past the camera and leans in slightly. "Bridger. I can't say this, and I'll deny knowing anything about it if you bring it up again, but... you're an honorable man. Your wife Jaruna's got a good rep. The two of you... the rest of your warriors. Please. ...Take care of my daughter. She might be dead to us, but she's still my blood. Khan Magaltyr out."


Jerry snarls as the holograph vanishes. "Damn it. I knew this was going to happen. Jaruna told me before we'd even got the girls out of their armor and she started pulling off those insignia... but it still pisses me off. Three lives thrown away like nothing! And her own goddess damn daughter!" 


"Captain, incoming hypercom message, it's Duchess Lilpaw."


"...Well this meeting will be more pleasant at least. Put her through."


The holocom unit blinks to life again, projecting the reclining and still heavily pregnant duchess lounging like a Middle Eastern sheik. 


"Captain Bridger." The large canine woman gives him an amused look. "Or is it Lord now? I hear you have knights in your service now. Vassals even! Hell, I don't have knights. I should ask my Miles about how we could scare a few up, sounds like fun." She eyes up his uniform. "The cloak looks slick as hell too. Very barbarian chic."


"Going to change what you have Miles wearing maybe?"


"Naw I like him in frilly shit, he makes the... what'd he call it? Victorian style, looks good. Let your wives talk you into it sometime, I bet you'd look scrumptious."


"With all due respect your grace, over my dead body."


"Heh. Bullshit, big softy like you, one of those Volpiri girls would just have to bat her lashes and let her eyes go all soft and gooey and you'd wear whatever to make'em happy."


"I can't confirm or deny that."


"Aight, enough bullshit, this isn't a social call Bridger, what's the score? You make it out to that mudball yet? Lakran?"


Bridger sighs. "Not even close. We're well over a week behind schedule to provide the next wave of reinforcements and relief for the colony. We're actually about four or so systems over from you on standard jump charts. It's in the original message."


"Middle of nowhere right?"


"Not quite, there's a deep space mining colony out here, the Alaquin. Nice folks. They were under attack by a particularly nasty band of pirates."


"Considering the past tense I assume they're all dead or converted and you don't need military support?"


"Nope, all good there... but the Alaquin are joining the Undaunted."


"Nice to have allies in the neighborhood... So level with me Bridger, what do you need?"


"I want some of your leg breakers and one of your shiny new dreadnoughts we just helped fix to take over local defense until Undaunted support can get out here to beef up Alaquin security and effect more serious repairs to their equipment. Some of the security enhancements you made for your own system, redundant comms and the like would also be highly appreciated. Compensation will be worked out with the Alaquin and Cistern. I'm just doing the initial dance, your counterpart is Director Nari Steeltail. Admiral rank... and sitting on quite the pile of raw resources she'd likely be interested in selling or trading."


"Cistern won't complain if I scoop up a lot of the materials?"


"It's an entire system Agenda, I'm not sure you can scoop up enough for your world to truly make a difference even if you let Franklin go wild with his construction based desires."


"He has been playing architect recently... you should see what he's done with his manor, I'm a bit jealous and I have a damn fortress!"


"He's your minion, have him come to the capital and pretty up your doom fortress."


"...Good point. Alright Bridger, give me the contact information for this Steeltail woman. We can work out the details while the Dreadnought's en route. You helped us fix'em, least we can do is put one to work for Undaunted joint operations. Any ideas on what they're going to do for long term security?"


"Probably arm their own ships more and station some fighters or gunships out here. Can't exactly spare a corvette or something once we get more in service just to hang out and patrol between here and Vucsa 5. Their mining ships are massive, they just need some heavier duty weapons to be more than ready for self defense against something like they had to fight off this time again. They were pretty well set for normal pirates, but few folks are ready for a capital ship, even a jumped up merchantman with a shit load of guns, jumping in on them."


"Mhmm fair enough. Where did they come from anyway?"


"Break off from a nearby pirate queendom. A Takra bounty hunter who's courting me made a decapitation strike on the fleet's admiral worth a down right stupid amount of credits and left the fleet to eat itself. We cleaned up a good chunk of it, and intelligence says the rest has splintered and collapsed. The ship we ran into was probably their only remaining capital ship and we rendered it past tense. Speaking of, negotiate for salvage rights, lots of good material in that hulk that the Alaquin aren't set up to haul out."


"I know just the girls for the job too. Good call Bridger. Alright you sold me. Gotta do my civic duty for our comrades in arms... especially if there's a chance to make a profit. I bet there's all sorts of deals we could work out with these Alaquin folks."


"Oh sure. Tourism for example."


Agenda cocks her head, confused.


"Who'd want to see a random dead system?"


"No one, but the Alaquin would probably appreciate a chance to return to civilization and take advantage of your new tourist industry."


"Bridger, we don't have a tourist industry."


"Yet. You don't have a tourist industry yet. Wouldn't take y'all more than a little bit of effort to get some nice refuges set up on your pretty planet. Wildlife retreats. Hunting reserves for those giant turkey things. Bet there's some nice areas for natural hot spring baths."


"...You're a solid businessman for a commando, you know that? Sure you weren't a pirate before?"


Jerry crosses his hands as a smirk creeps across his face. "I consider my specialty to be finding opportunities, your grace. Whether that opportunity's a chance to gain intelligence, slide in a knife, make a mile plus shot with a precision rifle, encourage a diplomatic resolution to a problem or make some money is just details in the end."


"Hah! Fair enough. Almost a shame you're legit, you'd have been one hell of a pirate Bridger."


"I'll accept that compliment in the spirit it was intended. I rather like being on the right side of the law. Much safer for making and raising babies just to start... as you've been finding out."


"Ya got me there." Agenda chuckles, leaning back on her lounge. "Next time you come through Jerry, no serious business alright? Or at least stick around long enough that I can get you and the wives down for a big ol'dinner. I need to get a drink with you and some of your girls and get some story swapping done, I want to hear more about human commando shenanigans and my boys didn't really get into black ops style trouble back home."


"Plus you want stories about how Miles did in training."


Agenda's sharp teeth are bright white and shine on camera slightly.


"Am I that transparent?"


"No, but that's a motivation for spouses talking to coworkers that's existed since the first civilized life form developed those roles. Besides, not like you can get ahold of Miles' parents for embarrassing baby stories."


"Hah. Fair enough. Though I am hoping my in-laws send some good stories back if they're not utterly horrified by their son laying down with Xenos."


"I'm sure Miles' folks'll be fine. Most parents will. Some of your guys... and a good number of mine on the other hand... well. There's a lot of social turmoil coming on Earth, estrangement from their kin will be part of it. Keep an eye on them when messages from home finally make it out here."


"Already keeping an eye on one of my guys... most of them are fine, but one... he mentioned being disgraced or something to that effect for even spending a day in the company of pirates."


Jerry nods slowly. "Indian caste system right? Yeah. They're gonna be a sticking point. I have a few Christian and Muslim men in my crew that are having issues. Call it a crisis of faith, and of culture. The Muslims at least don't have issues with multiple wives. Though a limit of four might seem strange to the wider galaxy, and there's apparently an ongoing debate between the Undaunted's Muslim imams on whether their prophet having more than four wives means it's acceptable to follow galactic custom. It's peaceable enough out here, but this kind of theological debate has lead to widespread violence back home." Jerry sighs. "That's small potatoes though. We have a lot to sort out about our place in the Universe."


"Getting uplifted's a hard period for any species I imagine... and that's more or less what's happening to you. Better and worse because your species is locked deep in Cruel Space."


"Better to a degree. Means we can delay some of the impacts besides great wealth and knowledge. Abundance will hopefully calm people down quite a bit."


"Generally seems to work like that. Any plans on trying to go back? I know Miles used to think about that... until he finally gave up. Made him a bit sad for a bit, but also... relieved."


Jerry shrugs. "I made my call when I married Syl and Nadi. When Nadi told me she was gravid. There's not much back home for me. It's one of the reasons I applied to the Dauntless... it's where my people come from. Where my kin are buried... but I chose the stars, and there's too many people who need me out here to look back."


"Noble bastard."


"Not trying to be. Just gotta take care of my girls... and see to the forty plus kids I got on the way."


"Only forty?" Agenda smiles, clearly teasing.


"Considering I have less than twenty wives I'd say I'm doing pretty good at forty."


That lifts an eyebrow and an ear. "Wait you only have... right I... shit." Agenda does some quick math on her fingers. "Damn. That's actually fairly impressive considering you're averaging more than two kids a wife."


"And some of them aren't even pregnant yet."


Agenda lets out a low whistle. "Maybe next time you're on a civilized world, go seduce a gal who's just finished her early childhood education certification, I feel like you're gonna need it."


Jerry snorts with laughter. "I'll take your suggestion under advisement. Though I suspect the next major risk to my shreds of remaining bachelorhood are when I visit Serbow in a few months."


"Yeah fella like you, you'll probably be at risk of picking up some sort of Imperial princess or something."


"I do have to fight a battle princess one on one. Some sort of warrior tradition."


"Well do your best to lamp the bitch up side her head. Will make for a solid movie night with the family. Nothing quite like seeing an Apuk get her tail yanked by someone she doesn't think of as her equal." Agenda offers Bridger a two fingered salute. "I'll send a signal when my ship gets underway. See you round the galaxy Bridger."


"Likewise Agenda."


Jerry sighs in the renewed darkness of his office as the Holocomm once again shuts off.


"Time to pay the piper old boy."


He levers himself out of his office chair and straightens his uniform, leaving the blue cloak and furred mantle on its hook. It was time to go see to the fates of nine young women, at least three of whom would likely end up as his adopted daughters before the end of the day.
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"Sir!" 


Jerry's secretary calls out as her boss heads for the hatch of his outer office, stopping him on a dime.


"What is it, Yeoman?" 


"Sir, Director Steeltail sent a query about some more prisoners that she wants handed over beyond the original list. New evidence from the other mining vessels."


"Anyone we've already enlisted?" 


"No sir."


"Then get'em on a transport with the rest. Provide guards. Marines, not naval armsmen. Full battle rattle. Mech suits. Volunteers from Paladin company if we have power armor suits back to 100%. Rotate guards out, but the prisoners are to remain under guard till Director Steeltail decides what she's doing with them, or until relieved." 


"Aye aye sir. What about the ones we've marked out as beyond redemption they didn't take?" 


"Stick’em in the brig proper. Separated from the new girls in the cargo bay brig. Make sure none of their old friends have access, to include the other slightly less new girls from the rest of their fleet... assign Ensign Pawthorne to management of the new recruits until we can get them processed and into training."


The yeoman nods sharply. "Yessir! How long will you be gone?" 


"I need to go see to some of our other guests. Ping my comm unit if something comes up, I won't be too far away, but this could either go fast... or it could take awhile." 


"Okay sir, I'll mind the shop!" 


Jerry leaves the perky young yeoman behind and heads towards the nearest set of hab blocks. His office was well positioned, easy access to the bridge, easy access to the Den, easy access to where his senior staff generally lived save his squadron commanders. He could have everyone to an emergency meeting in ten or less provided no one was sleeping particularly hard that night. 


It also allowed for convenient placement of VIP housing, something the diplomats had outright insisted on. Everything from state rooms for distinguished guests like ambassadors to slightly more humble quarters for their staffers. All conveniently in one place with all necessary services to make life as easy as possible for the Tear's security teams, along with any personal security said VIPs might have brought along with them. Just as well, however, those spaces were unoccupied. It allowed for them to isolate two sets of 'servant' VIP blocks to serve as isolated care units... that were a bit more comfortable than sick bay, and more secure besides. 


Picking his battles in order of anticipated difficulty he heads through the hatch where ‘the coven’ was being kept till they figured out what to do with them exactly. 


Alyria Lurelian had become a familiar face in the Den in the last few days. Firi had brought her up for meals, more or less adopting her, but she was also in the best shape of the surviving slave adepts. The young women were quite traumatized on the whole and few left their rooms any more than they had to... perhaps not trusting that they wouldn't be punished for doing so. 


Cascka and Firi had jointly taken the task of caring for the young women, and Cascka is waiting for Jerry as he enters the communal space at the core of the small block of rooms. Cascka rises with a curtsy before greeting Jerry with a single kiss. Then she turns and claps her hands once. 


"Ladies, please join me in the lounge, Captain Bridger would like to speak with you all." 


Alyria is first to emerge. The young Tret woman already had a growing reputation around the ship for being strikingly gorgeous even by alien standards, and Jerry can understand why. Despite her striking looks however, he could still only see a young woman teetering on the brink, but if what he was hoping for happened... well. The girls would be safe among the nerd squad. Sir Philip had taught the young men tact to a T, and they had proven able stewards for Babydoll, their first traumatized charge who was now recovering steadily. Steadily enough to be dating Lieutenant San Martín, though Jerry had it on good authority that they hadn't done more than hold hands and share a few very tame kisses. Babydoll was doing better, and better in sprinting bounds, but she wasn't nearly all the way recovered. 


Alyria curtsies, clearly mimicking Cascka like a little girl trying to mimic her big sister before taking a seat at a gesture from the Nagsha adept. 


Slowly five more young women, all stolen from their homes and families at young ages, none so young as Alyria, but little more than toddlers all the same, join them. They're a bit hesitant, but they're already not flinching from mere eye contact, which Bridger counted as a win. 


"Good morning ladies." 


"Good morning, sir."


The response is a bit ragged, but again, that they're talking at all is a win in Bridger's book. 


"I wanted to talk to the six of you about something important. About your futures. We've not had any luck so far in finding any of your families besides Alyria. Alyria herself has indicated a desire to remain with us, and I'd like to offer the rest of you a chance to do the same. You have your choice in how you can do that. Alyria wishes to take the oath and become an Undaunted officer. I am delighted to accept her commitment... even though I'm aware she will have challenges for a time." 


Jerry paces a bit, letting them follow his motions. 


"This is a deep space vessel. We'll be traveling the core as well, but we'll likely be out on the frontier more often than not. We will face danger, whether you sign on as an officer and an adept as I would hope you do, or remain as a civilian. If you remain aboard as a civilian you'll be considered a refugee, provided with room, board, and ongoing therapy. There are many employment opportunities aboard the ship, something I would encourage you to explore if you don't choose an officer's commission. Not just so you can pay part of your own way, but as part of reintegrating to normal life in the real world. If you wish to leave the ship, I will gladly arrange for your transfer to an Undaunted planetside facility, where you will be offered similar care." 


One of the girls raises a hand. "Wh-what if we want to leave entirely?" 


"We won't keep you. You aren't prisoners. I'd prefer you stay in our care at least until we're given a green light by your psychiatrist, or if we're lucky, intelligence manages to find your kin and we can return you home. It is hard without a home. Without a place to call one's own. Harder still without people who will open their arms for you and accept you. I want to offer this place, this ship as your home for now. You were taken from your homes before you even had a chance to know what that means, and I would like to right this great injustice for you. Whether as a full member in good standing or as a civilian dependent."


Another girl raises a hand, more timid than the first "Wuh-won't we ha-have to, y'know... fight?" 


"Not if you don't want to. Cascka can instruct you in all sorts of Axiom arts, including the healing arts, and gods know the galaxy can always use more healers. Alyria has indicated her desire to sign on as a combat adept, but that is entirely her choice and her free will. You girls can do more or less as you desire. We are here to help and support you."


"Would we be able to stay together?" 


A third party heard from, this one sounding a bit more confident. 


"I was intending to billet you all together with our other adepts, whether you enlist or not. You'll like the ‘nerd squad’ boys, I'm sure. They're a little overly enthusiastic sometimes but I suspect a little relentless positivity wouldn't be a bad thing in your lives." 


The six young women quietly rise as a group and excuse themselves, retreating to one of the rooms to confer. 


Jerry and Cascka wait in comfortable silence, hand in hand, waiting to see the results. 


Finally, the six return, Alyria at their head. She was the most naturally gifted of the six, and the most confident, and seemed to have taken the lead. 


"We're all going to sign up, Captain."


Jerry smiles warmly. "Excellent, we'll hash out the details later. For now, pack whatever you have, Cascka will get you moved into your permanent accommodations, and I’ll arrange a pay advance so you can start buying long term necessities, along with whatever personal items you might want. If it's not available on the ship, let Cascka know, I'm sure we can make it happen for you." 


"Do we have any other orders at this time sir?" 


Alyria again, already standing a bit straighter and taller, trying to mimic some of the Marines no doubt. 


"Your primary mission is to get better, and train with Cascka. Before you get to any serious tasks I need three confident "Ready" reports. From your doctor, from Cascka, and from each of you individually. As Undaunted, we must overcome all things, your first battle is a battle of the mind... and let none doubt that it is a worthy battle. Fight well ladies. When you're ready, we have a wide galaxy to show you. Carry on."


Jerry turns on a heel as chatter erupts behind him, the girls sounding a bit more energetic now that a clear plan was laid out before them. There was talk of renaming along with discussions about shopping, such as one girl's need to buy a pretty dress. Perhaps to replace the one she'd been taken in? Still the renaming stuck with Jerry, because it was going to be very critical to his next discussion with victims of the mad man known as Talg. 


A quick walk down the hall brings him to the large build hab blocks that had been designated for the Cannidor girls to use. The trio were sound of body, and more or less of mind... they'd been given deep dive healing comas, and an adept had guided their minds slightly to try and knit some of their mental state back together more coherently after a solid year of near lethal chemical abuse. Their memories of that time were violently disjointed, and the soothing had... eased some of those memories back into the depths of their minds. 


Thankfully there was little of the more... intimate kinds of trauma to deal with according to Talg's journals. The chemical lobotomies had rendered the girls near emotionless and barely sapient. Recoverable, in case Talz needed their minds for something, but useless as play things, or anything save meat shields. He hadn't even raped them, apparently considering Cannidor beneath him somehow. He had however raped their senior sisters, the Blue Blade wardens who had been instructing the girls, then murdered the older women violently in front of them. That was enough to establish their weakness with the chemicals already flooding their bodies. One of many stories that... wouldn't be kept from them, but nothing they needed to actively remember. They could still feel the shame and disgrace of it all though, more than enough to leave them ‘dead’ in Cannidor honor culture terms. 


Entering the room finds Jaruna sitting with the girls cleaning weapons. There wasn't any ammo allowed anywhere near the hab block, but weapons maintenance could be a form of therapy for Cannidor, so Jaruna had gotten them all one of the same shotguns she and Nara used so ruthlessly. The monomolecular bayonets were safely tucked away in Jaruna's weapons locker. 


"Hey Hubby." 


The three nameless Cannidor bow their heads respectfully. They didn't talk much, which was fine, Jaruna was happy to instruct them and talk to them, and they listened attentively, bonding strongly to their new guardian. 


"I see the dead before me." Jerry intones mildly. 


The three girls' spines stiffen immediately. The words were ceremonial, as was the tone and cadence, even in Galactic trade a Cannidor warrior would know it. Especially one who was 'dead' as they were. He was taking a more traditional role as a Cannidor warrior clan’s senior husband, serving more as shaman and guide, guardian of the clan’s honor and traditions in this moment, and extensive coaching would hopefully mean he could perform his task perfectly. 


Recovering these young women’s lives might depend on it. 


"I would see the dead filled with the fires of life again. Returned to the world of the living to walk and fight once more... Who here will stand to face the world of the living once more?"  


Jaruna stands first. 


"I will stand." 


"You live already honored matriarch, who then are these three wayward souls?" 


The girls had already made their choice. Communicated their desires. Even chosen names for themselves. Still, it was a tense moment. The galaxy seemingly holding its breath. They were uncertain. Fearful. Full of self loathing. To take this offer meant many things… but first of all, it meant they had to forgive themselves.  


Jerry and Jaruna wait patiently in silence, until the first girl, the daughter of the Khan, finally pushes up to her feet. 


"I am Joan, and I would be a daughter of your clan, grand patriarch, mighty matriarch." 


"Step forward, you who would be a daughter of my blood." 


The newly renamed Joan steps forward and presents her palm, before slashing it shallowly with her own claw. Jerry slowly draws his Kukri and mirrors her, having no claws of his own to use for the task. They clasp palms, their blood mingles, and a healing burst of warm axiom from Jerry seals both wounds. 


"Beloved daughter, we welcome you, and recognize you as Joan Sa'Bridger. May your deeds bring glory upon your clan and name." 


The ceremony is quickly repeated with the other Cannidor young women naming themselves as Boudicca and Khulutun respectively, none wanted to be left behind, not when they were being given a second chance. 


It can be hard to grasp hope. To reach for the rope out of the hole one finds themselves in, but once grasped, these three clearly intended to hold on for dear life.


"My daughters, learn well the ways of war from your mothers, and matriarch Jaruna in particular. The galaxy is full of danger and perils. Even the smallest of your new mothers has things they can teach you. As you begin from nothing, a child once again... have no assumptions, for the galaxy can always surprise us and strike from positions we would never expect. Train well mind, body and spirit, and soon, I hope, I shall welcome you as full daughters of the clan." 


Jaruna grins. "Damn right. Alright daughters. You heard your old man, get those weapons cleaned up and ready. We're gonna go get you fitted for hard suits then hit the range for some relaxation. Then we'll get you into your actual billet within the Den when it’s done being prepared. You'll have lessons of all kinds going forward, and you can request others and we will accommodate it, work diligently and you'll be covered in glory in no time." 


"Yes matriarch!" The three women chorus before racing over to collect up their personal weapons and gear up for the day's training. 


"They're going to be less enthusiastic when they see the academic schedule Syl has worked up for them." 


"Heh. They already learned the price of going in dumb to a situation. Knowledge is power. They'll be fine." 


Jaruna grins down at Jerry, her smile full of teeth. 


"Still, you're a damn stud and a half ain't cha hubby? One Cannidor wife, three and a half Cannidor daughters already." 


"Hmph. Brag to your mother about it, why don't you?" 


"What and get half my damn sisters out here to challenge for a seat at the table? Nah. You're my humie stud, one Cannidor wife's enough for you." 


"Heh, as long as we have lots of Cannidor daughters?" 


"Now you're getting the idea, handsome. Alright girls! On the bounce! We got shit to do!" 


With that, Jerry's newest adopted daughters tromp out of the room, looking far more lively when he'd entered. 
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"So that's your field report?" 


Admiral Cistern's hologram did not look particularly amused, but then, Admiral Cistern looking anything but serious and stern was a very rare occurrence. 


"That's correct sir, we came across a mining colony in distress and rescued them from a superior force of hostile pirates. We defeated them in detail, took prisoners, turned some hundred of those over to the locals for justice... which will almost certainly consist of executions this far out beyond the frontier. We recruited the rest, a further hundred and some change, not including rescuing a half dozen talented adepts and three Cannidor. Though admittedly those individuals will need some significant therapy before they're combat capable." 


Jerry takes a few paces, remembering the next part of his speech.


"As we worked out with the diplomats and whatever we're calling the state department these days, this system has formally petitioned for Undaunted membership. To my knowledge that has been approved, and reinforcements to help build up defenses for this system and teach Undaunted philosophy and the like to the locals, make arrangements for shipments of raw supplies, etc are en route. Duchess Lilpaw's dreadnought arrived for temporary local defense yesterday, and my engineering crews are repairing the damage already caused to the crawlers so the locals can get back to work." 


Cistern reviews a data pad for a moment. "Yes, entirely. That does leave the issue of what to do with Severaltn Mining Corporation... but I have... special interests handling that personally." 


"Going to buy them out sir?" 


Cistern raises an eyebrow. "Perceptive of you Captain. We had an eye on them as it is as a potential mid grade corporation we could easily get our hooks into. With all this information available to use you've made that process significantly easier, while winning us an entire star system. Even if it's not a particularly hospitable one, the mining claim in that system is worth trillions, quite possibly hundreds of trillions, of credits."


"The numbers boggle the mind somewhat. I know Agenda was rather eager to line up for raw materials to continue expanding Vucsa 5." 


"Yes I'm aware, I believe she's negotiating a deal with the Alaqin herself. It'll include regular transit between Vucsa 5 and the Alaqin's holdings, carrying both cargo and miners on R&R rotations. A good deal for both parties even before you get down to the money involved." Another page turned. "As to these Cannidor... you call it a rescue but it almost sounds like you've kidnapped three Cannidor women and are calling them your daughters. Care to explain?" 


"Sir, as mentioned in my report, the Blue Blades have more or less declared those women dead. They've asked for their insignia back, possibly to destroy or place in a mausoleum of some sort... but it seems like once you're declared dead like that in the organization, you're a corpse whether you can still walk and talk or not. They have absolutely nowhere else to go save us, I'm not going to put them in uniforms immediately, but I'm not going to ignore the resource if it presents itself to me. One Cannidor shock trooper is a lot to handle. A fire team of four's an existential threat for pretty much anything I can throw them at. Especially once we get them back in power armor." 


Another raised eyebrow from the Admiral. "So you think they've salvageable after their ordeal?" 


"Per Jaruna, yes, she's our local expert on Cannidor psychology, and we've been able to dig into what Talg did to them. He described part of the process both to me directly and described it with more detail in his journals as essentially a chemical lobotomy. Ironically, this actually saved their minds quite a bit of damage. It also saved their bodies. They'd barely react, so they weren't ‘fun’ for the serial killer to play with. They were simply disposable puppets that could clean and feed themselves. No different from some sort of self maintaining combat robot from back home. Jaruna suspects, and Talg's journals concur, that the same treatment would be far less likely to be successful on a fully matured adult Cannidor, but we have no way to test that." 


"...Fine, you've covered my concerns. There's no way to return them to their families?" 


"Same deal as the Blue Blades unfortunately sir. These girls are dead and buried. Jaruna tells me that it's fairly traditional for Cannidor to take new names, and essentially entirely new identities after an ordeal like this. Or something else that seriously dishonors them. By their culture, the women whose names they used to be called by are dead and unmourned in an unmarked grave somewhere." 


There's a sigh from the Admiral. "I'm not sure how I feel about what sounds like self induced dissociative identity disorder as a matter of therapy, but there's cultural factors at play that we cannot understand in the end... especially not after what has to be extreme trauma. Which brings me to the matter of this serial killer Talg." 


"Yes sir." Jerry stiffens slightly. He had been entirely within the law, given there was little law to be had in Wild space save the law you brought. Still he'd had more than enough evidence to convict on testimony, fresh victims and repeated confessions alone. 


"While I do wish you'd gone through a proper court procedure, the fact that you convened even a rudimentary field court martial is more than most of my soldiers have done in similar situations. Further the evidence you have is irrefutable, even before his own confession." 


"Hard to miss a giant torture chamber and traumatized women cursing his name like he's Jotun spawn." 


"Quite. The more concerning factor's the tactical implication to a degree..." 


Jerry shrugs. "Sir we have to have expected that someone else was taking advantage of the nature of women in this galaxy to expand their personal power. Hell one of my own wives pointed out that with my status, and the relative lack of wives in my marriage, I could easily conquer even a decently populated star system via it's leadership with little to no blood shed in under a few months, just by seducing, via methods either above board or underhanded, the leadership of said system. As a senior naval officer I have more than enough prestige, especially to alien women from more martially inclined species, to be the equivalent of a playboy bunny to a human man, and to women who value power and authority... I have enough to be extremely enticing without any other factors. Something I'm sure you're familiar with." 


Cistern's eyes flash, a warning glare crossing his eyes, then relaxing, Jerry was right after all and it was highly relevant. 


"Yes. I suppose you're correct, Captain. Speaker Ticanped did specifically seek me out for my position... even if I have come to enjoy her companionship and vice versa." 


"It's like marriage used to be for humans in the end for most of the galaxy, sir. You work the feelings out after the fact, because there's more important factors such as alliances, security both physical and material, that sort of thing, in play, compared to 'just' love. Not that it's hard to develop love if you so choose, it's such a rarity in the galaxy I'm convinced it's going to be humanity's greatest impact above anything else." 


"What? Love?" 


"Not an emotion to be underestimated. We've got it, we've got it to spare. We have humans who are bastards of course, but the average man or woman wants a loving relationship. I caught the second episode of the show we're doing for the Cannidor with my wives and eldest daughter the other day. It's adorable watching a Kohb toddler play Cannidor magical girl I tell you what. I noticed it impacted Jaruna a bit oddly however... and when I asked about it she explained that the hard edge of what we can call romance in the show is unique for Cannidor media. It's not just implied ‘intimacy’, but actual romantic intimacy. Considering the ratings and from what Jaruna has said, we're influencing an entire generation of Cannidor girls with that show. Both to seek out love with a worthy husband... but also that humans are in fact worthy husbands who can provide that love which the same show promotes as desirable. We're going to have a lot of Cannidor maidens coming of age and enlisting in the Undaunted seeking a human husband in a couple years... even more than the current strongly positive interactions between our species." 


"I wish I could say that was the plan, but the deeper romantic flavor of the show was entirely brought about by the good Staff Sergeant and his co-stars. Apparently they have rather aggressively fallen in love with each other, and the Cannidor women themselves love... well. Love." Cistern's face shifts again, a slightly more unreadable note. "...As a personal aside Captain. On the subject of love. The serial killer. This Talg. Your report mentioned he made a degrading comment about Speaker Ticanped... I'd like you to elaborate." 


Jerry gulps. He’d really wanted to avoid saying this, but you couldn’t just ignore the Admiral to his face… orders are funny like that. 


"...He ah... said he couldn't understand your taste in female companionship, but could understand your taste in women, after making comments to the effect of killing, butchering, cooking and eating Speaker Ticanped. Sir." 


Jerry is not comfortable giving the Admiral this particular bit of information. He couldn't even imagine how he'd feel if someone he was close to, someone who was carrying his children possibly... had been talked about in such a way. Considering the brief flash of deep hate on the Admiral's face, Jerry considers that the Admiral might care about the good speaker a bit more than even he'd be willing to admit to himself, never mind to others. 


"And he's dead?" 


"Extremely dead. I have the footage from my helmet cam if you want it." 


"Good. No need for the footage. I know you rendered appropriate judgment." The Admiral snorts with derision. "That said, with a comment like that about one of my wives I almost wish you'd made it hurt." 


"Not a wish I'm unfamiliar with sir, but he died like the dog he was. No need to go down to his level and act as he did. No punishment. Just justice, and the surety that he will never kill again." 


Cistern nods curtly. "You're a good man Captain... which brings me to my conclusions. First, if you and your command keep performing the work of an entire task force, you are going to force my hand and make me promote you to admiral. I hope you know that." 


"First my power armored troops make me a noble and now I'm being threatened with flag rank, I'm all over the rank chart these days." 


"Threat is it?" 


"Admiral, if you think I can do a fraction of what you do I'm honored and humbled. Though if you give me a star I promise you I will beg, borrow and steal whatever other assets I can get till I am running a small battle group." 


"I have no doubt, but let's see how you do for the rest of your first cruise before we do any permanent damage. Just consider yourself on notice... and the Lord thing. I did see that in your report. It's had no detrimental effect on morale?" 


"Just the opposite, the more junior girls are eating it up. The sword sworn are the Horchka warrior equivalent of rock stars, and it's put me into a slightly higher position relative to the girls now... I've been told by Commander Lawson they've taken to calling me ‘Father’. More precisely, a specific word for father that generally refers respectfully to a clan patriarch. I'd try to pronounce it but Horchakasha is nearly impossible to pronounce correctly without a large set of tusks in your mouth. Been saving my first wife quite a bit of time actually. She was getting up to hundreds of proposals and love letters to filter a week and that's almost entirely slacked off, I assume because of my new social status." 


Cistern scoffs. "Hmph, if I'd known what sending that mercenary over to you was going to do... well. I'd have still sent her, the results have been excellent, but I'd have certainly laid some different bets with Sir Philip." 


"Sir, you'll pardon me saying so but I don't think anyone could have anticipated my reestablishing an Horchka order of knights that were extinguished in the galaxy before the tribes we call the natives of our homeland crossed the land bridge to reach the North American continent." 


"Fair enough. Now... let's see." Cistern shuffles some paperwork. "Next, speaking of said Mercenary, I have Ghorza Bridger's full promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, confirming her brevet status. As Marine Aerospace Ground Task Force XO and battalion commander she rates the promotion, but we were waiting for the first test of combat." 


"We swapped roles in the end and I took battlefield command since Ghorza's pregnant, but she did easily as well as we'd expect considering her decades of experience. She'll be very pleased to have her rank confirmed." 


"Next... I have a large variety of citations and medals, the details of which are to be determined in some cases. My office will keep your yeomen informed. They should be able to have things arranged so that everyone due either a wound medal or valor award will be able to wear them when you return to civilized space and begin your diplomatic outreach missions to the Yauya homeworld and Serbow. That includes two valor awards and a wound medal for you." 


"Honestly considering how fast galactic medicine patched me up I barely remembered I got wounded." 


"Hmmph. Get hit with a high intensity laser blast and the man barely notices it! Damn Marines, you're all like that." 


Jerry can't help but grin at that. "With pleasure, Admiral." 


"You'll still be taking the award along with the other decorations we'll be handing out, both for yourself and your command. There's a decent pile, your people performed quite admirably. There's also achievement medals and other awards in here that you submitted previously. We've also approved your proposed ‘Ace’ device for ace combat pilots. Please congratulate Commander Bridger on my behalf for her accomplishment, and Commander Sarkin for scoring the second Ace title in the service. It has been determined that Lieutenant Sarkin can also wear the Ace device, as will all crew members on that type of dual crew combat ship going forward." 


Jerry pulls up the file as it transfers through and quickly scans through it, all the names he'd submitted were there... then he sees his own name. 


"Wait a minute sir, a Navy Cross equivalent?" 


"I'm aware you already have one son, now you can be properly balanced on each side of your dress uniform I suppose." 


"I understand what it is, but seriously? I didn't-" 


Cistern holds up a hand, cutting Jerry off mid sentence. 


"I will not brook argument on this subject Captain, you put your body between members of your unit and lethal threats multiple times during the engagement with the pirates. The second time was at extreme risk to your life. You threw yourself in front of an axiom weapon designed to level reinforced buildings and not only did you catch it, you managed to dissipate it with only relatively minor damage for a weapon of that scale. Near as I can tell it's a miracle. I've reviewed the footage. I've had the nerds review the footage. From multiple angles, and no one's quite sure how you managed it, and while I'm sure there's a sensible explanation, if you do something impressive enough to call it a miracle, you'll generally be rewarded for it. I run a meritocracy Captain, you show merit, you get rewarded." Cistern takes a breath and rubs his temple. "And you show merit in ways that are far easier for me to deal with than some of the things my loose leash troops manage, so you have my thanks for that at least." 


"It's an honor sir." 


Part of Jerry wanted to argue, but the look on Cistern's face suggested that shutting up on that subject was the better part of valor.


"Do we actually have ribbons and medals to go with these yet? I know we're still working out when, where and how to wear everything." 


Cistern sighs, clearly this was another hard fought battle. "As I said, the details on a lot of these are to be determined. However we do have wear instructions for the medals that don't exist yet. Undaunted service ribbons or medals, along with proficiency badges such as the new Power Armor warfare badge, Mech Suit pilot badge, Naval Flight Officer wings, Commando Dagger and so forth will be worn on the left breast as before. The full order will be sent along shortly. For your Terran awards, up to three total rows of ribbons set up in the American style are to be authorized, and shall be otherwise worn in the pattern of one's parent military. These will always be worn as ribbons, never as medals. Unless you've received a neck order, in which case you can wear one. You'll also be formally authorized the wear of various badges such as your Marine Raider insignia, again following the style of your parent service." 


"That'll be good... I'll look damned gaudy for all that, but it'll be nice to be able to wear my Raider dagger still. I’m glad we’re finally getting all this in writing as opposed to just… improvising." 


"I certainly agree with that Captain. You personally are also authorized to wear a command star. This is not new of course, but I want to make it clear that Lieutenant Colonel Bridger, Commander Sarkin, Commander Rowley and Sir David are further authorized to wear a command star device. Style and placement of the new Undaunted specific device are to follow, but likely on the left breast pocket. Further I have a detailed list of everyone who's authorized the new Space Warfare badge in your crew, and all the various other insignia we've bashed together. I'm not sure when the relevant departments are finding time for all this, but you know as well as I do that recognition and confirmation of skills is important to an organization." 


"Extremely sir, especially now that I have plenty of junior sailors, Marines and young officers running around. It'll give them standards to work towards and aspire to beyond their next promotion." 


"Precisely. So, what's your current plan?" 


"We're behind schedule already, so with Lilpaw's dreadnought on site, we're out system more or less immediately after the last shipments of raw materials we purchased for our reserves make it up, and injured civilians are transferred either to the dreadnought or back down planet side. Then we’ll recall our engineers and ensure we have our new passengers aboard before departing. We’re getting a few locals who have volunteered for Undaunted military service, including one of their prospectors who's willing to act both as a resource scout and military scout." 


"Useful indeed. Very well Captain, carry on." 


"Aye aye, sir." 


"Cistern out." 
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The dining room had been converted back to a lounge. The axiom modular furniture and concealed storage in the walls was a perfect system to keep the space as functional as possible compared to just having a utilitarian dining hall to eat in. Though that was a feature the Den contained too... anticipating the forty odd and counting forthcoming Bridger children, the wives, the adopted daughters, and Jerry's daily dining needs within the safe confines of the clan hold. Firi's inspired work that set this adult space up for multiple functions also ensured that the kitchens serviced both this room, and the dining hall that was directly opposite of it.


The thought has Jerry chuckle for a moment as the three daughters settle in before him and Ghorza, it was time for story time. Cannidor had a strong oral storytelling tradition that made up a lot of the heart of instruction on the philosophy behind being a warrior. Jaruna might have been more of a loner, but as a woman of strong principles she wasn't going to miss using this tool to teach her new children. However, it was her night off to go cause trouble with Masha after a solid two weeks of instructing the girls, so Jerry and Ghorza had taken up the mantle of story time. 


"Truly? They won?" 


Joan is leaned in slightly as Jerry tells the story of a legendary naval engagement back on Earth. The ‘eldest’ of the three sisters had proven to be a surprisingly bright eyed young woman, eager to learn... and eager to make up for a lost year. The bounce back had been remarkable, something Jaruna attributed to the structure of having a clan... and having a future. Cannidor were resilient, and few things bounce back from trauma like a child, but no future? No safety? It made recovery nigh impossible. After their healing comas he had three teenage giant shark women who wanted the kind of war stories for bedtime stories that were normally reserved for getting amped up for a fight. Cannidor really were built different in the end. 


Still it was hard to beat the Battle off Samar, more poetically known as the Last Stand of the Tin Can Sailors, for a rip roaring story, even by Cannidor standards. 


"Mhmm. There's lots of lessons to learn in this battle. Even in the face of great adversity, audacity and courage can overcome vastly greater force of arms. However we can also learn from the commander of the enemy fleet and his situation." 


Boudicca was the most hot head of the trio, all fire and passion that matched her mane of bright red hair... which had recently been dyed to match Jaruna's shade Jerry notices. 


"His situation was that he was a coward and a fool wasn't it? What can we learn from cowardice beside spite?" 


Ghorza shakes her head, taking the lead from Jerry. "Actually we can learn quite a lot from cowards. How they think. How they act. You three aren't due to be mere soldiers. You're daughters of this family and that means more will be expected of you. Your father's name alone will make the expectations placed upon you sky high. The meek, the cowardly, all can managed, and either brought up into a respectable, if average, soldier, or whipped into an enraged throng to cover your operations. Those same fools can be a liability if you don't shore them up. One of the great blind spots of my blade sisters when I served with a Cannidor mercenary company was their natural tendency to see those weaker than them physically as lesser in all ways, ignoring the weak. Hah." Ghorza slaps her knee. "Weak alone, but not in numbers. Weak in a direct confrontation... but fear and hatred in the right mix can lead to desperation, and people do crazy things when they're desperate." 


"Well said darling, but not, however, applicable in this case. It's my contention that the Admiral was not a coward, and was judged far too harshly by his contemporaries, who thought as Boudicca does... but there are many reasons a commander might choose to make a withdrawal. With just the story I've told you... what can we infer about the admiral's thoughts?"


Khulutun was the most taciturn of the sisters. Joan had explained she'd always been quiet and introspective, so this wasn't new behavior, she was just a bit more reserved than the in-your-face bombast of your average Cannidor. At least till she was on the range, at which point Khulutun blossomed into a melee obsessed nightmare that was entirely worthy of the name of the pugilist princess she'd taken. Now she leans in, ready to share her thoughts.


"Firstly, I think the Admiral was worried about his vessels. You said that the war was going very poorly for them. Then... Father, you told us that these Japanese loaded armor piercing kinetic ammunition... We have been studying human arms with our mothers... and physics is remarkably consistent, if limited, in Cruel Space. If the situation was as you say, high velocity, armor piercing shells would likely have gone straight through lighter vessels like the Admiral was facing. Their warheads wouldn't have had a chance to detonate and do serious damage." 


Jerry nods. "Correct on all counts. So why would they load AP?" 


The young woman screws her face up a bit, wrestling with having to guess at the motives of an alien mind. "Well a mistake was made... but possibly not the Admiral's... did someone think they were fighting larger vessels perhaps?" 


"Correct again Khulutun, well done. Yes, someone had given the Admiral the wrong information. The light escort carriers were assumed to be proper fleet carriers, the destroyers thought to be cruisers, and the light destroyer escorts as destroyers." 


"They also fought like they were already dead. Fighting literally to the last shell. They inflicted strong casualties on the attacking force early. To a disciplined, rational mind, this is the behavior of warriors fighting from a position of strength." 


"Indeed, especially considering the Admiral and his staff, along with most of their military, had something of a bias against their enemies... one that was a few years into a correction, but lingering thoughts of the enemy as lazy, weak, cowardly... incapable of a heroic last stand to preserve tens of thousands of lives behind them... well I won't call it unthinkable, but I suspect someone on the Admiral's planning staff was letting his biases color his opinions." 


Joan raises a hand. "All that doesn't truly account for the retreat however. Not entirely. What haven't you told us?" 


"Also excellent. I wanted to see what you girls came up with before I gave you the rest of the Admiral's context. He was commanding the largest warship in his fleet. The largest battleship in human history. A ship whose sister had just been sunk in action by enemy aircraft. The same type of enemy aircraft that were harassing and attacking his fleet in a sizable concentration. That they were attacking with ground attack munitions and quite literally anything they could scrounge wasn't something the Admiral would know. He just saw a swarm of enemy aircraft attacking his ships with gusto."


Khulutun leans in again. "Fearing to lose such a weapon, especially after the loss of its sister..."


"Especially when that ship is a massive national symbol, representing the will of their Emperor made steel, and the spirit of the nation itself." 


"...Jeez I'm feeling the pressure and this battle happened a long damn time ago." Boudicca mutters, clearly a bit annoyed she's not got as much to contribute as her sisters.


"Learning is like that sometimes." Jerry suppresses a chuckle, he hadn't teenage Cannidor daughters for long, but much like teenage human daughters, having a chuckle at their expense was something you wanted to do in very specific circumstances only. Even if the sulking was amusing. 


"So the Admiral was thinking about the risk to his flagship in particular, the overall preservation of his fleet in what might be a dangerous situation." Khulutun takes over again, leading the way on the more thought provoking exercise. "And was working off of bad intelligence. All of these seem to add reasonable factors to cause a withdrawal with an incomplete picture of the battle space." 


Jerry reaches over and pats Khulutun on the head. "Excellent. There's one final factor. We call it a human factor in English, but in reality it's a factor for all species. The Admiral had had his previous flagship, a heavy cruiser, sunk in action the night before, and he had not slept in at least 24 hours, one standard human day, probably longer. Surviving a sinking is brutal. Being in the water for hours is possibly worse. Exhaustion, fatigue. These things do terrible damage to the mind, and cloud our judgment."


The three young women all nod, clearly thoughtful. 


"Alright, I think that's enough to chew on, go on and get your evening rations and go get some sleep."


The three young women rise with respectful bows and head toward the door as Sharon comes in. Joan raises a hand in greeting. 


"Cindy already asleep, mother?" 


Sharon nods. "Sorry girls, she was exhausted today, lots of playing and learning. I'm sure you'll get a chance for some more play time with your little sister tomorrow. In fact... if Jaruna will give you some time off, maybe you could take her and the puppy to the park? I know she'd be safe with Mikasa and her big sisters keeping an eye on her."


The three young women all nod and tromp off towards their quarters as Zombie drops in a chair next to Jerry and Ghorza. 


"The girls have really bonded tightly with Cindy haven't they? Can't say I'm used to them calling me ‘mother’ though." 


Ghorza chuckles. "It's pretty damn cute. Both how the four girls have bonded and the honorifics. Guess the stereotype about Cannidor loving cute, tiny things is right on the money though." 


"How did story time go Sharon?" Jerry smiles over at the lovely human woman. She'd taken over story time with Cindy recently, wanting to do more to help out as some of the other girls got closer to delivering and were more easily exhausted as a consequence. 


A slightly odd look crosses Sharon's face for a moment. "Fine, she snuggled up to me and everything. She's just so damn cute." 


"So why do you look... confused?" Jerry asks.


"Because she's making me want one of my own dammit! I'm painfully clucky." 


Ghorza slaps her knee, laughing hard. "Well I got good news for you sister, our husband has the cure for what ails you. Namely getting your ankles pinned to your ears." Ghorza's hand drops to her own stomach, showing more clearly every day and offers a tusky grin to husband and sister wife. "Trust me, the man knows what he's doing."


Jerry can't help but laugh, but the thoughtful Sharon can only blush. 


"Shit, I ain't used to you being such an easy target for teasing Sharon." Ghroza laughs, slapping her knee at Sharon’s blushing maiden routine.


"Well I'm not used to wanting a baby quite this badly. I'm not even on my cycle or anything! I'm just... yeah. Clucky." Sharon pouts a bit. "I don't want to think I'm just some... woman, who's so easily... I dunno. Turned on isn't the right word, but I never thought of myself as particularly interested in having kids." 


Jerry leans in a bit, taking the subject seriously. "Well some of it's probably the hormones and atmosphere around here. The mix of the two, namely most of the girls are pregnant, and the prevailing galactic attitude is that having kids is something to be expedited when you're in a stable position to do so. Which we are." 


"I'd say there's another factor too... I can't imagine it's too different in Cruel Space." Ghorza chuckles. "Once you get a man you think of as a worthy husband. A worthy mate. On an instinctual and mental level... Well, we're designed from the ground up to seek a worthy mate and reproduce. We've got a worthy mate, so wanting to get knocked up's about as primal an instinct as it gets." 


"Huh..." Sharon thinks about that for a second, then grins. "You know, that's a perfectly reasonable set of points come to think about it... yeah, instinct. Makes sense. Well, I'm gonna grab a drink, either of you want anything?"


"I'll have whatever you're having Sharon." Jerry settles back in the comfortable chair he normally presided over the family's lounge from, looking over to where Ghorza was seated next to him. 


"I'll take some of that golden fruit juice... apple juice? No booze for another couple months yet, and that human booze is more liable to kill me, never mind hurt the kids."


Sharon returns in a moment with drinks, passing them out before sitting back down. "Ugh..." 


"You look upset still, what's wrong Sharon?" Jerry leans over and kisses Sharon's cheek, drawing a giggle from her. 


"Oh it's... ah. I'm emotionally all over the place. I got a message from my folks finally. Came out with the last ship out of Cruel Space. I uhm... it's all good news. Nothing bad or anything. It's just… I need to send a message home telling them about... everything that's happened. My new job. My new husband and that my husband's the guy I was crushing on that I told them about in a few letters past that Mom thought was a good match. That I have over a dozen sister-wives and over forty kids on the way in my new family." 


"Wait, you wrote your parents about me while we were in training?" Jerry chuckles, clearly a bit surprised. 


"I talk to my Mom about everything. It's kinda been the hardest part about being out here... I can't really just... call my Mom. Or send her a text. An email has a potentially twelve month turn around time. I'm so used to getting to talk to her all the time, have them be involved in my life and I just... I dunno, it's the one thing that really makes me homesick. I wouldn't change my choices if I got a second chance... except maybe say something sooner so I had a chance at being wife no. 1... and while that Sharon would probably be more monogamy focused... I hope I'd get over it. I'd hate to miss out on our family. All of it."


Sharon shrugs and takes a long swing of her cocktail. 


"Which is like I said the issue for me, I can't tell my family about my family. About all these incredibly important things that are happening in my life. Can't share those moments with them. Can't get my parent's reactions... I can't know if they're proud of me still. I think it'll be okay. Mom's pretty resilient and accepting, and Dad will probably just want to make sure I'm okay, then make some horrendous Dad joke about the situation." Sharon rolls her eyes. "Old bastard's still cracking jokes about my goth phase. The same jokes that he came up with when I was 15 and started wearing my eyeliner dark and heavy."


Ghorza chuckles. "Well tell ya what you should do. Send a proper video home. Not just you talkin into the camera like a lot of folks were. A nice long vid. Tour the Den and the Tear. Let them see your life out here. Introduce Jerry properly. Introduce all of us. Introduce your adopted daughters, including the bigguns. Rip the bandages off all at once. Life comes at you fast out here... and if there's hurt or upset. Well, few things soften up most parents quite like grandbabies to spoil... and even if you don't go and get yourself knocked up like the rest of us, pretty sure Cindy's cute little face could melt the black soul of the Queen of the Damned and make her coo over her n'spoil her like she was her own."


"Yeah that's a good idea actually. I can talk to them directly... do some time with Jerry. Introduce the whole family. Walk around the Den a bit. Show them some views from the ship. Nothing too canned or hammy... just. Hey this is my life now. I'm on the biggest adventure in human history at the very tip of the spear... and I've already visited more worlds than almost any other human besides the crew of the Chainbreaker and some of the EFL boys... and I bet we're hot on their heels." 


The trio chatter away like the good friends they were all becoming, Sharon clearly relaxing a bit after getting everything off her chest. 


"Say Ghorza..." Sharon leans forward a bit again, looking across Jerry to Ghorza.


"Hmm?" 


"Why didn't you make the sword sworn? I've always heard from the other Horchka about how you're the ambitious sort. How you wanted to raise your people's status. Rekindle some of the old ways. You were an accomplished warlord, a talented commander of women under arms. Why... not do what the Paladins have done for Jerry? And why haven't you joined them?" 


Ghorza stops for a moment, giving the question some actual thought before finally responding. 


"As far as why I didn't found a fresh order... I didn't feel I rated really. I was just a mercenary, not a noble that someone can pledge their loyalty to in the old way. Jerry though, he's something else. A domain, even one that moves, soldiers, an army even. Not just a cramped troop transport. You don't really have much of a domain without space to actually live... not just exist till your next combat drop." 


Jerry nods. "Makes sense to me. What about Sharon's second question though? You sure you don't want to swear your oath to the sword too? I'm sure the girls would vote to accept you as the final sword." 


Ghorza shakes her head. "Nah. Ask me a few months ago and I'd have been all fucking over it... but now I'm something better than just a paladin." 


"Oh?" Jerry lets a bemused smile play across his face, always something interesting going on with his wives. "Do tell." 


"Well, for one I'm a married woman now, and pregnant, feathers in the cap of any would be commander or warlady... and it's a weird bit of role reversal, but in the old world, when a group of warriors swore themselves to a liege, their lady's lord husband can command them just as she can. Well you're their liege, not me, but both as an Undaunted officer, and as your lady, I can command them. They swear to our house, they serve our house, to join them as a sword would reduce me in a sense." 


Sharon chuckles. "Yeah I get that... honestly seeing some of the sword sworn, pulling guard duty, either escorting Jerry or Syl, or keeping watch at the main entrance to the den... and knowing they'd fight like mad women for our family. It uh... well. It kinda makes me feel like some sort of fairy tale princess or something. The knights are curvier, greener and tuskier than any of the books I read as a girl, but my handsome prince is pretty studly so it all balances out." Sharon snorts into her drink. "Oh and none of my childhood fairy tales could have prepped me for my castle to consist of a goddamn spaceship." 


"Much better than any terrestrial castle, that's for sure." Ghorza nods, stoically. "The capacity to move alone... still. It's interesting how much of what you call scifi exists on Earth. I've been reading some of the stuff on the entertainment server, and there's some good stuff there! Not terribly realistic, monogamy, no axiom, but then what you imagine when you don't know anything about what's around you would naturally vary. Though what really caught my eye was your fantasy stuff. You guys sure you ain't related to the Apuk like some of their nuttier people are saying? Because hot damn you folks write fantasy like the Apuk! The high fantasy stuff especially." 


"Yeah I hear Lord of the Rings is taking Serbow by storm." Sharon opines. 


Jerry cracks his neck, stretching a bit. "Bit of a human craze spreading in general on Serbow thanks to Vernon Shay and his goddamn ninjas. Some gossip rag paid six figures for the first pictures of Vernon and Miro'Noir's babies. Official shots, hardly a ‘leak’, but I'm sure Vernon and Miro don't mind adding to their nest egg. Not that I think they're hard up for funds. Apparently they've even licensed their story. So we'll be seeing a Miro and Vernon movie at some point." 


"Several actually." 


"Fan of theirs Sharon?" 


Sharon shakes her head. "Not me, one of Tyler Sarkin's girlfriends, can't call'em wives just yet because of that thing with that Apuk gal, Elyria Darlentra? Seramali? Big white wings? ...Wait that's all Seramali for the most part. Hmm. Any way. She's one of my officers in the comm division. She's a fantasy author on the side, infamous for liking more ‘proactive men’. Shall we say. So no surprise she's a fan of the Miro'Noir Vernon Shay romance, but what's interesting is what she's told me. One of her colleagues, an Apuk lady by the name of Erana'Aternae or something. She's one of a few folks who have licensed Miro'Noir and Vernon's life story. Biopics mostly, aimed at different age levels, but Erana is apparently doing an entire fantasy novel based on their romance. Elyi's gotten some sample chapters, apparently it's stellar, and has itself been optioned for a tri-d flick before it's even released!" 


"Damn, Vernon's really stacking up the cash the easy way."


Ghorza chuckles, and socks Jerry in the shoulder lightly.


"Aww you can manage that Hubby, all you gotta do is become a superstar to an entire species... which frankly you're well on your way with the Horchka. Just wait till the girls start writing to their families more regularly and word starts spreadin' bout our sword sworn. You'll have one hell of a fan club. Wouldn't be surprised if you don't have a dedicated fan following in Cannidor space already. That video of you and Jaruna protecting Syl apparently is heading towards 10 trillion views and regularly pops up as trending on Cannidor video sites." 


Jerry sighs. "...Damn it, I wish we could have monetized that better. I... huh. That's an idea. Maybe we get the original footage, the Dauntless has it. A lower grade version is what leaked. So we release the high def, with a commentary track featuring Jaruna and myself. Have some special features with the story as told by myself, Jaruna, Wichen and Syl. Throw in some other shit like that. Maybe some extra footage of Jaruna and I in combat liberating the mining colony. I bet that'd sell." 


"Shit I'll buy a copy." Ghorza smacks her knee, letting out a bark of laughter. "Wait! Even better, do a director's cut. Our fight. The high def footage of Gaucha earning her first Ace, and downing those pirates on the ground too. Then your record setting run on the power armor assault course. We can give it some corny title and release it as a Year 1 Greatest Hits. Money'll roll in on its own. Though we might also get requests... usually with a decent chunk of change attached. For example, someone might be willing to fork out big time to see the family take on a Carnifex or some similar predator." 


Sharon leans in, smiling impishly.


"Put a teaser in there for Jerry's upcoming match with an Apuk Battle Princess and direct them to an extranet betting site for the match that we control and we'll be able to buy a second mass conveyor for the fleet and hire a full crew to boot." 


Another bark of laughter from Ghorza. "Damn, good idea Zombie. Absolutely killing it. For a second release before we get to Serbow, we could do some full contact sparring once some of the girls deliver. Stick Jerry in a body glove or something that shows off his physique and it'll probably be damn near literal combat porn. Then we stick an ad for the Undaunted at the end. Best you cash the Public Affairs Office will give us a decent stack of credits for the opportunity."


Jerry checks his watch and levers himself out of his chair, leaning down to kiss both women. 


"Alright, I need to finish getting cleaned up and head down stairs. You beautiful ladies keep on plottin... I suspect if you present the plan to Syl she'll have some ideas on how to polish it up cash flow wise. Besides... having a Takra'takra sparring in her warform with Jaruna and Gaucha at least would be a big draw for the spousal sparring special." 


"Good alliteration Hubby." 


Sharon raises an eyebrow. "A Takra'takra huh? That's right, you have a date with Nezbet tonight. This is what, second?" 


"Fourth actually. She's pretty charming when she tries to be." 


"Going to accept her proposal finally?" Ghorza leans in, curious now. 


"Unless one of you girls has a last second complaint to register I'd be a fool not to. She's easy on the eyes, charming as I said, and when she finds the energy to get involved with something she can really make shit happen in a big way. She volunteered to start coordinating the relief deliveries for Lakran and Syl just about demanded I marry her for the sheer amount of work she's taken off Syl and her team's plate. Pretty sure the relief crews and some of the bosun's mates want to kill her for all the work she's made them put in, but the first wave of relief shuttles have a really well balanced mix of food and other supplies, letting them spread out to where they're needed immediately. She also reorganized the security teams that will be putting down to support Titan squad to make them a bit more independant. Got Wichen to hook them all up with 20mm autocannon mounts and plenty of ammo. Plus two sets of everything they'll need to set up decent scale ammo production for larger fire bases. It's a solid start." 


"Sounds like she's no dumb kitty." 


"No one's ever called Nezbet stupid to my knowledge." Sharon mutters. "Just bullheaded enough that it's hard to tell the difference sometimes." 


Jerry chuckles. "Be thankful we have Nezbet. She was complaining about her cousin the other night, the one who's been in some of the reports off Centris? She's not... stupid per se, she's ah... 'Unburdened by an overabundance of education', shall we say." 


"So she's stupid." Ghorza opines, taking a sip of her drink. "Damn this stuff's tasty." 


"Apple cider's nice. Hopefully we can get some apple trees when we settle planet side one day."


"I'll drink to that!" Sharon chuckles, raising her glass in salute. "Now get going, it's rude to leave a lady waiting!"


"No, it's the other way around out here. It's rude to leave me waiting. I'm allowed to be fashionably late." 


Both women wave him off. 


"Bah, beat it!" 


"Yeah, no one likes a braggart." 


Both women make some rude gestures, shooing Jerry out the door before dissolving into giggles as Jerry heads towards his room to change. 
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Jerry makes his way through the ship, seeking the area where Nezbet bade him to go for the night's entertainment. It was well away from the promenade for once. They'd done drinks on the promenade before. Dinner another night. Not like there were a lot of options for hospitality aboard the Tear in terms of locations beyond the fast eateries down by the docking bay decks or, of course, cooking for yourself. Jerry suspected a home cooked meal wasn't in the cards, Nezbet had previously confessed being completely unable to cook. Some more walking eventually brings him to one of the starboard observation lounges. The door to which has been fitted with a sign marking it as reserved for a private event.


The lounges were multi-functional rooms that sometimes operated as bars or for family events depending on what was going on.


"Time to see what Nezbet's cooked up for the night..."


The curiosity was getting to him honestly. He really wanted to know what she was up to in there, just a door away.


On entering, he notices that most of the furniture normally found in the lounges has been moved to the side, and the lighting's been lowered significantly. Nezbet waits at a single table next to the observation panel with a single candelabra on the table, a warm light in a sea of stars.


The feline alien is drinking something from a fluted glass as she watches the stars. Her long white hair dangling in a braid tied with golden bands. She'd upped her game in terms of dressing up for him, having clearly consulted his wives and human media. She'd gone with a slinky qipao styled cut a few nights ago that left her arms bare, showing off her tanned skin and well toned muscles. Tonight Nezbet had selected the ultimate weapon in many women's clothing arsenal. A nearly sinful little black dress that seemed to be poured over her generous curves. It drew the eye to all her best features naturally, and seemed to compliment the star studded darkness behind her. An effect enhanced by the small gemstones studded through the silk like material that made up the bulk of the dress in patterns that Jerry didn't recognize.


"Good evening, gorgeous... you really pulled out all the stops tonight."


"Human'man is impressed yes? Nezbet wished to extend every courtesy and joy to make tonight special... hard to do on ship the man you court owns, but Nezbet believes she has prepared to offer your own hospitality to you adequately."


Nezbet rises and greets Jerry with a bow, kissing the back of his hand in a courtly manner... spoiled somewhat by her tail swishing behind her, flicking like a house cat on the hunt and circling to get a good angle on a mouse.


"Your dress is gorgeous by the way, it really makes you look utterly stunning."


"Nezbet could say the same thing about you. Uniforms are nice, but civilian human suits are... pleasing to Nezbet. Much simpler than the silly frills that are current galactic fashion."


"What are the patterns on your dress by the way?"


Nezbet beams. "You noticed! Is special dress commissioned by Nezbet. The gems mark out constellations as seen from Nezbet's homeworld. A little bit of my life, my story, communicated to the man Nezbet so desires seems... poetic yes?"


"It certainly is. Though I suspect many would be surprised with just how poetic you can be."


"Aww, you are far too kind. Careful though Jerry, flattery will win you much. Possibly more than you bargain for... if you are just window shopping on Nezbet's heart anyway."


Nezebet's fingers brush against his on the table, Jerry flipping his hand around and taking hers gently. Her warm palm pressing firmly to his as their fingers naturally intertwin, drawing a strong blush from the feline warrior woman.


"So what's on the menu tonight Nezbet?"


"Human'man will be pleased, Nezbet has hired a human chef from the promenade, a woman of great talents, Nezbet has also selected a variety of delightful cuisine for us to share. The heart of the meal being beef'steak. Nezbet decided tonight was good night to try Wagyu A5. Mrs. Noitaka says she knows well how to prepare it."


Nezbet theatrically claps her hands and Feli woman in a human styled waiter's uniform, quickly trots out and pours wine for Jerry and Nezbet before retreating with a hurried bow. Nezbet claps again, and low violin music begins to lilt through the room... emanating, not from speakers, but from behind some of the piled furniture, Nezbet and her helpers having clearly prepared an unobtrusive and discreet stage for a live musician.


"Nezbet believes this type of music is most appropriate for such matters... and is favorable to human'man yes?"


Jerry nods, fighting to keep the smile off his face. Nezbet was a master of managing large scale operations... and now all of that energy and intensity was being focused solely on winning him over. It was fun to watch, and wildly flattering considering what all that energy could produce in terms of scale. Nezbet considered getting him at least the equal of taking down a pirate admiral worth many millions of credits... and... she could have done this at any time. She could have chased any man with a decent chance of success with her sheer industrious nature. She's chosen him. Not because he was available and had a pulse, but because she found him desirable. Such selective tastes seemed somewhat rare in the 'galaxy of thirst', but it certainly added to Jerry's positive opinion of the lovely alien woman across from him.


Nezbet smiles warmly before waving a hand to the waitress, the young woman quickly delivering a plate of sushi as an appetizer before heading off just as quickly.


"Nezbet has learned to enjoy much human cuisine. Sushi is very good. Maybe stereotypical to those Takra looking animals that human'man keep as pets, but..."


"But salmon's delicious no matter how you slice it?" Jerry chuckles.


"Nyahaha. Precisely. Shrimps and fatty tuna are also favorites of Nezbet. Nezbet almost wanted to do seafood for dinner tonight, but consulting with Sharon suggested that steak is considered classier... plus Sharon did not know if Jerry enjoys crab or lobster or similar large sea insects. Nezbet had crab for first time other night. So succulent! Especially with butter."


"Generally we don't call crabs or lobsters insects... I mean it's not wrong, but people like to pretend they're not. Makes them more palatable. Still, you don't skip a meal huh?"


"Mrow! Such delicate sensibilities in some of you human'mans. Next you'll tell me that only peasants ate such wonderful food and it was considered beneath the wealthy."


"...Actually."


Nezbet's jaw drops. "You are messing with me. Yes?"


"Nope. you were talking about your diet however."


"Ah yes. Takra'takra have incredibly high caloric requirements, especially if we use our warforms regularly. Nezbet has traveled galaxy for long time, and enjoys trying new food. The combination of the two makes Nezbet rather adventurous in terms of dining yes?"


"I can see that. Especially if you need to eat to stay functional, when you had your brief fight with Masha you popped out of your warform when you ran out of gas it seemed."


"Yes, was very, very hungry. By the way, red bottle is what Mrs. Noitaka calls proper soy sauce. Green bottle is galaxy safe soy sauce... apparently reduced content of certain chemicals significantly while increasing... err... 'umami' from other sources? Not sure what that word is. Is not English..."


"It's from Chief Noitaka's native language. Umami is the fifth basic flavor according to human social and scientific conception. It's a relatively recent scientific addition, but obviously was well known in some cultures prior."


"What are the other flavors?"


Nezbet pops a piece of salmon nigiri into her mouth, lightly dipping the fish side into the alien safe soy sauce first the proper way. Jerry notes that Nezbet's clearly been studying... or got very good notes from someone. Possibly Sharon.


"The original four flavors as far as the West, being a major cultural block in my world, not so much a direction, were sweetness, sourness, saltiness, and bitterness. Umami or "savoriness" was added formally later on, just a few decades ago, when it was determined it had dedicated taste receptors on the tongue."


"Human tongue is supposed to be very sensitive, which is funny for how extreme flavors human'man tend to like is."


"We don't do subtle as well as the galaxy seems to, but we're good at picking out things that might be dangerous... or sometimes we just outright ignore things that are dangerous, or develop a taste for them. For example, one of my favorite fruits is called pineapple. It contains an acid called bromelain. When we eat pineapple, it starts to try and dissolve the lining of our stomachs... but the acids in our stomach digest it before it can cause any issues."


Nezbet just shakes her head before tossing back some shrimp. "Human'mans are insane."


"Regretting your choice of pursuing me?"


The feline alien grins wickedly. "Not on human'man's life. If anything it's slightly turning Nezbet on. Nezbet can only imagine the incredible children you can sire on her... and just." 


Nezbet stretches slightly, very intentionally showing off her body a bit. 


"The idea of having a strong mate... it does things to a takra'takra you see. Strong in many ways, not just body and biochemistry. Strong in mind. Strong in wisdom. You are... unique. Nezbet desired you before Jeremiah of Earth, lusted after you even. Now Nezbet must have you, and will do everything she can to get her hands on you and make you a happier man... though Nezbet admits the last bit is challenging. You do seem pretty happy."


"Well you'll have plenty of time to try your best, since you'll be sticking around it seems."


Jerry drops the words Nezbet had been waiting for in the most casual manner possible. Being coy and playful with the Takra never stopped being amusing, and watching Nezbet's face as she pieced things together was even better, her face slowly shifting to the slyest grin her face could manage.


"So... Jerry has accepted Nezbet's proposal?"


"You've shown me all sorts of things about yourself I'd never have expected. I'd be a fool to turn you down."


"Nyahaha. Excellent. Truly. Nezbet was confident she'd win you over... but you certainly made the chase worth it. Now... perhaps. Nezbet will tease you instead. It is your turn to chase Nezbet a bit, yes?"


Nezbet looks over Jerry's shoulder, seemingly making sure they're alone before standing up and hiking up her dress ever so slowly, revealing inch after inch of perfectly tanned skin and perfectly sculpted muscle, thighs thickened just enough to make them utterly... touchable. As the dress rides over Nezbet's curvy hips it finally reveals a jaw dropping black thong, cut to just barely preserve Nezbet's modesty while hinting at everything on offer.


"Nezbet has prepared dessert for Jerry. We can go at it on table after dinner if you prefer... but Nezbet would rather go home and do best to break that Cannidor proof bed Gaucha, Ghorza and Jaruna have bragged to Nezbet about. If you follow Nezbet's thinking. That will do for the ceremony, unless you wish for something else. Pin Nezbet's ankles to her ears and make her purr for you yes?"


In a blink Nezbet's back in her chair, perfectly composed as if she hadn't just flashed Jerry and left him painfully hot under the collar. The smug smirk on her face persists even as the waitress brings out the main course, oblivious to what Nezbet had just been up to. Jerry reaches for his wine, trying to tame the blush in his cheeks. 


He'd thought he'd be a bit more immune to being propositioned by beautiful women. He was surrounded by sexually aggressive beauties every day of his life after all, and even the shyest of his wives wasn't exactly a shrinking violet when it came to asking for or offering sexual intimacy with their husband. Nezbet had reminded him he was still humble, still not used to the flipped gender roles of the galaxy... and while that change was inevitable, Jerry can't help but think he hopes that change takes its sweet time.
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Matroika


"So... it has come to this."


Matroika considers the glass before her as if it had contained straight poison, four hands dramatically clutching her chest as she mimes the starts of death throes worthy of a middle school drama club as the flavors scorch her tongue.


"Oh quit being a baby, it was alien strength whiskey."


Colleen, aka Rowdy rolls her eyes at the other woman's bad acting. She'd bought Matroika a drink and apparently was unimpressed that her Rabbis companion was even more sensitive to the flavors of whiskey than your average alien. 


"It tastes like a mix of fire and a bog!"


"Right, that's the good part."


A riot of emotions crosses the rabbi's face as Colleen shoots the rest of her scotch before signaling for another. They'd snagged a table at the Bloody Shillelagh, the Tear's Irish pub. Matroika wasn't entirely sure what a shillelagh was, or what made a pub Irish, and Rowdy has been entirely unhelpful in explaining. Something about something called a ‘Guinness’ that was apparently alcohol you chewed.


Quickly Matroika orders some water and a more palatable beverage than the imitation human firewater that Colleen clearly drank by the gallon, much to the amusement of her human companion.


"So, what's this about Rowdy? Not that I mind being invited out for a girl's night by a colleague." 


Matroika had been burning with curiosity since she got Collen's vague email requesting they meet up for drinks. She figured the vagueness came from hanging out too often with intelligence types, an occupation hazard for a special operations type like Colleen it seemed.


Colleen chuckles, tipping her Stetson back. Its gold cord and crossed sabers are left over from something Colleen called ‘Air Cav’, a previous engagement before she'd found her true calling with the 160th SOAR. 


"What, it can't just be a social call? I'd say us girls gotta stick together, but frankly I've got so few lads in my squadron I feel like I need to appoint a special delegate to bring male issues to my attention in addition to having a senior enlisted representative."


Matroika shakes her head, the spec ops pilot was absolutely incorrigible, and what was worse, she knew it! 


"I'm fine if it's just a social call, but I doubt you send messages in the middle of flights for just a social call. Did something happen with Bari?"


"Got it in one, kid says you're sharp and I believe her." Colleen leans in. "I need you to level with me though. What's the deal with Bari? She acts like she's new but she's absolutely incredible! I wish I could handle space or air vehicles like she does and I'm a damn hot hand with a stick if I do say so myself. I can land a heavy lift helicopter with a full cargo load on a literal dime but hot damn some of the tricks she showed me on that first training flight. Absolutely stellar, and not all of it can be accounted for by me getting my void legs wet still. Hell I can't even chalk it up to comparative inexperience levels. Because I just found out, me calling her 'kid' to the contrary and her being universally adopted as the entire squadron's adorable kid sister, she's forty damn years older than me! And has been flying since she was barely a teen!"


Matroika bursts out laughing at the sudden outpouring of emotion from the other woman.


"Hahah, Oh I'm so damn glad I got to be here to see someone's facial expression while they were trying to cope with Bari being Bari."


"You should have seen my XO, she's still in shock after Bari's second training ride. The girl did some shit with starships even an alien like my XO didn't really think was possible. But seriously, what gives?"


"Well, she's just a kid still in a sense... she's always had a wide eyed wonder and a sweetness to her. Ever since she ended up on my door looking for a piloting gig, I've tried to preserve that for her. Bari might be the only one I managed to really help, but I tried. I grew up hard. Harder than Bari, and Bari had it plenty rough. I took my pain out on the galaxy, and I regret it. So I got out of the life, went to smuggling to make ends meet, and started taking in girls who were hard up and giving them a chance to... y'know. Be kids. To be girls. To not have to worry about much save learning their trade. To not have to worry about where their next meal's coming from. That said, they were all still grown women. Bari for example... just because she's sweet and seems innocent don't mean she can't be a tough customer when she wants to do. She'll fight when she needs to, just like anyone else. You shoulda seen the determined glint in her eyes when she told me she was going after the captain's heart and she wasn't letting anything stop her."


That last bit clearly caught Colleen's attention like she'd been clotheslined. 


"Whoa. Wait wait. While I want to talk about Matroika's Flight School for Wayward Girls, did you just say that Bari's trying to get into the captain's bunk?"


"Yep. She intends to be Bari Bridger before too damn long. With the kinda attitude she's taking... well I wouldn't say the skipper should be quaking in his boots, he's not the sort to quake for just about anything considering I heard he punched that Nezbet gal in her warform in the temple and managed to stun her... but he better make sure Mrs. Firi has a room ready in that Den of theirs for my not quite daughter!"


"Well shit, she's ambitious as hell isn't she? Considering the sheer grade of woman the skipper's surrounded himself with, that'll be damn impressive if she manages it. That said, if she's looking to impress the boss with her flying I fully believe she can do it. She'll get her chance too, the skipper and I decided Lakran is her first big show. It's relatively minor in terms of risk profile..." Colleen firmly knocks on the wooden table top. "...But you know how that goes, it just means there's more possible angles to be surprised from."


"Bari didn't participate in the ops against the pirates?"


"Only once the serious shooting stopped. More a matter that we hadn't started her combat training yet. I'm not sending one of my pilots into the shit without them having a full work up with what we called ‘green platoon’ back in the day with the original Nightstalkers. If you're moving commandos in and out of hot zones, you gotta be able to roll with the commandos if your bird gets shot up and your extraction is blown. That includes being able to fight like hell."


"Hah, Bari's not much of a camper so I'm sure that'll be entertaining, but it's not like she's dainty... not shy about defending herself from a lethal threat either."


"She already got herself one of those hand cannons the skipper favors. Seems that's the flavor of the month for a lot of folks. The sword sworn all have one now, though they've got a unique marking on the grip, and Wichen won't do that mark for anyone but them. The wives all have a custom embedded symbol too. Almost like a crest or a coat of arms."


Matroika nods. "Oh yeah, I remember that, Saw Colonel Ghorza's up close at the range the other day. Nothing on Bari's yet... but thinking about it, I think Wichen left a spot for a crest on her grips. Not sure Bari noticed, but she might have some folks cheering her on in the family already, and considering how big a family guy the skipper's supposed to be, that counts for a lot. She's really been practicing with her new toy too, she's easily gone through a couple thousand rounds suppressed and unsuppressed. Seems like she's hitting the range whenever she's not flying, studying or sleeping."


"She's been doing more than just shooting at the range!"


A deep, but feminine rumble of laughter announces the presence of Jaruna Bridger, with Masha hot on her heels.


"Mind if we join you?"


Colleen looks at Matroika and on getting an affirmative nod, gestures to the table. "Pull up some chairs ladies."


Chairs are fetched, drinks acquired and the little group grows to four a series of warm welcomes and polite introductions to Matroika for Jaruna.


"Sorry to interrupt, but I heard you girls talking about that kitty cat that keeps following Hubs around like she's a lost puppy instead of a kitten."


Matroika gently places her face in two of her palms. "Please... please tell me you're joking and Bari's not stalking the Captain."


"Speaking more metaphorically really. Not implying she's up to mischief. Too nice a kid to make any serious trouble. Anyway, like I was just sayin, she's been working some interesting angles while she's been at the range. Been using it as an excuse to get to know some of us Bridger girls."


Matroika relaxes a degree. “Getting to know some of you? How?”


Jaruna nods. "Well just to start, I gave her some pistol lessons the other day, and she's been practicing regularly with Firi. Seems they're fairly good friends now. She's spent some time with Wichen too, which is how she got set up with a Field Pistol so quickly."


Masha raises a hand. "She jumped in on my lane with a little innocent sounding flattery the other day too. She's a smooth operator for such a cute face. She had me thinking of her like a little sister or something in a blink... weird part is I don't think it's intentional."


Matroika shakes her head firmly. "It's not. That's just Bari, she doesn't have a manipulative bone in her body. Not intentionally any way. She might manipulate in the most benign sense of the term to make things happen her way, but manipulation isn't really what I'd call it. I consider that a conscious, negative effect... Bari's just so sweet and charming you can't help but want to see her smile."


Colleen rolls her eyes. "I swear, she keeps this shit up, I'm going to expect her to be accompanied everywhere by little birds and other forest creatures, and regularly burst into song."


The three alien women look at Colleen blankly.


"Disney? Snow White and the Seven Dwarves? No one?" Colleen makes an exaggerated scowl. "That's it. I'm sending Jerry a special hard drive with all the Disney animated classics on it once the kids start getting born, may your gods have mercy on your souls. Anyway, it sounds like she's doing a damn fine job of integrating herself with family life in the Bridger clan."


"Oh she is." Jaruna leans in a bit. "You girls keep it down, and not a word to Bari, it'll spoil the fun... but Jerry's sweet on her!"


Matroika feels her smile growing slowly. "What? Really!?"


"I said keep it down. Yeah, I busted him on it the other day when I was asking for an update on'er. Was wondering if she's seen action against the pirates. Turns out he’s keeping quite a close eye one our little Bari."


Colleen raises a finger on the rim of her glass. “She did see a little action by the by. Incidental light laser fire, nothing to even the lightest spacecraft hull."


"Kept her head?" Jaruna inquires, serious now.


"No worries, not that I expected anything less."


"Hmmm. Good, guess we'll see how she does when the shit really hits the fan, but so far, I'd say she's got good odds of looking forward to what we're out celebrating tonight."


Matroika cocks her head a bit. "What are you girls celebrating?"


Masha blushes. "Me, I'm the latest to join the knocked up club I guess. Pregnant, or gravid rather."


"Oh congrats! How many?"


"Eight, decent sized clutch, guess we caught me on a particularly good fertility cycle. They're pretty early on, so no idea of details... but I think one of them's a boy."


Jaruna chuckles. "Fraggin Apuk, adding mystical bullshit to your long list of cultural talents."


"Seriously! It's just a feeling I have, that's all." Masha shrugs. "Feel a bit silly about it honestly, but I'm as serious about it as I've been serious about anything in my life."


"Well here's to that special feeling panning out."


"I'll knock back some fruit juice to that!"
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"I'm just saying the cat is noisy is all. Pull!" 


Evie swings her shotgun around, easily tagging the flight of clays Jerry had just launched. It was her date night, and she'd taken advantage of it landing on a day off for Jerry to make it more of a date day. She wasn't above hogging Jerry's attention all to herself now and then after all. She loved him just as much as the other girls, and had every right to his attention. 


Evie smiles happily to herself as a light flashes to indicate the thrower is reloaded, as she quickly fills the tube on the shotgun she's using back up with the fast reloading method Jerry had taught her. 


"Pull!" 


A series of shotgun blasts herald the death of another flight of clays. The real ones made a more satisfying noise when they 'died', but the hard light clays Wichen had developed were far more efficient and used fewer resources on a starship... they also made a lot less of a mess. The reinforced hard light projector that was the core of the ‘clay’, wasn't entirely bullet proof, but it'd shrug off the hardiest of bird shot and most lighter caliber pistol or rifle rounds without issue... and you'd have to actually hit the tiny projector to do some damage to it instead of hitting the actual hard light construct itself. 


"Nice set gorgeous." 


Jerry smiles over at Evie, taking in the view. It wasn't the evening wear his girls liked to use to prove they could clean up as good or better as any well known beauty in the galaxy, but it was just as good in his book. Tight jeans showed off Evie's curves below the belt, accented by knee high leather boots. A somewhat tight t-shirt highlights her growing belly, and expansive bust, renovated now with her body preparing to feed the twins she was carrying. With her long hair tied off in a ponytail, she could have been the girl next door back home where Jerry grew up on Earth... save for the whole giga stacked alien fox woman thing. 


"Are you really that annoyed with Nezbet? You didn't say anything when I asked everyone to comment on her as a wife candidate." 


"Oh I'm really not complaining in the serious sense. She's just... I thought Wichen talked a lot, but sweet goddess. At least the two of them have bonded rather tightly, so they mostly just find a corner and run off at the mouth together but I'm not sure how Syl reins Nezbet in now that she's working for her officially." 


"I think I have an idea as to how..." 


There's a twinkle in Jerry's eye as he slides out from behind the catapult and pulls Evie into his arms. 


"Syl just knows how to manage folks. With... energetic... individuals like Nezbet, it's a matter of redirecting them smoothly. You have to get into their process loop and then use that to send them off in the direction you want them to go. Easier said than done, but no one's challenged Syl for first wife for a variety of reasons, and I don't think it's just respect for me saying I'll not accept anyone trying to kick Syl out of her position either. She's gifted, truly... but..." Jerry's hand drifts down to Evie's domed stomach, stroking it gently. "I'm here to talk about you today." 


Evie melts into her husband's arms with a deep sigh, trembling a bit as he gently strokes her stomach. "Oh!" Evie jolts a bit as a kicking sensation inside of her gets her immediate attention, and Jerry's. 


"The twins are active today I see..." 


"Mhmm, they always get active whenever Daddy's around. Not sure how they know... but I swear to the goddesses of the sea and stars that they know." 


Evie settles back into Jerry's embrace, clearly luxuriating in the sheer joy of it all. 


“Mhmmm. This is the life! Just being able to stand here with my handsome, charming husband, pregnant! After some relaxing shooting for the hell of it, on a day that was all about us and the love we share. I’d say this was straight out of a romance novel, but it’s better than any Erana'Aternae novel I’ve ever read, because Erana'Aternae's heroes never indulged in their wives quite like you do.”


Jerry kisses the back of Evie’s head tenderly. 


"Heh... you know I almost thought I'd get used to this." 


"Hmm?" Evie's ear twitches, her eyes half shut, not entirely paying attention due to the sheer loving warmth suffusing her body.


"Just the whole... being married. Multiple times. Being an expecting father. Many times. I was worried it would become... commonplace. Normal. Run of the mill... and that's not... worthy. Of you. Of any of the girls. Of our children." Jerry continues to gently stroke Evie's stomach as he begins to tenderly kiss her neck. 


"Jerry!" 


"What?" 


"We're... we-we're in public!" 


"It's a private range for one... and there's nothing wrong with loving on one of my wives." 


"Hnnn-" Evie shudders, tail starting to swish violently. "I really don't want you to stop but you might start something I can't stop mister!" 


"Heaven forbid we have to use my command override to seal the hatches, turn off the security cameras and have a little lovey time." Jerry chuckles, nuzzling into Evie gently. "Though I really was just loving on you, not necessarily trying to get you all riled up." 


"Well you're doing a fine job of it! Hah- let me... hah. You're a threat to all women, you know that?" Evie glares into some nearby tempered glass at her husband's reaction and his cocky little half smile. 


"If I am, then you girls have done a great deed for the universe by corralling me..." 


Evie reaches back, tenderly stroking her husband's cheek. "So you were saying... about things becoming normal?"


"Oh right... yeah I was just. I was excited. So painfully excited when Syl and Nadi got pregnant. I was worried that that little miracle wouldn't be as... special for me. Wouldn't be as important as it kept happening. So far though... it hasn't. I still get that little spark of childlike wonder when I sit with one of you like this, both for the sake of love alone... and because of what we're in the process of making together. Love again, of course, but our family, growing before my eyes. I hope it never stops... and if it does, I fully intend to do whatever it takes to get it back." 


"You are the most sentimental, misty eyed man I've ever dreamed of, and I absolutely love every second of it, you know that Jerry?" 


Evie is beaming now, how could she not with all of that emotion dumped on her? It almost made her giddy! Almost. She was more mature than letting some smooth words make her giddy. Really! 


"If you keep this up darling, I suspect you'll wind up as the second human patriarch at this rate. You've got the courage and the temperament for it."


"Oh right, that specific meaning of the word... I wouldn't mind shepherding a species forward, but it's not like we've made first contact with a new species any time recently. Nor would I always intervene... it's not always right. Not that I'm judging what Herbert did mind you, I read the report. He was being shepherded along himself by his many times great grandmother in law, and she'd clearly scouted the situation and thought it was a good opportunity for intervention." 


Jerry shrugs, setting aside the complicated series of thoughts on the nature of intervening with evolution, uplifting species and so forth, there were more pressing concerns for the day. 


"So what do you want to do for the rest of the day lover mine? It's your day after all. We can get dressed up and go out... or put on sweats and see about ordering a pizza. Watch some movies or something." 


"That sounds absolutely perfect. We barricade ourselves in one of the lounges or in the master bedroom and only open the door for pizza, snacks and drinks... no sweats though. Those loose shorts you like. Or nothing. I'm always open to doing nothing but lounging in the nude with you for the rest of the day. Playing video games, watching movies..." 


"...Rutting like we're already trying to get you pregnant again..." 


Evie sticks her tongue out at Jerry's reflection, a bit of near universal body language it seemed. "Well if you have to put it as directly as possible, yes." Evie can feel her ears blushing slightly. "I uh... have... you know. Hormones." 


"I know love, even if you didn't, we hardly need an excuse to enjoy intimacy together you know? Hmmm... long soak in the bath tonight too?" 


"Yes!" 


"Sounds like we have a busy day on our hands then." 


"Mhmm." Evie leans back, kissing Jerry's cheek lovingly. "With you it'll go by all too fast." 


"Lucky us we have an entire life together to enjoy then." 


"Extremely." 
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Bari 


She could really go for a bath right now. Or a cuddle from Jerry. Or any form of luxury or comfort. 


Smuggling wasn't the easiest career field ever, but it was fairly comfortable for all that. Not exactly high class living, but a cozy bunk, eating consistently, safe from most elements besides solar flares. 


There were worse ways to live. Sure you set down on rougher planets occasionally but nothing like this! She could almost feel the swamp lapping at her calves through her waterproof boots, making her shiver a bit as she pushes through hostile terrain with her rifle raised. 


At least she got to use her personal kit on exercises like this one, as she completed what Rowdy called ‘green platoon’ training. 


Bari had been practicing a lot on the range, and had initially been looking forward to more infantry style training. Her pistol marksmanship had improved markedly since she started shooting human style firearms. and she could run her beloved field pistol pretty damn well for only having had it a few weeks. 


Her optimism had faded slightly when she'd realized that most of the training had far more to do with SERE (Survival Evasion Resistance Escape) than it did with running shooting courses or more fun stuff. 


The hand cannon still worked as a statement of intent... but she'd come to love the weapon in its own right. It was an extremely capable firearm, and it's high velocity 7.5 round made the range a snap. Paired with the extremely compact .300 Black Out rifle she'd built for herself with Wichen Bridger and she was ready for a hard fight out to 300 meters with absolutely no issues. Or, she could hunt, hunting rounds had been something she'd specifically added to her survival kit for just that purpose. 


Now however she was being hunted, not doing the hunting, in this shitty jungle environment with no form of sapient back up or cover as her copilot had ‘failed to eject’ along with her crew chief. Leaving her solo on the surface of a simulated hostile world in the Tear's danger room. 


Bari suppresses a snarl, and does her best to feed the flash of anger back into herself. Anger was fuel, she had to control it and use it, not be used by it. Certainly not let it make her lash out like an animal or child throwing a tantrum, much as the idea of throwing a bit of a fit could appeal sometimes. 


A quick check of her surroundings has Bari slinging her rifle... and claws out, climbing into the canopy of trees. The mix of hard light, axiom and the simulator headgear she was wearing made incredible feats of realism quite possible, something for her to dig her claws into as the Panseros woman hoists herself into the foliage and begins to prowl. 


This felt better, Bari reflects, more in her element as she slinks forward silently. This is how her ancestors had hunted on their home world. Not too different from the similarly arboreal Yauya and their Dzedin allies. The Panseros lacked the natural killing tools of the Dzedin, and were not quite as well known as warriors and huntresses as the Yauya, but that suited many of them just fine... for the more seriously shadows minded, the bright lights of the Dzedin and Yauya left the Panseros significantly more room to make their way through the galaxy more or less unobserved, just as she was making her way through the branches towards her objective. 


Today's opponents were Marines. Normal troops, not special forces. She'd done some exercises against them... and had gotten both her backside and her ego bruised when she got hit with a stun dart half way through a jump that would have seen her swing down to a lower level, and instead saw her take a bit of a tumble. Thanks to her new friends in the Bridger family however, Bari had gotten introduced to Eymali Bridger since then, and had gotten some new lessons in stealth from the leading specialist on the ship. 


She can't help but grin to herself as she remembers the hours of 'leisure time' she had burned to work on brushing up her natural stealth skills, both the physical kind and the axiom enhanced kind. She had drilled till Eymali had been begrudgingly satisfied with her progress, then practiced on her own, passing unnoticed, or unseen depending on the practice she was getting through the corridors of the Crimson Tear. 


It has made certain things easier. Bari feels her cheeks and inner ears burn with a blush, a brief moment of distraction as her claws dig into simulated tree bark, inching her way forward. Some people had overheard her at the park when she'd declared, admittedly quite loudly, her intent to marry Captain Bridger. It had been a bit embarrassing, but the rumor spreading through the ship had endeared her to a lot of the Horchka somehow. Apparently public declarations of intent to do just about anything was a part of their warrior culture, and going after what was perceived as a very difficult to reach prize as a junior officer, outright new to the organization... well she was either crazy or brave as hell, and both were valued by the Horchka. 


So Bari had taken the teasing title of ‘Captain's Girlfriend’ on the chin, it even made her a little happy, like the crew was signaling their approval of the match, even if some people were certainly intending the words cruelly. Bari wasn't about to let petty cruelty stop her though. Not in her professional career or in her personal life. 


Nor was she going to let these Marines hold her back from finishing her full qualification with the Nightstalkers. She needed to be qualified before the Tear arrived at Lakran. The locals apparently had a variety of weird health issues that left a good swath of the population stupid and aggressive, a delightful combination when paired with access to rare laser weapons and various other lethal implements. 


Bari wanted to make her runs with Rowdy and the rest of the squadron. This was the first real test... and just like Alaquin, it was helping people! Further selling the ideals of the Undaunted to Bari, it seemed helping people was the majority of work the ship did outside of day to day commercial operations. 


The snap of a twig makes her round, fluffy ears stand up straight. These Marines were good. Quiet. 


There were two kinds of Marines as Bari had observed. They were either like Cannidor, but smaller. Loud, bombastic, aggressive and utterly thrilled to fight at the literal drop of a hat. The other kind were the more scary kind. They were as rough and tumble as any other Marine in the barracks, but one foot into the field and they became something else... something different. Utterly in their element, their gear rigged perfectly to allow them easy freedom of movement and near silence if they slowed. Not due their natural gifts, but because they were simply that good on top of those gifts. 


Mother Corps had only sent her best. A test from Ghorza maybe? Bari swats the thought away. This was a far more mundane test from her chain of command, not anything to do with her fledgling courtship with the Bridger clan. 


She wills herself to blend with the leaves, her natural fur and the green flight suit giving her an advantage easily enhanced by the barest whisper of axiom, less than a bug might use to sing. Her eyes focus on a clearing throughout the leaves. She could wait, and evade... or she could attack. She had a suppressed weapon, the advantage of surprise and excellent positioning on the enemy patrol that was hunting her. If she dropped them, they'd be down, and that would be a few less on her trail, but it would also draw other patrols here, where sneaking back past them might let Bari slip out of their search pattern. 


Her thumb brushes the base of the magazine, checking the marker at the base for the type of rounds she had inserted before stopping. She didn't need subsonic ammunition anymore thanks to the new EFL developed suppressor rings, and she cursed herself for the now useless movement that might attract a sensitive human eye. 


'Damned human senses.' Bari thinks to herself as she inches just a bit deeper into the foliage... right as the patrol comes into view! 


Two fireteams of Marines, for a total of six moved through the clearing beneath her, and Bari mentally switches to evade instead of ambush. One on three from ambush was a fairly reliable fight as she'd learned it. One on six? That math got more complicated, and a sustained firefight would just draw more enemies to her position. Flooding the area till she was inevitably caught... and that's only if she won the first fight! Six enemies vastly increased the amount of weapons fire potentially coming her way. 


Still she continues to observe, noting that the fire teams were composed of three Horchka, two humans and a Snict. So their senses were slightly lesser compared to a composition with more humans. Not that Horchka or Snict were dull or anything, but compared to humans most species had somewhat dull senses in at least one respect. 


Bari resists holding her breath as the patrol chat with each other, the two human Marines razzing their juniors a bit as they casually look around for signs of Bari's passage. 


"We're hunting the Skipper's girlfriend right? She's a Panseros isn't she? One of those aliens that looks like a cat?" 


One of the human Marines asks, stopping dangerously close to the tree she'd concealed herself in. 


His fellow human looks over, stroking his chin. "You know what? She is... What are you thinking, Mac?" 


"I'm thinking cats like trees. She kinda looks like a leopard or something right? Pretty sure those hunt from the trees all the time."


The three Horchka look between them, then to the Snict, who shrugs with all four arms. The Horchka wearing Lance Corporal rank speaks for the alien members of the fire team. 


"We don't know much about Panseros. Bit of a mysterious species really. Don't have too obvious a reputation like a Yauya or somethin... but they sure look stealthy." 


"She could be right here and we wouldn't even know it!" One of the other Horchka observes, glancing around with a mix of either anxiousness or irritation crossing her face. 


The human Marine called Mac rolls his eyes.


"Keep your panties on. Check the trees, then we'll move on and try to rendezvous with the rest of the squad... and keep an eye out for traps. I don't think she's supposed to be one of those huntsmistresses or anything, but I know you can do some downright wacky shit with axiom." 


"Aww, does the big bad human need someone to keep him safe from the big scary kitty lady and her black magic?" 


The human flips off the Horchka, who was making a kissy face at him as the junior Horchka girls laugh. 


"I won't write you up for that, but expect revenge Cali." 


"Try me, handsome." 


The six Marines break up, still bantering lightly as they begin to shine their weapons lights up into the boughs of the trees. 


Bari quickly does her best to get skinny, hiding behind the wide tree branch she was resting on and hoping against hope that no one saw her in profile or something. 


Beams of light sweep over her position once, twice, a third time, with her heart stopping each time the light came near her hiding place.


"Alright, I think we're good. If she was in one of these trees we'd have picked her out by now... vegetation's dense as hell though. Damn sims are nothing if not realistic. Reminds me of Okinawa. Come on, form it up and move out... and watch your intervals. We can at least get some decent training out of all this walking around." 


A heart beat after the last Marine leaves the clearing, there's a whisper of wind... and Bari vanishes in the opposite direction, taking quick advantage of the opening to get one step closer to her objective for the exercise, and all her goals that lay beyond. 
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Aleksej


Aleksej Savić checks his civilian attire and hair one more time in some reflective material near where he was asked to meet his date for the night. The civilian clothes... did not fit terribly well. Seemingly hanging awkwardly on him. Perhaps it was more a matter of barely remembering how to wear civilian clothes. Aleksej had spent most of his life in military service, and he'd never really been much for going out. He'd gone on a few dates here and there... but no one he'd met had really... inspired him. 


Now though he found himself wishing he'd paid more attention to his shopping purchases. Or had gone to Mama-san, the Pavorus tailor just down from where he stood on the mezzanine of the promenade and gotten a suit tailored up or something. Not that Shalla would care. He probably could have turned up naked and Shalla wouldn't have cared. He stops. 


"Actually she probably would have preferred if I turned up naked from what I understand of the galaxy..." 


"You'd be wrong about that handsome." 


Aleksej turns to find Shalla looking absolutely jaw dropping in a tied off t-shirt that displayed an eight pack you could grate cheese on, a pair of jeans that rode low enough to hint at some of the more racy underwear that seemed to be the galactic preference when out courting, and a pair of practical leather boots. Her long red hair was tied back in a ponytail and she was smiling with the kind of bright, sunny cheer that made Aleksej think of young ladies from the countryside, not so much innocent or carefree, more enthused with the world and happy to share that enthusiasm with others. 


"You know, I never really saw the appeal of muscular women. Or green women for that matter. You are, however, making a strong argument in the favor of both traits." 


Shalla grins even wider and strikes a pose. "Just for that, you got yourself free tickets to the gun show mister." 


Her powerful arms and back flex in a delightful demonstration of finely honed Horchka anatomy, and Aleksej found himself enjoying the posing. Sure, it was very much showing off her body as part of her pursuit, but Shalla was also having fun. She was enjoying herself, enjoying his company. She desired him, her eyes made no secret of it, but she also was out to enjoy their time together... maybe even be his friend, as well as try to jump in bed with him... and that simple difference made Aleksej's heart race a bit. 


"You ah... look great." Aleksej coughs, blushing a bit. He'd been staring, but one glance tells him Shalla didn't mind.


"Glad you enjoyed the show, ask nicely and maybe you can get the full hands-on experience sometime. I give a pretty stellar massage and I'd be glad to swap you. Maybe before drinks in one of those private hot spring baths?" 


Aleksej smirks, there's the thirst. "Would this be before or after you bruised my hips?"


Another grin from Shalla, the amazonian beauty leaning in close. 


"Wrong again handsome. That's twice on this date. We can take a bath together, give each other massages, drink some of that sake stuff if you like it... enjoy some intimacy... and we don't have to screw once if you don't want to. My troops are calling me Warthog now, my team sergeant says I court like a warthog in rut you see. Not entirely sure what that means, but it's because I'm direct once I see something I want to chase. I don't believe in beating around the bush or sending anonymous letters or some shit... but that don't mean I ain't a lady, no matter how rough around the edges I can be. Especially with you humans around. Yeah war gods, sex gods, blah blah... but you're all love factories from what I'm told and I'm all sorts of interested in loving on you and getting loved on in return if you follow me." 


"...Huh. I didn't expect that." 


"A lot of you humies have seen a lot of the galaxy's worst and most desperate. Girls who almost certainly weren't going be married, and would have children, if they survived to have children, via a sperm bank, sex worker... or rape." Shalla clearly resists the urge to spit uttering the word. "Even some of my blade sisters are... a bit on the rougher side, but me? I'm from a decent family, firmly in the middle of the hierarchy. I signed on with Ghorza because I believe in her... and it promised to be good experience, so my parents accepted me deviating from joining a more respectable war band. You can think of it like going to warrior university." 


"...Mercenary internships, never thought about that. I suppose your parents are rather surprised with what's happened now?" 


Shalla slaps a thick thigh with a bark of laughter. "Oh you have no idea. Jumped right up the hierarchy into a damn warrior cult. A couple of my sisters are en route to Centris to enlist right the hell now! But that's besides the point. The point is I was raised to be a lady even if a Horchka lady's a bit more... rough, than your average well heeled woman born to a clan with good standing. So we can court as long as you please without jumping in bed together. Sure I wouldn't mind sooner, even just some cuddling and skinship would be wonderful... but I'm here to seduce you. To sell you on spending a very long time with me as your first wife. I want to befriend you, and I want to love you. So no, I wouldn't have been happy if you showed up au naturale. In my quarters tonight? Maybe, but in public? Well, I angle to make you mine. I wouldn't want you to show off the goods any more than you'd probably want your woman to wander around topless." 


Aleksej can feel the smile blossom on his face as warmth rushes through his veins. He wasn't entirely sure how he felt about courting outside of his own species still, or having multiple wives for that matter, but one thing he was sure of was that Shalla Bulrag knew exactly what to say to endear herself to him. 


"Well shall we go then?" Aleksej offers Shalla his arm, to a delighted chuckle from the big green beauty. 


"Being escorted like I'm the prize, now that's something new, but lead on, we have reservations at the closest thing to classy as goes around here without having Nezbet's resources." 


"Oh was that rumor true then?"


Arm in arm Aleksej and Shalla wander down the promenade, taking their time as they chat. 


"Yep, took over one of the forward observation lounges, somehow, scrounged up all the vittles needed for a human style gourmet meal. One of the armor repair and maintenance girls who handles FAST's hard suits and the Paladin’s armor was actually hired out for the night as a waitress. Obviously Gunner’s Mate Second Class Carolatta Bisen saw the whole thing, and made an easy two thousand credits and got a free meal out of it! Same stuff the skipper and Ms. Nezbet ate. It wasn't leftovers, Nezbet planned for five meals to feed the people she brought on to make the magic happen."


Aleksej blinks, going through all that in his head. "That boggles the mind slightly. I've seen Nezbet in the mess and generally thought of her as a loud mouthed, gluttonous, braggart... reminds me of my Uncle Yvgeny actually. So besides this armor tech, who all helped?"


"Chief Noitaka cooked, and probably got paid handsomely, everyone knows she slings the best grub on the ship, even when she's cooking in the mess halls her food's top rate. I can only imagine what she can do with really top quality ingredients. The third person she brought in might be even more impressive though. Somehow Nezbet scared up a live violinist somewhere and had whoever that was performing the whole time. Our intrepid waitress never saw'em, but it was obviously a human. It was very clearly a violin and not some galactic instrument." 


"Hmmm... I didn't know anyone in the crew played violin." 


"Played it extremely well too by all accounts."


A thought crosses Aleksej's mind. "Say in a team that small, Nezbet's gotta know who's leaking the details about her romantic date night with the Skipper... do we need to put GM2 Bisen into protective custody or something?"


Shalla shakes her head, smirking. "Nah, I doubt anything on this ship, save Chief Warrant Officer Jaruna's slowing Nezbet down if she's pissed off, but I know a little secret too. Nezbet asked around and found out our sweet little armor tech can't help but run her suck about literally everything and anything."


"Huh... why would Nezbet want to do tha-" Aleksej snaps his fingers. "Oh, of course. She's boasting. She wants people to know. Know of her skill. Know of her talent. Know the lengths she'll go for the Skipper... lengths that have apparently paid off considering I heard she moved her stuff into the Den yesterday."


That gets a nod from Shalla. "You're on the right track. It's also a challenge. She's wife eighteen, everyone knows the Skipper says he ain't open to taking wives past twenty... that number's getting mighty thin. Thinner still if the Skipper's girlfriend's got a snow ball's chance in hell of making herself wife nineteen. So Nezbet's just thrown the gauntlet. This is the level of effort. The level of work. The level of devotion and attention to detail... what can you do if you think you're worthy of joining the family?" 


"Sounds like that Bari gal has her work cut out for her... but I'm here to talk about you, not about the Skipper's wives and girlfriend." 


"Heh... making it hard to be a lady with a talk like that. Feels like I should reward smooth gallantry that puts flutter bugs in my stomach with smooches, but rain check. Redeem it if we start dating."


With Shalla on his arm they quickly make their way down through the promenade. A boisterous group of Horchka Marines give shouts of encouragement to Shalla and a few cat calls for Aleksej from the bar they were sitting out front of... but then immediately get out of their chairs and snap to attention as a little man with a big smile and Asian features walks up. He says something to the girls that Aleksej can't overhear, then turns and salutes the two officers. Aleksej returns it for the two of them, and the little man turns to leave, revealing a massive combat knife riding at the 6 o’clock position on his belt. The young Horchka return to their drinks, acting significantly calmer. 


"...Who was that? I have never seen someone put young enthusiastic enlisted troops in their place with a barely whispered word. I didn't even hear what he said." 


"I did." Shalla chuckles. "He told them that young ladies should comport themselves better, and implied their fathers would be disappointed. That was Sergeant Major Gurung, he's a father himself, and a lifelong Ghurka commando." 


"Will wonders never cease?" 


The rest of the walk passes without incident, just talking about their various hobbies, things from Earth Shalla had gotten into recently, things from the galaxy she thought Alexsej might like. There was endless conversation available when talking with an alien with a sound mind. The simpler people were like simple people anywhere, and they were fine as is, but Aleksej needed to be engaged mentally, both by potential friends and by potential lovers.


Finally they arrive at their destination. It wasn't much, but the food was good, the room was quiet, the booths all set up to promote privacy... and they served some very good Earth cuisine. That was honestly more than Aleksej had ever expected while eating on a starship making her way through the void. 


It being a special night, Aleksej decides on a treat. "I'll take the double cheeseburger. Extra lettuce, tomato and onions but no pickles." 


"Side of fries or a salad? We have other options if you check the menu." The waitress is grinning extra wide, apparently cottoning on that this was a first date immediately. 


"Fries... and a salad. Might as well eat something green to offset all the grease."


"Hah. Imagine worrying about all that." 


"You only get one body... or I suppose you used to. Still getting used to a world of miracles." 


"Life's hard in the part of your world you grew up in right? Even by Cruel Space standards." Shalla leans in, clearly a bit concerned.


"It's not so bad... there's always worse places, but Eastern Europe has her problems, as does my homeland. I... ah. That was fast!" 


Aleksej can't help but raise an eyebrow at the wildly fast turn around. The waitress is gone again in a blink, leaving them to their food as Aleksej starts to tell a story about his grandmother's cottage. A quick lift of the bun to spread some American style sauces he'd gotten used to while training for the Dauntless however reveals a set of pickles pressed into the bun. 


"Kurac. Ah well I'll just..." 


Shalla holds a hand out to stop him. 


"No, you're paying for it, they should get your order right, what if you were allergic or something?"


"But I'm not allergic, really Shalla it's..." 


But it's far too late, Shalla's raised a hand flagging down their waitress.


"Excuse me, he said no pickles..."


As the conversation continues, the stoic Slav can't help but allow himself a small smile. It seems his life certainly wouldn't get boring so long as Shalla was around.
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Bari


Another simulated jungle in the danger room. Another chance to inch along a tree branch like some of the insects on Bari's home world, suppressing her internal grumbles about the non-existent tree bark she was scraping against. The simulation is just real enough to give the sensation of getting dirty, but not enough to actually make someone dirty if one didn't have the human propensity to do that ‘sweating’ thing. If Bari could sweat however, she absolutely would be.


It was the final test for her time with ‘green platoon’, and Bari could feel the weight bearing down on her shoulders. She could fly to the Nightstalkers standards, but she also had to be able to fight and maneuver alongside the commandos in case everything went to hell... and with Lakran looming on the horizon Bari was desperate to finish. 


She didn't want to let the unit down. Didn't want to leave their pilot roster an aviator short. That was one bird they potentially couldn't fly. One group of troops in contact that couldn't get extracted. One set of emergency medical personnel that couldn't be inserted. One special operations squad that couldn't be positioned to para jump from their spacecraft down to a target below.


Where the pressure wasn't coming from, in something that surprised her when she realized it, was Jerry. She continues to inch forward towards where her objective for the exercise was located. This one was a little harder than just escaping. Rowdy had tasked her with a set of challenges from her Cheyenne heritage, something she shared culturally with the Captain, who had blood from a tribe Rowdy had called the Sioux. Bari was to complete most of the tasks to qualify a brave, a warrior of the tribe, to stand as a war chief. 


She had to touch an enemy without killing him, something Rowdy said was called counting coup. Then she had to take an enemy's weapon. They couldn't simulate a horse for her to steal, but they could simulate a spacecraft. So that was her final objective, make it to the enemy forward aerospace field, and extract herself the hard way. The task was near impossible for one person, but Rowdy had wanted to see what she could do. Bari wanted to live up to those expectations.


Would it potentially impress Jerry if she succeeded? Probably. She imagined he'd be quite proud of her accomplishments... but the unit was first and foremost in her mind, and a little part of her suggested that just maybe... that was what Jerry wanted from her too. Unit first. Family first. All in for the team. Gung ho, as the Marines said. Or ‘All for one, and one for all’, as a rather exciting human book she'd been reading recently phrased what seemed to be a universal human sentiment for bands of celebrated warriors. .


Arriving at her first destination, Bari slinks down the tree, crawling down face first. Her body, which still had plenty of capacity for her to prowl on all fours, with the Panseros being somewhat in transition from quadrupeds to bipeds, was well adapted for this sort of movement, and she didn't get head rushes upside down like some species would. 


A little quick work has her rigging up one of the new grenades the Undaunted had developed. The smart little weapons had a variety of functions in their advanced detonator, making them vastly more versatile in their capabilities. Some humans had been talking about a homing grenade even! But this comparatively more simple device was more than advanced enough for what Bari needed it to do today. A quick manipulation of its detonator has it set on a timer, and reshaped the charge as more of a concussion grenade. In other words, as loud as it was possible for the little device to be.


Bari quickly vanishes back up the tree, leaving the grenade to its business as she starts crawling through the limbs of the trees, heading for the enemy forward air base. The extra gear she'd been given for the more difficult task, something that doctrine and basic common sense wouldn't allow without the equipment she had... or a massive talent with axiom that Bari didn't possess, seemed to be intended for a straight up fight. It was a bit of a trick, though one could always use a few extra grenades just in case. One of the handheld explosives was better set up as a trap... or a lure, as Bari had just done. 


Today's opponents were from the JSOC, the ship’s Joint Special Operations Company, including at least one of the infamous Gurkha sergeants. They wouldn't be fooled, but they'd still need to look into it. Thankfully they didn't know Bari's specific objective... but the more experienced commandos, themselves skilled at the various talents of SERE would almost certainly be able to hazard a guess, and prepare accordingly. If she could get a few of them going off in the other direction, it would be a significant victory.


More challenging would be getting close enough to one of the soldiers to steal a weapon... and even touch them without wounding them or being wounded in term. Bari suppresses a gulp. No noise. Only the slow movement through the trees that didn't even make the leaves rustle. It would be a long crawl.


By the time Bari got eyes on the forward operating base, nearly half an hour had passed. The boredom was very much part of the training for the special forces operatives and their regular component companions. Boredom was seductive. It made it easy to relax. To ignore little things that might be a sign of something more. Even commandos weren't capable of constant vigilance. 


One of the many reasons that the Crimson Tear's Marine battalion and JSOC were developing a Military Working Dog unit. The idea of living sensor platforms with hyper sensitive noses and ears, used by humans to seek out and even fight opponents for thousands of years prowling in the dark with commendable natural night vision was terrifying... and the crazy humans had been talking about trying to teach them to sense and seek large axiom sources too!


Slowly Bari settles into her observation point. She had at least three minutes, possibly four to get a feel for normal operations on the base. There were a few groups of Marines patrolling, regular infantry, marked out by their full hard suits, compared to the lighter kit worn by the operators, who traded protection for speed and maneuverability, especially in tight spaces. 


The Marines moved in fours, with a single operator joining each fire team of three Marines, providing support to be sure, but mostly taking the time to instruct their charges, sharpening their proficiency on things like observation and quiet movement even as they searched the jungles surrounding their little VTOL base.


The base itself consisted of six landing pads, two of which were occupied with simulations of the drop ships the Crimson Tear's embarked Marines had purchased 'off the rack'. It was a familiar design, even before she’d started Undaunted flight training. Bari could fly one easily. 


Nearby was a small building that was likely serving as ground control based on the large sensor dish on top of it. Another, larger prefab building was clearly the maintenance hangar. Another drop ship could be seen in its depths, being worked on by what were probably simulations, not actual Marine or Navy maintainers. Outside the center of the base there were a couple half cylinder shapes Bari had heard called Quonset huts. Barracks, and other living considerations probably. 


Then came ‘the wire’.


The wall itself was fast manufactured composite metal and what the humans called concrete. The Marine engineers and Sea Bee Naval construction sailors had a machine that could stamp out a twelve foot tall fortification with ease. Topped with razor wire, and with guard posts with heavy weapons at the four corners, it was a formidable defense. Two access points, guarded of course. Bari thinks for a minute. She had sixty seconds before her first surprise detonated and kicked the hornet's nest. As quick as she can without moving too much foliage, Bari heads laterally through the trees towards one of the entry points, leaving behind another grenade on a remote trigger.


When the grenade detonates everything happens fast. An alert siren has another squad's worth of Marines spilling out of one of the Quonset huts, quickly getting organized with two of the patrols and hustling out into the woods. That left approximately two squads still on the base, more than enough to defend it against an attack. Especially with the machine guns and laser repeaters in the guard towers. 


Bari's only hope was to be as audacious as possible. A third grenade is set, and Bari drops to the earth, moving forward into position behind a shrub. Rifle in her off hand, the third remote grenade in her dominant, she needed to get a good throw... but first.


The next grenade detonates. The explosion, this one much closer than the last startles the Marines on watch, and when things surprise or frighten Marines, they tend to react in the way of their kind. With horrendous amounts of violence. 


The Marines quickly rush forward, taking what cover they can, and after calling out a recognition signal with no response begin firing towards the source of the explosion. Reconnaissance by fire it was called.


Bari can't help but smile this time. It was exactly what she wanted to happen. She quickly dashes out of cover, hurling her fourth grenade as hard as she could back into the jungle in a random direction. She only had two smoke grenades left for signaling, her rifle, field pistol and knife. If she did it right she wouldn't need to use any of them. Committing to the sprint, Bari manages to make it to the wall and slides by under the vision range of the guard house, the Marines distracted with the two contact reports Bari had generated in short succession. Another quick dash and she's inside the wire, ducking into a thankfully abandoned Quonset hut.


Another set of quiet dodges and dashes has her taking shelter near the landing pads by the large maintenance building. A quick glance shows clear... and Bari races for a drop ship... only to have the bottom of her stomach fall out at the sharp sound of a rifle going condition one.


"Going somewhere, miss?"


Bari looks up, and nearly jumps out of her skin and fur alike, he hadn't been there a second ago! Small of stature, his sleeves rolled neatly on a utility uniform, the unique hat, the black leather belt with pistol riding on the right and the tell tale handle of the massive Kukri fighting knife peeking out by his left hip. The rank tabs on his collar clearly read Sergeant Major... and Bari's heart just about stops.


Any of the three Gurkhas would have been bad, but this was Sergeant Major Gurung! The Marines talked about him like he was some sort of night terror to spook wayward kittens into behaving with! The fire team of Marines behind the Sergeant Major with rifles aimed her way didn't help her mood either.


"Ah... Good afternoon Sergeant Major, fancy seeing you here."


Bari's sweating bullets, and her short circuiting defaulting to proper decorum even after being caught red handed got a laugh from the Sergeant Major.


"At last a young lady with decent manners in the galaxy. How easy we forget such things in a galaxy of such ease and abundance. I'm afraid that's the end of this exercise however. You did very well. I spotted you moving in the tree line a bit, but no one else would have, not without axiom or technology to support them. So I let that go. Your natural stealth is impressive, and you've honed it well."


Gurung takes a step forward, his posture visibly relaxing as he offers Bari a handshake.


"With all due respect Sergeant Major... you're wrong about one thing."


"And what is that young miss?"


"This exercise isn't over yet."


Bari clicks the detonator that was being held in her support hand, hidden by the foregrip of her rifle twice. The twin explosions in different directions got the Marines looking at anything but her, giving her two seconds to drop both her high yield, high density smoke grenades. Perfect for signaling orbiting aircraft... or obscuring an area as completely as possible. The desire to charge through the red mist blindly towards an aircraft consumes her, the chance to flee and make good her escape pounding in her ears like a drum.


Still, something makes her stop, a new feeling in her chest that had her stopping so hard she's literally up on the edge of her boot. Before lunging straight towards the Sergeant Major instead of away! She had a chance to complete the last two tasks, and she was going to take them. She drops her rifle, letting it dangle on its sling, then taps the man's chest, marking where he was so she could safely aim her next blow. Axiom floods into her claws, and she quickly swipes down to cut his patent leather duty belt off and grabs it before throwing herself with her whole weight in a random direction.


He'd be coming for her. He had to be. And he'd probably be bringing a mild ass kicking with him for her audacity to snag his weapons off of him.


The storm of weapons fire in her vague general direction once the Marines recover saves her from immediate capture however, and she pulls herself to her feet and pounds hell for leather across the landing pad and up the ramp of one of the drop ships with bullets kicking up sparks by her heels. She quickly seals and locks the door and throws herself into the seat to start her power up checklist when-


Everything vanishes. Leaving Bari comfortably floating a few meters off the deck in the danger room in a hard light seat before the system's safety features lowered her to the deck.


"That's enough! End Ex, End Ex, End Ex. Marines, debriefing in an hour, JSOC briefing room. Change your socks and get some chow, you still have your second drill with Sergeant Major Gurung. Bari, my office, thirty minutes."


Rowdy's voice is crisp, professional, there's no hint of reproach or approval in it, so Bari's not entirely sure how she did, but she sheepishly trots over and returns the belt to the Sergeant Major.


"Sorry about that, Sergeant Major, couldn't miss the chance to claim the extra victory conditions the squadron commander gave me."


The little man smiles again, wide and bright. "Oh no, it was well played ma’am. With your stealth performance considered... maybe you should just keep this." Gurung pulls the scabbarded kukri fighting knife off his belt and hands it to her, pommel first.


"...A-are you sure Sergeant Major? I thought these knives were special."


"Oh they are ma’am. The ones most important to me are with my sons back on Earth." The little man gets a bit misty eyed. "Ah, my eldest became a Gurkha  just a few months ago. Truly even on a mission like this I know only pride as a father. So the blades are special, and you won this one in battle. Be sure to take good care of it eh? Still, an interesting exercise. You're the third Bridger I've had the pleasure of giving one of these to so far. I wonder if Colonel Bridger will manage after her maternity leave? She seems sharp enough."


"But Sergeant Major I'm not-"


"Not yet Lieutenant. Not yet. Now... don't you have a debrief to get to?"


"...Shit I need to change!"


Bari turns and quickly dashes towards the locker rooms, and it's only under the hot water that she realizes exactly what had just happened. She'd won. She'd won the scenario. Completed Rowdy's special challenge... and seemingly won the respect and approval of someone who was very close to the man she said she loved. Just thinking about the special knife secure in her locker makes her heart do a backflip. Had that really happened!?


By the time she manages to calm down and get out of the shower, a duty belt like the commandos wear is waiting for her in front of her locker, with a note from a female petty officer indicating she'd been asked to bring it in by one of the JSOC Marines.


She gingerly picks the belt up, turning it over and examining the buckle and the mounting harness for the Kukri's sheath. This one wasn't leather like Sergeant Major's. It was of hardy, woven materials, and set up for tactical use. It was a war belt, and the ones who got to wear it in utilities with their kukris were considered warriors. Bari wasn't entirely sure if she was a warrior... but it still made her heart race.


A quick change into a fresh flight suit, the duty belt snug around her waist, the kukri riding smartly at the 6 o'clock position on her belt like she'd seen everyone else who carried one wear it. It certainly got her some looks in the passageways on the way back to the squadron's spaces. She had either earned it, which was always of interest to the rumor mill... or she was committing a suicidally stupid breach of etiquette. Other people used and fought with Kukris. Wearing them as a uniform item was a special privilege that could only be awarded by the Gurkhas.


By the time she makes it to Rowdy's office, she's dead sure the whole damn ship knows about the knife in the small of her back. The weight of the stares was heavier than the knife could ever be.


"Bari!" 


Rowdy's cheery voice chases the clouds away though, as she's ushered into the Commander's office.


"Goddamn, you absolutely killed it!" Rowdy crows as she takes her seat behind her desk. "I didn't expect you to complete more than one of the special victory conditions, and certainly not all of them! Not in one go at least! That could be years of work for a Brave! And you even cleared the course! A lot of the girls have had a hard time with that one."


Bari's jaw drops slightly. "Wait, you weren't expecting me to succeed?"


Rowdy chuckles. "Bari, succeeding isn't the point of that type of exercise. Resiliency is. Innovating under fire. Working to find creative solutions under the most extreme pressure available... and at the very least trying. Not necessarily succeeding, but not giving up and giving it your all. That's what being Undaunted is. Never saying die. Never tapping out. Never quitting when the chips are down. That's what that exercise is supposed to measure. That's really what SERE is all about. Never quitting until you're back home where you belong."


"So I did good then?"


"Bari you did so well I'm throwing a damn party for you, and recommended a meritorious promotion to full lieutenant. You keep fighting like that and I have no doubt you'll be wearing a Captain's stripes soon enough... and accomplish whatever 'other' goals you might be chasing with style. Hopefully a lot sooner than when you pin on Captain"


Bari can feel a blush in her ears. She knew the whole damn ship knew she was chasing after the skipper, but having it acknowledged so directly twice in a row by people senior to her, instead of just gentle teasing from colleagues, was enough to make her blood rush.


"Hah. Come on Bari, no need to lock up. Not like fraternization's really a thing any more. Hell, my fellow squadron commander's married to his Wizzo. Wild damn galaxy. Besides, You should be excited. The Skipper earned one of those from Sergeant Major Gurung... and he's going to hear about this. Sergeant Major will almost certainly tell the Skipper himself. If you don't think he's going to be impressed by that, you're not giving yourself nearly enough credit."


"...I'm uh. Kinda all over the place right now boss."


Rowdy clamps an arm around Bari's shoulders, and starts steering Bari out of her office and toward the squadron heritage room, an American Air Force tradition that was polite speak for a squadron bar.


"That's kinda how it feels when all the work you've been putting in pays off all of the sudden. Now come on, the rest of the squadron's waiting to celebrate you being entirely mission ready. Good timing too, we make orbit around Lakran in a day or three... and I'll tell you what. I've got a bad feeling about this one." Rowdy grins. "Since I got one of the hottest hands on the stick aboard the Tear as my copilot, I figure I'll be fine right?"


"You got it ma'am!"


Bari's smile could light up the void of space itself as the totality of what she'd just done catches up with her, and the spring in her step gets just a little bit higher.
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Nezbet


"Attention all hands, orbit has been achieved around Lakran. Relief force, man your landing ships. Repeat, relief force Lakran to the hangars. Security details, support teams, and quick reaction force man your dropships. Gunships to alert five status. Repeat gunships to alert five status." 


Nezbet looks up from the holo table she was working at with a scowl. "Could use extra day or two to organize this mess." 


One of the senior space traffic controllers Nezbet has corralled into her planning team looks up. 


"Well you didn't show up to help till fairly late in the transit cycle ma'am." 


"Was busy killing pirate Admiral for enough money to buy fairly nice planet, Petty Officer. Nezbet's talents are in high demand, yes? Was doing for free before, pay for rescue, passage, but now is ship of Nezbet's clan, supporting Director Sylindra is top priority and Madame Director has many things to attend to than some minor planning yes?" 


Her eyes lock on one of the senior enlisted sailors from the deck department. "Chief, everything is moved according to the plan, yes?" 


The Agela woman nods. "Yep. Just like you wanted it ma'am. Had to work the girls double shifts and bring in some of the Marines but we made it happen." 


"Excellent. Provide names of all personnel who participated, duty is its own reward if we believe the sutras, but most people prefer material goods. It shall be discussed with the Captain and Madame Director. Strong drink, a feast perhaps, or a simple cash bonus. Nezbet will pay out of own coffers if need be." 


"Don't forget to put yourself on the list ma'am, you hauled an unholy amount of cargo in your warform."


"This is price of leadership Chief, Nezbet rewards, but is not rewarded, save for the satisfaction of duty completed... and praise of spouse and kin of course, but such things are worth more than a planet of axiom ride." 


Nezbet suppresses another smile as she switches the holotable to the next set of diagrams. There were younger sailors out in the corridor listening along to lean in on new orders if possible, they would have heard that. A lesson taught... that hard work is rewarded, but that there are greater rewards in the wide galaxy than mere money... not that she minds getting her hands on more money. 


"Next phase. Petty Officer, connect in the captains and pilots who are not in this briefing room?"


A nearby comm technician quickly manipulated his console. "Attention, all flight teams and ship's captains, log in to the electronic briefing space via your service number or the comm number assigned to you." A brief chatter of replies and the technician checks his list. "All present and accounted for ma'am."


"Excellent. Good morning ladies and rare gentlemen. As you just heard over 1MC, we have arrived at some of your final destination. We have coordinated with the first wave of the relief force's commanding officer, and have received the go ahead for case green. The planet is, for the most part, pacified. Some areas are still considered dangerous, transport commanders, check your destination, and if it's on any of the highlighted areas confirm you've been assigned a drop ship with a security detail of naval armsmen or Marines." 


Nezbet presses a few keys and brings up a map of Lakran with the various 'nations' they'd organized themselves in displayed. One of them, a smaller group, had an Undaunted symbol on it. 


"Let us review political map, yes? Arridus Valley is home to the Starseekers, the only learned individuals on the planet, and our allies. Traveling from there, you get the Queendom of Miru, and then some offshoots. These are under Undaunted control. Up in the mountain ranges are the mountain clans, also allies, the large single mountain to the south is the headquarters of the Grand Midwives, the soothsayers who manage to keep this lash up vaguely functional, yes? Nominally allies... but mind self with some of their paladins. There's a few pirate queendoms and similar trash on the coasts and ocean, and then you get the heavy hitters." 


Two large nations flash to highlight themselves as Nezbet continues;


“The Serpent Empire is ruled by a Primal Nagasha long thought lost... the Shadow Serpents are daughters of said primal who have made a nation out of teenage rebellion. Be very careful in both places. Serpent Empire worships their primal mother as a goddess. Not uncommon for primals, their immortality and great power certainly makes them seem divine, but these faithful are far more likely to kill non-believers and blasphemers if this planet is truly as primitive as people say. The Shadows are just that, cut throats and rogues who have made intrigue a sport. There used to be a Slaver Empire that was even worse, but Jasper Emmanuel Blue..." 


The image changes to that of a large moth-like alien known as an Urthani. Though this one was like nothing no one had ever seen before... even before the next image showed him after he'd somehow ascended to become a primal. 


"Is of course an Undaunted, and an illegal mind clone of Horace Blue, human soldier of Titan squad. Both will be providing support while on planet, with the Urthani more or less sitting as de facto ruler of much of the planet. So. Questions? If not we shall proceed with the plan."


The hologram returns to the map, this time with a large number of landing zones highlighted.


"Most of you will drop your supplies to relief troops already in place on planet, then lift to return to the Arridus Valley, where the Engineering Corps are establishing Lakran's first and only spaceport. You will then be entirely turned over to the commander of local forces. Crimson Tear ships and troops assisting will complete their planned out mission set and return to orbit. For our departing guests, please check passageways and quarters for any small personal items that may have been left behind during duration of flight. Very hard to return or replace with mail services consisting of a girl with wings if you're lucky out here."


Nezbet waits for the chuckles to die down, pacing a bit as her tail swishes behind her. 


"If you are attacked, signal to orbital control immediately. Your on hand security troops should be able to handle any form of attack, but most of these people are... happy is perhaps not word. Disbelieving perhaps. Genetic degradation has set in to a catastrophic degree. Rumors may have been heard across ship that these girls have not seen a man for at least a thousand years. This is correct. Their reproductive method is... crude to say the least as Nezbet understands it. This has left much of the populace..." 


Nezbet screws up her face, there really wasn't a nice way to put this was there? 


"These people have been reduced to a level just above savagery, and their mental state has, on average, declined to the point of making simpletons out of large swathes of the population, while enhancing traits like a tendency towards aggression to the extreme. Make no mistake, there are people on this world who will happily gut you for what you are offering freely. Luckily you do not need to provide extra protection for male personnel. Most of these girls don't even know what a man is. Besides, most of our male comrades in arms are generally the people that people need protection from, not the other way around... but keep an eye out for attempted sexual assault any way. These people may not know how to... insert tab A into slot B so to speak, but they have instincts just like anyone else."


"Ma'am how the hell are we going to help people with genetic degradation on a planetary scale?" 


Asks one pilot, staring incredulously at the map and clearly not liking what she’s looking at in the slightest.


"We are led to understand that a civilian scientist is working on potential cure. This is not our business however. These are still people, yes? Still need food. Shelter. Medicine. Access to abundance of galaxy. Take great joy in task friends. We are rescuing an entire world... we just might have to fight them a bit till they accept what's good for them. Like fussy kitten being given medicine, no?" 


The feline warrior woman waits for the burst of chuckles to settle again, then smoothly goes through the next set of slides, covering deployment methodology, the take off sequencing they'd discussed and worked out in the last few weeks to ensure priority supplies got to where they needed as quickly as possible. Nezbet's reasoning was that just because these girls had waited over a thousand years for rescue was no excuse to delay based on fudging things up on their end. Finally however the briefing is at an end. The movement is essentially a planet wide, unopposed orbital assault, just with food, medicine and technology as the payload instead of bombs and guns. Building up cities instead of leveling them to the bedrock that civilization might get a chance to start over. 


Nezbet much preferred this kind of mission. 


"Any questions? No. Good. To your ships, catspaw goddess go with you all." 


There was a quiet enthusiasm that was in the air as the flight crews and the leaders of the security teams all got up and started heading for the door. No complaints or fussing about a milk run or boring escort duty. Everyone's head was properly in the game, and of proper mindset for going forth to rescue.


 Even if the work was tedious, duty really was its own reward in this case as far as Nezbet thought, and she believed she'd passed some of that mind set on to the crews she was managing. This was a joyous day. A heroic day. A day that would be part of a very long week of miracles and annual celebrations for the people of this world till the planet's sun burned out. 


It was a good day to become a legend. Even if not a legend known by name. 


Her revery was however not to last, a runner racing up to her and saluting before remembering Nezbet was a civilian. 


"Ma'am there's a problem. Skipper needs you on the bridge as qui-"


Nezbet is already out the door in a flash and a rustle of clothing, dashing down the corridor at a dead sprint. 


—


The bridge of a space going vessel is always a fascinating place to be. Unless a ship is moored to a dock, it is always active, always in motion. Always some sort of work going on even if it's just maintaining geosynchronous orbit or other tasks of the spacefaring professional. Still Nezbet can smell the tension in the air like a burst of ozone. Something had everyone shook up. Something they weren't announcing for some reason. Jerry isn't in his chair, a young lieutenant standing the watch instead and giving orders to adjust their course slightly as a Yeoman quickly points Nezbet to Jerry's ready room. A brief flash of amusement as she remembered her exasperated husband telling her the story of how he'd tried to have the office and sleep room for the commander just off the bridge given it's proper title of sea cabin... but it's similarity to certain Earth media had meant the name 'ready room' was inescapable. 


"Bout time Cat." 


Jaruna greets Nezbet as she walks in, her gruff voice held no irritation... They had worked out their differences in the sparring ring after the rematch with Masha, so all was good.


Nezbet offers the Cannidor a human greeting, a meeting of the knuckles known as a ‘fist bump’. Nezbet liked many human rituals, and the fist bump was certainly one of them.


Jerry is watching a map intently with Commander Lawson, the woman from naval intelligence, and an unfamiliar voice has joined via comm line, probably one of the first wave's officers. 


"Nezbet, good timing." Jerry looks up and smiles, his smile making her go gooey for a picosecond before she focuses in on the business at hand. Time for that later.


"What has happened husband?" 


Lawson manipulates the projector displaying the map so the room can see it. A political area is now outlined with human style caution stripes, and a red mark has been placed in the northern part of the region. 


"Ten minutes ago a down right ancient anti orbital laser weapon was detected by a surveillance satellite as the device's shroud retracted. The onboard VI recognized the shape from god knows what guide book and flashed the traffic to Dr. Skitterway, who passed the information on to orbital command. It doesn't appear to be active at this time, but it could splash any of the light spacecraft we're sending down with ease." 


Nezbet nods, that was not good. "Only one thing to do. Redirect supplies and personnel from Shadow Serpent to other Serpent, build a bigger forward operating base there to later help Shadows. Just need to notify Shadow bound transports to move to divert location one and all shall be safe for now. Cannot risk our people because one faction desires to play bandit with a very large gun, yes?" 


Jerry nods. "Exactly what I told the first wave's commander and he concurred. We've also been requested to deal with the problem, to which I've agreed. There are troops holding the facility, and while we could just hit them from orbit or send in an air strike... I'd rather get this done with minimal casualties if possible. Even better if we can later recover the defense station and refurbish it. Lakran will need orbital defenses eventually, and this post is well placed." 


"Going to hit with sworn swords and go down personally, husband?" 


Nezbet can't help but grin, the gentle tingle of raw joy at having gone into battle with her now husband echoing a bit at the hint of a similar opportunity. 


"Not this time. The Paladins are needed elsewhere. I have them doing some outreach to the harder to talk to parts of the world. They need the protection, but they're also rather grand and impressive to a planet that's, at absolute best, in the human Dark Ages. The cloaks, furs and swords might just be pageantry, but they're things these people understand. No, this one's going to JSOC. Can't have Sir David's people getting bored." 


“I got something to add to that strike package.” 


All eyes turn to Jaruna. 


“We’re all ears, Warrant Officer.” 


“Four Cannidor shock troops. We can provide security on the transport for JSOC in and out. Milk run.” 


Nezbet can see the emotions running through her husband’s mind. Practically smell them. He wouldn’t admit it, but he had formed an extremely strong bond with his adopted teenage daughters. Ritual demanded a degree of distance, and he was trying to handle their situation as a Cannidor clan father would, but especially once he’d started assisting with their training it was done and dusted as far as Nezbet was concerned. They might not be literal flesh of his flesh, blood of his blood, but Jerry’s parenting instincts were strong. 


“Don’t you think it’s a little early for that? We’ve had what? A couple weeks of drills since we got them back on their feet after extracting them from their… predicament?” 


A shake of the head from Jaruna dismisses the criticism. "I know you're worried about the girls, but it ain't too early to see where their heads are. Dangerous is a very different animal to Cannidor, even in just a hard suit, we still got all this plasma resistance, and more than enough strength to crush these fools with our bare hands if need be. I ain’t saying we go on the op though. Just the infil and the exfil. Everything goes well, we won't even have to step out of the transport. Girls are doing okay in their training, but they can’t keep up with JSOC. Not yet. Those boys also do things a bit more sneakily than Cannidor usually do, you know?"


Nezbet watches again as her husband considers the proposal, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling, what Nezbet knew to be a meditation technique. 


"...Fine. Get the girls and head for the Spec Ops hangar, I'll let Rowdy know you're coming."


"Heh. Good chance to get stuck in, you coming along Nezbet?" 


Jaruna jerks her head at her new clan member. It was an honest invitation Nezbet could tell. They'd fought together already, no need for a combat test.


"Would like to, is even more of fight suited to Nezbet's preferences. Rather shoot with high yield, rapid cycling laser weapons than get stuck in in warform. Many weaknesses and very potentially dangerous if run out of gas, yes? No such luck today though. Need to continue to manage situation in orbit on relief side." 


"Coulda just said 'Nah, thanks though. Next time?'. Damn Cat, always running your mouth." Jaruna playfully cuffs Nezbet on the shoulder, and grabs a kiss from Jerry. "You’re in charge of Hubby's security while I'm planet side. Ghorza and Gaucha will be busy as hell."


"Can count on Nezbet. Fight with happy heart sister."


Jerry nods as his wives resolve a small part of the evolving tactical plan. "Good, now, someone get Sir David up here. I have a problem that needs solving... and this time I don't care about quiet." 
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Sir David


He was one hell of a long way away from Britain. Lieutenant Colonel Sir David Forsythe, VC MC KCB and commander of the special forces troops aboard the Crimson Tear reflected as he lit up a cigar. 


It wasn't a real cigar. It was another plant that was similar to tobacco, and even had similar effects... save for that it apparently did nice things for the lungs instead of promoting cancer. It was even 'smokeless' in an extremely technical sense of the term, which made it a favorite for starship crews so they could have a comfortable puff without mucking the interior of a working spacecraft up too much. One still had to ash the cigar or cigarette, and in the field you still had to mind the cherry. Sir David would have rather had the original kind of cigar. The differences just made him remember how far away from home he was.


Far from his grown children, far from the cold grave that had taken the body of their mother far too young for any of the five of them to bear alone. They hadn't been alone then, but, later, for a time, he had been. His children grew up, left the house, found careers, lives, families all their own.


His eldest daughter, his gleaming pride and joy, was a Royal Marine officer, just like her old man had been. His second daughter, a pilot in the Fleet Air Arm. The third, his son, was actually out in the wider galaxy with him.


Jack had just finished testing out successfully for the SAS when the chance to join the Dauntless had come up. Now he was somewhere on Centris, working for Sir Philip, the way Sir David once had long ago. Dodging marriage proposals left and right of course. The boy had the Forsythe looks and the aliens seemed to like a British accent. Apparently he'd recently met a few young ladies at a place called ‘Defenestration Nation’ or some such nonsense during a training exercise... so his son's number might finally have come up.


His last daughter, the rebel, if you could call her that, was a homemaker, happily married to an American Marine officer and seemingly determined to make up for the lack of grandchildren from his other children so far single handedly.


It reminded him how old he was. How he could feel his body shutting down as he stared down the same gun barrel of mortality as Jerry Bridger... and now faced the same choice. Life eternal, youth everlasting... and that cloying siren's call of love in an abundance that no human man had ever truly thought possible. And yet, part of him longed for the embrace of his wife... even as he got further and further away from the memories of her embrace, her warm, comforting smile and her fiery passion. That more than anything drove the stake home into his heart.


Mary’s modest little grave was a universe away. So far from Earth, the world of his birth, that he couldn't find the star his homeworld orbited in the night sky, if it was even visible from outside of Cruel Space. It made his heart heavy... as did the missives he'd sent to his children asking them for their thoughts, both on his deaging... and on the idea of him remarrying. Not that he had anyone in mind, far from it, but it seemed an inevitability in the galaxy, and if he was revitalized only iron will would prevent him from succumbing to the right woman. So very far away from home...


Then again... a warm thought creeps back into his cold heart like the first breath of spring. He was at home wasn't he? He watches as his troops slowly move around in the small camouflaged camp they'd made near their target facility. They'd been planet side for eight hours now, and had dug in to rest and observe their target after making it from their drop zone to the local vicinity.


When he'd joined the Royal Marines. When he'd tested out for Her Majesty's SAS. Places like this, with men, and now women, like these, had always been his real home. They, his sons, daughters, brothers and sisters. He was not alone. Not in this august company of men and women... and there was a job to do.


No matter what planet they were on. There was a job to do. The thought chased away the hint of homesickness that had taken advantage of an idle moment to creep into Sir David's heart. There was a job to do. His skills were needed. Lives were on the line. He turns on a heel, leaving his dark thoughts behind him and moves up low to join two of his snipers near the small hide they've created to observe the facility.


"Right chaps, what are we looking at?"


One of the scout snipers kicks a boot downward gently, pointing at a screen nearby. "You can tune into our optics sir. Looks like we've got around a battalion of infantry around the target facility, damn ancient orbital defense laser bunker, just like we suspected from orbital recon. Not sure if they've actually managed to get anything active, but laser weapons are pretty rare among the enemy troops. Mostly primitive melee weapons, but they do have similarly primitive laser rifles here and there. Also saw what looked like one or two plasma based weapons, one was with what appeared to be an officer."


"Hmm." Sir David pops the screen up, taking a thoughtful puff on his cigar as he reviews the footage.


"Not much in the way of defenses really sir, besides an honest to god wooden palisade with the tops sharpened, but we can defeat that easily enough."


"I think they're relying on the terrain to protect them sir." Offers the other half of the sniper team. "Sure they're nestled in a valley, but most folks around here don't have the tools to really take advantage of the high ground, and getting to those high ridges is damn hard if you can't fly, and the kind of flight around here ain't hauling artillery around with it."


"Yes... I see. Keep up the good work. Let me know if anything interesting pops up."


"Yessir."


Yes... Here was home. With his men. Something he'd be able to enjoy for all eternity unless he bought the farm it seemed. Immortality at the drop of the hat. An eternity of merry campaigning like he was some sort of bloody viking, amusing as that was. 


He wouldn't campaign forever. Even with a body restored to youth, no man could march ever onward... but he'd be able to put in his best till he decided it was time to hang up his guns, and not a bloody second before.


When he gets back to the small tent and dug out serving as a makeshift command post, the footage from the sniper's optics has already been cut into a map on a low light display table. Sergeant Major Gurung, his god-like Command Sergeant Major was marking out weak spots, possible ingress routes and all the other information a truly skilled commando like the Gurkha SNCO could pick out by eye the way a normal person could pick out what color a shirt was.


"Ladies, Gentlemen, what are we thinking?"


One of the younger sergeants nods. "Well sir the obvious solution with this level of resistance is to have the Tear hit them with naval gunfire support from orbit. We have the high ground. No need to worm our way in or risk our necks."


"While I appreciate the thought Sergeant, the reason we're here is to get this done with minimal loss of life. Those ladies are who we're here to rescue after all, and it shouldn't be too hard to bring them around to our cause when we start feeding, clothing and educating them all. Amazing what a consistent supply of warm food can do to the most obstinate resistance."


"Kill them with kindness sir?"


"Precisely, and I don't just mean a rifle you've named kindness."


The sergeant snickers, and Sir David mentally looks back to the man's profile. Delta Force? American at least. Considering their obsessive love of firearms...


"You've actually named a rifle kindness, haven't you?"


"Guilty as charged sir. It's more of a play off my last name. Chesed is Hebrew for the concept of kindness and caring between people and between man and god."


"That's a new surname to me admittedly, I hadn't connected it to Hebrew."


"My great grandparents changed the family surname after surviving the Holocaust and immigrating to the United States. They felt since most of their family had died in the camps, that they should let the whole thing rest. They picked Chesed for the new family name because despite great horror, they had also experienced great and moving acts of kindness, even in the most extreme situation imaginable."


"What would they have thought about a rifle taking the family surname?" 


Sir David allowed himself a moment with the troops, they still had a few moments till his cigar was extinguished and they went to work after all, and sharing such stories was important.


The man nods quite seriously. "Well my great grandmother would have scolded me for being a wicked thing, but my great grandfather, like my grandfather, would have been amused... then when no one was around would have asked me "Yingaleh... this rifle, do you use it to strike down bad men?" On getting a positive response... he'd have sat back and kept his silence, but from his little smile, you’d know he was pleased. He never forgot what he saw in the camps, and always wondered at what even one good man with a rifle could have done to save lives."


Chesed casts his eyes skyward. "This on the other hand, the old man would be a bit more confused about. But even in all the heavens, the same evils still stalk the hearts of mere mortals, so there's still a need for good men with weapons in hand to put that evil to flight."


There's some general nodding among the special forces operatives. Many of them were deeply religious or spiritual, something that always surprised outsiders. Sir David suspected it had something to do with death being a constant companion. Either you took your faith, and your duty, in as serious a manner as possible like a Knight Templar making oaths to Almighty God. Or you took the more cavalier attitude that Sir David preferred. Death was a known factor at this point. He'd gotten close enough himself a few times. So better to be jovial and merry to maximize the time you had until you were shown the door to the next life.


Sir David puts the thoughts aside and stubs out his cigar, signaling the end to the pre mission jawing. It was time to work.


"Chesed, fetch that special satchel charge you lads cooked up would you? Alright ladies, gentlemen... Here's what we're going to do to make our target past tense."
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Bari 


Lakran didn't seem so bad from fifteen thousand meters up, Bari thought to herself. They had inserted a JSOC direct action team planet side nine hours ago. With their lighter being a fully functional starship, they had decided to remain on station. Running out of fuel wasn't a concern, being able to get to the JSOC team if they called for a hot extraction was. Switching off shifts monitoring the autopilot while everyone got sleep or ate or took a turn educating the three somewhat bored Cannidor teenagers in the primary hold on one skill or another had been breaking up the monotony, while the autopilot did most of the work of keeping them on station. 


With access to the radios from anywhere in the ship via the lightly armored exoskeleton that Undaunted flight crews who might hit hard vacuum wore, Bari and Rowdy literally could not get far enough from the cockpit to truly make a serious difference in an environment with total air dominance. They didn't need an immediate reaction. Just needed to be able to get the situation, and respond while in the course of dashing to the cockpit in the flight controls to take over. 


Bari settles herself into her seat and straps in, she liked taking the controls occasionally, it was relaxing, even if the reports on the radio were anything but. Most of the operation sounded like it was going well, but there were contact reports across the entire planet it seemed! Then again... it was basically a planetary invasion wasn't it? 


"You are being rescued, do not resist."


The feline alien mutters to herself. Someone in the squadron posted the meme on the planning board early this morning before they went operational. Unfortunately some people were hell bent to resist change, and to resist literally being saved from early, painful deaths. 


"Trytite disk for your thoughts ma'am?" 


Chief Cullen leans into the cockpit on his way back down to the ‘fighting compartment’ from the living spaces for the flight crew. It hadn't made sense to keep calling it a cargo bay after all their modifications to make this thing a platoon scale drop ship.


"Oh, hey Chief. Just thinking about that thing someone posted on the billboard earlier. I don't get why some of these people are fighting so hard. We're not attacking anyone. We're literally carrying food, medicine... I mean. This world's the worst I've ever heard of in terms of living conditions! It might even be worse than Cruel Space in some ways!" 


That stops the Chief dead in his tracks for a minute, the NCO stroking his chin for a moment. "...Shit you might just be on to something there ma'am. It may well be worse than Mother Earth." 


"I mean, it seems pretty obvious to me in a lot of ways. Earth was progressing, still is progressing as a matter of fact, to the point of being space flight capable. Limited perhaps, but you were all able to pull together and adapt galactic tech to make your way out of Cruel Space. These people can't even build lighting systems that don't involve limited axiom crystals or fire!" 


"Earth isn't on the verge of total genetic collapse either, and these people very much are. The reports said they were a couple generations from ceasing to exist as a population... and Lakran would be just another weird world in the galactic middle of nowhere, ripe for colonization again... or at least exploration by archeologists in a couple centuries time. In the end though ma'am, I think you can explain most trouble in the big wide galaxy, never mind lil ol Earth or Lakran, with pure ignorance."


"...Huh." Bari cocks her head, considering that. "True, you don't know what you don't know, and change confuses and frightens a lot of people... especially people who are... mentally limited, and just want everything to stay the same you know?" 


"Heh…” Chief Cullen grins wickedly, clearly remembering a quote of some kind. “Ma'am, you've got to remember that most of these folks are just simple farmers. These are people of the land. The common clay of the galactic deep frontier. You know... morons." 


Bari erupts in a fit of giggles. "Chief, that's horrible!" 


"It's also true." 


"...I mean yes, but it's not their fault!" 


"Being stupid's partially a genetic condition, but you can overcome that difficulty with applied effort. The Starseekers prove that. Kinda depressing the only sensible people on the damn planet piled into one region." 


"What about the Midwives? They're the closest thing Lakran has to a global government, and they keep the population alive with their axiom cloning ritual." 


"...You don't want to hear my opinion on them ma'am." 


The response gets a grin from the pilot. "Try me, Chief." 


"...Ma'am I think they're the worst of the lot besides the literal slavers and some of these shadow fools. From the reports Sergeant Blue sent home anyway. Superstitious morons who sought to preserve the balance of power on Lakran to their own enormous benefit... without actually trying to do anything to mend fences or improve things. They played political games with all the finesse of a 10 year old playing a strategy game for the first time while condemning these people to a slow and painful death by cultural stagnation and genetic degradation. Their paladins sound like alright folks for the most part, just trying to do what they could, as were a lot of their outreach folks, the religious foot soldier equivalents... but the core's still as rotten as everything else down there. Goddamn, the more I read in the reports the more annoyed I get with some of these fools. It's not... entirely their faults. To a degree. But still." 


Chief Cullen's chest sags a bit after his brief rant. 


"Sorry ma'am. I can't stand idiots. Never could. It's why I got out of the military back home. Thought I'd stay out till Rowdy asked me to try out for the Dauntless's flight crews. Said she needed me back. Well, Rowdy was a good boss, and I knew Admiral Cistern by reputation, so I figured I'd go and see what's out there." 


"Well what's your verdict?" 


"Not that different from home really, there's good spots and bad spots... but the Undaunted are a good spot, and that'll probably keep me in uniform for long enough they have to make up new senior enlisted ranks for me." 


Bari starts to respond, but is cut off by the comm coming to life. 


"Talon, this is Push Knife Six, requesting immediate extraction. Repeat requesting emergency extraction, LZ is hot." 


"Shit. Chief, get the Cannidor moving and get the guns warmed up!" 


"On it ma'am!" 


No sooner has Chief Cullen dashed off than Rowdy is leaping into her chair. 


"Ma'am there's-"


"I heard Bari, I heard... searching for the beacon... we've got'em. Let's go get our friends." Rowdy triggers the comm channel. 


"Push knife, Talon, we have your beacon and are en route... five minutes out." 


A flick of a switch has Rowdy onto the channel for the Tear's AWACs controllers.


"Raven, Talon One." 


"Go ahead Talon." 


"Did you copy the message from Push Knife?" 


"We copy all Talon One." 


"Any chance we can get some gunship support?" 


"Talon, all assets are committed, I can get you a flight of Huscarls in ten mikes." 


"They might not have ten Raven." 


"We're working on it. We're going to try and route a drop ship your way with a full complement of Marines." 


"Better than nothing Raven, let's hope it's enough. Talon One out." 


Rowdy snarls. "Okay... we're gonna do this the fast way. Bari... take the bird. I want you to put us down on that beacon just like you dropped us on that asteroid, copy?" 


"Are you sure ma'am?" 


"I'm damn sure you're the only one who can fly this profile tightly enough to give us the violence of action we need to bring Push Knife home."


"...Okay. My craft." 


Bari adjusts her hands quickly and tags the intercom. 


"Strap in tight folks, we're doing an assault drop so we can get those boys and girls the fuck outta there!" 


"All strapped in back here Ma'am!" 


Without another word Bari dives the lighter hard. 


The velocity indicator starts to move rapidly as Bari puts the nose down straight at the surface of Lakran and gooses the accelerators forward to the stops. The minimal inertia keeps the movement comfortable which does some odd things to Bari's stomach considering their angle to the planet, but she swallows her gorge and wills herself not to lean into the acceleration. Leaning forward would take some of the command console out of easy line of sight. It might lock up her arms and prevent her from using her full range of movement to manipulate the controls. 


'Come on Bari you've done this a million times before. It's even easier than landing on an asteroid because there's gravity and the planet isn't moving nearly as unpredictably as an asteroid and-'


Bari silences the voice in her head. It was helpful, but distracting and she needed her entire focus for this. The canyon mouth the beacon was leading them to comes into view, the air screaming around the space vehicle like some sort of avenging bird of prey as Bari watches the altimeter drop almost faster than the eye can see. It wasn't enough to trust her instruments. She had to feel it had to know exactly when to... 


"NOW!"


Bari slams the button for the anti-grav lift system before hauling back hard on the stick. Without an inertial dampener it would have ripped the little vessel in half, there was no doubt about it. Even with it Bari swears she can hear the hull straining slightly as they wind up in a comfortable horizontal hover fifty meters off the valley floor. A second of looking has Bari finding the nearest possible spot to safely land by the mouth of the canyon, and gently floating the lighter down towards the only decently flat terrain available, about .


"That's as close as we can safely get ma'am, not without actually being able to see the JSOC troops and having a better chance to scan the terrain... a lot of this area's very unstable from a cursory scan. If we were flying something smaller and lighter..."


"Holy shit!" Rowdy's face is flushed with adrenaline, and she takes a few steadying breaths. "Hell of a roller coaster ride. As to the landing, safety first. We can't rescue anyone if we need to be rescued ourselves... but let's take it under advisement for ship selection next time we do mission planning." 


Rowdy takes another breath, then quickly triggers the radio. 


"Push Knife, your chariot has arrived." 


"Damn good to see you Talon. Wish you could have managed to land a bit closer." 


"Sorry Push Knife, this is as tight as we could make it assuming you actually want to leave and not just have extra company for whatever dungeon they'd throw us into. Speaking of which, where's your friends?"


"Fair enough Talon. As to our friends... We managed to evade pursuit, but they can't be too far behind us. Let's move out, people!" 


From the seeming walls of the canyon, commandos melt into view as Bari starts to lower the vessel to the ground. No sooner had the ship settled on its landing gear than a bright red caution light and an alarm trigger. 


"Skipper, I must have been a little too violent with her on the descent. Shield generator's down!" 


"...It just couldn't have been an easy day could it? Chief! I need those shields back up! Jaruna! You girls better get that starboard door open and man your guns!" 


"On it ma'am!" 


"You heard the lady! Let's move it!" 


Chief Cullen's boots echo on the deck plates as he sprints from his usual spot in the hold near one of the gunnery stations towards the primary shield generator. If it was an electrical short it could be anywhere, but the ship's systems were designed to make tracking and repairing that type of fault easier. 


"Maybe we'll make it out okay Skipper..." Bari tries to force a smile and a hopeful tone she really didn't feel right now, the dread was setting in, making her stomach tighten.


No sooner had the words left Bari's mouth than the first of the enemy appear within the confines of the canyon, a charging horde racing towards them as fast as their legs, wings or tails would allow. 


"You just had to say something didn't you?" 


Rowdy snarks, before slapping at her harness release and hauling herself out of the seat. 


"I'm going below to help Chief Cullen and our guests. As soon as those doors lock, lift."


"Got it boss." 


Bari quickly brings up the exterior cameras, some of the remote gun turrets... and waits. 
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Jaruna


"Come on girls, no lollygagging we got shit to do! Get that gun mounted!" 


Jaruna supervises as Khutulun and Boudicca get one of the tripod mounted Gatling cannons into place on a pintle. They'd left the guns unmounted in the bay to let the pilots pick whichever side of the craft they wanted to point towards the commandos without worrying about where the extra firepower would be. 


Joan is working on the first heavy automatic weapon and getting its ammunition feed locked into place. A quick flip of a switch gooses its motor with a little energy, gently spinning the barrels to load the first high velocity cannon shell into place. Joan sticks a hand up. 


"Up!" 


Then rushes over to help her sisters with the last of the weapons, quickly getting it finished and primed with another announcement of "Up!" this time by all three girls. 


"Alright. Helmet seals. Let's go girls. We got a buncha humies and their friends to rescue from the people we're trying to save." 


Boudicca scowls as she reaches for her seal. "Biting the hand that feeds so readily. They're fools Mother, we should eat them."


"They are fools, but we only eat better quality meat than a lot of this trash would provide. Such is the nature of power however... that's what this group is. One of many shadowy organizations in a cloak and dagger obsessed shit hole of intrigue and stupidity, each branch desperately trying to seize all the power they can instead of cooperating to build their people up. Better to be queen of a molehill than have a better view atop a mountain. Another good lesson. The other lesson is what we're trying to prevent here. Namely these fools doing what their kind always does." 


"What's that Mother?" Joan this time ever inquisitive, coming in over the comm net as her hard suit helmet's locked into place. 


"Boudicca wasn’t far off actually. They eat each other, my daughters. Usually metaphorically. Sometimes literally. I'd suspect both with the way this dirt ball is frankly. Why and how depends on the trappings of their bullshit. If it's faith or certain flavors of politics, purity is a favored excuse. The why doesn't matter though. It's an excuse. A lie. You can always find justification to harm others if you seek it... and the types moving this mob around seek it at every turn. Damned snakes. Boudicca, help Khutulun, she's having that issue with her seal again." 


"On it Mother." 


Jaruna flips her comm channel from the fire team net to the ship's internal comm system. 
"Rowdy, we're about ready to open up down here, seal the cockpit." 


"It's Bari up here, Jaruna. Rowdy's down with Chief Cullen." 


"They tracking to seal their helmets?" 


Rowdy’s voice comes over the comm net.


"We're all sealed up Jaruna, Chief Cullen's got the shield emitter in hand, so I'm going to come help you with the exfil. Been awhile since I handled a machine gun in a hot LZ. Laser repeater in this case I suppose." 


The woman herself races into the bay, slapping the internal door seal behind her. "Bari, all sealed up?"


"Yes ma'am, helmet on and sealed, cockpit sealed. Just waiting for you to get back!" 


"Alright. Jaruna you're in charge as far as this cargo bay's concerned, you've got the lion's share of infantry experience." 


"Sounds good, what are you actually gonna be shooting with?" 


Rowdy heads over to a panel in the wall and manipulates a hidden control panel, a heavy laser repeater emerging from behind a concealed panel on a gimbal. 


"Thought I said. Laser repeater." 


"There more of those? Could stand to get the last of the girls on something a bit heavier than small arms." 


"Small arms for a Cannidor are still cannons for everyone else, but sure. Same panel across from this one, just feel for the button just like... yep, that." 


The laser repeater pops out of the wall, surprising Joan slightly as Jaruna barks with laughter. She stomps to the middle of the bay, locking up her helmet and priming her own weapons. She had a vehicle grade plasma cannon, her own Gatling cannon, and a laser repeater for today's festivities. The shark-like alien grins fiercely. 


"What a lovely day! Bari, pop the hatch, we have friends to rescue and idiots to discourage!"




























Bari 


Up in the cockpit Bari hits the cargo bay door control, the heavily upgraded mechanism sliding the armored bay doors out of the way in a near blink of an eye, far more than the sheer weight of the doors should allow. 


"Push Knife, Talon, door open, reception ready." 


"Talon we're about half way, if you can start shooting with some of your weapons I'd appreciate it. Discouragement preferably. We're really trying to minimize casualties, but they're making it quite hard on- Flash bang out!" 


The channel dissolves in a brief spat of weapons fire and loud noises as Bari works the ship's sensors, locking in tight to where the JSOC operators were currently using hand to hand techniques and non lethal weapons like flash bangs to discourage the enemy vanguard. With the ship's guns warm, Bari could start shooting, but they didn't want her to kill anyone. Frustrated, she tries to line up a shot, and an opportunity presents itself. What appears to be the leader of the advanced mob, brandishing a crude looking but unmistakable plasma pistol in the direction of the JSOC troops!


Bari selects one of the ship's light laser cannons, confirms the shot... and a beam of coherent light takes the woman's hand off at the wrist, destroying both hand and plasma pistol, the sheer thermal energy cauterizing the wound instantly. Bari can't hear, but the woman's clearly in a significant amount of pain, the distraction of their leader being maimed more than enough opportunity to let the commandos subdue the remaining enemy combatants, zip tying various limbs to other limbs to 'discourage' pursuit. 


A spray of heavy laser fire from the ship's guns further pushes parts of the horde of onrushing enemies back, they were so densely packed into the canyon that it was difficult for Bari to avoid hitting anyone inadvertently, even with the precision inherent to laser weapons. 


The Commandos, heartened by the immediate threat being neutralized, quickly round up the enemy weapons. They had a mix of what appeared to be crossbows, bows, and crude laser emitters. More laser weapons than Bari had remembered being discussed as a risk factor in the briefing. It made sense though, this group had been trying to recover a major orbital defense tower, and had access to its secrets for quite some time. 


A demolition specialist plants a small charge of explosives in the pile to permanently resolve the issue by turning the weapons into a burning pile of slag. Then the commandos resume their fast movement across the kilometer to where the lighter waited. 


They had some six hundred meters to go. 


A slight echo of a roar, matched by two other mechanical dragons reach Bari in the cockpit even through the armor and sealed up hull as the rotary cannons open fire on the enemies as they try to pour out of the canyon, only to fall back in confusion and obvious fear from the torrent of explosive rounds bursting around them. 


More than a few injuries had to come out of that, but the Bridger daughters showed good restraint and remarkable precision with their not so precise weapons, bursts keeping enemy combatants bottled up and suppressed with the occasional bold individual catching some shrapnel or hot rock fragments for their trouble. 


A series of massive gouts of plasma follows the rounds in, leaving a burning hellscape in front of the canyon mouth. The enemy infantry fall back further still. Cowed by the raw and literal firepower being displayed to them. 


"Not quite as fun as wrecking these shitbirds for trying to hurt our friends, but I'd say I'm still having fun!" 


Jaruna barks on the crew intercom with laughter, clearly amused before taking a pot shot with a burst from her own cannon into the canyon wall and raining small rocks down on the infantry below. 


With one avenue of attack locked down tight, the commandos made good progress, but they hadn't accounted for flying infantry. They hadn't even thought it would be a problem. After all, fliers on Lakran could barely carry anything worth speaking of in terms of weaponry. That didn't stop them ducking out of low clouds with bows and a few of the crude lasers raised however.


A torrent of arrows wounds three commandos and is responded to in kind by laser and cannon fire from the transport.


"Sweep the skies! If they run, let'em, but if they want to fight, we'll give them one." Jaruna orders, opening up with a roar of her own that could be felt as much as heard.


Another pack of fliers drop out of the clouds, closer to the transport this time, trying to cut their prey off before they can escape to obvious safety. Several of the archers use a burning strand of what appeared to be rope of some kind to light a crude fuse on their arrow before they loose them at the commandos. 


Crude. So very crude... but explosive weapons none the less. Another commando's wounded, more or less by a direct hit, his light armor not able to quite take all of the damage for him. The man is otherwise unhindered however and snaps his rifle up to shoot his assailant through the head. A remarkable shot for a man who's bleeding and smoldering still. 


Rowdy pushes out from under cover with her laser repeater on its gimble and begins to open up on the fliers. The laser weapon's fast, accurate fire makes short work of them, until only a few of the fliers remain. One turns on Rowdy and draws with lightning speed, clearly screaming some sort of obscenity at the enemy who had just slaughtered a large number of their cohort. She draws back hard and with another scream of rage, and looses the arrow right as she's struck from the skies by a direct hit from one of the Cannidor's autocannons. 


The world slows down, and color bleeds out, Bari can hear her heart beat in her throat as she fights through quicksand to reorient the gun controls. 


"NO!" 


She howls to herself in the cockpit, swinging one of the turrets around and triggering the point defense to try and knock the large arrow out of the sky. Its wicked forked tip strikes true however, and slams into the deck plates at Rowdy's feet, where the crude explosive charge detonates in a cloud of shrapnel. 


The Cannidors hardly notice the shower of white hot metal, plinking helplessly against their infantry armor and power armor respectively. Rowdy, in her light flight exoskeleton, designed predominantly to protect against the ravages of vacuum, was not so lucky.


"Shit! Rowdy's down! Hold on boss I'm coming!" 


Chief Cullen ducks into view of the camera as commandos start racing aboard, his personal rifle reaching out and ending the last of the aerial infantry before grabbing the drag strap on Rowdy's harness and pulling her limp body inside the cargo bay, a small smear of blood marking her passage. 


Bari takes a breath. She wanted to go and check on Rowdy, but she couldn't. She can't. She was the only one aboard who could fly this damn thing! She quickly flicks her comms over to communicate with the commandos.


"Push Knife, Talon, aircraft commander's incapacitated, we need your Corpsman now!" 


"Already aboard ma'am, looks like your boss caught the worst of it. We'll get her stabilized, you get us all out of here!"


The soothing accent that Bari had learned was called British actually calmed her down a bit. The Commando leader was completely calm. Why shouldn't she be calm? She takes another break and switches back to her crew intercom.


"Jaruna, status? And Chief, where the hell are my shields?"


"Shit!" Cullen curses into the mic before clearly pounding back off towards the shield generator.


Jaruna snarls "Couple left, but they're pinned! Hold on boys!" 


The enemy infantry had taken advantage of the distraction to move back up and were volleying laser shots at maximum range for the inelegant pieces of equipment they were using. Faster enemy troopers were racing ahead, a few managing to pelt the last three commandos with a few arrows before Jaruna charged off the transport like a beast possessed. 


More than a few enemy soldiers broke and ran right then and there. Even from a few hundred meters away, few things were as terrifying as the charge of a pissed off Cannidor shock trooper, even if you, personally, weren't her primary objective.


The effect was probably amplified if you’d never seen a Cannidor before too.


"Covering fire!" 


Roars a younger Cannidor voice. Probably Joan, the senior of the three sisters, a detached part of Bari's mind notes as she starts bringing up the engines.


Instead of just the Cannidor answering her call however, every able bodied Commando steps up to the edge of the cargo bay and lets loose what Chief Cullen would describe as 'An absolute shit storm of gunfire.' 


The sensors show a few more aliens falling and more than a few others losing their nerve as Jaruna bodily picks up the three Commandos and races back towards the transport, the occasional laser shot nipping at her heels being immediately answered in turn by a mix of enthusiastic cannon and laser fire from Jaruna's daughters and the fury of commandos defending their own. 


"Push Knife, team headcount." Bari orders, somewhat robotically. 


"All present and accounted for." 


Bari notes it’s someone other than Push Knife Six that answers, filing the non sequitur away as she flies through the lift checklist.


"Chief, crew headcount." 


"He's up to his shoulder in the shield generator, six accounted for, counting you." Jaruna rumbles.


"Goddamnit you stupid piece of shit, I love you, baby you, I just need you to..." 


Chief Cullen’s voice drifts over the comm, and a metallic thump like someone's just kicked the housing of a delicate piece of equipment can be heard over the comms and suddenly the shields go up, catching another volley of lasers from potentially mussing up the lighter's paint. 


Bari takes a deep breath. The shields were back. Everyone was on board. She quickly seals the cargo bay doors back up and pressurizes the ship. 


"All hands, everyone strap into your crash webbing and get the wounded strapped to the emergency gurneys or one of the crew bunks. We're space flight ready and I sure as shit do not want to stay here for a second longer than we have to."


It only took a minute to get everyone strapped in, and the lighter boosted to orbit and home to the Tear in record time.








52
Bari 


She finds herself alone in the room outside the Commander's office. The secretary was absent for some reason. Jaruna was conspicuous by her absence. In fact none of the Bridger girls were around... it was ominous in a way, and it left her alone with her thoughts as she waited for what her imagination had already built up into a furious ass chewing... and not the fun kind a girl with a specific fetish might fantasize about in the bath on a saturday night either. No, Jerry was mad. He had to be mad. Right? How could he not be? Clearly she fucked up. 


Bari's mind races through the events of the last thirty six hours. The mission. A lot of waiting. A sudden call for help that had resulted in Rowdy getting put under for an emergency healing coma. Bari's ears fold. Rowdy was probably mad at her too... or would be when she was conscious again.


They'd landed in a priority docking bay nearest the hospital on module one. Rowdy had been taken off by a trauma team with Bari following immediately after post flighting the space craft and making a statement to a waiting military official. She'd waited at the hospital for news for about three hours before getting kicked out by Doctor McCoy with a prescription for a low grade sedative and order to get a full eight hours sleep or she'd be confined to sick bay and forced to sleep. That had waited until after debrief. The first debrief anyway. 


The next day had been nothing but debriefs. Debriefing with the Commandos, discussing the mission and what went wrong with the XO, and then getting the whole squadron in for a lessons learned session to see if they needed to update their protocols. Writing her official report. Then another meeting with the Nightstalkers flight crews and whatever JSOC commandos were available, another lesson learned. 


It was something Bari found admirable about this particular band of humans. They were always looking to improve. Every failure was an opportunity to learn and grow stronger... and all of the commandos and their pilot counterparts were at a level of competence that failure was not something they experienced frequently anymore. There'd be more discussions and meetings like that after operations on Lakran wrapped up, but they'd needed immediate reaction meetings too in case troops deploying to combat now were impacted.


It hadn't given her much time to think. Right up until the end of the day, when a yeoman had brought her an order chit that said she was to report to the Captain's office at 0900 the next day. She'd thought a lot after that. Was still thinking. Not all of her thoughts were good ones. Most of them weren't. Surely he was mad. He had to be mad. 


The cycle of self punishment continues as Jerry's office door slides open and Sir David walks out. 


"Ah, here's our new favorite Aviatrix in the flesh! No no, no need to get up for me lass... though you probably shouldn't keep the skipper waiting."


Bari's brain scrambles as she fails to process trying to get up, sit back down and now get up and gather up her small pile of things she'd brought with her to head into the Captain's office. Sir David for his part ambles by, stopping for half a heart beat. 


"Relax a bit, smile, you never know what's going to happen... and sometimes the monsters we fight are just shadows on a wall." 


Without another word the wily old commando is gone in the blink of an eye, and without a whisper of axiom. Leaving Bari to look around the room bewildered for a moment before her tail stands on end and she remembers exactly why she's here.


Time to face the music. 


She brings herself to her full height, trying to hold herself exactly like the drill instructors had taught her and marches smartly to Jerry's office door, knocking a crisp three times. 


"Lieutenant Junior Grade Bari reporting as ordered sir!" 


"Come in Lieutenant, and close the hatch would you?" 


The Captain's voice seemingly echoes, turning the darkened door of his office into a cave... what manner of monster awaited her in there? Was it a friend? Or foe?


If there was a sign of some kind in the office that indicated what she was in for, Bari couldn't see it. It was just Jerry's office. She'd been here a few times now and it was always warm, well put together, with some minor trophies from campaigns won and fought over a long career... and a large collection of photos of his family. Bari felt the pang of desire to be loved like that, to be on the wall as if being bragged about, as something to look to to ease her husband's mind's worries and frets with the simple joys of love and family. Had she managed to ruin her chance for that little happiness before she even really got started?


"Take a seat Lieutenant." 


Jerry waits for Bari to awkwardly seat herself before he leans back in his chair and sighs a bit. Bari hadn't seen this side of Jerry before, and even as she feared retribution, she couldn't help but want to learn more about every nugget of his personality and past that he might offer her, consciously or subconsciously.


"Lieutenant, I'm in a slightly awkward position here. It's part of why we have fraternization rules in the military I belonged to back home. It can make disciplining or counseling a subordinate you've involved with even tangentially, say, said subordinate is determined to pursue you romantically, awkward. It can lead to awkward situations. Accusations of favoritism. All sorts of things. Now I've had my reaction to this checked by several individuals to ensure we avoid that, but I just want to comment for the record. This whole process is, over all, a galactic scale pain in the ass that I've slowly been learning to live with. This isn't about my issues however, this is about you. So here's what we're going to do. Rank off. Toss it on my desk." 


Jerry reaches up and pulls the rank insignia off of his duty uniform, respectfully setting them on his desk, before waiting for Bari to fumble around and do the same before he starts to continue. 


"Bari I need to speak frankly to you as you, as both someone you're interested in romantically and as your commanding officer. This is one of those awkward points I just mentioned, but worse, because duty and my personal life, your personal life, potentially intersect here in a serious way. So I need you to answer me honestly. I have your mission report, Sir David's mission report, statements from Jaruna, and Chief Cullen, and a few other people besides. There's just one thing I need to know. Did you perform any of the actions you made the other day in hopes of impressing me personally?"


Bari's ears stand straight up and her spine stiffens. She goes to respond, then stops. Had she? Had she pushed to make herself look that much better to the Captain in hopes of being the type of woman he'd considered marrying? Her mind runs through the events of the day again as Jerry waits patiently for her.


"No sir, I didn't."


"I need you to swear that to me, on whatever you hold dearest. I believe you, but I also believe oaths are sacred between warriors, and people who want to develop close bonds together. If you do indeed join my clan this will be the first of many oaths between us. If you just remain an officer under my command, there will also be other oaths to follow between the two of us, just less personal and more the oaths between commander and warrior. So swear to me truly, you did not take any excess risks or make any tactical decisions in the field with your love life in mind."


Bari racks her mind for a moment before putting a hand over her heart. What could she swear on, what mattered most to her?"


"On my love for you I swear Jerry, as the man I'm pursuing, as my commanding officer, everything I did, I did because it was the orders and rules of engagement I'd been given and adapting to the situation as I saw it, with no other considerations save the laws of the Undaunted and the rules of war." 


Jerry's face contorts slightly as his eyes widen with mild shock before settling back to his usual casual smile when he's not working.


 "...Wow, you're just gonna come out and say it huh?" Jerry massages his temples for a moment. "You know, I believe you. I believed you the first time. I really wish you'd sworn on something slightly more esoteric that's important to you though. Guess the hormones aren't quite through your system yet?" 


Bari shrugs. "I didn't have much in the way of options really. I'm not really religious or anything. I could swear on my commission, or on flying. I just... it's weird, and there's... it. It's hard to say. I was a bit upset when you rejected me initially... but you didn't say no, you just wanted me to have a clear head. A clear idea of who I was... but Jerry..." Bari blinks for a moment, and looks around the Captain's office, like she was looking for some sort of witness for what she was about to say. "The doctors said your pheromones were purged from my system a month ago. The medicine Mrs. Sylindra gave me purged them a lot faster than the usual withdrawal... and I didn’t get that strong a dose." 


"Right, I got the report from Bones. Albeit the focus was confirming you were mentally fit for duty and had taken the oath of the Undaunted, and subsequently your commission while of sound mind and mental state... but the background was implied. Still when you said that I figured..." 


Bari nods vigorously. "I understand, but it's not my biology talking... if anything. I'd almost say I love you more now. Or perhaps love you for real as opposed to being addicted to you on a chemical level. I haven't gotten a chance to get to know you directly... but I've gotten to know this organization you've influenced. Gotten to know your friends, your family, the world you've made, your ideals and principles in action. Seen what you do and how you do it... and now I think I love you more than some pheromone crush could ever match. It... almost hurts a little bit. Not in my head, not in my nose, not in my compulsion, but in my heart." 


Jerry leans back a little further in his chair with another sigh. "...You know, you really can't lay that kind of talk on someone this early in the morning Bari. Hel's heels, I've barely had my second cup of coffee." The words are a slight rebuke, but Jerry's smiling warmly, sending the flutter bugs in Bari's stomach aloft in a torrent of wings. 


"Well Bari, I... shit. This is not how I expected this conversation to go at all." 


Bari can't help but giggle, starting to relax in the more 'human' presence of the man behind the uniform. 


Jerry takes his seat back at his desk. "...Business first though. We have to get this squared away and done. I have your statement and your after action report. I have Rowdy's statement. She woke up last night. You had asked to be notified but Doctor McCoy said you needed sleep as badly as Rowdy needed some actual sleep, so you were to not be disturbed and Rowdy was given a light sedative... apparently she's had the clock turned back to about 18 years old. The trauma was fairly extensive." 


"What was wrong with her? The Corpsman couldn't guess beyond the external stuff, and he said he thought there was a lot of internal trauma." 


"There was something with the composition of the explosive charge that let out a decent amount of energy in a concussion wave. Rowdy more or less had a full body bruise, and the damage to some parts of her internal organs were extensive. Not enough for an immediate catastrophic failure, but enough that the Corpsman had to put her in an emergency stasis just to desperately try to get her stable so you could make orbit. Dozen broken ribs and sternum, which is where the bulk of the energy hit. One collapsed lung, liver perforated in three spots, one kidney slashed to ribbons. She was likely to slide into septic shock at any moment. Thankfully you got her back to the Tear in record time, enough that Doctor McCoy and her team likely could have saved her even without the healing coma." 


That got Bari's attention. "Humans can survive that much damage!?" 


"Humans can survive that much damage and worse. Remember what human surgery is like?"


"Basically opening someone up with a knife and moving or resewing meat like a biological mechanic?"


"Yep. We invented the art of surgery over eight thousand years before we figured out even the most basic forms of anesthesia." 


Bari shudders slightly. "That uh. I'm not entirely sure how to react to that, but no wonder you humans are so tough." 


"Not many options beyond giving up and dying." Jerry turns to his side and pulls a piece of paper free. 


"So I'm not going to waste your time or draw this part out. I just wanted to check your head, make sure you were thinking clearly. Sir David has put you up for a medal. I'm approving it. I'm also approving Rowdy's request to promote you to full lieutenant. I wanted to wait till your first combat test and you came through with flying colors. Congratulations Bari, you did some damn fine work for your first time in a full on gun fight, especially with your commanding officer incapacitated." 


"What!?"


The floored Panseros's jaw hangs loose for a moment as she tries to process everything Jerry had just said to her. A medal? A promotion!?


"You did an excellent job adapting to a shitty situation Bari, I'm really proud of you. You showed a tactical flexibility and decisiveness that's commendable. Excellent ship handling, and some precision marksmanship with the ship's guns that I had to watch the gun camera footage of to believe. You fluidly took command, dealt with the situation and extracted with everyone aboard that needed to be, and with relatively minor injuries by galactic standards... which feels weird to say, but considering the only serious long term casualty is Rowdy potentially having to deal with acne again, I'm hard pressed to complain."


"Y-you, but the... secretary being sent away. Weren't you going to yell at me? Read me the riot act? I know she's okay but Commander Rowley was nearly killed!"


"My secretary? The yeoman's just in late today, medical appointment." Jerry gives Bari a slightly confused look before pressing on. "As for Rowdy, she was hurt badly to be sure, but she was stable inside of five minutes. You obeyed the aircraft commander's orders, stayed at your post, and took command when the commanding officer present was incapacitated. You did exactly what you were supposed to do, Bari and I can't ask any more of any of my officers. If anything I should be thumping Rowdy on the back of the head for unnecessarily exposing herself to harm. Flight crew wear those light exoskeletons to protect you against environmental hazards, not against anything more than incidental weapons fire. Or an explosive device in this case. It's a calculated risk based on what you're likely to be exposed to, and the math says you're far more likely to be spaced than personally shot at. We give you some armor protection, light as it is, but that's not much against a decent sized explosive device."


Jerry’s tone shifts to a low growl, he clearly was going to have some serious words with Rowdy once she was medically cleared back to duty.


“If she'd taken the arrow to the chest she'd have been fine, but that explosive was big enough it hit more or less everywhere. The heavy infantry present didn't even notice... but your flyers kits aren't rated to even light infantry protection standards. Hence why Rowdy should have left the fun to Jaruna and my daughters. Even in lighter armor like a hard suit, the Cannidor's natural resistances to just about everything make them tougher than your average grunt by a significant margin before you slap them in power armor. "


Jerry sighs. "Not that thumping her on the head beforehand would have stopped her most likely. She's always been like that. You should have seen some of the shit she did in a helicopter."


Bari leans in a bit. "You worked together before?"


"She dropped me off and picked me up a few times on missions for SOCOM while I was with the Marine Raiders. Hot hand on a stick, I hand picked her to lead the Tear's special operations flight teams. I didn't even have to call in some favors like I did to get Sir David and his boys along with my old team and then Top Gurung. We weren't friends or anything, but she had a good rep with the troops and would have been out on her ass with anyone but the 160th SOAR. Thankfully the Undaunted are a bit more flexible than the old US military. We have to be. The galaxy's too wild to not be able to field madcap ideas and the mad men and women who come up with those ideas."


Jerry slowly cracks his knuckles and stretches his neck a bit.


"So that's business more or less dealt with. Do you have any questions for me before we move on Bari?"


"I uhm... sorta? But it's kinda personal too... at least. I'm not sure if it's something I should tell my commander. Or something."


That got Jerry's attention. "If you think you maybe shouldn't tell me as your boss, you can tell me as Jerry... though I want to make it clear that beyond personal information, I want my people to be comfortable bringing anything related to the job that they're unsure or uneasy about to me."


Bari nods, a serious look settling in on her face. "Jerry..." the softer nature of her tone and using his name making clear exactly who she was talking to. "I... I'm not sure I deserve the medal. It's nice they put me up for it, but medals are for courage right? I wasn't brave... I was scared the whole time except when I was flying. I was scared for Rowdy. Scared for me. My hands were shaking so bad after we got back to the Tear..."


"Bari... do you know how many combat missions I've been on?"


Bari thinks the question through for a moment before something clicks in her brain. "...Do you even know that?"


Jerry chuckles "No, and if someone at the Pentagon has the numbers that file's so classified it might as well not exist. It may well not exist if it ever existed. I heard they burned the records for most of the special forces and intelligence personnel who went on the Dauntless mission. Point is, I've been on countless combat missions. Been on countless flights towards god knows where to do god knows what to god knows who... and you know what? I was scared every time."


That got Bari's attention, she hadn't really thought of Jerry Bridger as someone who got scared. "Really? I just kinda figured... you know you got used to it at least. If not trained to the point you weren't scared anymore."


"The only people who aren't a little scared in combat are either suicidally fatalistic or are fools of such stupidity that it'd likely be better for everyone involved if they were suicidal. Hell till I got out here, where even near fatal injuries can generally be magic'd away, and anything short of fatal will mean you recover, just a little more fresh faced to show for it... like our new galaxy's youngest squadron commander. Till I had the benefits of power armor and other tools... I didn't really start 'enjoying' combat. I still don't to a degree. I enjoy being good at my job, at beating out bad guys at their own game. It's satisfying, but there's a layer to it now that lets me laugh for more than sheer irony in the middle of a gun fight, because the consequences are either non-existent... or likely to be lethal so fast that you never see it coming. That's freeing in a way, makes me appreciate how easy it is for girls to turn pirate. They've never faced enough consequences in their lives for it to matter. Major wounds are just a healing coma and story instead of long months of recovery and scars marring your body."


Jerry taps a few spots along his rib cage on his right side. "I got stitched up with a spread of rounds from an AK-47, a popular, archaic style of automatic rifle back home, right along the rib cage. They were using a hot new round fresh out of development by a joint Russo-Chinese special research group. My armor plate caught most of them, but a few ripped through towards the edge. Smashed, not broke a couple of ribs, deflated a lung, and some other very not good things happening to my body. I got the guy that got me, and was pulled out on a stretcher along with our objective. Obviously I lived, but I was in a hospital bed for a good long while, rehab even longer. Took maybe... four surgeries total to really get me all fixed up? Plus some implanted material to support my rib cage. Material they actually had to take out during my healing coma."


"Wait, you had like... cybernetic implants?"


"Nothing cyber about them, but yes. I had a decent amount of metal in my body, including a little left over shrapnel. The Docs got all of it out while they were monitoring my healing coma with telesurgery and other tools. Apparently the ribs were a real pain, but I'm more Jerry Bridger than I've been in a while. Still have nightmares about the mission that my ticket finally got punched on though."


"...So what made you go back then? If you were scared, and even had nightmares about getting hurt?" 


Bari's leaning forward a bit more now, hanging on Jerry's every word as he reveals more about his background to her... and displays some... not weakness per se, but soft, tender spots that made Bari ache to comfort him with a long, warm, full body cuddle. Entirely chaste of course. Despite certain parts of Bari's biology protesting otherwise.


"Because I had a duty, to my nation sure, but also to the men and women beside me. Being out there meant I could take care of them and keep them safe. Duty meant that I had to put aside my own feelings, and fight, not just for what's right, but the people to the left and right of me in the trench line who were counting on me to do my best." 


Jerry leans back, eyes considering the ceiling for a moment before drawing down to look deep into Bari's eyes. 


“There's a quote I like, from an officer in what we call the Vietnam War, the details of the war don't matter, but the quote's one that's always stuck with me. Courage is enduring for one moment more. It's not the absence of fear. It's conquering fear to get the job done. Some of the bravest men I've ever met got the shakes before every mission. They looked like they were about to crack... until the first boot hit the mud and they got their game faces on. You're pretty damn brave yourself. You might have been scared, but your reaction time didn't slack by a second according to the flight recorder."


"I uh... yeah. I suppose I didn't let it slow me down.” A smile starts to light Bari's face as a warm feeling suffuses her stomach.


"Alright. I think that's everything to cover. Good job again Lieutenant. Enjoy the new rank. We'll let you know when we actually have a medal to pin on you. They're still designing the damn things and working out names. Past that? I have nothing further for you. Dismissed."


Bari pops up, feeling worlds better than when she'd walked in and with a slight spring in her step, eager to go check on Rowdy, but is stopped at the door by Jerry calling after her.


"Oh, and Bari?"


"Yes sir?"


"Doing heroic things in the name of your brothers and sisters in arms, and nation? Without thinking of self, or selfish desires of promotions or glory... or romantic advancement? That's the kind of thing that absolutely does impress me. Keep up the good work."


"Aye aye, sir!"


Bari is practically floating as she makes her way through Jerry’s office. In the passageway just outside, a young human woman is waiting for her with her arms crossed. Bari doesn’t recognize her for just a moment before tackling her with a hug.


“Rowdy! You’re okay!”


Rowdy pats Bari’s back gently.


“Easy there tiger, I just got out of the hospital, going back in because my subordinate laid me out flat with an enthusiastic hug would be pretty damn embarrassing.”


The two women gingerly pick themselves up and dust themselves off.


“I’m really glad you’re okay, I was really worried when you got hurt!”


“Yeah I was kinda worried for a minute there too. Teach me to go and do stupid shit instead of keeping my now kinda scrawny ass in the chair where it belongs.”


Rowdy’s flight suit is clearly a little less full in many dimensions, she’d apparently been something of a gangly teenager.


“This is gonna take some getting used to…”


“Well you could always open yourself up to taking in axiom energy properly…”


“Then I’d need new flight suits in an entirely different direction. Then again, Zombie managed some trick to keep herself within the realm of reason while still skipping a boob job. Maybe I can get myself looking a bit more like myself… and skip the fucking acne this time.”


Rowdy lightly cuffs Bari on the shoulder.


“Thanks for the save, Bari, I owe you one.”


“You’d have done the same for me, and you gave me a chance to be there to start with. We’re square.”


“At least let me buy you lunch. Maybe a beer.”


“...Can you even drink at that age?” Bari leans in, grinning wickedly. “Young lady?”


“...Don’t you even joke about that. I can always bust you back down to Lieutenant JG.”
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Syl


"Nezbet, could you bring me that hard drive with the new experimental genetic strands please?"


"As you wish, Madame Director!"


Syl leans back in her chair with a sigh, doing her best to stretch a bit without pressing her stomach against her desk. It was getting a bit unwieldy now, this late in the process. She was still mobile, thank the gods for that small favor, but with six infants on board she was having a difficult time reaching things sometimes. Not quite as bad as poor Firi... but both women were getting sufficient help from their sisters, and Jerry had generously volunteered to assist them both in the shower. Syl's ears flush with warmth at the memory as Nezbet arrives with the secure drive, slotting it into the computer for her.


The strands of DNA are called up by her computer's advanced software, and Syl gets to work finishing the edits she was trying to make based on the sequencing and indexing they'd been doing. Sequencing DNA was hard, figuring out what was where and labeling it so it could be further investigated, but what the wider galaxy generally called indexing was the hard part. You had to work out what did what and where. Thankfully for the human animals, scientists back on Earth had done a decent job indexing things the hard way to give Syl's team a good place to start their own research.


The next stage was the advanced computers and software that used DNA to inform a simulation. So if Syl made an edit, the computer would, after some time, kick out a result that would project if the edits she'd made were achieving the desired result. It took an incredible amount of time and an enormous amount of computing power, but it was far better than experimenting on live animals. They were beings too after all, and with Mikasa at her feet and her own children squirming in her stomach, Syl couldn't bear the thought of bringing a life into the galaxy with her tools to let that life suffer.


"So what is working on now, Madame Director?"


"Nezbet, I've asked you before, please. Just call me Syl... and don't you have more important things to be doing than helping me?"


Nezbet shrugs, the intelligent feline alien able to project a careless air with ease. "Few are the matters more important for a woman of a clan than seeing to the needs of the pregnant members of a clan. This is only just and fair, as when their turn comes they shall be seen to in turn." Nezbet gets a sly little grin. "Plus, Nezbet has already dealt with Lakran relief force and seen them off ship. With ships, cargo, and personnel gone, the remaining work is the domain of Colonel Ghorza yes? Nezbet holds no rank, and would not think to try and command the military forces of Tear... well. Not often anyway."


"Well if you have time for an explanation, I suppose you've been helping out around here quite a bit, so it'd be useful to have you get a better grasp on what we're doing. Beyond lending some of our computers and staff to Doctor Skitterway to help work on her 'cure' for Lakran's genetic degradation, we still have quite a bit to do in the normal business. As you know the bulk of our trade is in food stuffs. Earth born animal meat."


"Oh yes, Nezbet is great fan of this work. Beef'steak and chicken are joyful to devour. One wonders what the live animals are like."


"Well you can look up pictures on the ship's infonet, but I'm told the chickens are fast little avians that are generally thought of as quite stupid, but easy to manage and farm for meat and eggs. Cows are kept and raised for their meat, milk and hides. They're larged horned quadrupeds. There's an even bigger wild version called a bison that apparently has a rather nasty temper. We'll be producing its meat, and a hybrid of that animal and the more common cow that's called beefalo for some reason."


"Nezbet volunteers to taste test. She realizes this duty will be long and arduous, but shall gladly put body and stomach on the line for the betterment of the product and the clan's fortunes."


"I'll keep that in mind."


Syl chuckles. She found Nezbet's antics rather endearing. For as forceful a first impression as she'd made, the good spirited woman was, for all her negative qualities, namely being a loud, gluttonous, braggart, still good company, and had proven an invaluable addition to the family.


Plus, was it really bragging when you could back up your talk?


"The ongoing project we've been working on is improving the various pets that we produce. Finishing domestication of Vulpes Familiaris, the somewhat domesticated Red Fox..."


"The one that looks a bit like you, yes?"


"That's the one. Along with other minor editing. The pets we've produced are fine, but suffer from various genetic maladies and conditions that we can correct for. We have multiple strains of the dog called a German Shepherd for example. Some of the strains, produced by amateur human genetics experiments, have rather weak hips. With a little manipulation we can correct this problem and eliminate the health risk to the animal. Overall we want to produce optimized animal companions. The healthiest, most robust and well tempered animals that we can. Some of this includes returning animals to their original forms."


Syl brings up an image of a modern American Bulldog next to an older black and white photo of the same breed.


"These dogs are both American Bulldogs."


"Why in the name of the catspaw goddess did that happen!? They look so different!"


"Jerry has tried to explain a few times, but always gets very, very angry when he does."


"I didn't know he could get angry without an active threat."


"Oh he does, especially on subjects he's passionate about, and few people love animals quite like Jerry does. He empathizes with them deeply, so these breeders hurting animals more or less intentionally in the name of purity or some sort of arbitrary breed standard..."


"Upsets him, yes, this makes sense. The practices sound somewhat barbaric."


"The original intent wasn’t nearly as deranged. The goal was generally to domesticate an animal, then, eventually to produce specialist variants tailored to specific tasks. Much of this was done with nothing but detailed notes and mate selection over many, many generations."


Syl brings up a photo of a small white wirehaired dog with a distinctive tail.


"This is the West Highland White Terrier. It's what's called an earth dog. They were bred to hunt pests like rodents by going into their burrows and eliminating them the hard way. The thickness of the tail is, according to apocrypha, a handle to allow the handler to pull the dog out of a badger hole or whatever. A specific adaptation to a task if true, but otherwise, the size, the strength, even the color of the coat are to better let it do its job."


"It's a cute little thing. What's a badger by the way?"


"An underground dwelling mammal with very large claws and generally very bad attitudes."


"Hmm... Nezbet cannot see that being the face of a hardened killer, but then Nezbet is not badger or a rodent that the creature is also supposed to hunt. So what of it all?"


"Clubs for these various breeds eventually lost sight of the goal of the original breeders. Which was to produce as said, a healthy animal adapted to a particular task. A novel form of adaption to us in the wider galaxy perhaps, but when you don't have access to axiom, looking at the animals humanity has partnered with on their home planet start making quite a deal of sense."


"So what did the breeders do instead?"


"They began to focus on some nonsensical notion of 'purity', as opposed to breeding the best animals possible. Then they began focusing on aesthetic considerations instead of the health of the animals they were producing. This led to issues much like we're seeing on Lakran interestingly, as inbreeding was commonly used to keep blood lines pure. These so-called desired aesthetic traits being refined and exaggerated over hundreds of generations of inbreeding are how you get the genetic failure that is the modern Bulldog in that picture. You’ll notice this trait exaggeration is, as I said, exactly the issue much of Lakran is suffering under. So then you start getting 'champion' dogs barely being able to live out an entire decade. We're undoing some of this work, in an effort to produce 'prime' examples of the animals. Animals that will not worry about extra complications of disease and weakness of the body brought on by their own form of genetic degradation."


"So what type of pet is the drive Nezbet just fetched? Haven't seen you pull a special drive out before."


"Oh this one isn't a pet. This is another project. We finished the breed known as a Doberman Pinscher fairly early on, but then we got a request from Ghorza's people. They're standing up a unit of military working dog teams. Handler, canine pairs that perform different tasks to assist the Marine squads they work alongside. Finding bombs, finding people, fighting. So we're doing two different dogs for them. One is an optimized Belgian Malinois, a dog commonly referred to as a 'fur missile' for its sheer bombastic energy and its impact on its targets. The other is the Doberman, which was the Marine Corps war dog of choice during their second global war."


Syl pulls up an animation of a rough 3D render of a canine going through an obstacle course, with different parts of the body being highlighted for possible axiom draw.


"Both breeds will be larger, faster, and hardier than the original counterparts, have stronger bite pressure, stronger teeth, sharper senses, and should be somewhat adapted to axiom use. The better to allow them to support operations in the wider galaxy. They won't be able to go back to Earth, but the Marines aren't terribly concerned about that considering most of them wouldn't survive that trip either."


"Does Mrs. Syl have pictures of these beasts?"


"Sure. Here's the European and the American breed of Doberman Pinscher, side by side. This is the black coat, there's a few other common coat colors."


"What's the difference besides size?"


"The European line is the line still commonly used as a guard dog or personal protection animal. So they're larger, and more aggressive. The American line has been optimized for being pets. They're still large, but smaller than their European cousins, and their temperament has been relaxed considerably. They still look quite intimidating of course, especially with the ears shaped like they are in the pictures. Part of our changes will mean the ears aren't floppy without surgical aid, though it'll never be quite as sharp and pointy as these dogs are."


"They do not have tails normally?"


"Tails are commonly removed in a practice called 'docking', allegedly for protection of the animal in a fight. Jerry has mandated the practice will not occur for the Tear's Dobermans. He pointed out that 'modern' war dogs, such as the Malinois and the German Shepherd I mentioned before don't regularly have their tails docked, and to remove an appendage purely for aesthetic reasons is rather barbaric, and I concur. Retaining the tail also gives the dog another way to communicate to its handler. Sniffer dogs, dogs used to track people or find certain things like explosives or contraband, can be trained to hold their tails at certain carriages while in a certain posture to signal their handler. This replaces vocal communication via barking in these tense situations, where a bark might alert the enemy or the suspect to the presence of an MWD or police K9 team. Opening the animals to axiom has proven most interesting, and had some rather unexpected effects. The Malinois in simulation seems to naturally channel axion into its jaws and teeth."


"Strong bite then?"


"Strong as in might be able to take a bite out of reinforced armor plate if these sims are right. That'll require some special training or some kind of bite guard if we don't want the dogs to be straight up lethal."


"What about the black ones then? The Doberman?"


"They tend to channel axiom into their bodies. Somewhat naturally enhancing physical performance even further, and letting them better take a hit. I can't even begin to imagine why, and Cascka says she'll need live specimens to fully investigate."


Nezbet nods slowly, taking all of that in.


"Mrs. Syl..."


"Just Syl. Seriously now."


"Syl. How hard would it be for Nezbet to place order for one of these Dobermans? The normal kind, not the enhanced kind."


"...About as easy as telling me whether you want European or American and what color of coat you prefer."


"The American I think. Is going to be pet after all, and while Tear is large, is not that large. Puppy should also still get big enough to properly play with Mikasa, yes?"


"Shouldn't be an issue, the American line is still a large dog. Just not as large."


The puppy in question wiggles out from under Syl's desk with a bark, trotting up to Nezbet and nuzzling at her hands till Nezbet begins to give her pets and scritches.


"Such a good girl, knowing when we're talking about you. Nezbet's going to get you a new friend to play with!"
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Matroika


It had taken near Herculean amounts of effort, and convincing Cassie to drag Tyler off for some 'intimacy', about the only time Nara'Denyali would leave his presence, but Matroika had finally gotten the Apuk isolated in one of the canteens that could be opened up for staff functions, large family meals or other events. Now sitting across the table from Nara, Matroika can finally say what she's been wanting to say for weeks now.


"Alright. Listen here princess, we need to have a little talk. Because I'm just about done with your bullshit."


Matroika glares at the now suddenly very angry Apuk woman across from her, not at all concerned about the other woman's fighting capability. Nara probably wouldn't attack her, much less kill her. Considering what Matroika had learned about the other woman's background anyway. It was a risk, but a calculated one. 


A risk also slightly mitigated by Matroika's brace of pistols loaded with axiom enhanced rounds, but Nara, while volatile, didn't strike Matroika as that kind of volatile, and she'd dealt with far more dangerous and emotional hot heads than one Apuk with her head up her ass. The Rabbis woman cracks her knuckles as Nara scowls at her.


'If looks could kill I'd be ash faster than any warfire could manage.'


"I am not a battle princess."


"I didn't say you were a battle princess, you are however acting like spoiled, entitled royalty and it's becoming a real pain in the ass for the people around you. So I'm here to try and set you straight, as I've done for dozens of confused young women who need to straighten up and fly right."


"Oh? Please, share your hard earned wisdom with me."


Each syllable sounds like Nara is forcing it out, and the ice in her tone cannot be missed. Matroika considers she might have slightly miscalculated how volatile Nara might be from how reserved she normally is.


"I don't need to share wisdom to point some things out to you. Haven't you figured out the sort of trouble you're causing? For Tyler, Cassie, Elyria and myself? Elyria's a straight shooter but she's not the type to cross you directly either. She's reached a point where she's actively upset. Tyler can't freely pursue a relationship with her, or me for that matter with you sitting there like a brick in a stream."


"I have never limited my lord's activities. He is perfectly free to associate with whoever he pleases."


"You might say that, but I doubt your heart thinks that. Did you even fully consciously notice the daggers you were glaring at me the last time I gave Tyler a hug? And that was just being friendly, never mind actually getting affectionate or intimate. You're possessive of him. Incredibly so. Mrs. Cassie's been mighty lenient with not running you off like the overgrown girl you're acting like. She, for whatever reason, and Tyler, seem to like you. Me? I don't dislike you. I think your heart's generally in the right place. You're just a massive pain in the ass that needs some fucking therapy so you can open up to other sapient life forms without said life forms needing to apply a crowbar."


"I am perfectly in control of my emotions and desires."


The ice has melted a bit, the more petulant and less dangerous Nara coming to the fore a bit to confront the active challenge in Matroika's tone, letting the Rabbi woman relax just a hair. This was still dangerous, but it was slightly less so with Nara going from 'Killing Intent' to 'You're not my real mom!'.


"Are you? I don't think you are. You straight up growled the other day when Elyria held Tyler's hand walking through the park. I'm amazed you haven't gotten possessive with Cassie herself, which is probably your sole saving grace because if you had I have no doubt you'd have been sent packing. Well I'm not accepting this shit anymore either. Elyria's just about fixing to be done with it too. I don't rightly know if you want to marry Tyler... but I think you do. I think it's clear as crystal you're in love."


Nara tenses. "I don't... I can't."


Matroika grabs a toothpick from a nearby container and waves it at the other woman.


"Can it, I have the talking stick. You can ramble your bullshit excuses at me when I'm done saying my piece."


The look on Nara's face suggested Matroika had just slapped her across the mouth at that line, but the other woman stayed silent.


"That's what they are, you know. Excuses. So's this whole fucking life debt thing. Which, by the way, isn't actually a thing for any Apuk military or religious devotional order that I can find records of. I did everything but send a message to those ninja guys on the Apuk homeworld to get them to ask an actual battle princess. Sure debts of honor and all that are a thing, but a life debt? It doesn't exist. Certainly not one that turns you into some feudal knight serving as your 'lord's' bodyguard. Now I did find a couple examples of a man, normal guy, or sorcerer, saving an Apuk warrior's life. The usual reward for an unwed maiden is to marry the guy. Which is what you're acting like. A bitchy wife who wants something but is too damn autistic to actually communicate about her desires."


Nara goes from petulant to just looking stricken now, clearly not expecting to be called out so directly. Though not arguing for some obscure facet of Apuk culture that an outsider wouldn't understand suggested to Matroika that she wasn't all that dedicated to the lie. She'd made the excuse... now she didn't know what to do with it exactly. If she even understood her own feelings yet.


"...This is all about Mani'Neshan isn't it?"


Nara's eyes go wide and her face goes pale, the blonde beauty almost looking like she's aged a decade in a moment as Matroika goes for the throat.


"...How do you know that name?"


"You still don’t have the talking stick, but I’ll answer you anyway. I searched you on the galactic archive. Just curious really, not trying to dig up dirt or something, and asking you about yourself was about as productive as talking to a bulkhead. It was big news on Serbow a dog’s age ago. Two top future prospects for a princess's crown. Childhood friends. Terrors of the junior tournament leagues. One died in a tragic training accident and the other just... vanished, and was never heard from again. All very sad, still comes up every now and then around tournament season. Usually as a memorial for Mani'Neshan. Sometimes they include a picture of you next to her like you're dead too. Which is probably rough on your kin. I mean, I imagine your family knows you're out on a penitent crusade, and the Neshans, but they keep their silence on the subject, likely at your request. There. Your turn. Here’s the talking stick."


Nara doesn't respond, she's not meeting Matroika's eyes any more as Matroika places the toothpick on her side of the table.


"Oh no you damn don't. You don't get to run away from this any more!"


A teary eyed Nara's head snaps up. "Who the hell are you to tell me what I can and can't do? And I'm not running... I'm just... making it up to Mani. Making it right for... killing her."


"No you're not. You're just doubling the body count. Mani'Neshan is dead, and for all intents and purposes so is Nara'Denyali. Which is all the more reason you should clear off of Tyler. A dead woman has nothing to offer a man. Or anyone for that matter. Why invest in a woman with no future? Not just resources, but emotions. Time. Especially when time might be in such precious short supply around here. Sure we live in a galaxy where immortality is a lifestyle choice, but if you haven't noticed, all of us are in a career field where life expectancy ain't exactly up there in the triple digits. All the more reason to cherish and treasure what we can get when we can get it... and if you're already dead the least you can do is show some consideration for the living and let them live without interfering... especially if you're determined to spit on Mani'Neshan's grave like you are."


"WHAT!?" Nara slams a fist downward, punching through the metal table they were sitting at as her eyes burn with rage.


"That's the most emotion I've ever seen you display." 


Matroika notes, doing her best to appear aloof and unconcerned at the display of strength. 


"It's true though. Hate me all you want. Hurt me all you want. Do you really think your best friend from your girlhood would have wanted this life of misery for you? No one's ever going to be entirely sure what happened in that sparring match. Least of all you, you were fifteen for goddess's sake. Barely out of your shell by Apuk standards. Did you hit too hard? Did Mani's reinforcement fail all of the sudden? Did you really just happen on the trick for green warfire at a very young age and Mani wasn't ready for it? That's the most commonly accepted theory, but no one really knows because the royal court sealed the records as you were both minors at the time."


Matroika sighs. "I've seen this before you know. What you're doing. Flagellating yourself over a mistake that might not even have been your mistake to make to punish yourself in the name of someone who's long passed on and would likely be horrified at what you're doing to yourself."


"What would you know about it?"


"Plenty. There's about two dozen good women who looked to me for leadership buried in my old hangar out in the wastes on Vucsa 5. Sure we were just a band of smugglers, not vaunted Apuk warriors of families in good standing, but we were family in our own way... and my choices lead directly to their deaths. A personal failure. More personal than yours, that was, at worst, born of inexperience and youthful enthusiasm on your part. I took a contract I thought was funny and got most of my girls killed for it. Nearly bought the farm myself and ended up down and out with literally the clothes on my back. The only girl who survived out of my entire crew was Bari. A few others turn coated... not sure if they're alive or dead, but they'll either straighten out under pirate rule back on Vucsa 5 or they'll turn up dead eventually. So yeah. Just Bari. Which is something. Hell, considering how she's doing I'm damn proud of her... and glad to be alive to see her star really start to shine."


"...That many dead, because of you?"


The haunted look is back in Nara's eyes, the emotional roller coaster the other woman must be going through was making Matroika's stomach turn back flips.


"Yes. Many died, because I didn't trust my gut. Because I thought getting us back working was important. Because I didn't like the client, but we'd worked together okay before... I didn't think to check to see if things had changed at all since Vucsa 5 was conquered. Didn't do my due diligence. It's my fault I didn't notice some of the girls taking longer and longer trips into town where they were getting plied with booze, drugs and the promises of male company."


"How do you live with that?"


"I don't have a magic spell for you Nara, but the first thing I had to do was forgive myself... bad things have happened to me before. Some of my calls. Some were other people’s calls that I didn’t catch. The shoulda coulda woulda mental lashing went on for a long time. As I went past reviewing the lessons learned to make myself better, and went on to punish my own failure instead. It took me a long time to learn to forgive. I'm about a hundred twenty, and I probably really got it down in my eighties. So I had to forgive myself. I had to accept that in the end, total responsibility doesn't belong with me. Other parties have a say... and that if my dead friends and colleagues were actually my friends, they wouldn't want me to live like some sort of shadow, just waiting around to join them in death."


Matroika leans in, looking a bit more closely at Nara now. She could see tears glimmering in the other woman's eyes. Shit, how backed up was this crap in her head?


"You know what I think? What I think Mani'Neshan would have wanted for you to do to honor her memory? I think she would have wanted you to go win that damn crown. I bet you girls had a childhood promise to be battle princesses together right?"


Nara nods, clearly not feeling like she can speak at the moment.


"So if Mani couldn't, you should have. You shoulda gone out and won that crown for the both of you. Or not. What our dead generally want for us, if they were truly our friends or loved us, is for us to live good lives and be happy, whatever that comes to mean for us. So what we can best do for them, do for their memory, is to do just that. Live good lives and be happy."


"How does that..."


"Because they don't get that chance any more, barring reincarnation being a thing like some religions teach. We're only here for so long. Healing coma or no, we're all on the clock. So we need to live, and laugh, and love, just as much as we can in that time... and we need to push just a little bit harder. Laugh a little bit more. Love a little bit deeper... in the name of those who can't anymore."


Matroika sighs and tosses the toothpick back in its receptacle before standing up.


"However she felt in this life, or feels now in the next, I doubt Mani would have wanted to see you like this. You just consider all that food for thought. I don't dislike you Nara, and I'm a patient enough woman, all things considered, but either let yourself live again, or get the hell out of the way and at least let other people live instead."


And with that, Matroika left, leaving the confused Apuk woman alone with her thoughts, and the ghost of a dead girl that she dragged around with her.
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Cindy


Cindy Bridger has plans. Big important plans! Plans to help Mama! All of them! Mama Nadi had needed to go into work without her today, leaving Cindy to her studies in her room and to play with Mikasa. Her new big sisters were around too! Cindy was a bit disappointed in no longer being the biggest sister around, but her new sisters were super nice to her! Even if Khutulun was something of what Papa called a 'tsundere'. 


Cindy scrunches up her little face at remembering the difficult word. Papa said it was in yet another Earth language besides the English she was studying alongside Galactic Trade. He'd tried to explain it a bit more, but languages were complex and kinda fuzzy. They didn't click in Cindy's head just yet, but Mama Syl said it would come with time as she got older.


It frustrated Cindy just a little bit that she couldn't firmly get a feel for the subject like the things she liked to study. Like genetics! Those were easy! Cindy finishes sketching a double helix of an animal called a horse that Mama Nadi had shown her pictures of yesterday. Cindy gets a warm, fuzzy feeling as she remembers watching them run on videos. They were amazing! Their babies were called ponies and they were cuter than anything Cindy had seen besides Mikasa! 


She'd asked Mamma Nadi to show her one of the horse's DNA, and Nadi had let her pick one out. Then she displayed the sequence of a large black horse with a long mane and frilled feet called a Gypsey Vanner. Cindy wrinkles her nose at another set of hard words. At least these ones were closer to English. She hadn't gotten to look at its DNA long, but she remembered the elegant arches of the strands. Hopefully Papa would know it too, it was a key part of her presentation to ask for a pony for her birthday next year.


Cindy carefully places the sketch on a clip after spraying it down with a sealant so the wax pigments wouldn't run, then carefully puts her crayons away. Then she runs off to wash her hands with Mikasa hot on her heels. The playful puppy and Cindy hadn't been getting their park play time as much as either of them preferred. Mama Firi was getting reaaaally big. Mama Nadi had taught her that mammalian species don't actually lay eggs like Kohbs, so getting big meant Mama Firi was getting closer to having her babies. There'd be less time for Cindy then. Not as less as in some families of course. There were plenty of mamas to go around, and sisters now too! They took Cindy and Mikasa to the park sometimes, but Mama Jaruna had lots of important work and training for them to do too. 


It would have been easy to pout or throw a fit, or belly ache to Mama Sharon during her bed time story. Or to Papa during the big bedtime stories with Papa and her big sisters. Cindy didn't want to though! She might not be the biggest sister any more, but she was still a big sister! And Joan, Boudicca and Khutulun would be grown ups soon, which meant Cindy would have to pick up the slack! The little Kohb smiles, pleased with herself for coming to these conclusions and developing her master plan. She couldn't help in big ways, she was only little after all, but a Cindy sized big plan could still be a lot of help!


Hands dry, Cindy adjusts her dress in the mirror, then hops down from her step stool and proudly marches out of the large bathroom and up the barracks and out the door, with Mikasa happily following in her wake. She only stops to affix her crew badge to her jumper. She was part of the crew too after all! Papa had said to not go anywhere outside of the barracks without it. That it was very, very important. Mikasa even had one! 
































Joan


Nearby her big sisters are watching with bemused smiles as they clean some of their weapons. They wouldn't be able to do this in the Den proper in a month or two, but in the meantime they did a fair bit of their maintenance work in the children’s barracks to keep an eye on their adorable little sister. The Cannidor propensity to love cute things was in full swing as the three young women had bonded with little Cindy very quickly. 


Joan figured when the time came and the babies started coming, and sweet sky guardians were they coming, they'd relocate to their common room, and bring Cindy with them on the regular if she was bored or wanted some attention. Or just to get away from the bustle and noise. It was all part of being in a family. Being in a clan. 


They'd been welcomed with open arms, and all three of them aggressively wanted to repay the kindness and affection they'd been shown. Jaruna was a strict mother to be sure, but she wanted the best for them, and demanded their best in turn. Father was more gentle in his tone... but still just as demanding of their best. They wanted to be warriors, and they were his daughters. So they had to be more than mere soldiers.


It meant they had to be titans on the battlefield, morally, mentally, physically and spiritually. Size wasn't enough, like many Cannidor thought. Sometimes size doesn't mean everything. Other times it didn't mean anything. Sometimes people were on drugs. Or suicidally brave. Zealots for an ideology. Or, even more rarely, they were just that damn good. 


Getting tossed around a sparring ring by their various mothers and by Jerry on more than one occasion had finished unlearning the lesson that Cannidor culture frequently taught about their inherent superiority. Namely that their size and strength was everything. Now, after lessons both hard and gentle, the girls knew it was entirely bullshit. They were just as vulnerable to a skilled, determined combatant as anyone else. 


Thankfully a lot of the galaxy's combatants were idiots, but you couldn't count on that in a fight.


Boudicca stirs Joan from her thoughts with a gentle elbow to the ribs. 


"Hey, Cindy's on the move. Think we should follow?" 


"She got her badge?" 


"Yep." 


"Say anything?"


Khutulun shakes her head. "Naw, looked like she was up to something though, and I think she broke right instead of heading towards Mother Firi's rooms or the kitchen or something. Plus she usually asks us for help or if we'd like a snack too."


"She's so damn well behaved it hurts my soul to think of what they did to her..." Boudicca intones. 


The three women share a shiver. One of the reasons they'd bonded so tightly with the cute little Kohb was because they empathized a great deal with her. They didn't remember much of their time with Talg. The trauma, the drugs. Their brains had been pretty scrambled, and the healing comas they'd had to undergo had smoothed a lot of those memories even further. Doc McCoy had told them there weren't even that many memories to be had... they'd been prisoners in their own minds for the year or so they'd been captive. How long had Cindy been held by her captors? How long ago had her mind been utterly destroyed by the monsters who'd taken her from whatever life she'd had and all but killed her?


"Yeah... all the more reason to take care of her. Adrift in the galaxy, even more than we were." 


"I wonder if it's better to not remember sometimes. If a fresh start would be better." 


That was a hard comment from Boudicca, and the three girls chew on it for a moment, not noticing that Cindy's getting further away. 


Joan shakes her head and breaks the brief silence. "No. We're still us. New lives. New identities... but we still remember things. Like our mother's warmth. The traditions of our old clans. How we earned our armor the first time. The things that made us who we became. Cindy doesn't get to have any of that. It was all taken from her in the cruelest way possible. We were 'killed'. Dishonored. Defiled. She was destroyed so utterly that the person she used to be is long dead. Dead for real too, not even a flash of memory left like some of the organ harvesting victims apparently had. Her soul getting a second chance is thanks to the Undaunted and our father. I- shit, we got too caught up in jawing! After her girls! She could be outta the Den by now!" 














































Cindy


Cindy makes her way down the hall with her head held high. This was a good plan! She walks straight up to Mama Eymali's door. She had been given a door code. Mama Eymali liked to teach her things too! She said once Cindy was a bit bigger, she'd teach her to be invisible just like her! While exciting, she knew Mama Eymali was at work today, helping the JSOC commandos practice stealth techniques and some of the other things Mama Eymali was so good at! Today though, Cindy was here for Mama Eymali's Savannah Cat, Espirit. 


Espirit was a very big kitty, and had grown in leaps and bounds like Mikasa. Cindy played with her whenever she had time, and Mama Eymali would take Espirit for walks too. 


Which led to Cindy's master plan.


Mikasa was frequently bored. Espirit too, seemed bored being cooped up in Eymali's quarters all day. If they could play together they'd be happier! Then, when Cindy was finished with her school work and chores for the day, she could retrieve their harnesses and take them down to the park! Minor details like not knowing exactly how to get to the park, and that she wasn't exactly supposed to leave the Den without an adult had not registered in Cindy's planning yet. First thing first, she had to introduce Mikasa and Espirit! 


The door slides open, and Mikasa lets out a bark before going nose to deck plate, sniffing into Eymali's room a bit. This was a forbidden room that Mikasa had never been in after all. 


A 'Mrow', draws Cindy's eyes upward. Espirit was sitting comfortably on a shelf, watching from on high in a tree like structure built into the walls that gave the room a very natural feeling. Almost like the park! Espirit observes as Mikasa sniffs a bit, before slowly stretching out her long limbs and prowling towards the floor where Cindy and Mikasa waited. 








































Joan 


"Shit where did she get off to?" Joan panics slightly. It wasn't likely that Cindy had left the Den... and the entire ship was more or less safe, especially in the secure areas that were blocked off to the traders and other passengers like the crew accommodation blocks. Everyone on the damn ship knew Cindy Bridger so someone would bring her home if she had wandered off-


A series of loud barks and yips draws Joan, Boudicca and Khutulun's attention, and the three women race back up the passageway where a lot of their father's wives chambers were. Mikasa's barking was only getting louder and Joan went from mild concern to full on panic. What could have made the puppy this worked up!? Surely Cindy was hurt or something!


She increases her jog to a full on run only to come to a hard halt as she passes Eymali's open door, her sisters plowing into her back and the three of them ending up sprawled across the deck with a groan. 


As Joan picks herself up, she hears Cindy's giggle, more barks from Mikasa and some unfamiliar noises that were probably from Eymali's pet. Whatever a cat was. The inside of Eymali's room comes into focus, and the familiar Mikasa is wrestling and romping around with a strange spotted creature. It was a lot more slender and... elegant maybe? …than the big canine that looked so much like its ancestors, but they seemed to be playing well enough, much to Cindy's delight. 


Cindy looks up and smiles at Joan before cocking her head, clearly confused. 


"Yay, big sis is here! Wait! You're all here! But... Why are you on the floor?" 


"...Uh. Call it a new game. It's not very fun, so we're not gonna play it again. What are you doing there Cindy?" 


"Well I thought I'd see if Mikasa and Espirit wanted to play. Then I figured I could take them to the park." 


"Without one of us?" 


"...Oh." Cindy's ears droop a bit. "I kinda forgot about that. I just wanted to help since Mama Firi's belly's so big!"


Joan can feel her heart seizing from the sudden influx of sugar, and she can hear Khutulun violently suppressing a 'squee' behind her. 


"You're a big help already Cindy, I think it's great that Mikasa and Espirit are clearly getting along... Next time though, ask us? We'll help. We'll even take you to the park if the Mothers are busy. That's what big sisters are for after all."


"Okay! Let's go!" 


"Can you go get Mikasa's leash and harness? I'll call Eymali and see if Espirit is okay to come with us." 


"Espirit's harness and leash is right there!" Cindy points to a hook on the wall, then trots off with Mikasa and Espirit quickly following as she heads back towards the barracks. 


"Heh. Guess we're going to the park. Boudicca can you go secure the gear? I'll call Mother Eymali. Khutulun, help Cindy with Mikasa's harness?" 


The three Cannidor set to their tasks with a smile. It was nice to be part of a family again, not just a warrior sisterhood like the Blue Blades or the 'Hewers. 
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The air on the bridge of the Crimson Tear is thick with tension. 


They'd broken orbit around Lakran some ten hours ago, and were proceeding back towards civilization. Still, the Captain was tense, and because the skipper was tense, the bridge crew was tense. 


They all knew Jerry was expecting something bad to happen, and trusted the skipper's intuition. Something was coming. 


So when the alert sound for a sensor contact went off, the crew almost breathed a sigh of relief. At last the other shoe had dropped. 


Evie rotates a bit in her chair to look at Jerry. 


"Captain! Sensor contact, small flotilla of ships rapidly approaching. Three corvettes, a few decent sized freighters and a larger ship of unknown type. Looks like there’s a decent mix of lighters and other small craft too.” 


"Get me more data, and preferably a visual, lieutenant." 


Evie turns back to her controls and starts furiously working her sensors as Jerry waits for more information patiently. 


"Visual on screen... now. Looks like the unknown ship is a converted heavy freighter of some kind, probably serving as a fighter carrier. Couldn't call it an actual capital ship, like the pirate capital vessel at the Alaqin the mining colony. It's too small for that, but it's doing its best to pretend. IFFs that we can pull are for known pirates. Including for the small freighters. They're a favorite entry level option for commerce raiding and heavier support vessels in larger fleets... and I just registered a power spike on the larger ships, they're powering weapons." 


Jerry nods. "Understood." His brow knits as he considers the possibilities. "Damn, I really don't like these odds, I don't like the idea of a small pirate fleet being this close to Lakran either, but we'd be better off begging support from our allies to get an actual warship out here instead of taking them on with our upgunned freighter." 


He didn't let it leak through his bearing... but there was a deep fear in Jerry's gut as he considered the engagement that seemed to be getting forced on them. He knew the Tear was one of the safest places in the galaxy for his family to be, but it still felt just a touch different going into harm's way with his family below deck. 


"Comm, get me a channel. Let's see if we can avoid a gun fight."  


Sharon changes a few settings on her comm board. "Channel open Captain." 


"This is the Undaunted warship Crimson Tear. Heave to and power down your weapons and you will not be harmed... we can all just go our separate ways." 


"Incoming communications channels Captain, it's the unknown vessel, the three corvettes and two of the larger freighters." 


"Keep the camera from our end tight on me, I don't want them to see the rest of the bridge or crew. On screen." 


A set of video channels pop up on the view screen. The first shows a particularly foul looking Dzedin, her carapace studded with bits of metal that Jerry suspected spelled out obscenities in one of the Dzedin tongues. She had ‘accessories’' ranging from tarnished ribbons to what appeared to be a polished skull on a spike. She even had a small rack of medals popping off her massive chest. The unifying characteristic of the mishmash of styles and clothing was that, like their wearer herself, they were all filthy. 


"This is Captain Bridger, I do hope you're going to take our offer and go our separate ways peacefully, we have no quarrel with you."


The disgusting creature snarls into the camera. "What? Go our separate ways? With a delicious morsel like you on offer? It'd be such a shame to not get a chance to get to know you though! An even richer prize than whatever freight you're hauling in deep space." 


The other captains on the call join in the Dzedin's barking laughter, except one Lopen woman whose eyes are wide open. "You did say Undaunted? And the Crimson Tear?" 


"That's right." 


A riot of emotions play out across her face that seem to settle on a mix of fear bordering on panic. "Captain Incerra here, we strike. I want no part of a fight with the Undaunted. Especially not the Crimson Tear! Golden Fang is yours captain, please don't kill us." 


The Dzedin's mouth opens with what Jerry believes counts for outrage in the species "Incerra you cowardly whore. after I take this ship I'll-" 


"Comm, cut the transmissions except for Incerra." 


"Done." 


The Dzedin's outraged howls are cut off, and the screen is filled with the black and white furred Lopen woman, giving her a look that made Jerry think of a Border Collie. 


"Sensors, status?" 


"We have about fifteen minutes till they make range Captain." 


"Well then, we have some time to get to know our new friends then. We are friends now aren't we Captain?" 


Incerra gulps. "Uh yeah. Sure. Or something. I just... know a bunch of girls this ship mulched previously, and have a sister serving with your navy." 


"Great, family business then. Captain, could I entice you to do more than just strike?" 


A quick glance at the sensors on Jerry's panel shows the Corvette marked as the Golden Fang moving off, taking some half hearted fire from the two other corvettes and the large unknown vessel they were escorting. 


"What do you have in mind?" 


"Bring your ship across entirely. I'll offer you a temporary commission as a brevet Captain in the Undaunted Navy right now. You'll retain your ship as your personal property, just like the Tear is mine. We'll need to work out exchanging and retraining your crew up to naval standards, certain details about crimes previously committed... but steady pay. Respect. Firm allies ready to stand by you in a fight."


Incerra nods slowly. "And there's a lot of men around in your crews right?" 


"Some of them are even dog people." 


"Dog people?" Incerra cocks her head, making the comparison to a confused Border Collie all the easier to make. 


"Never mind, but yes, much as I hate to reduce our conversation to that, marriage opportunities are plentiful. I'll also pay you a commission as a mercenary for joining the engagement on our side." 


"...I need to take a vote. We're somewhat old school as pirates. The Fang is mine, but we handle most things democratically. We were brought in as independent to support this fleet for a big op, apparently there's a ripe for picking colony out this way somewhere." 


Jerry suppresses an aggrieved sigh. "About what I expected then. Do what you need to. Signal you accept by getting stuck into the furball. Hope to see you engaging the pirates shortly, Tear out."


The surprised Lopen vanishes from the screen and Jerry rises from his chair. 


"We can't jump out of this gravity well?" 


Lieutenant Kearny looks over his shoulder at his boss. "We can do it skipper, but there's a lot of large stellar bodies around here that make it even more dangerous than your average in system jump. This is a nice ambush spot, they probably spotted the relief fleet for Lakran and chose to wait here to try and catch'em on the way out." 


Jerry suppresses a snarl.


"Sounds about right to me. Alright people, it looks like we're in for a fight. Battle stations. Launch all fighters and gunships. Run out the guns. Ms. Wichen, you may fire the main battery as soon as we make range... and try not to hit our new friends on the Fang." 


Wichen snorts. "You really think they'll come back?" 


"She'll be back. In the meantime... Let's try out another new toy. It's too dicey for us to jump around here, but there's clear space between us and them..." Jerry knits his brow, thinking through the situation. "Wichen, is one of the new jump torpedoes ready?" 


The feline alien immediately perks up. "You goddamn bet it is skipper! Got her finished while we were en route to Lakran. Still need to work out some kinks, been waiting for a chance to try one of these." 


"Then get me a firing solution for that not-carrier." 


"Conn, sensors, confirm that unknown ship configuration is launching fighters. Labeling unknown vessel as enemy light carrier. Still no IFF beacon being broadcast." 


Wichen sticks a hand up before Jerry can even acknowledge Evie as some lights on her board go green. "Solution ready! Weapon ready." 


Jerry doesn't hesitate for a second. "Shoot!" 


The bridge view screen cuts to a view of one of the forward torpedo tubes, the outer door smoothly retracting and venting a puff of atmosphere as what little air was in the tube is sucked into the void. There's a pause for half a heart beat as light glimmers across the smaller forward VLS cells located near the torpedo tubes before a large of bright white light arcs into the sky. The powerful engines of the torpedo burn ever brighter, not disengaging like a normal missile weapon after a burn to get it up to speed. Instead the missile only burns brighter and hotter... until it vanishes into a jump to lightspeed.


"Weapon has cleared into light speed." 


"Let's hope it makes it back. Time to target?" 


"Minute tops. Stand by." Wichen continues to work her board, trying to make sure she was able to get as much telemetry from the experimental weapon as possible. 


"In the meantime, I want solutions for torpedoes for the corvettes and anti-ship missiles for the larger lighters. We deal with them at range then burn whatever's left with plasma fire and lasers till they're reduced to atoms." 


"You got it boss." Wichen gleefully starts to multitask, keeping an eye on the screen she dedicates to the jump torpedo while working with her gunnery computer and support team to start obeying her Captain's orders. "Oh yes, this is going to be so sweet. Zoomies are gonna be pissed though, cause today's kills belong to my gunners! Weapons ready. Solutions ready. Waiting for your order captain." 


Jerry takes a breath slowly, watching the screen. "Stand by, we'll launch after the jump torpedo hopefully hits in case we need to re-engage."
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Masha


The flashing warning lights seem to be strobing in time with the countdown as the launch bay opens up in front of Masha. Her Starblade is firmly locked into the catapult, engines screaming with axiom enhanced fury, straining at its restraints like a racehorse desperate to get off the block. The count down echoes in her mind like someone's banging a gong with each number, the seconds feeling more like minutes as the tension sets in. Everything was ready, but the waiting was hell. She was 'champing at the bit' as her husband called it. She wanted to get out there and end the fools who dared to threaten her family. Dared to threaten her children!


Masha lets a slow breath out. The hormones were already running strong as the eggs slowly began to develop inside her. She was still safe to fly, the delicate window would be about when they arrived back in civilized space and began their journey to the Yauya homeworld of Awauynis.  


Still, the thought of someone even thinking to bring harm and hardship near her babies made her tail thrash and the green flames in her chest burn like she was about to roast an entire army to cinders. The Sorcerers of Serbow, the rare male axiom users of the Apuk, were thought of as rage incarnate... but the Apuk species as a whole had at least a mild anger management issue.


Finally, second after, dragging, painful, second, the countdown ends.


"Valkyries, launch!"


Masha braces herself and takes her free hand off the stick as the launch status light in her cockpit flashes to green and the catapult throws her forward. She only needed to monitor her equipment, letting the Starblade handle the launch until she's safely in the black. Last thing she needed was to twitch and die before she made it out of the hangar. A second of hard acceleration... and the void embraces her, stars twinkling in the endless black, the soft blue color of a nearby gas giant and its orbital rings seemingly tinting the galaxy around her ever so slightly as she rolls out and into her designed rally position. 


A second of hard acceleration... and the void embraces her, stars twinkling in the endless black, the soft blue color of a nearby gas giant and its orbital rings seemingly tinting the galaxy around her ever so slightly as she rolls out and into her designated rally position.  


She was off playing on her own again. One Huscarl gunship would stay home to help defend the Tear, the other six would be advancing in pairs, picking off fighters as opportunities presented themselves, but specifically hunting the pirate's smaller vessels while the Tear pummeled the corvettes. 


That left the carrier. 


The oncoming fleet was still stellar distances away. Space combat was joined at very long ranges for actual military forces. Pirates had the goal of closing the distance, but had made the mistake of assuming the Crimson Tear was just a merchant vessel. By announcing their presence and moving as a flotilla instead of having the corvettes hide themselves and having the converted carrier move in close, they'd have had a better chance, but what you don't know can still kill you.


The flash of a long range volley of capital scale laser fire darkens the left side of Masha's cockpit slightly as the Crimson Tear opens the engagement. A quick set of commands brings up enhanced visual scanning and she inspects the newly burning hulks of some of the support vessels in the pirate fleet. They still had an even dozen of the larger converted freighters, dozens of the upgunned lighters, and a swarm of fighters that promised her another possible ‘Ace’ title.


"Why are they only hitting the smaller ones?" Masha mutters to herself. "This doesn't make any sense, they need to be hitting that carri-"


No sooner had the words left Masha's mouth, then something drops out of light speed and buries itself into the converted vessel at near light speed. There's a terrible moment of silence. A brief and quiet pause. Like the universe had come to a sudden stop, that all might witness the sheer violence that was about to occur aboard the enemy vessel.


When it came, however, Masha couldn't have anticipated how bad it would be. She'd seen the corpse of the pirate capital ship in the Alaqin system, but hadn't seen it die. This vessel was inferior to the previous pirate capital ship in nearly every way, but being so insubstantial it died a truly staggering death.


The kinetic energy alone would have potentially been lethal, but the axiom enhanced warhead, tucked safely behind a heavily reinforced penetrator does the real job, splitting the ship in two amidships. 


Masha watches with the help of her onboard sensor suite as explosive fury vents out of the hangar bays, destroying the last of the fighters still aboard, including what had looked to possibly be a few heavily armed gunships. By the time the light from the detonations faded, there was only so much scrap left.


She wanted to cheer, but the tactical considerations of the loss of the enemy flag ship was more important. Pirates didn't usually retreat. Many of the girls were violent, impulsive and did not comprehend a sunk cost fallacy... plus, this deep into wild space...


Masha keys her comm.


"Leader, Nine."


"Go ahead, Nine."


There's a mirth in Tyler's voice that Masha can pick out over the radio, he hadn't seen the danger yet.


"Lead, we need to probably prioritize the fighters. I know what the boss said, but those fighters just lost their way home without ditching their birds. The fighter's the only thing the average pirate fighter pilot has. They'll fight to the death for a chance to bring their machines home with them. Or to die like a pilot at the very least."


"Shit... that's a damn fine point. Going higher."


Masha did her best to cool her heels while Tyler talked to the big bosses, but she was torn between a mix of boiling, fiery, passionate desire to get stuck into battle. Also known as 'Normal Apuk', ...and a far more unfamiliar, uncomfortable feeling. An icy ball of dread in her stomach that suggested someone might be making a mistake.


"Geirr flight, leader."


Masha lets out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding as Tyler returns to the flight comm channel.


"We're to go hunting the smaller vessels, with a specific course we need to take towards the enemy fleet, down relative to the Tear's gravitation axis... which has us going up on the solar plane... navigating like this makes me need a stiff drink, so let's make this quick so I can get some whiskey for my poor head. Defend yourselves against fighters, Gaucha will play outrider like normal and chase off rude strangers that prevent us from splashing their support vessels. The Intel nerds are reporting that a variety of intelligence collecting methods have revealed they've got some hidden surprises the skipper wants nowhere near the Tear."


"Leader, Nine, won't that leave the Tear open to the remaining pirate fighters as well as the enemy corvettes?"


"The corvettes are being dealt with. Past that, they're known factors according to intel... and the Skipper's got a surprise up his sleeve."


"...Guess he's the boss."


"It's a military Gaucha, that's generally how that works. Two, Three, form on me for our usual triad, Five, take Six and Seven and swing wide, we'll put the pressure on them from both sides. Nine has CAP, and Four and Eight stay home to play goalkeeper. 


Reluctantly Masha rolls her Starblade out from behind Tyler's wing and moves up to a higher position 'above' the Huscarls as the gunships orient on the oncoming pirate vessels. She desperately wanted to make a move. To open a private comm channel to Jerry and protest. ...But she had to do her part. 


Determination replaces dread. She'd been given a mission. Her part of the battle to handle, and she'd not be found wanting, nor would she leave her squadron mates with their asses hanging out in the void. She just had to trust her husband. Something that should be easy to do, but still her instincts were screaming at her. She didn't have the whole picture. She couldn't. That was Jerry's job, and there wasn't anyone in the galaxy she'd rather be under. In the military sense. A blush of heat darkens her cheeks as her brain restores a touch of morale with memories of the other way that sentence could go.


"Geirr flight, Raven... keep an eye on your sensors. The Tear is launching missiles and torpedoes."


Understanding dawns on Masha. Just because the Tear hadn't launched any torpedoes or missiles didn't mean it couldn't of course. Or wouldn't. They'd probably been waiting for a battle damage assessment on the enemy 'flag ship', for lack of a better term. Considering the smoldering wreck was currently a debris field spinning in space, it was clearly safe to start laying down the hate on the other large vessels.


Realizing they're actually under attack, and still scrambling from the death of their flagship, the remaining corvettes and smaller craft begin to open up on the Tear with long range volleys of lasers. Masha can spot the flash of capital scale laser weapons from a couple of the smaller vessels, and the reasoning behind Geirr going out to hunt and kill the smaller vessels becomes ever clearer. That was a very nasty surprise for a ship that size... and they could hit their target from all sorts of angles, making it harder to coordinate a defense against them than compared to smacking around a few pirate corvettes that were larger, slower and far more vulnerable to being hit with the Tear's heavy weaponry.


Two of the lead projectiles in the wave of missiles and the larger torpedoes suddenly accelerate even further in front of their fellows, and detonate in clouds of what appear to be dust and tiny reflective bits of metal. Chaff! Laser reflective chaff at that. Masha can't help but grin. It was a rare enough defensive tool for the same reason as any other missile weapon, but using it as an offensive weapon to protect high value outbound ordinance was almost entirely unheard of. The fast cycling laser weapons of the pirates and the slower moving plasma bursts are nearly helpless to stop the torpedoes as they begin to jink and juke around in all three dimensions.


Another heart beat and Masha suppresses a cheer as some of the larger support vessels erupt into miniature stars for a few moments as the anti-ship missiles bury themselves in their intended targets. Upgunned medium and heavy freighters, these weren't the true danger compared to the nipping swarm of razor bugs that threatened to shred the meat off the Tear's bones as they closed, but they were still dangerous, and theoretically carried more dangerous weapons than their smaller kin. With their support dead, the pirate's lighters and fighters might grow slightly less courageous.


There's another cheer across the comm lines that no one manages to suppress as two torpedos find their mark on one of the remaining corvettes, leaving it's manta ray like wings separated from the burning middle of the vessel as it's core goes critical and detonates in a white hot flash of star fire.


"Nine to squadron, must have been poorly maintained."


"Leader, I agree, Nine, or they were running a specific kind of atmosphere for the girls in there. Then again, no one ever excused pirates of being sharp about their maintenance practices."


"Five here Leader, Nine."


Matroika's voice crackles across the comms, the Rabbis woman was flying her first combat action with the Valkyries, but had quickly risen to the leadership of the second Huscarl flight on sheer experience and raw talent.


Masha made a mental note to fly against the wily former smuggler in the sims at one point, she was very, very good.


"Go ahead, Five."


"Explosion was consistent with failing to do regular maintenance and upkeep on the wing spars on that model of corvette, which is a Marita class customs corvette, and with running a high oxygen environment. Some species prefer that."


"Personal experience, Five?"


"You got it, Lead, one of my first jobs was cranking on one of those damn things for the local naval militia. The Marita weren't great to start with, then you fly'em to hell and back and they get down right ornery, which is why you see them with poorer pirates or back water naval militias compared to something nice like a Jules class corvette interceptor. They especially get testy if you take them into atmosphere and decent gravity with any degree of regularity, which is a favorite tactic for pirates and smugglers alike to evade the authorities."


"Eight, sounds like a self solving problem for the most part Five."


"On a long enough time scale it most certainly is Eight."


"Alright Geirr squadron, let's cut the chatter and get mentally fenced in, we're entering the envelope to start hitting the smaller vessels. They have a lot of fire power for something that size so let's not end up dead. I want a volley of Super Phoenixes on my mark. Prepare for target assignment over the data link."


"Copy Leader."


Masha bites her lip in mild irritation. She didn't have anything to do during a longer range missile volley after all, the fighter’s targeting computer did all the work! So she indexes her pair of super phoenixes, and ties her targeting in with the rest of the squadron via the data link to ensure they’re not committing multiple weapons to targets that only needed one missile, then switches back to her sensors. Masha quickly works her eyes and her sensors, looking to glean more tactical information. One corvette is still out there, currently taking body blows from the Tear as Wichen's gunners hammer it with plasma fire through the remaining curtain of laser reflective chaff. The bulk of the fighters are already screaming towards the Tear, with Geirr Four and Eight reporting a few missile shots as they play home guard.


"Raven, Geirr Nine. You seeing this swarm of inbound fighters?"


"Copy Geirr Nine, we have them."


"Want me to double back and help?"


"Negative, continue on mission... actually. Watch that space and you'll get to see the Skipper's special surprise. All points, be advised, reinforcements reverting to real space in three, two, one..."


A Jules class corvette jumps back into real space directly in front of the Crimson Tear, interdicting her hull and shields in front of the oncoming swarm of pirate fighters. The ship came out of the jump firing, her complement of laser and plasma weapons tearing into the pirate fighters like a scythe through wheat.


"All points, this is the Captain, new contact is the Golden Fang, they're a new friend so let's not shoot them and accidentally hurt their feelings."


Masha lets a grin slowly start to form on her face as the icy sensation in her stomach slowly starts to dissipate, maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all.
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Tyler


"Six to squadron, someone get this bitch off me!"


Tyler curses to himself as he checks his board and tries to work his way mentally through the furball to get to Geirr Six. Six had been split off from the rest of Matroika's trio after a particularly violent maneuver by Matroika herself, dealing with a lighter that had been trying to kamikaze one or preferably all of the flight.


"Goddamnit they're everywhere! Cassie, light the one at 2 o'clock up with the turret!"


"Firing!"


Coherent light and star fire blast out at a pirate fighter, slicing off a wing as Tyler lines up a missile shot on yet another fighter.


"Geirr One, fox two!"


The Super Sidewinder leaps off it's pylon and races through the void, the maneuverable little fighter it was chasing had been making a run on Geirr Six, and the infrared seeker locks onto the fighter's oversized, highly tuned engines and proceeds to blot it out of the void with a brutal explosion that leads to the fighter's engines racing off in separate directions as the spindly craft disintegrates.


“Six, your tail is clear, get back to Five.”


“Copy Leader, thanks for the save.”


“Any time Six, you dying would mean I have to do a literal ton of paperwork after all.”


“I’ll try to save you the administrative hassle in the future, Leader.”


Another quick set of movements has Tyler's flight looping clear of the furball, letting Tyler survey the battle space.


"Geirr squadron, leader, all points report status."


"Two, three lit and in the green, Remington. No missiles left, fifty percent on gun ammo, all the juice you want for energy weapons."


"Three. One Super Phoenix, one sidewinder left. Winchester on gun ammo."


"Five, my flight is all up, Winchester on missiles. Still got some Forty mike mike left. Plenty of juice for the energy weapons. Minor battle damage to Six."


"Nine here, winchester on missiles, but enough las and plas left to make a new star. Still performing overwatch, trying to nail as many of these fatherless whores as I can."


"Four checking in on behalf of myself and Eight, I was going to complain about having to play alone, but following this corvette around and picking up whatever she doesn't mulch has been the combat equivalent of a nap."


"Six, split off from Five and rendezvous with Four and Eight, stay close to home."


"Copy Lead, Six splitting off."


Tyler checks his sensors and quickly sets a course and sends it to his pilots.


"Alright people let's get stuck back in. We still have some customers and we don't want them getting anywhere near the Tear. Looks like they're mostly taking shots on that Corvette, and we don't want them doing that either. They might be pirates, but so were half of you scallywags so we can't hold that against them can we?"


Tyler 'dives' his Huscarl back towards the snarl of small craft and selects his guns.


"Geirr One, guns guns guns!"


Echoes of the same report from his wing mates and from Matroika's flight nearby echo in his helmet as the cloud of hyper velocity 40mm rounds slam through enemy spacecraft as the Huscarls pass through the enemy like a butcher’s knife through flesh, leaving explosions and shrapnel in their wakes.


Tyler's just about to start his turn when someone screams out.


"Leader, break right!"


Tyler hauls the yoke to the right on pure reactive instinct, just to have the Huscarl slam violently into whatever someone had tried to warn him about. The impact bashes Tylers helmeted head against the bulkhead and leaves him dizzy. A glance left and he can tell Cassie's out of it too from the biomonitor nearby, her brain waves were a scrambled mess.


"Shit, Geirr One just collided with an out of control enemy fighter. They’re in a spin! Leader! Eject! Eject!"


Punch drunk and dazed, Tyler tries to level out the Huscarl, arresting it’s spin before reaching over to scram the reactor. He had seconds of consciousness left. Another flick of movement manages to switch the ejection type to a 'limited' ejection, that would carry himself and Cassie just clear of a potential explosion and then arrest their movement with a single burst of a retro rocket. Then with a shaky hand he reaches down and yanks hard on the ejection cord, their seats carrying them into the void on a column of flames.








Nara


"Geirr leader is extravehicular! Raven, we need recovery now!"


"Still too hot for Armadillo to launch, try and orbit and defend the-"


She'd been listening to the comms. She wasn't supposed to be. Shouldn't have had the head set and communications scrambler that let her listen to the Valkyries comm frequency and to Raven's flight control directions. She couldn't help herself though... and the equipment hadn't exactly been hard to get. Not on the Tear, not when she was walking around with the Valkyrie's squadron commander on the regular.


Nara'Denyali had been having a rough week since her confrontation with Matroika. The Rabbis woman's words were still echoing in her head, and it felt like there were numerous voices in there with Matroika's. Arguing. Fighting. Berating her. Lashing her. Mani's voice wasn't in there. It never was. Her friend hadn't even had a chance to scream. It had all happened so fast. She'd lost her so fast. Now she was possibly going to lose someone important to her again. 


Someones. 


The sharp eyed Seramali huntress was her friend too, right? She had... friends? That was something to cope with in and of itself. She hadn't really had friends in a long time. Even Nezbet, who she worked with frequently, was hardly a friend. Their personalities clashed in their personal lives almost as much as their skills complement each other in their professional association.


Now just when Nara had begun to comprehend just how badly she was fucking things up with her friendship with Tyler and Cascade Sarkin, never mind the smoldering sensation in her chest that reminded her of the flames that had long gone out inside her, Tyler and Cassie were in trouble. Most Apuk burned. Nara's fire had died with Mani'Neshan. The first and last time Nara had managed to conjure green warfire, in such a gout that stone had melted into a pool. She couldn't control it, Mani couldn't compensate for it or dodge fast enough. Nara had always told her to work on her reaction times.


A tear rolls down Nara's face as she looks up and finds herself in the hangar bay. Her mind might be a mess, but her heart knew what it wanted. What it needed. What Nara had to do. She brushes past a few technicians and into a small shuttle craft.


"Hey, lady wait you can't-!"


The hatch seals, cutting the voice off, and after a quick preflight Nara is heading out the containment field. She'd been learning to fly from Tyler. A fun activity to share with the man she cared so deeply about... and to give her something to do during the squadron's long training hours. Another set of switches and Nara's out into the void, the bay doors helplessly closing just behind her to try and prevent her from escaping.


The black helps calm Nara down. She needs to focus. Her pulse slows slightly as her body warms slightly. She can feel fire building within her breast. It hurts. So badly does it hurt... but the thought of losing Tyler and Cassie hurts more. A quick flick of a few switches and a manipulation of her comm system has Geirr One's rescue beacon pinging on her screen and she plows towards it with no consideration at all for her personal safety.


'Have to get them out. Have to get them out. Have to save them. Can't lose them. Can't lose someone again. Not like this. Not before I...'


Nara snarls and resists bashing her helmeted head against the side of the cockpit to try and get the voices to shut up. She knew what she had to do and the raw anxiety of it all was just making it harder to do what needed to be done.


The sheer ferocity of the battle around her works in her favor. Traces of laser and plasma fire streaking out to hammer far more important targets than a tiny utility shuttle that was really more of a pilotable escape pod than anything of military value.


She should have left this to Armadillo flight. They had the tools, the personnel, the armored shuttle craft... but it had to be her. Someone else might get it wrong, and then, deep in a spot in Nara's heart, she knew she'd truly be lost for a very long time if she survived at all. This was her only option. Her only chance to escape the land of death she'd exiled herself to, and no matter how badly it hurt, she wanted to live again.


The moments drag on as fear and panic tear at Nara's guts like angry predators feasting on their fresh kill. It hurt. Each second driving spikes of ice deeper and deeper into her gut. Finally, she comes into sight of the stricken Huscarl. The ejection call wasn’t a bad one, but had probably been a bit over enthusiastic from what Nara could see. The decision to scram the drive core had more or less saved the gunship from any further damage. Just the same however, two extravehicular flight crew were a lot smaller than a dead in the void Huscarl. Being small had its benefits with bloodthirsty pirates on the prowl.


Not in evidence is Tyler's wingman, or someone else from the squadron protecting the boss. Nara clenches the yoke tightly, just barely able to keep herself from damaging it. Still the evidence is all around her for running gun fights all over the place. They likely had gone to draw enemy fighters off of the small debris field that hid their vulnerable boss and his wife.


A little careful scanning quickly picks them out of the wreckage, doing their best to play dead, all exterior lights and as much electronics as possible on their suits disabled except for the emergency axiom fields that activate automatically on being exposed to vacuum. Nothing's stopping Nara from coming in close, then shutting everything down herself. She'd need to do a cold start, but it was better than leaving the shuttle running in the middle of a combat zone.


Her own hard suit is rated for vacuum, and she quickly moves to the airlock, eager to recover Tyler and Cassie and get the hell out of here.


By the time the lock cycles however, a problem has arrived. A pirate heavy fighter is lurking above them. Maybe it had read the power signatures, maybe it was using the small debris field to try and get an ambush off or effect some repairs. It could have been anything, but the second the airlock cycles, the fighter's nose inclines towards her. She can practically see the pirate scum at the controls, rubbing her hands with anticipation. This would be easy revenge, is what Nara was sure the other woman was thinking, and if Nara had been any other woman, it would have been. Instead the pirate unknowingly faced Nara'Denyali, warrior of the Apuk.


Rage flooded Nara's veins like flames flooding a relit forge. Her suit locks down at the wrists as she sheds her gloves. She doesn't need to reinforce her hands against the void of space. Not this time. They're burning with energy and warmth. No cold can touch her as her eyes blaze green even through the faceplate of her helmet... and with a cry of pure rage she conjures a gout of green warfire that can be seen unaided from the bridge of the Tear.


The pirate fighter doesn't have a chance. The systems are already melting down by the time the pilot realizes something is very, very wrong. There's no chance to eject, the canopy is fused with the rest of the stricken craft, no chance for a final defiant act of vengeance. The all consuming flames destroy everything without fail, reducing the fighter to a mix of molten scrap and ash.


A funeral pyre. For Mani'Neshan. For the young girl Nara'Denyali had been, and a promise. If just from Nara to herself, to never lose her way again.


The rest of the recovery goes smoothly, Tyler and Cassie quickly making their way across the void and into the shuttle as Nara gets her gloves back on, sealed, and pressurized.


“Fancy meeting you out here Ms. Denyali.”


Nara says nothing. His voice warmed her up even more than the warfire had. She didn’t know how to say what she so desperately needed to say to him. When to say it.


Tyler grabs a second beacon from the shuttle’s emergency kit and tosses the magnetic device towards Valkyrie 101 to ensure the Huscarl gets recovered after the fight. Then, locked up and safe, Tyler has Nara check his head with the med kit, and on finding him stable, he hops into the pilot’s seat and they quickly make their way towards home.


From the comm traffic the fight's already winding up, the timely arrival of the Golden Fang had been a massive distraction that decimated the pirate's fighter forces, leaving the Crimson Tear free to brutalize the remaining enemy corvette with it's capital grade weapons, reducing it to molten slag, much as Nara had left the pirate fighter that had been poised to kill Tyler, Cassie and herself.


Five minutes out from the Tear, helmets begin to come off, and the trio begins to relax slightly as Raven calls battle space secured and orders the Valkyries to begin patrolling local space for survivors and any remaining combatants.


Cassie sets her flight helmet aside and undoes the neat bun she wears while flying, shaking out a blonde waterfall down her back and between her still enclosed wings, letting out a sigh of relief as her shoulders slump slightly.


"Well I must say after a timely rescue I'm almost sad you'll be leaving us." The Angelic woman begins.


The simple sentence, devoid of any tone whatsoever is like a gut punch for Nara, and she blanches slightly, feeling herself go pale in the face. 


"Leaving? Why would I be leaving?"


Cassie gives her a questioning look, as if Nara was asking why gravity was a thing. "You just saved our lives. Your life debt is paid. If anything, we're indebted to you. So you can leave once we return to civilized space. A mercenary of your caliber surely has better paying work available than slumming around on a freighter that moonlights as a warship. Still it was an enjoyable association while it lasted."


The look on Cascade's face spoke volumes, and spoke those volumes clearly. Nara was not going to get an invitation. Not after all the trouble she'd caused. She needed to get a hold of herself, swallow her pride... and ask to join their family. Ask to marry Tyler. No more excuses, no more finding random causes to attach herself to in the name of pretending to find a purpose. To choose to walk away was to remain in the land of the dead. To remain dead. To choose to live... was hard. Harder than it should be, even with her flame restored. Even with the choice already made. Nara could feel a great weight on her chest as she struggles to find the words. Find the magic spell that would let her live again... and maybe, just maybe, to start to forgive herself for Mani's death.


"Actually I... was hoping I might be able to stay around for a bit longer?"


"Oh? Whatever for?"


Cassie continues to play dumb. She's not going to help in the slightest, and Nara acknowledged she deserved nothing more in that regard.


"I ah... would. Like to..."


The words come out in a near whispered mumble, drawing an absolutely vicious grin from the Seramali huntress, as she'd just spotted favored prey while out hunting. Cassie gestures for Nara to continue, not relenting in the slightest. It had to be clean. Walk away. Or come home. No weaseling out of it. Cassie's tolerance for her, her sympathy for the other woman's pain was at its limit. Perhaps only shortened by Nara's bold rescue out of clear affection for the both of them.


"Want to-"


"Don't tell me. Tell him."


Nara suppresses a gulp, turning to face the back of Tyler's flight helmet.


"My lord..."


"Tyler. My name is Tyler. Especially now that you're not my retainer any more with your life debt paid."


Tyler wasn't giving her any slack either.


"Tyler. I... would like to know if. Err, ask you to..."


"Breathe Nara, it's just us. No need to be formal. Just ask what you want to ask."


Nara takes a slow, ragged breath, her pulse spiking higher than when she'd been facing down the enemy starfighter. Another slow breath... and it all comes tumbling out.


"I know I've not been... the best in the world, but I love you. I love you both so much it hurts because I remember everything bad that's happened, and wonder if it's okay for me to be as happy as I am around the two of you, even when it's hard for me to show it. Goddess's shell I'm rambling. I. Hah. Uhm." Nara closes her eyes, and takes another steadying breath, trying to control her heart that was clearly trying to escape her chest. "What I'm trying to say is... Would you marry me?"
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"Come." 


Bridger looks up from his second cup of coffee at the sound of the chime on his door. Today's guest was going to be a very interesting one... and part of yet another meeting with Admiral Cistern. That the guest wasn't being announced by the yeoman manning the desk told him exactly who it was too, even if a glance at the clock couldn't let him guess. Some of the junior enlisted got a bit nervous around senior officers... especially senior officers with strange, unclear statuses.


The sound of canine nails on deck plates heralds Captain Incerra Palashen walking through his door. He wasn't quite used to the Lopen habit of moving on all fours, then rising up to stand on their hind quarters for tool use and the like. His love of dogs worked against him dangerously around Lopen, as his first instinct was to take Incerra's head into his lap and give her lots of nice scritches behind her ears, maybe follow up with some belly rubs. 


Which probably wouldn't be terribly unwelcome to a single Lopen woman, but was a fair bit more forward than Jerry wanted to be with literally anyone. Instead he rises from his desk, and gestures Incerra to some chairs nearby seated before the room's other holocomm terminal that was designed to be set up more for meetings.


"Captain Palashen, welcome to the Crimson Tear. I hope the ride over wasn't too exciting?"


"Ah no, your flight team was exceptional. Thank you Captain Bridger."


Incerra tugs at one of her somewhat floppy ears as she rises, nervous tick maybe? The woman herself did look pretty uncertain. Her tongue licks across her teeth, drawing the eye to the glimmering golden canine. Up close Jerry suspected it might be a cap, and the healthy tooth remained beneath. Another interesting detail for Commander Lawson's people to add to the file they were compiling on their new ally. Incerra had proven to not be an enemy, now they'd see if she could really be trusted as a friend.


"Is something wrong Captain? You can still walk away from our deal with that pay I promised you."


"No! No! It's ah. You uh. Kinda. Smell really nice. It's a bit distracting."


Jerry resists facepalming. He'd figured she was nervous about the life change she was setting herself and her crew up for. Instead she was horny and probably rubbing her thighs together over him! Pirates really were something else in terms of being in touch and up front with their more... base desires.


"Ah, clearly I didn't put on enough deodorant this morning, my apologies."


Looking at Incerra, she's clearly gone from the rougher, more piratical clothing he'd seen her in before to something that approximated her idea of a naval officer's uniform. She was doing her best to appear professional. It was a job interview to a degree at least. It looked good on her too, one of her girls must be an amateur seamstress. Or maybe Incerra just liked to cosplay.


Jerry sets the thought aside, and the odd mix of puppy dog and fuck me eyes Incerra was occasionally giving him, and triggers the holocomm terminal.


Cistern steps into view, ever the impressive figure, and Jerry rises to salute, shadowed about a second behind by Incerra.


"Captain Bridger... and Captain Palashen I presume."


Incerra nods vigorously. "Yessir, that's me."


"Please be seated Captains."


Cistern takes a seat himself, the holocomm camera following him down and projecting his chair and part of his desk.


"Now, Captain Palashen I am led to understand that I owe you something of a debt of gratitude. You defected from your parent force to help protect one of my warships in a very dangerous situation, and did so at great risk to yourselves and your ship. I'm also led to understand that your ship sustained some damage. Was there any loss of life?"


Incerra shakes her head vigorously. "Nosir! Everyone's alive. Some of them are in the Crimson Tear's sick bay, recovering after advanced treatment but we all got out okay."


"Is your ship still spaceworthy?"


"Yessir. I just need to get my people back aboard and we're ready for another fight if you need us."


Cistern flicks through a few pieces of paper, eyes glancing across each quickly.


"That won't be necessary thankfully, barring Captain Bridger finding some more trouble before your ships part ways. Let's cut to the chase shall we? I have here the petitions and service pledges for your entire crew, including yourself, as officers and enlisted women of the Undaunted Navy, for a term of no less than five years, not counting training time. You do understand that you'll likely be getting a new crew for your vessel? Some of your more experienced officers and staff will be retained, but most of them will need retraining, and I have plenty of sailors and officers graduating in need of a new home. Is that acceptable?"


"Will I remain with the Golden Fang, Admiral?"


"I cannot legally separate you from your ship per the terms of your service contract, and your commission, along with galactic law. Much like Captain Bridger as a matter of fact so you can thank him for setting the legal precedent for our new nation on your behalf. You'll be getting a new XO and new staff, but your ship remains your possession Captain Palashen. Bloody complicated business this is, the third full, proper warship under direct Undaunted control and it's also private property. Absolute madness."


Incerra quietly raises a fluffy hand. "Begging the Admiral's pardon."


"Yes?"


"It's actually quite common for stellar powers to have warships flying their colors under private ownership, Admiral. Most independant worlds and even a lot of systems don't maintain naval assets beyond a few customs corvettes and maybe a destroyer. Bigger systems and stellar nations vary of course, but one thing all the independents and most individual systems do is maintain a naval militia. For one, it can rope small-time pirates into the local ecosystem, co-opting them and convincing them not to prey on their neighbors. It's considered an easy way to deal with more benign and smaller pirate bands that openly make port on quasi civilized frontier worlds before they get too dangerous or get enough resources to really start roaming."


"Hmm. I suppose that does make sense. Especially for frontier powers."


Jerry nods. 


"Double especially when you consider the state of weapons in the galaxy Admiral. Even light spacecraft generally have a decent selection of guns. Capital scale weapons are less common because they're heavy, expensive, and require a certain grade of power plant, but it wasn't hard to get the Tear fitted out for example."


"A fair point indeed Captain Bridger. Captain Palashen, we're considering your ship's status as something of a lease. We'll also be paying you quite well, much like Captain Bridger, in hopes of retaining your ship and your services in the future. Should you leave the service, we'll be prepared to offer you a market rate for your vessel."


"I'm not sure I could ever part with the Fang, Admiral, but we'll see where I'm at after a couple years of honest work."


"There is just one small question I need answered, Captain Palashen. Something I suspect Captain Bridger is curious about as well. You've been quite accommodating. My officers who interviewed you had nothing but glowing things to say about you. An exemplary pirate captain I believe was the description... and noted as having a better temperament than some of my EFL officers. We also contacted your sister, Flight Officer Palashen had nothing but what you'd expect from a little sister who idolizes her older sibling to say about you once it was clear you weren't in trouble."


Cistern sips his coffee slowly.


"I don't need to know why you turned to piracy. Everyone has their reasons for such choices, and they tend to be either entirely shallow or deeply personal-"


Incerra holds up another paw. "I don't mind answering that actually Admiral... and I believe I can guess the actual question."


"Proceed then."


"Simply put, I was taken. I befriended my captors, and got freed instead of being sold into slavery. I didn't have much of a choice but to join their crew. I had no resources, no friends, no way to reach out to family. So I became a pirate. I was just trying to get by. To survive another day and before I knew it a decade had passed, I'd taken possession of the Golden Fang as a prize and was a Captain. I tried to keep my morals where I could afford to. No slaving. No rape if I caught it. My girls were, are, scum, but I knew they could be a better quality of scum... and they were mine. I couldn't just leave them. We took bounties, merc work, all sorts of gigs in addition to piracy, but until now there was never a place for a clean break. A chance to push them all into at least gray market work. Nakta, the Dzedin Captain Bridger just sent to the spirits? She was a recent 'promotion', the former commander of that little flotilla was a decent sort for as ruthless as she could be. Nakta on the other hand was..."


"Disgusting, I believe is the word I used in my report." Jerry opines.


"You have no idea just how disgusting she really was. The galaxy owes you a debt for erasing her from this life. I'll spare the details as gentlemen are present..."


Jerry tries and fails to suppress a snort, and Admiral Cistern visibly rolls his eyes. Incerra does her best to look miffed in turn, but Jerry can clearly see her recognize the absurdity inherent in her comment.


"So if this Dzedin was so objectionable what possessed you to join her fleet?"


"It was just for one job. This Lakran place is supposed to be ripe for the picking. Good salvage. Resources. Barely defended. Milk run. I suspect Nakta was going for slaves, but if she was she was keeping it very close to the vest. I decided to throw in for the gig alone hoping to rein in the worst of her excesses... It wasn't going terribly well. We were already looking for an opportunity to split off, then she picked a fight with the Undaunted. I might be a pirate, but I'm not suicidal, nor am I liable to press a freighter that I thought was alone that just launched a fighter escort. Even if I have numerical superiority something's clearly fishy."'


That gets a double take from both Cistern and Bridger, the two men exchanging a look through the holo comm.


"What, what did I say?"


"It's just... you're the most sensible pirate we've run into outside of the girls who joined the EFL." Jerry chuckles. "I think that bodes well for her command potential Admiral."


"I suppose we'll just have to see how she does at Command and Staff College here on Centris. I'll leave the rest of the details to you Captain Bridger. Captain Palashen, your orders are to report to the Dauntless with your crew for processing and training in..." Cistern checks his calendar. "A standard month should be enough travel time. Captain Bridger will have further instructions for you."


"Aye aye, Admiral. You can count on the Golden Fang."


The holocomm terminal closes the connection and Bridger gestures Incerra back towards his desk, resuming their original seats.


"I would have joined the EFL."


Jerry cocks his head a bit. "Why didn't you then?"


Incerra shrugs. "I'm not one of the Dark Cabal girls. It seemed like the Humans exclusively went after pretty hardcore girls, so I was worried about the type of organization you were to start with, and I wasn't in the network of anyone who did get invited per the grape vine, so no one ever tried to recruit me. Then the Undaunted announce themselves, and I get a message from my sister with a holo of her in a smart uniform telling me she's just completed OCS and is going through flight school, and that she's met this really cute boy and on and on. So I looked into you all. Pretty solid above board. Course down here in the gutter we also get all the info you boys want to keep off the news, cut with scuttle butt and whispers of course. Assassinations, intelligence coups, taking over the occasional planet."


"I won't deny that there's dirty hands in any political organization. It's also just part and parcel of being very, very small. Either you punch above your weight class or get run over."


"Oh I'm not judging you for it. I hear you took out a lot of the Dark Cabal's heiresses while bringing a lot of their former victims into more... positive lines of work." Incerra smiles, bright and warm. "And now you're getting me out of the hole I dug myself too."


"You couldn't leave your people behind, that's admirable, even if it kept you working as a criminal."


"One does what one must to survive."


"Indeed."


The two officers stare at each other, a very different gulf  opening between the special forces operative turned naval officer and the young slave girl turned pirate captain, silence dominating for a moment before Incerra breaks eye contact with Jerry with a shudder.


"So the Admiral said you had other orders for me?"


Bridger nods and brings up some displays on his holo projector. "Specifically I have some orders for you to move some of the girls we've taken on. They, and your own crew, need to be trained. Proper training, not just on the job. We owe that to every recruit. I won't be sending every pirate recruit I've taken. Some of them have been trained up through internal processes, and are competent enough that retraining would be a waste. Commander Cora Claro for example's a former pirate captain and now commands the Marine battalion's primary drop ship. I have lots of ordinary spacers that need polish in a true boot camp and specialist training however. We'll send them aboard the Golden Fang with a compliment of senior petty officers and Marine drill instructors to start putting everyone through their paces."


A little animation plays of a cartoon human drill instructor yelling at an alien recruit, courtesy of Babydoll. 


"The training personnel will return to the Tear through other means in the future. On arrival you'll be checking the Fang into dry dock for refit and repairs. Some minor modifications and equipment changes. All on the house. That'll include a torpedo tube to my knowledge. While the ship's undergoing refit you and your crew will be undergoing evaluation and appropriate training. You'll be able to select at least a few of your senior officers to retain, or you can get an entirely fresh start. Part of your training will have to be on the job, so I'm sure you'll be getting an experienced XO who can help ensure you're not just a starship captain, but an Undaunted starship captain."


"Sounds good to me, Captain Bridger. Or should I be calling you Jerry?"


There was no missing the invitation in Incerra's tone, and Jerry had to suppress a sigh. He chastised his men for the 'galaxy of thirst' joke at the expense of their female shipmates often enough, but sometimes it slapped you in the face hard enough you simply couldn't avoid it. Still, holding her at an extra professional arm's length wouldn't be terribly positive...


"Sure Incerra." 


His tone is polite, his smile cordial. He wasn't exactly sure what he thought of the pirate captain, but no need to burn bridges. That was some of the diplomacy the Admiral had made sure he learned at his own Command and Staff course in practice. In the end, she'd be gone tomorrow, and whenever she turned up again, she'd turn up... and would probably turn back up married too, and then a potentially amorous pirate really wouldn't be his problem.


"Well then, I'll take my leave now, thank you again for your hospitality Jerry."


Yep. Galaxy of thirst. Jerry thinks to himself. Incerra walks out of his office on her hind legs, an extra bit of sway in her hips.


There's brief silence for about a minute, and then Diana Lawson walks through the door Incerra had just left through, thankfully not doing her best to sashay enticingly.


"So, Mrs. Bridger number nineteen? And here the smart money was on Bari." She teases as she takes a seat across from Jerry.


"I'd roll my eyes at you, but there's a betting pool on my love life?"


"Oh yes."


"What's the long money for the remaining wife slots?"


"Will duel Apuk Battle Princess to the death or marriage."


"...I am supposed to duel an Apuk, probably a battle princess, but Masha says all the senior Apuk officers attached to the capital that I’m likely to have a bout with are married already, so it is fairly long odds."


"You did ask for the longest odds." Lawson shrugs. "Like I said, smart money seems to be Bari for one of the two slots, and something odd and unexpected for the other. There's a lot of silly ones. Such as 'rescuing an alien princess from large carnivorous plant/animal, then marrying her.', meeting an Agela in a maze, fishing up a more aquatic girl... slot twenty actually being ten total Horchka counting as one wife..."


"Are you sure that last one isn’t just wishful thinking from the Marine battalion?"


"More of a joke, most of the girls over there have been successfully married off."


"The rest sound like people have been watching too much of the Original Star Trek. Heh reminds me that Zo-"


"Called you a Captain Kirk type, the crew seems to agree. A bit too classically charming and daredevil to be Picard. Not angry enough to be Sisko. Nothing like Janeway. Archer wouldn't be too far off, but no, Kirk suits you best."


"Glad to know the whole ship agrees." Jerry chuckles, taking the ribbing in good humor. "So everything prepared for the Golden Fang?"


"Yep, got the small intelligence cadre and fire team of commandos all picked out. If Incerra tries to go rogue on us, they'll handle it."


"Excellent, thank you Commander, stellar work."


"Not having any second thoughts about having a security measure in place?"


"Why? Trust but verify Operative Lawson, trust but verify."


"Just making sure your head was in the right place Captain, can't have you going soft after you got out of the spooky world and went back to clean living."


"No danger of that, but if I do, that's what I have you around for isn't it?"


"Exactly skipper, and don't you forget it."


Lawson rises with a wink and turns to go, accidentally highlighting her own perfectly sculpted backside, which had won out against her digital counterpart, Miranda.


“What are the odds of you being wife 19 or 20 Diana? I haven’t heard anything about you seeing anyone, and the wags in the crew seem to ship me with any single woman I’m seen with regularly that I’m not married to.”


“I don’t think anyone has the balls or tits to submit my name to the pool when they know I’ve got my hand in the pot.” Lawson turns back and shoots Jerry another wink and a Cheshire grin. “Rest assured though Jerry, if that’s in the cards, then the odds are 100%.”
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Syl


With several weeks remaining to transit to Awauynis, Syl felt like she was busier than ever. Much of the orders for the Yauya's cradle world were already complete and safely in stasis or cold storage. The Nagala, an extinct predator that had once stalked the Yauya when they were still simple tree dwelling hunters, had proved a popular option ever since Syl's own sister wife had thought to bring the species back to earn the title of huntsmistress in the original Yauya method.


Unfortunately, the Yauya people had recently been reminded why exactly the Nagala were considered such a danger that the ancient Yauya had hunted them to extinction with a fatal hunting... incident. The killer had been one of the original six Eymali had purchased for her trial. She had slain three, setting a record for a Nagala hunt by one person, and the other three had been turned over theoretically for conservation and research. That protected status had not stopped an over eager huntress from accessing their pen and dying, locked in mortal combat with one of the creatures. At the very least she'd taken the beast with her.


Syl hadn't seen the security footage of the fight, but Eymali had been rather harsh about the woman's hunting skills, while the other warrior women of the Bridger clan had at least complimented the slain woman's moxy. It was a difference between the huntress and the warriors, Syl reflected as she went through the next list of documents that required her attention today. To Jaruna, Ghorza, Masha, all of them, the greatest sin was cowardice, not challenging your limits, and not being willing to test them. To Eymali the greatest sin was recklessness, especially in not knowing one's limitations, and how one’s skills compared to their peers. 


In that way, Syl sometimes suspected that Eymali was the most dangerous of the Bridger wives. There was something to be said for a fighter who knew themselves perfectly. Knew all their tools, including their own body with a master's care and precision. In friendly sparring among the Bridger women, Eymali was generally a fifty fifty chance in a straight up fight. If she had a moment to prepare, or a chance to use her stealth skills she was nigh unbeatable until armor and weapons got involved.


Still, apart from the intricacies and internal cycles of clan or family life, business was ever business, and there was always something to do. Traders had been invited to stop by as they passed through different inhabited systems. Some were just stopping for a few days, or fulfilling resupply contracts that her office had sent ahead. The Tear's cloning vats and hydroponics could fulfill many of the needs of most of the crew, but some things were just easier to source instead of trying to be entirely self-sufficient in deep space. An Apuk grain for example that had become popular with the humans. For some inscrutable reason they'd named the grain 'turtle rice', and were using it in all manner of human dishes, especially after it was found to be incredibly nutrient dense.


It was odd. As were many of the things the humans did. Syl reflects to herself as she rearranges the potted plants in her office for the fifteenth time today. She knew what she was doing. It was even more pronounced back in the den. Her quarters, the alcove of the large nursery the Den featured that was earmarked for her kits, the master bedroom. Parts of the lounge. She'd been obsessively and compulsively nesting. A hand drops to her stomach, stroking her belly as she smiles downward.


"Not much longer yet till you see the sun for the first time little loves. We're so excited to finally meet you, you know."


She knew it was mostly the hormones talking, but she still thought she was just a touch crazy when she started talking to her own baby bump. Then again, when she'd voiced that concern to Nadi, her sister-wife had sent along a few studies showing that pre-birth infants knew and reacted to their mother's voice and axiom signature while still in utero. 


One of the reasons that galactic healthcare generally held to the line that a mother should be stressed as little as possible during pregnancy. It could and absolutely would affect the children on a developmental level. The children of women in aggressive trades or those who ended up in shouting matches regularly while pregnant had effects ranging from a natural flinch at the voice of their own mother to simply a more aggressive attitude even in early infancy. Whether that was nature or nurture, no one could truly say for sure, but Syl was making the world a more beautiful, safer place for her kits to be born into.


What she couldn't control was the sheer excitement of it all. She was likely going to be first to deliver, even if she'd been second pregnant. She was very close to the seven month ‘sweet spot’ for Volpir pregnancies, and for whatever reason Nadi's first clutch was taking their time development wise. Nadi wasn’t concerned. Apparently Kohb hatch times were far more variable than most mammal’s gestation periods. Nadi’s clutch would hatch when they were ready and not a moment before. Much like when Syl would deliver, when her litter was ready. Though getting to see her ankles again would be a nice change of pace. 


Firi felt much the same, the most petite of the nine sisters by about a half a foot or so in height, the most heavily pregnant of the Bridger clan looked the part, which left her mobility reduced more than a bit and left Firi very frustrated. She was hard pressed to help out with Cindy for anything besides story time, and doing her usual chores around the den had been more than difficult, especially with how easily she became tired.


All the better then, that Firi wasn't alone in taking care of the household. Another of Syl's sisters had resigned her civilian position aboard ship early. She hadn't taken the oath of the Undaunted, but was an employee of the family's holdings. Some four months from delivering herself, Mishka didn't have quite the raw aura of motherhood that Firi had been blessed with, but she was loving all the same, and an able second hand to Firi now that the work around the Den was going to get exponentially more complicated.


Nezbet had her official duties as Syl's number two, a position she took to with a natural talent that underlined just how intelligent and clever the Takra was. She might play the barbarian, but Nezbet really was something else, and she used that skill to find time to be at home when needed as well, happily taking Cindy around to find trouble, and to playfully instruct her in the ways of the Takra warriors. Something Cindy practiced at hard enough Syl wondered if she might not develop a war form of her own.


Thinking of the current youngest daughter drew Syl's mind to the family's eldest daughters, adopted perhaps, but quickly becoming as beloved as if they'd been birthed by one of the women in the family. They were always on hand when they weren't training under Jaruna. Cannidor they were, but they were polite young ladies for all that, and they took excellent care of Cindy, a weight off Syl and Firi's minds to be dead certain. Cindy herself was doing whatever she could, even if that was just lots of hugs and being a painfully cute little cheerleader for all her mothers.


Syl allows herself a wistful sigh. It was all just... working. Certainly not in a way she'd ever imagined for herself!


"Imagine, a warrior male from the darkest depths of the closest thing the material universe has to hell, seduces me, expands my business, buys me a mass conveyor to manage and to keep hold of our family and the business after seducing a few more wives in combat. Sounds like one of those Erana'Aternae novels Elyria had suggested to me. Bit silly really. I live in a romance novel! I hardly need to read one!"


Syl chuckles and smiles to herself in the reflective surface of her comm panel. It was almost like looking at a stranger. Not that her looks had changed massively or anything, it's simply... she didn't ever remember being this happy before. Didn't know she could be this happy.


A chime on the comm panel interrupts her reverie. It had been getting easier for her thoughts to wander the further she got into the pregnancy too. Her short term memory wasn't nearly as sharp, and she'd started to compensate by taking notes, mild axiom enhancement and finally caving and hiring a secretary. Delicately she taps the appropriate button to connect the call.


"Yes?"


"Pardon me, Madam Director, but there's a sales call for you. They'd like to speak with a specialist on human pets... you're as close as we have with most of the humans in the office attending military affairs."


Syl takes a second to compose herself at her desk. "Who is it?"


"It's the... ah, President of the Cat Fancier's Club of Awauynis."


The Volpir does a brief double take as she processes that. "Have they even seen a cat?"


"Pictures? Lots of human media leaked. There was also that photoshoot that Lady Eymali did for that Huntress trade magazine that interviewed her where she posed in her hunting kit with Espirit. It looked like the cat was about to lead her to some choice prey! Very exciting."


"I suppose that would get the animal on people's radar. Very well, put them through please."


"Yes ma'am, connecting you now!"


The secretary's image is replaced with a well put together Yauya woman, with her professional attire she wouldn't look out of place as a client of any of Syl's services, especially the higher end cloning work like the exclusive meats.


"Good day, I'm Natilzi, the president of the Awauynis Cat Fancier's Club."


Sylindra nods. "Sylinda Bridger, I'm the director of operations for the Bridger family cloning center. Allow me to guess that you're interested in our pet cloning services?"


The Yauya goes from mature and professional to starry eyed teenage girl in the literal blink of an eye.


"Oh yes, a bulk order even!"


"As happy as I am to have your business, I must confess, I'm extremely curious as to how Awauynis came to have a club for the love of an animal from Earth when no human has even visited Awauynis yet."


Natilzi nods, her mouth pincers moving in a way that was part and parcel to a smile in the Yauya.


"Well one could say it's actually all thanks to you, or rather your sister-wife, Eymali Bridger. She spoke at length in some of the hunting lodges she favors while here for her mastery trial against the Nagala about the handsome husband she intended to win, and the little fuzzy huntress she was going to start keeping as a pet on her return to Centris. While nothing more than an average huntress myself, my daughter is a huge fan of Eymali's, she favors her almost more than Grandmistress Yzma! She happened to be working at one of the lodges, overheard her talking and remembered it. Then that article in one of the Huntress journals more or less sealed the deal for my eldest."


The Yauya woman preens a bit, clearly proud of her daughter. 


"She's growing up far too fast, but she quickly started bringing together interested people. I was at the time running one of the largest exotic pet owner's associations on Awauynis, and when she gave me the full details I started this organization in hopes of well... organizing! It was so easy to fall in love with such clever little hunters! Honestly they're the perfect Yauya pet! Part of the reason the exotic pet owner's group was founded was due to dissatisfaction with the Purriz as a companion. It's not a matter of disliking them... they're so inoffensive it's hard to dislike them. Most of us just wanted something a bit more... exciting. Plus our daughters needed a hand. As it was the girls didn't really have the resources or information to acquire cats, but for our younger members we're here to represent them, and even talk to parents if need be, and we did the research on who to talk to, what the animals need and so forth. Considering you're the sole source in the galaxy at present and provide a comprehensive care kit with each animal, it only made sense to reach out. I'm glad we finally managed to contact you!"


Syl suppresses a flinch and a shudder at the mention of the crab-like alien creature called a Purriz. Humans knew them better as ‘face-huggers’, and while the inoffensive little scavengers were nothing like their horror movie counterpart after she’d seen ‘Alien’ with Jerry she’d found the little creatures just a touch disturbing.


"Ah of course, my apologies we were in deep space aiding a rescue mission for a lost colony."


"Sounds rather exciting!"


"Like you wouldn't believe madam."


Syl instantly slips into her sales voice, even as a strange feeling kicks at her lower region.


"So we have plenty of time to prepare the kittens. How many animals are we talking about?"


"We have several list options, the full order planet wide would be some ten thousand sterile animals, delivered in stasis for easy customs clearance and transport. We have a warehouse in Awauynis that we already use for other exotic imports and we can handle distribution to our members without issue. Depending on your capacity we do have a shorter priority list."


"No complaints about the animals being sterile?"


"No, your policy is entirely clear on the subject and very reasonable. We'll likely begin negotiations for a breeding population contract at a later date assuming there's still demand after you fill our order. Assuming you can fill our order in one go."


Syl checks the date, mentally calculates the travel time left to Awauynis, and pulls up the cloning tank status screen on her computer. Especially with the new top of the line hardware from Vucsa 5, they should be able to accommodate such a large order without disturbing the large tanks that were being used for meat or the special order of Nagala the Awauynis government had already purchased... and the sheer volume of money in the transaction would more than make up for the over time she'd have to pay and any inconvenience or delays.


"Do you already have breeds selected?"


"Yes, we have a complete list."


Another pang hits, and Syl's eyes go wide. Oh goddess. It couldn't be could it?


A third pang. No it had to be. It couldn’t be anything else.


"...Madam, allow me to transfer you back to my secretary to make the final arrangements, we'd be more than happy to accommodate your full order."


Another quick exchange of pleasantries that Syl can't even hear because of her pulse pounding in her ears and the woman is gone. She scrambles for her communicator, hand shaking just a little, and triggers the preset to call Jerry.


There's one ring.


Two.


A thir-


"Hey gorgeous, I was just going to come see-"


"Jerry, I think it's time!"


"...I'm coming. Right now. Yeoman! Medical to the director's office! Now!"


The sound of boots on the deck plates and Jerry's steady breathing over the comm line as he sprinted towards her from wherever he'd been was all the comfort Syl needed as her water broke. Her husband was on his way, and so long as he was with her, nothing in the world could scare her.
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Syl


Jerry's call for a medical team had proven to be useless. The Skipper had beat the team of corpsmen to his wife, bundled her up in his arms in a bridal carry and was dashing past the bewildered corpsmen before they even made it halfway, leaving them sprinting after their commander and his going into labor wife trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.


It had been funny then, even if Syl was emotionally all over the spectrum. Now however, it made Syl feel just so... loved. Not that she'd ever felt anything but loved by her husband, but there was just something about how he could be her all conquering hero. How she knew he'd fight the whole galaxy for her sake and the sake of their children.


In a few months time, when the kits were weaned and she was fully recovered, that feeling would probably lead to arousal. Right now it just leads to this radiant sensation of love that makes her think she must literally be glowing! She basked in the love, radiated the love and just... it was like bathing in a sea of glorious light and made her feel like some sort of goddess... and it was really just laying in bed with her husband... and their newborns!


Syl sighs happily, kissing Jerry's temple as she gazes down at the little pile of joy resting between them. The whole family had gone down for a nap after an exhausting labor, and Dr. McCoy gave everyone involved a clean bill of health. Modern medicine and the nearest medical aid station being no more than five minutes away had meant no need for a stay in the sick bay overnight. There was nothing to do but enjoy the peaceful moment before things inevitably got very, very noisy.


Syl welcomed the chaos with open arms. Because it meant her kits were here and all was right in her world. First out had been perhaps the greatest surprise of all. For all her trouble conceiving with Jerry, perhaps fate, or a quirk of medical science had seen fit to reward her with something truly precious. Leading the way for his sisters, Syl was able to present Jerry with his first born son. To be able to present your husband a son at all was a joy few women knew, but what made it all the more special to Syl was... that for Jerry, each child was just as special as the first.


Boy or girl, he had greeted them all with a quiet, satisfied enthusiasm that reminded her of footage she'd watched of a creature called a lion. While reality was more complex, the first explorers from the region known as Europe who had seen the beast had noted its majestic, regal nature and assumed that it ruled all before it. Jerry had all the same quiet, assured, regal confidence in Syl's eyes, but he had all the fang to back it up that lions lacked to a degree.


A tiny hand reaches up and grabs Jerry's finger, Syl falling in love with Jerry all over again as her husband beams down at the other little surprise in her litter. Her son, James, Jerry was already calling him Jim, had been first. Last, but hardly least, had been a perfect human girl with her mother's eyes. In fact James had Syl's eyes too, not just her sweet little Alice. The Volpir daughters, Lily, Inara, Robin and Miria, all had their father's eyes, different from some of the more common Volpir eye colors to be sure.


Different too, was their behavior from normal Volpir kits.


Syl had helped with litters around her birth family's Den like any good daughter would as she got older. Kits on the first day tended to do little else but sleep, and squirm towards their mother's warmth for comfort. Even eating was a relatively minor affair if it occurred in the first few days at all. They had been prepared however, by the birth of other Undaunted human hybrid children.


The kits were more active and hungrier. Much hungrier. Syl had more than enough to feed her children and had been diligently pumping prior to the birth, but it still amazed her just how much the babies ate! Still, they slept as much as normal kits did, even if they were more active and aware when awake.


Jerry reaches out and gently strokes Inara's cheek, the sleepy kit nuzzling at her father's finger before settling back down. He just stays like that for a moment, beaming down at his child as she clings to him in her rest. A chime sounds on Jerry's communicator and he reaches for the device with an aggrieved sigh.


"Damn it, if this is wo- Oh. Speak of the devil. Bones just sent over the results of the deep scans and the gene analysis Nadi performed."


A brief pang of anxiety hits Syl. She'd ordered very, very through scanning and genetic testing. Her own gene therapy had started recently, and she'd be damned before she let one of her children suffer a similar surprise in their adulthood.


"Well?"


"I'm reading love, give a moment..."


Jerry's brow furrows in that cute way it always does when he's concentrating, Syl's tail wagging just a bit, sweeping across the bed as she watches her husband. The anxiety subsided back into a foggy sea of pure moony eyed love.


"Hmm. So genetically all's well. The scans are a bit of a mixed bag. The human children have the full suite of human organs and all the redundancies they'd need to survive prolonged null exposure on the surface... there's some slight alterations though, that suggest they'll have a much easier time using axiom, both passively and actively, but that will conversely leave them more vulnerable to null then a baseline human. Still significantly more resistant than the rest of the galaxy. They could probably see Earth one day, but it would be more of a risk for them, again compared to a baseline, Earth born human being. The Volpir sisters on the other hand have some of the human organs, including a kidney and a more robust liver. So they can survive tamer human cuisine, but they don't have the structural redundancy in the architecture of their brains that the lab jockeys think is one of the critical factors for surviving Cruel Space."


Syl's ears fold back against her head as she considers those results. "A-are you disappointed?"


Jerry rolls that idea around for a moment reaching down to stroke Inara as the kit fusses a bit, her father's warmth quickly quieting the infant back down.


"No. Not really. Earth is my cradle world. I'd like it if my children wanted to go and see it one day. If they could go and see it someday. But home is here. Where you are. Where our family is. I have long resigned myself to never seeing Earth again. Ever since I married you... but I honestly made that choice when I signed up for the Dauntless. We all knew it was quite possibly a one way trip. Now? Well, it was still a one way trip, but for the best of reasons instead of the worst. Earth is where my kin going back to humanity's unwritten histories are buried. Somewhere among the stars is where I will be buried, and all my line after me. There is sadness to that... but triumph too."


Inara squalls again for a second, the most active of the Volpir sisters crawling blindly towards Jerry and snuggling up tightly against his chest before quieting again, as Syl feels her heart melt all over again. Honestly she should probably just resign her heart to being in a liquid state for quite some time.


"Already a Daddy's girl and she's not even a day old." Syl titters into her hand.


The temptation to just... touch them. To stroke them and love on them even when her presence alone was all the comfort the kits needed at the moment. They needed sleep first and foremost now. There would be so many years to love them and play. It made her heart want to burst. Even with firm knowledge of the chaos and work that would come with them, the trembling joy in her heart simply couldn't be contained.


"Heh. Smart girl. Just like her Momma."


Jerry gently strokes Inara's back, coaxing her into a deeper sleep before inching her back into the pile, where she snuggles up to James.


"To finish my thought though... I could never be disappointed in them. Not for how they're born. Not like this. In their choices they make as young men and women in the future? Perhaps... but if we raise them right, we'll hopefully be able to spare our hearts that type of pain. There's so much to the galaxy. One world, no matter how beautiful, no matter how I miss it some days when I think of never seeing cherry blossoms again, or never setting foot in the great Rocky Mountains on the trail of an elk. All these things and more have equivalents in the galaxy, or can be recreated, but there's something about the real article that makes it special. This too however, is real, and special. It can't replace Earth, and what my home means to me, but it doesn't need to."


Jerry reaches for one of the kits again, but stops himself, forcing himself to let them sleep with a grin. "Besides. Them? You? This? All of this? Is worth more than one world could ever be, for all its life and culture and history. I'll give it all away for the sake of this moment, again and again and again."


You could hear a pin drop in the room as the world goes still for a moment, and Syl realizes she's fallen in love with her husband yet one more time today. How could a woman not love a man who would trade a whole world for his family? For the women he loved and cared for? For the children they'd made together? It made her heart ache even more than it already did. It made her want to compose a song or just make an EVA and scream out just how much she was loved and how much she loved in turn so the whole galaxy could hear it.


"Syl? Are you okay?"


One look at Jerry's concerned face and Syl's suddenly aware that she's crying.


"I-Yes! I'm too okay! I'm just so- emotional! And I'm crying and oh goddess I'm such a mess but I'm so madly in love with you I didn't think it was possible!"


She manages to get the sentence out between little sobs as the tears continue to stream. So much stress. So much pressure. So much worry. All smoothed over with the power of pregnancy hormones and work to do... but now in this moment, she knew, without question, that everything was okay, and would be okay. She knew no fear, no worries, not because bad things wouldn't or couldn't happen, but because whatever came their way, her family could handle it every time.


Jerry dries Syl's eyes tenderly before stealing her breath away with a hard, passionate kiss that nearly had her passing out due to a lack of air in her lungs.


"Heh... You know." Jerry takes her hand in his, and his eyes drop back to the little pile of kits snuggling between their parents. "This is only the first volley... there's gonna be a lot of babies born fast."


Syl nods, still a bit teary eyed at just how beautiful everything in her life was at the moment.


"Oh yes. I'm sure Nadi's first clutch will hatch any day now... I'm not sure who'd be next, one of my sisters most likely. Then the rest of said sisters in sequence. Possibly with Wichen mixed in somewhere. Then Ghorza. Cascka hasn't laid her eggs yet, but she has to be getting close... it'll likely be a bit on them yet. I recall Nagasha having a rather long maturation period. Nezbet and Jaruna will likely give birth around the same time from what I know of Cannidor and Takra gestation times. Then Masha will lay her clutch... It will be a busy couple of months to be sure. We'll have to be a bit more regimented in our planning next time. Stagger things out a bit to make things easier on Firi and Mishka."


"We can get them some outside help too if we need to. Maybe Inara will turn up and come live with us. I hear she's almost as maternal as Firi."


"Almost, Firi's truly something else in that regard, even by Mama Inara's standard."


The couple chuckle softly before exchanging a few more long, slow kisses... only for a very excited Wichen to open the hatch and stick her head in, whispering.


"Hubby! Come quick! Nadi's clutch is hatching!"


"Me and my big mouth." Jerry sighs. He was clearly torn. Wanting to stay right here, but wanting to attend to his other children as well.


"Go to them darling, and bring them and Nadi back with you. It'll be good for them to start bonding with their sisters."


Reluctantly, Jerry pulls himself out of bed, giving Syl another loving kiss before heading off towards the part of the den where the incubators for Nadi's eggs were.


Syl gently wraps her plush, fluffy tail up and over her hip and drapes it around her kits, wrapping them completely in her love and warmth. Inara fusses a bit, perhaps sensing her father's departure, and Syl soothes the kit with some strokes and a kiss on the brow.


"There there sweetie, Daddy will be right back, and he'll be bringing your new little sisters and one of your other Mommies too. That's the one thing you can count on about your Daddy you know. No matter what. Even if he has to crawl out of hell itself, he'll always come back to us. Because that's just how loved we are."


Syl was suddenly crying again, and this time she didn't try to hold back in the slightest. It made no sense that she'd need to cry when she was this painfully happy, but if that's what her body felt it needed to do, she'd indulge it... and try to compose herself for when Jerry came back.
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Masha 


The galaxy comes into view around her as her starblade transitions to real space. A quick scan of the local area reveals exactly what the charts said waited here, a mostly dead star system. There was a red dwarf slowly dying at the center of the system, its baleful light casting what little natural illumination of the void was to be had. Mostly just adding shadows to the dense asteroid belt that orbited around it. 


There had been planets here once. Something had changed that. Be it the work of mortal, god or the ever wrathful queen bitch herself, nature, Masha couldn't be sure, but time had not been gentle to the galactic corpses that had been ground down to so much mineral dense rubble. 


It was here that she'd hunt down her opponent. 


Masha flips through the various screens and settings that govern the process of fencing in her starblade to its optimal combat state. You could do it on the fly if you needed to, but if you could take your time and get everything where it was supposed to be, it was well worth doing it right. 


In their last engagement a pilot in the Valkyries had admitted to taking a shot on a bandit and having the weapons systems on their Huscarl refuse to fire. The master arm switch had been in the 'OFF' position still, hanging right there on the console. 


Combat was a bit of a bitch like that. It was easy to get tunnel vision. Or to get excited. Or blood thirsty. Or get rattled. Being calm and confident was easy when you were the one getting the first shot off. Meanwhile your target is experiencing what Jerry had described to her as 'a significant emotional event'. It had made her laugh at the time, but it was entirely true. Being able to maintain your combat mindset, maintain situational awareness when the shit was hitting the fan was the true path to both survival and victory. 


Tyler had shown the squadron footage from a war on Earth of a fighter pilot dodging something like nine surface to air missiles. Weapons designed explicitly to kill fighters like the one the man was flying. If he'd missed one missile on his sensors or with his eyes, he'd have been blown out of the sky. 


Talent, skill, mind set and a little bit of luck was the difference between life and death for a fighter pilot, and she did her best to remember that every time she was ready to go into a fight. She had to fence in, not just her machine, but her mind, body and soul. To do less was to fail as a warrior, and Apuk warriors did not fail. She might not be a battle princess. May have turned her back on the traditional warfare her family had expected her to embrace. She was still an Apuk warrior. Just in her own way. 


Many Apuk did not understand their sisters who became pilots. Especially combat pilots. What was the point when you could just run the pirate or whatever to ground and stomp them a new mudhole the old way? Many of the same old gray shells bitched about other weapons systems like heavy armor support too. They could talk all they pleased, and perhaps among Apuk alone they had a point. In the galaxy at large however? They were just another group of doddering old fools. 


The Apuk were a small minority in the galaxy for the size and strength of their Empire. The other Imperial jewels in the Empress's crown were even more stable than Serbow in many ways, much as the Apuk loved their cradle world. Ruled by a single noble family elevated to princesses in more than just titles. Their crowns and heads bowed towards the Empress, bound by personal oath to the one true ruler of the Apuk. 


With more than a few of the Empress's battle princesses around to police those worlds too. Some worlds were even held by the Crown itself. Imperial holdings ruled by various daughters of the Imperial household and their families. The nobles of Serbow played their games, but with their limited mind set, many could not see that the Empress had already won in so many ways that it was hard to describe. Her tolerance of the spoiled and formerly powerful of Serbow was more akin to giving a child some candy to get them to shut up.


All the more reason to leave the world of her birth. 


Even the decent nobility of Serbow had a hard time lifting their eyes skyward, and expanding their interests in such a way as to enrich their people and family with the wealth of a galaxy. No, what the countess next door was wearing, or a possible weakness of one's neighboring barony was far more interesting to most of the old families of the Apuk, and the lack of... ambition... disgusted Masha to a degree. Hence why she'd joined the Apuk Imperial military. Both to pursue her own goals... and to stand for the Apuk as whole, not just her own clan or the noble who claimed the Nelindra’s loyalty as their liege lady. 


"Starblade One, Control." 


"Looks like it's show time."


Masha grins to herself as she reaches for the radio controls. 


"One, reading you loud and clear control." 


"Say status." 


"All systems nominal, ready to proceed on mission." 


"Copy. Cleared to proceed. The spy satellites we've laced this system with have possibly located the enemy. They've gone to ground in the asteroid belt. You'll have to get in there and dance with the space rocks to have a hope of reaching her. The environments are a bit cluttered for the guidance system on your plasma missiles. The same clutter's what's making a confirmed sighting and location difficult. There's a lot of metallic ore in the asteroids and it's throwing off the sensors."


"Not to worry Control, I was going to go in and drag her out the hard way any way."


"Roger, One, good hunting. Control out." 


Masha dives relative to the solar plane and slips into the asteroid belt like a fish into roaring rapids. Movement was constant. Standard practice was to use weapons to remove or detonate particularly odious asteroids, but weapons fire might alert her quarry that she was coming. A quick flick of a switch merges the feed from the spy satellite into the HUD that was projected directly onto her eyes from a small emitter. Theoretically she could fly with the metal blast shield of her helmet down, not actually able to see the displays or the world beyond her helmet, never mind outside the cockpit. 


The Starblade dances between space rocks, the shields occasionally sizzling with a small impact. There was a chance that the energy signature would give her away too, but it was so miniscule Masha had decided it was worth the risk. If the bandit was detecting that, she'd be detecting the starblade's engines too. Which was one of the reasons Masha pulled the throttle back, coasting on her momentum, the lack of friction keeping her moving quickly as she adjusts her position with maneuvering thrusters and slows up occasionally with a light tap of the retro rockets. 


Another flick of the switch kills her active sensors. She was getting closer, and was getting plenty of information across the data link. Not that she could look at anything besides the guidance in her HUD. A glance down to check the screens or the position of her throttle was a half second that could end up with her smeared across half the system as so much space trash. 


This is what skill truly meant. To know your machine like an extension of your own body. To be able to set each control precisely without looking and without a second thought. Grunts bragged about being able to disassemble and reassemble a rifle in a certain amount of time. Blind fold optional. Masha can take a Starblade from cold to ready to launch in under five minutes, blind folded. She had drilled that in the sims back home till her fingers bled and she lost feeling in her tail. 


Both of them.


It all paid off when she flew like a leaf on the wind, the Starblade dancing effortlessly to the tune of its mistress. She grins to herself as she weaves through the asteroid field, showing off just a little as she skims another rock with surgical precision. No quick shifting use of the anti-grav systems here, it would bleed off too much momentum and potentially leave her at an energy deficit if someone pounced on her from an ambush. 


Her eyes sweep the skies, seeking out both threats to her person in the mineral sense... and more importantly her quarry. This run was being recorded like normal, and she wanted to put on a good show after all. Just because she was married and gravid was no reason to not make sure your husband knows he's got one of the hottest hands on the stick around helping keep him warm at night. No offense to her Volpir sister's fluff, nothing could keep you warm like Apuk cuddles. 


"Come on... come on... break. You know you want to." 


Masha mutters to herself, willing the bandit's will to keep hiding to break. She was getting close. Very close per the data link. The bandit had to know she was nearby... and if Masha trapped her in her hiding spot she would be dead without a shot fired. 


"Time to spook the game."


She quickly flicks her sensors to active, something the human pilots called a yankee search for some reason, flooding the local area with various types of energy seeking Masha's prey. Another system kicks the Starblade's electronic warfare systems to life. Letting Masha see while making herself harder to see was the idea. Even percentage points of being harder to hit were the difference between life and death, especially against computer targeting systems in automated turrets. Their simplistic algorithms were much easier to spoof than a living gunner. One of the many reasons the job still existed in the galaxy today. 


 "Come on..." 


Her eyes catch the movement before her sensors manage to register it, and the Starblade's throttle is already thrown forward by the time her computer locks up the small smuggling craft. The little lighter was up-armored and armed to be gunship grade, but unlike pirates the smugglers never skimped on the engines in particular. The small craft bounces from asteroid to asteroid at full speed, using its anti grav systems to violently reorient itself. 


 Exactly what Masha had been expecting. For normal pilots, it was a hell of a trick. To the average cop flying a beat? Black goddamn magic. To her? It was just slowing her prey down and letting her get closer. 


Another set of jumps and a chime informs Masha she's in weapons range, and she opens up with a burst of las and plas, the snap shots sizzling against the lighter's shields and the asteroid behind it. She had the range and lead, that was good information. That wasn't the point of the salvo though. The weapons fire had covered launching one of the Starblade's micro plasma torpedoes. A potent, maneuverable weapon that the Apuk weapons manufacturer liked to advertise as 'Warfire at range.', ranging from the micro torpedoes of the starblade, to the larger capital scale weapons systems the Apuk fleet employed in its few large vessels. 


 Many people still clung to the tiresome line about the expense and complexity of carrying munitions for a fighter or larger craft. Masha understood their point, but disagreed with their conclusion. It didn't mean to not use such weapons. It meant that each weapon you expended time, money and space on had to be an absolute game changer. The Humans appreciated that, as did the upper echelons of the Imperial military. Grinding out the fools in noble military forces skirmishing and playing power games let the Empress poach the absolute best. Even when they weren't already part of the battle nobility. Masha's grin goes feral, her pronounced canines gleaming within her flight helmet. Now she had to do her part.


She can practically hear the power metal kick in, Amaranthe would have been her preference for this kind of flying, pulling the throttle back to about a half to increase her maneuverability, and putting the vented ports on her engines to work along with the maneuvering thrusters to throw fighter around with ease as her target bounced around like a pinball. 


Suddenly the void between the two small craft opens up with plasma fire. The lighter had a turret and was throwing plasma and intermittent lasers at her, trying to throw her off her game. Thankfully her shooting on the move wasn't nearly as tight as a fighter pilot's, and Masha dodges most of the incoming fire fluidly, taking the lasers on the shield, modulating the frequency to make the laser weapons just a little less effective. 


Masha stitches the other craft with a variety of plasma and laser shots as they race around the surface of a large asteroid. Masha slightly higher than the bandit until the bandit skims a large outcropping of rock and uses it to safely increase her altitude without being in the line of Masha's guns. Increasing her altitude right into the path of Masha's torpedo! It's smart warhead letting it manuver smartly into a predicted intercept with incredible efficiency, it slags the lighter's engines, leaving Masha to-


 "Alright, knock it off." 


 The canopy of the simulator goes black, and Masha hauls herself out of the Starblade cockpit, panting lightly. 


"Damn, got a decent workout in there." 


 "Looked like it." 


 Jerry smiles down at her, making her heart flutter delightfully. Her blood was up... it was date night after all, so he'd be helping her with that later, but that damned smile. 


 The next sim over's canopy opens. This one was configured for more general use, and for side by side, not inline seating like a lot of fighter craft. Bari pops up with a grin on her muzzle. 


 "Damn ma'am, you got me!" 


 Masha grins back at the younger woman. 


"You did good Bari. You're clearly not quite as sharp without a copilot to split the work with, and you're still thinking like a smuggler. Which, given your actual job, probably isn't a bad thing. You ever want to come fly a little faster, I bet I can find a spare Starblade somewhere on Serbow for you." 


“Not leaving the Nightstalkers any time soon, but if I ever need a career change I might take you up on that. How’d you get me with the torpedo? I didn’t think they were that maneuverable!” 


“They aren’t, I sent the torpedo out wide to avoid the bulk of the asteroid field then swing in to get you.”


“Damn, you really know your stuff, can you show me som-” Bari grins widely before her eyes bounce up and land on Masha's hubby. "J-Jerry!? When did you get here?" 


"I've been here the whole time. I was just in the control booth when you checked in." 


Bari shoots Masha an accusatory glare, quickly trying to put herself together just a little bit, to appear that much more proper in a flight suit peeled down to the waist and a t-shirt. Which, to be fair to the girl, probably did look pretty damn nice to male eyes. 


Not that Bari would know that. 


Panseros had a nice, slinky physique, lots of lean muscle, and Bari’s shirt highlighted all that lean muscle in her arms and core, while unintentionally emphasizing her bust. Considering how Jerry reacted to Masha in her flight suit… Bari might be doing better in her flight suit than if she’d crawled out of the sim in thousand credit lingerie. 


Masha smirks to herself. Well, maybe if she had some really aggressive and skimpy panties peeking over her waist line. That’d seal the deal right there if Masha was going to put money down on it.


"Oh? I thought I told you it was date night. Relax, we're just out to have some fun, it's not a pilot evaluation or anything. You're way more fun to fight in the sims than Jerry, he's not bad as a pilot, but he's way better in hand to hand." 


Masha intentionally accents the last words. Sure Jerry was an absolute monster in a fight, and sparring with him was a favorite for the more martially inclined Bridger women, but that's not what she'd meant and from the look on Bari's face she damn well knew it too. Masha suppresses another feral grin. Razzing the new wife candidate a bit was just part of the game right? Besides, Bari was so cute and expressive it was hard not to tease her just a little bit. 


 Bari's caught flat footed, her jaw slightly agape before her communicator goes off. 


 "Bari. What? Right now!? Uh. Yeah I can. Yes ma'am." 


Bari barely looks their direction, clearly embarrassed and out of it as she tucks her comm away. 


 "I uh. Gotta go. Rowdy needs me!" 


 And like that she dashes off, leaving Masha to shrug up to Jerry. 


"I was gonna invite her to eat dinner with us as an apology for teasing her. Wasn't expecting her to dash off like that." 


 Jerry chuckles. "She was pretty embarrassed. She's only let me see her not done up semi decently twice now. Ever since I pushed her down on Vucsa 5 to protect her from her own gang. If she thinks I'm going to be nearby she cleans herself up, styles her hair up a touch. Makeup where she can get away with it." 


"She's cute. Can't blame her for wanting to highlight it to the man she fancies." 


"Well, you still owe her one for teasing her, invite her to dinner in the Den tomorrow night." 


Masha arches an eyebrow. "Inviting her into the family meal? Is she wife number nineteen already?" 


"No, but we do owe her dinner for teasing her. Besides, she's gotten close with Firi and has barely gotten to see her recently. Gotten close with a lot of you actually." 


"That weigh in on your decision to marry her at all?" 


"My decision has been made for a while. Everything else is entirely on Bari. Let's not talk about other women though, this is your night." 


Masha's eyes simmer with green fire. "...Mind if we skip dinner?" 


"I'm always open to indulging in dessert." 
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"Fine, do it that way Diana, I want it dealt with. We need to get these commandos spun up to spec and if they need more work on the intelligence side of the house I'm sure Sergeant Major Gurung and Sir David will be happy to help you 'rectify' the situation." 


"At once skipper, we also identified a few candidates to bring over into the intelligence cell."


"Show me the profiles?" 


Jerry stands in the outer chamber of his office with Diana Lawson. She'd caught him walking out the door to freshen up his coffee with a fresh mug and a couple data sheets to review. Just a stand up meeting, nothing worth chasing him back to his desk... and since she'd brought him coffee he was happy to make this his last task for the day. Not that he truly ever stopped working entirely, especially not with infants to take care of back in the Den, but today's big job meant spending some quiet time with Eymali, and that was hardly any work at all. 


Being able to work with your wives was nice like that. A morale boost was never too far off hand for a quick smooch or a snuggle somewhere quiet. Or even a quickie during lunch if a different kind of energy needed to express itself. 


The datapad flips through a couple more profiles before settling on a familiar Horchka woman, one of his paladins, drawing a frown from Jerry. 


"You know I can't give you one of the girls from the Paladin company." 


"Oh that's not for intelligence work per se. I think Staff Sergeant Dertann... Vera Dertann to specify, there's a couple Staff Sergeant Dertanns actually. Ahem. Vera's got a lot of potential, and for as loyal as those girls are to you personally, I think she's the most loyal. You've saved all their lives. Saved half the battalion with that weird miracle the nerd squad is still desperately trying to figure out. However you physically imposed yourself between Vera and a giant stack of vehicle grade heavy weapons. She's got this passionate platonic love for you that gets her a fair bit of teasing from her husband and sister-wives." 


"Hmm... something I need to deal with?" 


"No, not like that. Honestly I'd say she more looks at you like a father, in addition to the whole 'avatar of honor and tradition' thing that makes for an ideal liege in Horchka warrior tradition."


"No father of her own I suppose?" 


Diana shakes her head. "Single mother household. The galactic way, sperm bank donation and all that. Anyway, I want to take her in for some intensive training. VIP protection, counter intelligence, assassination and other kinds of wet work. Sniping. A few other subjects, including some advanced axiom work. She's got decent control, not quite at adept grade, but we'll fix that. We'll even teach her childcare and advanced trauma medicine." 


"I think I can guess why, but I won't deny you the joy of making your grand reveal." 


"To make her the head of your bodyguards more or less... but more importantly, to get her to a level where she can train the rest of the paladins. It'll be a brutal couple of months for her..." 


Jerry considers that for a moment, as he notices a slight bit of movement out of the corner of his eye, somewhere near the ceiling. 


"Vera can hack it. Tell her that successful completion of her tasks will earn her a reward worth passing to her daughters one day." 


Diana arches an eyebrow. "Giving her a family heirloom commander?"


"More like making a new one. I'm going to have Wichen prep a monomolecular fighting knife to mark her status as actual head of detail and trainer for the paladins in the more esoteric arts. I'll have a custom pistol or something made to mark out the Sergeant at Arms, who will double as the trainer for 'green' work." 


"Got someone picked out?" 


"Top Ramos already has her Raider dagger. So it's just putting on a little polish in axiom and other skills that only exist off Earth. Besides, she trained most of the Marines on this ship it feels like!" 


Diana laughs, a charming sound that is surprisingly delicate in a way, before the intelligence operative composes herself. 


"Ah, I'm sorry Jerry, I'm keeping you from your wife and other business. Lady Eymali, please forgive me." 


Eymali casually decloaks a few feet from them, clearly amused. "Well done Commander Lawson." 


Lawson offers a ghost of a bow. "My pleasure. M'lady, Captain, please excuse me." 


Husband and wife watch as the redhead vanishes out the main door. 


"She's an interesting one." Eymali's face reads as one of intense focus. "She didn't make a single flinch or motion that suggested she might have detected me. She might have read your eye reacting to motion, but she didn't physically react at all." 


"Spooks, the real ones, not just analysts who run around and carry water for the actual spies, agents and operatives, are like that." 


The Yauya nods. "She would make for a talented huntsmistress. I should see if she's interested in training under me. For another day however husband, we have business to attend to. Firstly though... shall we adjourn to my quarters?


The couple walks hand in hand, invisible to the naked eye through the Tear, watching a few more sharp eyed or sensitive individuals get the sense that they weren't alone in one location or another with silent giggles. There was something about invisibility that lended itself to a sophomoric attitude and Jerry found it infectious. Finally, they make it all the way back into the den and into Eymali's quarters. 


"Is this not quite a tree real?" Jerry strokes the wooden facade that covered part of the wall in Eymali's room, giving the whole place a look like it was carved into the boughs of a tree. 


"Very husband, I used a series of axiom gardening techniques shaping a form of vine from back home. We'll see the real deal of rooms like this when we arrive on Awauynis." Eymali lifts a large green leaf, stroking it tenderly. "I like it. As does Espirit. I missed the touch of nature in my life. I haven't stayed anywhere long enough till now since I left home to make such work worth it." 


"So this is you putting down roots in a way?" 


"Exactly, though the metaphor is a bit on the nose perhaps given the context."


"I bet Espirit loves this..." Jerry looks around, clearly trying to find the large feline. 


"Oh she does. She's not here though. I've had Wichen rig her an access tool for her collar. It cracks the door just enough for her to enter and exit, that way she can retreat to her den if she's done playing with Mikasa and Cindy for a while. Or go out and play without waiting for me to wake or return if she wants to. The need to retreat doesn't happen often, she seems glad for the company, and the chance to wrestle and play with Mikasa." 


"I've seen, it's adorable. Especially if she leaps up on top of something and Mikasa gets all confused because as far as she can tell, Espirit just vanished."


Eymali smiles over at her husband. She might not have managed to get pregnant just yet, but she adored Jerry and it was as evident on her face when she was visible as any of the other wives. People who thought the Yauya were hard to read simply hadn't tried hard enough in Jerry's book. 


"So... I did bring you in for business today. I'd like to prepare a gift for the Grand Matriarch of Awauynis. She's more or less the de facto head of the Yauya, much as the Grand Matriarch of the Dzedin's homeworld is the de facto leader of the Dzedin. Our space is both more and less organized than say the Apuk empire, a loose confederation of worlds, allied by ancient bonds of sisterhood and fidelity, mutual interests and shared culture. We are bringing a present to the Grand Matriarch however, not just because she's the cultural leader of the Yauya, but because she directed a fair volume of money and resources from public funds in Awauynis' government to support the Cruel Space rescue project. She would deny the title, possibly violently, but considering she nursed the project along in its infancy, it would not be unfair to call her a savior of humanity." 


"I'm just glad we finally managed to figure out who to start thanking. I know Admiral Cistern's made a point of reaching out to what individual team members we could find. Some of them have even joined the Undaunted, which has been a significant gain for our science divisions." 


"Didn't a couple of the girls from the project end up marrying one of the Undaunted's chief scientists?" Eymali asks, pincers raised in a knowing smile. 


"I believe so. There were jokes about the rescue being a long term mail order husband plan by the scientists I believe... right up till one of the senior Dzedin researchers heard the jokes. She got very upset. People tend to take an upset woman with a giant magic scimitar on her tail being upset fairly seriously." 


"Yes, I imagine. I love my Dzedin sisters, but many of them can be a touch... sensitive. The Yauya by comparison tend to vanish when we're embarrassed or feel we’ve messed up." Eymali face palms gently. "My sister spent her first month of living with Herbet Jameson invisible for the love of the goddess of the hunt. That is not how you seek forgiveness or make a shitty situation right... Dzedin tend to be a bit more upfront... about everything. Their culture of personal responsibility is good like that." 


"I can imagine. So what would a good potential gift for the grand matriarch be?" 


"Well, a sign of respect from fellow hunters, and humans most certainly are hunters, even if you're persistence hunters in your natural state, you also hunt like us. Albeit without axiom." 


"And with ranged weapons instead of knives." 


"We use bows and other ranged weapons as well. The knives are just more challenging, and are more common for the war arts. Which are the schools of hunting truly practiced in this age of abundance it seems." 


"Hmmm. How about we give her a human hunter's tools?" 


Eymali nods thoughtfully. "That would work, what do you have in mind?" 


"My first thought is a De Lisle commando carbine. It's very much from the war school of hunting on Earth. A near silent weapon used for 'neutralizing' sentries during one of our global wars. With the silencer rings it's very much outdated, but it's the spirit of the weapon that matters most in this case." 


"I like it. Though we don't really have a tradition of ranged weapons as honor weapons." 


"I thought of that actually. I think we need to have a word with Sergeant Major Gurung. He has a couple kukri he brought from Nepal, special ones anointed by the priests of his homeland, to make them spiritual weapons as well as 'mere' tools of war. I wouldn't advocate for them to be given a way under just about any circumstance. My own kukri is blessed in such a way and I'd die before I parted with it. Most of the Kukri on the ship are made in the traditional way, but not blessed. The Grand Matriarch represents one of humanity's saviors. Who opened the way for us to make ourselves truly great... I think one of those blades is a worthy gift." 


"I am sure the Grand Matriarch would be deeply honored to receive such a weapon." 


Jerry leans back against the vines, grinning as his eyes flutter shut with a stretch. "Sounds like we have our gifts then. I- whoa!" 


Suddenly, a noose tightens around his ankles and yanks him up to the ceiling, where he dangles, apparently alone in the room. 


"...I didn't see you set the trap." 


"It was prepared, dearest husband." Eymali shimmers into view, hanging by her feet from the ceiling before him. "Who I have now captured." 


That gets a very different grin from Jerry, as the look on her face communicates Eymali's deep arousal. "Get a bit worked up being in the same room as me?" 


"You have no idea what your scent can do to me." 


"Show me then." 


"As you wish my husband. As you wish."
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Jerry wakes slowly. Gingerly. He'd been trying to move around less when he slept with some success. Not that the light axiom field they kept in bed would let the little ones get rolled on... but still between Syl, Nadi, nine infants, Cindy, and last night's volunteer to take turns waking up with the three primary parents to take care of the babies in the night... and get lots of snuggle time with Jerry as 'payment', Sharon... the bed was crowded to say the least. Especially with Mikasa holding down the foot of the bed. 


Jerry checks the babies, all breathing normally, and sleeping hard. Then checks his wives. Nadi was out hard and lightly snoring. In a fantasy world Jerry would expect little snorts of flame from her nostrils with every snore. She'd been exhausted with the last week of work. They all had. Jerry couldn't exactly take paternity leave, nor could Syl and Nadi completely surrender their duties, that's why Firi and Mishka were staying at home after all, but they all wanted to be there as much as possible for the first of the oncoming Bridger baby boom. 


A quiet, bird-like murmur draws his eyes to the foot of the bed. Mikasa was still snoring, and Cindy had apparently gotten up in the night and snuggled up to the large canine on returning to bed. Slowly, quietly Jerry reaches for his communicator and manages to get a picture of a sweet little girl snuggled up and sleeping with her puppy. That was one for the family photo albums, and solid 'show to boyfriend to mess with daughter' material for a few decades down the line. 


Cindy had been working hard since the babies came too. She'd been helping out wherever she could, and she'd gotten to give one of her little sisters her bottle the other day during a feeding session. Something else that had resulted in a large number of photos. The Cannidor daughters had been similarly helpful. Though Boudicca had nearly put a plasma round into the corner of a room at an unexpected noise when she thought the babies might be even vaguely at risk. 


Jaruna had gotten them to calm down just a hair since then. Jerry and Jaruna agreed that being so ready to defend their sisters and little brother was entirely laudable. They just needed them to take the extra second to decide if a thorough application of violence was still needed. So the new pattern was the Cannidor daughters interceding their plasma proof bulk between the infants and whatever they thought was a threat... then reacting as appropriate. Not that anything had happened. The Den had practically been locked down like a fortress since the births and hatchings, and the security of the family holdings was fairly tight to begin with. 


Domain surveyed, family checked, adorable photo of daughter acquired, Jerry begins the slow process of extracting himself from Syl and Sharon's embrace. Then working his way out of the bed. Or trying. Slowly pulling one leg clear of the sheets and blankets. The second. Worming out of Syl's arms, then Sharon's. Slowly moving over Sharon towards the nearest edge of the bed... only for Sharon to wake up. She immediately plants a tender kiss on Jerry's lips, smiling brightly. 


"Oooh, I like this dream. You feel pretty damn nice for a dream though." 


"Good morning to you too Sharon." 


"Mhmmm~" 


The still very sleepy Sharon peppers Jerry's jaw with a few smooches before letting him proceed, and slowly following him out of bed and into the small passageway to the master suite's private bathroom, pressing herself up against his back, embracing him from behind. 


"Sexy stubble for morning kisses is the best. Got room for one more in the shower maybe? Just snuggles, not morning glory, though I wouldn't say no if you wanted to do more than wash-" 


Suddenly Sharon’s voice cuts off with a “Hurk!” and she rushes past Jerry at a sprint, looking very green around the gills. Jerry chases after her, and finds her 'worshiping the porcelain god' as he'd described it in his college days. Jerry quickly grabs up Sharon's lush, raven feather colored locks and gets her hair out of the way, gently stroking her back. 


"There we go, just get it all out babe." 


"Ughhh..." Sharon looks up at Jerry, teary eyed for a second before immediately sticking her head back in the bowl and vomiting again. 


"Fuuuuuuck." 


Another round of vomiting. 


"Funny, I don't remember eating any corn..." 


A fourth one, and Sharon collapses back on her knees. 


"Goddamn, the fuck did I eat?" 


A sympathetic Jerry grabs a glass of water for his suddenly ill spouse. 


"Rinse all that crap out of your mouth, it'll feel better." 


"Yes Dad." 


Sharon rolls her eyes, but does as she's told, rinsing thoroughly before spitting into the bowl, closing the lid and flushing... then taking a seat on top of the can. 


"The fuck's wrong with me? I don't remember eating anything weird or..." 


Sharon sits up straight, eyes open wide. 


"Aw shit. Is there a scanner in here somewhere?" 


"In the medical kit." Jerry's suddenly paying even more attention now. "You think it's that?" 


"I mean... I don't know what else it could be. Get me the scanner?" 


Jerry digs into one of the closets and the medical kit there, quickly retrieving it and passing the device to Sharon, who turns it on herself. 


"This is way better than having to pee on a damn stick. Or having to run to the store to get them." The Marine mutters to herself, turning the device on and running through its diagnostic mode. "Full power I guess." 


The little machine starts its scan cycle just as Syl bursts through the door shouting...


"Sharon, wait!" 


Right as the tiny device plays it's little 'scan completed' jingle. 


Sharon's eyes wide now, clearly freaking out just a bit. 


"Syl what the fuck!?" 


"The scanner you shouldn't use... oh fiddlesticks." Syl sighs, collapsing to her knees on the rug in front of the shower. "It's probably fine, it's probably fine..." 


"What's fine!?"


Jerry reaches over and rests a hand on Sharon's shoulder "Sharon, deep breaths. Syl... babe, we need you to explain." 


"I thought I told you when I thought I was pregnant first, scanners... Well, it's mostly just superstition but it's thought that a deep scan might have an impact on a fetus in the early stages of development." 


"But it's just superstition right?" 


Jerry asks, as Sharon hyperventilates just a bit. 


“Right. Just a baseless precaution really.” 


Syl keeps her tone gentle, trying to soothe her sister, who’s looking more than a bit stressed out at the moment. 


"I mean I'm probably not even pregnant so it's fine right? Haha. Ha." 


Sharon buries her face in Jerry's chest and says in a quiet voice. 


"Please tell me I didn't just fuck this up." 


Sharon leans into Jerry a bit more as her husband tenderly strokes her back. 


"Sharon, it's fine. It's a superstition. Syl said no one’s ever proved any actual interference. It's just mothers, including Syl, being nervous. Come on... let's have a look at the scanner and we'll see if there's anything to worry about." 


Sharon passes the scanner to Syl and plants her face back in Jerry's chest, clearly still all over the place emotionally. 


"You're the fertility specialist." 


Syl takes the device and manipulates it briefly, Jerry watching her face closely. Her brow narrows, studying intensely... and widens into a bright smile... and then into one of pure shock! 


"Sharon!" 


"What!? What is it!?" 


Sharon's clearly still nervous as hell, and nearly shouts her response at Syl before calming herself down forcibly. 


"Ah... what is it Syl?" 


"You uh. You're. You're pregnant!" Syl's shocked face slowly moves to one of elation. "With twins! Twin boys!" 


There's a lot of possible responses to finding out you're pregnant. Passing out is one of them, but it wasn't the one Jerry or Syl had been expecting from Sharon. Luckily she was more or less in Jerry's arms already, and he quickly supported her. 


"I think she got a little over excited." 


Syl's ears fold tight against her hair. 


"Oh goddess I think it must be partially my fault... I just... remembered the superstition and I heard you talking about the scanner and I just..." 


"It's okay babe, your heart was in the right place. Sharon's just... a bit high strung about all this. Even going off the birth control was a big deal for her. Deciding to start trying, then finding out she's actually pregnant. With twins at that." Jerry smiles down at the unconscious beauty in his arms. "Well. It's a busy morning for her. I'll get her to her bedroom and stay with her for a bit. Can you and Nadi handle the babies alone?" 


"We'll be fine. I'll get Mishka and maybe some of the Cannidor daughters. You take care of Sharon... I'll need to apologize later. I really was excited for her, I wasn't trying to... overstimulate her." 


"I think if you'd read the news out in a complete deadpan tone she'd probably have still passed out honestly." 


Jerry slowly hoists Sharon up into his arms, and kisses the top of Syl's head tenderly as he passes. 


"Thanks for trying to help out babe. You were just trying to keep her, and our babies safe, that's very much part of your job as head wife around here. Then you got excited. As you should be. You just delivered some very special news, even by human standards where boys are a bit more common than out in the wider galaxy."


"I suppose I'll just have to make it up to Sharon by helping out in a few months' time." 


"I'm sure there's nothing to make up for love. Sharon was already freaking out a little bit." Jerry adjusts his bridal carry to better support Sharon's head. "Alright, I'll be back shortly. No beating yourself up. You're fine. I'm fine. Sharon, despite being stressed out, is fine... and our sons apparently, are fine. That's what it said right?" 


Syl turns the scanner's screen towards Jerry, and it's all spelled out in galactic trade. 


"Yes, two healthy boys, about a month and a half along, pregnancy is reading as healthy and on normal development... there's even some signs they're drawing on axiom passively. Which is probably a first for a pure human infant." 


"Well they're probably the first pure humans who will be born in the wider galaxy to have a chance to try and draw on axiom naturally. Sharon's opened herself up to axiom, so I'm sure the babies are just... feeding, really, for lack of a better term. Taking in the same 'nutrients' Sharon does. Save the results, we'll want to send them to Dr. McCoy. I’m sure the Dauntless will want more tests… but they can wait till we’re firmly into the stable period."


With another kiss for Syl, Jerry's on his way out of the room, keeping himself as stable as possible to keep Sharon comfortable. It's a short walk to Sharon's quarters. Decorated primarily with a few model airplanes that range in built quality, clearly heirlooms from Sharon's youth, and signed concert posters. The far wall also hosts some of the most Earth 'stuff' Jerry's seen in awhile. A record player and a decent record collection, hooked up to a very nice and surprisingly compact sound system. A gun rack hosts Sharon's field pistol and a few other weapons, and right next to the bed on the wall is one of those large setups where a lot of little photo frames have been bonded to each other. The frames were full of photos of Sharon and Jerry mostly, including some candid shots from back on Earth. Photos Jerry hadn't seen before, that made him smile instantly. 


"Heh, didn't know you were that sentimental Sharon." 


Sharon's gently laid in her bed, her head rested in Jerry's lap as he gently strokes her hair and more or less wills her back to consciousness. 


"Come on gorgeous, time to wake up." 


Sharon slowly starts to stir, stretching nicely as she nuzzles his hand lovingly. 


"Mhmmm. Hubby lap pillow, say this is a great way to wake up. I had the wildest dream though..." 


Jerry leans down and kisses Sharon's forehead. 


"It wasn't a dream, gorgeous."


Sharon's eyes go a bit wide again, a hand dropping to her still trim stomach. "So I'm..." 


"Mhmm. Twin boys. The first pure humans born off of Earth when they arrive." 


"Are... are we ready for this? Am I ready for this?" 


"Well considering I'm already the father of fourteen counting adoptions, and you're step mother to the same..." 


Sharon goes up to respond, clearly getting a touch upset for a second before calming. 


"You know what? Fair. It's not like there's a mystery in what's going to happen. Not like I have to worry about you being a good and attentive father. Or a good and attentive husband. I mean hell you're stroking my hair and loving on me when I'm having a massive overreaction and..." 


"Shh. You're rambling, and if you need to, I'm here to listen, but I don't want you to let your hormones run away with your brain." 


"Which is where most of this mess is coming from. Which means this is probably gonna get worse." 


Sharon lets out a frustrated snarl and rolls over, burying her face in Jerry's lap. 


"Love me when I'm crazy?" 


"Of course." 


"Love me when I'm fat and can't see my ankles?" 


"Double of course." 


"Bring me weird snacks in the middle of the night because I'm having confusing cravings?" 


"Without a second thought." 


"Why?" 


"Because I love you." 


Sharon wraps her arms around Jerry's waist, embracing him firmly. 


"Just checking. Keep taking good care of me. Of us now." 


"I will. From now till the end of time Sharon." 


"Eee~."


That cute noise was not what Jerry had been expecting from his goth gf turned goth wife, and he can't help but smile as he continued to stroke her hair. 


"I'm such a lucky girl." 


"I thought being lucky was my line." 


"Nah, there's enough luck to go around..." Sharon looks up and hauls herself up Jerry's body to plant a kiss on his lips. 


"I'm glad it's you. To... you know. Knock me up."


"I'm glad it's me too." 


Sharon flops back onto her bed with a chuckle. 


"Honestly this brings me around even more on the whole harem thing in a weird way. I'm still... a bit stressed, to say the least. This was all. Big. Exciting. A bit nerve wracking and anxiety inducing when I went off birth control. Then it happened... just. Fast. It feels like I've barely been off the pill a week and I'm already carrying twins. But I've gotten to practice a bit at being a Mom. I have other women I couldn't be closer with around me to support me as they go through the same thing... I have a support network most women on Earth couldn't even begin to dream of." 


"There's certainly benefits to the galactic way of doing things." 


Jerry follows Sharon up the bed, laying down next to her and pulling her into his arms. 


"Yeah... I'm just. I'm not scared. I'm a bit nervous. Worried... but I'd really probably be freaking out without you and the girls. I have a man who loves me. Sisters who support me. It's hard to be too messed up emotionally when you have a good man and good women at your back." 


Sharon yawns suddenly, rolling in Jerry's arms to nuzzle into his chest. 


"Hey... can we... cuddle a bit?" 


Jerry smiles down at his wife, kissing the crown of her head. "Sure. Any time." 


"Okay." 


There's a few moments of silence before Sharon murmurs, practically whispering. 


"I love you. I'm a wreck, I’m all over the place emotionally, but I love you… and in my heart of hearts, I can't wait to go on this adventure with you." 


"I love you too Sharon, let's see what the rest of the day brings."








65


Tyler


"Woo! Pop the cork!" 


Matroika howls as Tyler flourishes his favorite plasma sword to 'saber' a bottle of carbonated beverage that was more or less champagne. It was barely alcoholic by human standards, but it was a galactic favorite for celebrations and Matroika had requested it as a special treat since she was the main celebrant today. It felt a bit odd that the party was just the five of them and not the rest of the squadron, but that shindig would come next full no fly day once they got into civilized space lanes.


Glasses are passed around and Tyler quickly pours, watching the golden liquid race around the coiled shape that almost made the liquid look like it was suspended in mid air, a not unpleasant reminder that Tyler definitely wasn't in Kansas any more. 


"Alright girls, obviously we need to toast properly. First off Buns this is your party, so here's to your call sign, and getting it on your ride. Valkyrie 105 finally looks right." 


"Just wait till you see the nose art I'm getting done on her!" Matroika grins before flexing three of her arms. "However to celebrate, free tickets to the Bun Show for all of you!" 


Cassie rolls her eyes, an impressive feat to watch for a four-eyed Seramali. "Do free tickets matter when the Bun Show never seems to end? We didn't name you that because you're modest after all." 


Matroika faces her back to them and does another pose. She'd been spending more time in the gym recently and it showed in all manner of impressive ways in the light clothing she was wearing. Matroika wasn't above axiom enhancement, but she worked her body the natural way to get it looking how she desired, which apparently was a combination of a fitness model and a playboy playmate. 


The Rabbis woman turns back in. "Got one more thing to toast for though. Here's to Valkyrie 101 being recovered and revived so quickly!" 


"I'll drink to that." Tyler laughs, getting a taste for the beverage for the first time. "Ooh. Melony. Yet... with a tang of citrus?" 


"Khoranji melons are from a world whose landmass is all islands in the tropical belt. Apparently all the fruit there, and there’s a lot of it, tastes of citrus. So this, in my mind, counts as a health drink, not merely as recreation. Which means we can drink more of it!" Elyria opines, ever the font of knowledge from the sheer volume of information she'd processed for various stories she'd worked on during her career as a writer. "That said, what did happen with Valkyrie 101? I thought you and Cassie had to eject Tyler." 


Tyler chuckles. "Turns out Geirr Three was being a bit over dramatic. We probably could have just egressed to get to cover another way instead of full on ejecting. Scramming the reactor might have been a bit much too... but I think that was probably more important than ejecting. We went dark pretty much instantly, and therefore entirely less interesting to a pirate fighter or lighter that managed to break off from the furball." 


Cassie leans over and kisses Tyler's cheek. "More important than that really is you've formally set the Undaunted high score for spacecraft' destroyed by the ton. Not just for gunships but for the entire fleet!" 


"Bah, that's a technicality. The guys who calculated the amount of tonnage I've killed after the fight gave me a piece of the corvettes because I got a few shots in on their sensitive bits, but those kills belong to Wichen's gunners, much as it pains me physically to say that." 


"So you'll have the silhouettes removed from 101's hull?" 


"...Well, they were pretty good shots." Tyler smiles guiltily as the girls erupt in laughter around him. 


Hanging out like this was nice, he reflected as he took a pull from his beer. Not that being surrounded by beautiful women was ever a hardship, but everything was feeling much more relaxed. Nara getting her cherry popped had no doubt helped, and the anxious Apuk was tugging at the collar of her dress trying to cover a hickey she'd missed with make up. That was the other thing to celebrate at this party. 


Nara had told him and Cassie last night that she wanted to announce their engagement... and apologize to Elyria and Matroika. Not that she was going to compromise her number two slot, or accept a four way wedding, she wanted to do things Apuk style once they got to Serbow after all... but the paperwork was already done, and with some of her emotional issues soothed for now, Elyria and Matroika were going to be cleared in to the family. They already had Cassie and Tyler's enthusiastic consent, so it really had just come down to Nara. 


Tyler reflects that he would have to tell Nara one day that he was actually glad about her obstinate phase. It had frustrated Elyria and Matroika to more or less be clit teased for a couple months, but it had given Tyler a chance to actually get to know them before getting involved with them. He had more or less come to terms with polygamy, but the 'Get married and sort the feelings out later!' style of courtship the galaxy seemed to prefer was a bit too much for Tyler Sarkin. 


Instead he got to enjoy... if slightly hindered by a moody dragon turtle alien beauty, the company of two girls who were beautiful inside and out. Really get to know them. How they thought. What they valued. What vegetables they disliked at meal time. All the little things you normally learned about someone during a courtship. 


He suppresses a satisfied sigh with a swig of the not-champagne. The differences across his potential family were truly delightful, and they filled him with joy the more he thought about it. As the skipper had once told him, 'it's good to be the king', and what else could you be but a king? A prisoner perhaps, as many men apparently were, but if you kept your agency, and ruled the roost, even just with soft power... then you might not have a crown, but you were a king all the same. 


With wealth aplenty, how could you not be? And to Tyler, he had wealth beyond measure, just in the beauties around him. Tyler subtly eyes up the four girls as Matroika begins to demonstrate a particularly complex flight maneuver with all four arms. 


Elyria is perched nearby, cheeks red from how tipsy she is, dressed in an angelic white robe that draped over her in all sorts of interesting ways. 


Matroika had swapped her pants for short shorts, then worn her usual vest, shoulder holster, and gun belt combo. She'd finished the ensemble with a tube top that showed off her generous bust... but more importantly her rocking eight pack. The straps of her thong riding high over the waistband of her shorts completed the look of the galaxy’s most badass playboy bunny. 


Nara is sitting close to his right side, more relaxed than she used to be, still covering herself more or less from the neck down... but wearing far more comfortable clothing. The Apuk style dress was in far more subdued colors, but was beautiful for all that, and made Nara look absolutely radiant. It didn't show off what Tyler now knew to be a stellar figure, but hinted at it in a truly delightful way while still remaining modest. Cassie's to his left, holding his hand with a loving wing around his shoulders, the strapless minidress she's wearing apparently held up by magic alone and threatening to hypnotize him with her cleavage. 


Beauty. Beauty beyond measure. Busty beyond the wildest dreams of teenage boys to a woman... and with a few odd details, such as tails, wings, the ability to breath fire, but beautiful in ways that beggared belief... and they were either married to him, or desperate to be married to him. Not merely because he was a man, like some poor bastards out in the galaxy, but because of his abilities and skills. The things he'd done to impress picky, talented individuals like Cassie and Matroika, and the more idealistic lovers of the concept of bold heroes like Nara and Elyria. Tyler himself didn't consider himself a hero, but he wasn't about to argue with beautiful women who clearly, painfully, loved him. 


Nara shakes him from his reverie, reaching out and taking his hand for a moment, a firm squeeze exchanged to reassure her. Seemed like Nara had decided it was time for the other part of this celebration. 


Tyler watches as she slowly rises, hands gripping her Apuk style dress so firmly her knuckles have gone slightly white. Tyler suppresses a far more exasperated sigh this time. Nara was still Nara, freaking herself out even when there was literally nothing to freak out about. 


"I uhm... have something to say." 


Her voice was quiet, but the tone was serious, and the hint of green flames from her mouth, apparently a sign of nervousness in Apuk, had everyone's attention immediately. Matroika remains standing, looking firmly at Nara, making the other woman flinch ever so slightly. Tyler had heard there was some sort of confrontation between the two... but hadn't wanted to pry for details, no matter how curious he was. 


"I just... want to announce that I'm getting married to Tyler. Or. Am married to Tyler now. I still want to have a ceremony later, but... that's not. A reason to wait. For me. For Tyler... or for the two of you. I uhm. I realize I've caused you both a great deal of trouble, and more or less... ah. Cock blocked you... I think is how the Horchka put it, for months." 


Nara's voice quivers a bit, and gets stronger as she continues, finding her confidence and her metaphorical footing. 


"I've also been... difficult." 


Matroika snorts. "That's one way to put being a complete bitch sugar, but let's cut to the chase shall we?" 


The Apuk woman nods. "Right, right. I'm sorry. Really. I know I can't make it up to you entirely, but if you can forgive me, I'd like to try. There's uh... There's one more thing. I talked about it with Cassie and Tyler, and this is not me making up my behavior to you, I'll try to do that in other ways as time goes on, but we'd like to invite you to join the marriage... immediately." 


Matroika goes from neutral to grinning in a moment, and Elyria's feathers spread out in what Tyler recognizes as arousal in a Seramali woman. The former smuggler is first to speak. 


"I'm in, but just how immediately are we talking here?"


Tyler raises a few fingers for attention. "Well, immediately enough that Cassie and I moved into our new place the other day. As a squadron commander I've got a bit more freedom to ask for housing suitable to a decent sized family. It's not the Den, but we have a little suite of rooms. Dining room and kitchen, common space, decent sized shower room and a few bathrooms throughout. Bedrooms for each of you girls, with a master bedroom and a study for me. We also have some rooms spare, though Cassie's earmarked one as a nursery I believe." 


"Just planning for the future." The now very smug Seramali woman responds from next to her husband. "So, what do you think girls? Care to get married and move in with us? Make our quarters a proper home?" 


"Yes!" 


Elyria's first off the gun this time, with Matroika falling all over herself to follow up. 


“Hell yes! I… say. Wait a minute…”


The Rabbis has a sly smile that Tyler doesn't like the look of at all...


"Doesn't that mean there's a nice big brand new bed to break in waiting for us?" 


Cassie's grin is just as sly, and Tyler suddenly feels very outnumbered. 


"That there is. Care to help me test the mattress with our husband ladies?" 


Tyler just surrenders as hands hoist him up onto their shoulders. He could escape... but admittedly, being carried off to a five way wasn't much of a hardship, and he was kind of enjoying being treated like a prize. 


"One of you girls grab that bubbly stuff. Might as well drink while we carouse." 


Tyler grins as he's carried out into the passageway, if weddings were like this, he might not mind them as much as he thought he would. 








66


Tyler


Almost as good as being carried off for group sex with four gorgeous alien women, was getting to watch them undress. The differences between them was, again, fascinating to observe. Both in selection of underclothes and in how they undressed and their behavior while undressing.


Cassie of course thought nothing of stripping out of her minidress, a bit of axiom letting her step through it cleanly so she could put it on a hangar in their new closet. She kept the heels on, knowing her own husband's preferences, and the high waisted thong she'd selected looked like something from the 1980s on Earth... but it nonetheless highlighted her trim waist, and naturally drew the eyes downward to her thick, glorious childbearing hips... and the slight gap between her lush thighs. 


Tyler’s angel was curvy in all the right places, especially her massive, gravity defying bosom, but very trim and athletic for all of that. Honestly it was a lot of men's wet dream... mostly because back home the combination simply couldn't exist without a surgeon's assistance. Not if that woman wanted Cassie's abs any way. Sensing her eyes, she poses, looking for all the world like a Victoria's Secret model with a particularly impressive set of wings.


Matroika stripped down almost as fast, and without the axiom tricks. Gun belt, shoulder holsters, vest and tube top quickly set to the side in a pile, letting Tyler finally get an eyeful of Matroika's bust in the nude. The massive chocolate mounds were topped with perfect, succulent, dark, nipples, stiff enough you could cut glass on them and wordlessly begging to be sucked. Sure Matroika was less endowed than Cassie, but when the differences in bust size were ‘gargantuan’ to ‘enormous’ it didn’t really matter in practical terms.


The delightful contrast between Matroika’s breasts and her rippling eight pack, her curvy hips and her muscular thighs. Her powerfully built back. All the muscular spots of her body beautifully defined due to hard hours in the gym compared to Cassie's more toned figure, made Matroika incredibly... touchable. Finally she shucks off her shorts, standing tall and proud in a black g-string and her combat boots.


"...Shit, should probably get out of the boots."


Matroika mutters to herself and turns her back to Tyler, highlighting her well sculpted back side and that cute little cottontail of hers. As she bends over to undo her boots she gives Tyler an eyeful of what's waiting for him down below, the string of her tiny excuse for panties digging into her sex... and letting Tyler know very, very clearly, that Matroika's very, very wet.


The words 'buck like a funny', echo in his mind, when a flash of wing draws his eyes to Elyria.


The most petite of his wives, and the most humbly endowed, Elyria still had something approximating a human J cup, barely contained by the strapless bra that supported her angelic bust like they were being served up on a platter. The Seramali tended to be fair skinned, but Elyria, a proud adventurer of the great indoors, had pretty much joined the ship with a so-called 'spacer's tan', her porcelain skin making her look just a touch otherworldly. Lacy white panties complete the look, while giving her something of a vibe of a very modern bride on her wedding night who'd decided to skip the complexity of things like garter belts and stockings. Everything about her was soft and lovely, like she was made out of silk. Elyria briefly makes eye contact, blushes and looks away, not quite covering herself, but clearly suddenly feeling a bit shy compared to the brazen Matroika and the eminently comfortable and confident Cassie.


That left Nara. Slowest to undress, but also the most to remove, Tyler actually steps in to assist Nara with her corset and the done up back of her dress, to some mild jealous looks from Elyria and Matroika, who both seemed to momentarily wish they'd been wearing more.


A few buttons and a few more snaps and the blonde beauty's back is bared to Tyler's eyes. She had a few scars  marring her fair skin here and there, combat wounds, both from training and her mercenary career, and Tyler gently kisses them, making the Apuk shudder softly. 


A quick wink and a blown kiss to Elyria and Matroika soothes both women somewhat. They're here. The courtship was over. Just a little more patience and Tyler will be giving them everything they want.


He just had to tame this naughty dragon.


Nara's dress falls to the floor. Less muscular than Matroika, displaying her confidence by Apuk standards, but more powerfully built than Cassie, with her bust matching Matroika's in size approximately. She looked like a doll to a degree. Perfect skin, lush blonde hair that was a richer yellow than Elyria and Cassie’s contrasting shades of platinum blonde. Perfect curves, the hint of muscle leaving her looking spry and athletic. She was a human super model… till you got to the horns and the scale covered tail anyway, which really just added to her charm. Nara was pretty in clothes, but for all her talk and bluster she looked her best naked to Tyler's eyes. Not that she was entirely naked just yet. She was clad in a full set of royal blue lingerie that was as drool-inducing as it must be frustrating to put on. Her tail swishes a bit, then wraps around Tyler's waist as he quietly unhooks her bra.


"I'm still not sure about group... intimacy."


Matroika rolls her eyes. "Sex. The word's sex. Or fuckin'. I didn't figure you for the type to live up to the Apuk stereotypes of jilling off through silk sheets, tenderly looking at a photo of the fella you fancy instead of bruising his hips..."


Nara shoots Matroika a dirty look. "I just... don't want to make a sacred and intimate act too pedestrian, that's all."


Cassie puts a wing between the two women. "That's enough ladies. Your views on the sexual act are both valid. However, on the strong wing, Nara, dear, the fact of the matter remains that you are banned from one on one fun till you get slightly better control of yourself. You could hurt Tyler with those damn flinches of yours if he's not entirely on top of his reinforcement."


Nara never gets a chance to respond to that, Tyler picks that moment to pounce, pushing her forward into bed, a well placed hand folding her on her center of gravity just perfectly to move her around. If she'd been paying attention he'd have had no chance, but now... Tyler smiles down at the face down, ass up Nara. She'd changed the type of panties she wore, he notes. From more full bodied underwear with her lingerie she'd switched to an appropriately lacy thong. Still classy, but teasing him with the edges of her blushing lips as Tyler puts a bit of axiom into his clothes and strips out of them like superman in a phone booth. A touch of axiom into his new tattoos, and Tyler's standing proud to the admiring gazes of his wives, new, slightly less new, and very familiar with his manhood after months of lovey dovey marital bliss.


"I'm making the executive decision to handle Nara first to help her relax a bit. You girls enjoy the show... and figure out who's next."


"Eager aren't you?" Matroika quips.


"You have no idea." Tyler smirks back, before giving Nara's pert, muscular ass a light spank before pulling her thong aside. "Mhmm. Apuk warmth."


Nara squirms as Tyler fits himself up to her, his forehead pressing against the smooth scales of the base of her tail. The other women now watching closely as the recently deflowered Nara eagerly pushes back against Tyler's face as he plants a gentle kiss on her sex, but otherwise submissively stays where she was put. 


A little licking and nibbling of her labia and Nara's panting softly, her body shaking softly as her husband prepared her. A needy growl clearly communicating to Tyler when she's ready for him to move on. He gives her rump another smack as he moves up into position, drawing a cute little yelp from Nara as he brings his tip to her lips. 


She really pushes back now, eager to get him inside her, and he pulls back just a little, playing with her just a bit. He doesn't tease her for long however, lining up and sinking into Nara's body with a long, slow thrust that has her shuddering with a small orgasm.


"Such a sensitive girl Nara."


Tyler murmurs softly. The other girls could probably hear, but that didn't really matter to Tyler. Sure he was putting on something of a show, but this was about Nara, so she had his focus. Her tight, muscular interior was absolutely drenched with feminine need, easing his penetration. Again it didn't hurt that Apuk were much warmer than humans body temp wise, and a lot of other species besides. Sinking into an Apuk was like slowly lowering yourself into a hot tub.


A little charge of axiom through his system has Nara groaning for him near instantly, like he'd somehow turned his cock into a vibrator. Cheating? Perhaps, but he had four women to satisfy, and Nara became much more compliant and 'flexible' after her first round of the night. She'd even kissed Cassie the other night during a session after a decent amount of drinking. Lipstick only, not any serious latent desire on Nara's part as far as they could tell, but lipstick could make for a far more enjoyable group situation if a little mutual touching between the girls was acceptable. 


There was only one of him after all, and while he could take the girls one at a time, his ideal, and Cassie's was a bit more passionate and mutually intimate than hanging out waiting for your turn while your husband pounded your sister wives out in sequence.


That was for another night however. Tonight really was all about one on one. It was a wedding night of sorts after all, so each girl needed her special time where she was the sole star of the show. For the first round anyway. He just needed to lay the dragon first. 


His hips hammer forward, catching Nara by surprise as he starts to do his best to flatten Nara's ass with his hips. That firm clap of his hips bouncing off her juicy cheeks filling the room... and clearly getting Elyria worked up... while Matroika just looks impatient.


Tyler resets his focus. This was all about Nara. Her tail wrapping around his waist possessively didn't hurt as a reminder. The way her sex gripped him was another. Comparatively Cassie felt pretty much like a human woman and had about as much control. Where Nara's internal musculature was... extra. Like most things related to the Apuk. She could do a lot more than just clench, and even exercise a degree of conscious control if she could focus. At one point Nara had basically pulled him in to force him to hilt her! 


He figured most Apuk maidens spent so little time submitting or taking from their husbands they never really figured out what all their bodies could do, but Nara had started figuring things out quickly... with the down side that her flinches extended to inside her sex, and as Cassie had just implied, she'd come pretty close to putting the squeeze on Tyler in a not fun way at all.


Which is why Tyler generally seized the initiative like this with Nara. Once he got her working at his pace, instead of letting her lead, she tended to just go along with the flow to a degree and let herself feel nice. Surrender to the rush of hormones and pleasure working its way through her body. It was a sign of how much she trusted him, and that was more precious than a planet made of axiom ride in Tyler's book. 


It was his hope that they could have more active, mutual sex in the future, as Nara learned to relax more and got less tightly wound, but for now this was pretty damn nice. Not as nice as getting her on her back, but she'd given him doggy today, so doggy it was. He reaches forward and grabs hold of a hefty breast as his other hand digs into the meat of Nara's hip. He wanted to enjoy the massive, perky, delightful titty in his hand... but he also fully intended to flatten Nara's pert butt while he was doing it.


The firm clap of his hips bouncing off Nara as Tyler christens the new bed with his Apuk wife fills the room... and a few other sounds draw his head up. Cassie's sitting with Elyria, a wing and arm around the other woman, tenderly stroking her sex through her panties, stopping her from undressing completely so Tyler can 'unwrap her' later. Matroika is drinking more of the not-champagne, acting like she's not interested. She's watching out of the corner of her eye however, and is standing at an angle to give herself a good view of Tyler splitting Nara wide... and give Tyler himself a good view of his new chocolate easter bunny.


The stimulation, visual and otherwise was exceptional, all while Nara's warmth suffused his body. Her tail starts to tighten slightly around his waist, her body quaking around and beneath him. She was close to a big one. Her body subconsciously begging for him to finish her the right way by galactic standards. Pumping her full to bursting. Tyler is more than happy to oblige, surrendering to his own throbbing desire with a final burst of rapid thrusts that has the quiet and reserved Nara screaming with pleasure as the orgasm takes her like a full body seizure. Nara slumps forward, insensate, only to be caught and gently lowered to the bed before Tyler gently rolls her to her side into a more comfortable position.


"Whoa... easy there, gorgeous."


Nara groans softly in response, pulling Tyler down for a kiss before curling up slightly, clearly needing to rest.


Tyler doesn't skip a beat, refreshing and restoring himself with axiom before straightening up. "Alright girls, who's next?"


Cassie gently pats Elyria's head. "The girls have decided to go in order of precedence. I'll go last, but only because I've been able to monopolize you for months, and it is my dear sister's wedding nights.”


"Guess that means you're up Elyria."


Breathless, Elyria rises and comes to Tyler, embracing him with arms and wings as she kisses him passionately, all eyes flicking shut.


"I'm ah... oh. I'm so..." She sighs a bit as the pheromones hit her blood stream like a high end narcotic, relaxing her even as it takes an aroused girl and kicks her desire up to a level more appropriate for a succubus than an angel.


"It's okay. You're pretty sensitive to pheromones huh? Well we'll get you filled up and you'll be thinking more clearly."


Elyria's wings flutter wildly for a moment, and she lets out a low, needy groan. She was so horny it hurt. In a more aggressive woman, Tyler would be on his back right now. Instead Elyria lays back, and spreads her legs, arms and wings wide to take him into her embrace, her platinum blonde hair spreading out like a radiant halo around her head.


He stops only to slowly peel her panties off, really taking his time for a moment to tease himself, and to tease Elyria. He gently slides them down her long, limber legs, before tossing the lacy white nothings carelessly in the corner and leaving Elyria completely as nature intended her. Her bare lips are flushed with arousal, lending a distinctly red tinge to a region that was clearly otherwise delicately pale like the rest of Elyria's body. 


Normally he'd stop and give her lower lips a few kisses, but Elyria's wings are insistently brushing against him, urging him upward. It was polite to give your lady oral, and practical in many cases. In this case however, Tyler could tell if he got Elyria much more wet they'd need to move this session of what Elyria almost certainly hoped would be a loving deflowering followed by high impact breeding sex to a bathtub.


His tip grazes her lower lips, and Elyria immediately arches her lower back slightly. He'd have to take this a bit more gently than overwhelming Nara. A little fumbling and a quick assist from Cassie has his tip firmly pressed against Elyria's entrance. The older Seramali gently takes Elyria's head into her lap, stroking her head gently.


"I'll help, she's both younger than Matroika and I, and more sensitive than the rest of us."


Tyler acknowledges with a deep kiss for his first bride, then turns his full attention to Elyria. Their tongues plunge into each other's mouths even as he slowly begins to push into her tight tunnel. She was tight. Almost painfully tight. Her warmth and the sheer volume of sexual fluid brimming inside her is the only thing that lets Tyler overcome her body and slowly start splitting her depths. He takes it slow, in and out, working forward only to pull back and let her adjust before moving forward once again and gaining further ground. 


Saying Elyria was sensitive to pheromones and pleasure turned out to be an understatement. She was beyond words already, quietly orgasming as Tyler pushes past her hymen, the sheer state of arousal she's in making the pain no more than a passing flinch.


After what felt like hours of careful work, Tyler kisses Elyria's limits from within. He rests there for a moment, shaft flexing in her tight depths as her body clenches around him, a sort of mutual internal embrace that was operating on pure instinct... before Tyler pulls back. She groans as her legs wrap around his waist, urging him to return, desperate for him to be back inside her as he pulls out, distraught for the sudden empty feeling inside her body where there was so recently a new fullness and warmth. 


Tyler doesn't make her wait for long. As he begins to thrust, her wings wrap shut around the two of them, like a raptor shielding its prey from other predators so she can dine in peace. Pure instinct. Just like Elyria's long, limber legs wrapping around Tyler's waist. Not that he was going to pull out any way, but the clear communication from his alien bride was nice all the same.


No axiom tricks weren't needed here. Just a little bit of what a Royal Navy exchange pilot Tyler had worked with liked to call 'the ol' in and out.'. Honestly it was incredibly satisfying to Tyler's ego. He could do no wrong in Elyria's arms. Every touch, every caress made her feel good. His cock was forged in the heavens to service her and make her mind go blank with ecstasy... as a poem Elyria would write about the experience after the fact would later inform him. Her wordless, vocal, passionate enthusiasm for having her brains fucked out however came across loud and clear without a care in the world. She was solely in the moment. Solely united with her beloved husband, and her joy radiated through the universe and the room like a pulsar.


It takes a solid ten minutes to get Elyria to let Tyler out of her talons, leaving him feeling a bit sheepish as he approaches Matroika. "Hey gorgeous. Sorry about the wait."


Matroika just chuckles. "Been waiting on that fine ass of yours for months, I can be a little patient for a dickin'. That said, sweet fuck you and the girls have been hot boxing this room so hard this thong might be a complete loss. I'm soaking my thighs and about to start dripping on the dam floor over here!"


"So you want it then."


"Clean your cock off with some axiom and I'll show you just how bad I want it. I'm fine getting seconds, I just don't prefer'em sloppy."


Matroika hooks a thumb at the blissed out Elyria, still panting as she desperately tries to catch her breath. She was curled up next to Nara on the other half of the large bed that dominated the newly minted family's master bedroom, offering Tyler a nice view of the night's conquests, alabaster spunk leaking down their thighs.


"That one on the other hand... heard her murmuring how the idea of sucking you off after you filled Nara up was getting her hot. So maybe offer her that later on. Not sure she'd ever be willing to ask, but hey, I can look out for my little sisters if they're a bit shy about their wants and needs in bed."


"So what do you want in bed my lovely bunny?"


"I already told you, lover boy... I'll show you!"


Matroika grabs Tyler's shoulders and kisses him deep, the warm press of her lips drawing him deeper with a mutual sigh of relief. A breathtaking kiss that gives Tyler a slight idea of what his pheromone laden kiss must be like for his wives, as he's light headed in a second. 


In a blink of an eye Tyler finds he's on his back this time, the four armed tomboy clambering over top of him as she slowly pulls her thong aside. Her snatch is absolutely drooling, and visibly clenching at a phantom cock that isn't inside it yet. Matroika was getting by and holding back from fucking Tyler into the deckplates like a mindless animal on sheer will power alone.


"Two can play at that axiom game, handsome. Now you just lay back and enjoy the bun show... and give me a nice healthy litter."


"I like those panties on you by the way. The skimpy little thongs."


"Good, bought'em jes for you. I'm normally a boy shorts girl, but damned if these skimpy little things don't get me all kinds of horny."


"They do the same to me."


"Guess I'm buying more of'em then. Later though."


Without another word, Matroika checks her position, gently teasing her warm lips with Tyler's tip, smearing him with her nectar. A slight thrust down to get his tip in... and Matroika slams her hips downward like a meteor! 


Tyler automatically grabs her waist, thrusting up to meet her as he's engulfed in hot, tight, muscular pussy and amplifying the impact hard enough that it makes Matroika's eyes roll back just a bit. She's back in control in a second though, one of four hands pinning him to the mattress.


"Nope, you be a good boy and just lay back. Need to preserve your energy for Cassie."


Matroika sets to work fast, her athletic body hammering down on Tyler as she flexes and clenches around him, milking him with an eagerness that she was trying to hide behind her tough girl attitude.


"F-fuck. You're a lot different from a toy."


A small orgasm knocks that attitude loose just a bit, Matroika starting to pant as she starts to ride harder and faster. Her pussy was, once again, different from the others. It seemed obvious of course, but with the opportunity to compare some small objective part of Tyler's brain was taking notes. Matroika was also more along the lines of human normal, compared to the powerful internal musculature of an Apuk that felt more like a hand job than the clenching most women could do. What distinguished Matroika is that she clearly didn't skip her kegels, meticulously training her pussy just like the rest of her sculpted body.


With Matroika there's no slow exploration of each other's bodies. That would come later. On a date night most likely. Where Matroika and Tyler could indulge in each other exclusively, but as Matroika desperately starts trying to bruise Tyler's hips, her new husband reflects that his boisterous bride might have been holding back even more than she'd indicated. He'd have to do something. Have to make it up to her. Tomorrow. What he could do tonight however... Tyler suppresses a smirk, and channels a spark of axiom into the new tattoos he'd just received. They were useless if you were an adept, but Tyler wasn't an adept, and with three new wives joining his marriage he'd decided to make the axiom pick me up process as easy as possible.


The results are immediate.


Matroika's eyes go wide.


"F-fuck, What did you- goddess how did you get bigger? You were already ripping me a new one!"


"Oh that's not all I can do, even if I'm pinned."


Another whisper of axiom has the axiom field going through his cock start to pulsate again. God's own vibe, but with all the sensation and fun that made the real deal hard to beat.


The first orgasm hits Matroika like an out of control shuttlecraft, her back arching hard as whatever she was about to say is cut off by a nearly silent scream of orgasm.


"Good girl. Keep cumming on my dick... we need to work this load out after all. Get you nice and knocked up, hide those sexy abs with a nice round bump."


Breeding talk seemed to be a near universally preferred galactic dirty talk, and Matroika's panting eagerly as she continues to hammer her way down against Tyler's hips with increasingly wetter slaps. Matroika seems to ride through the waves, biting her own lip till it bleeds as she tries to focus... and returns the favor Tyler just did for her.


The sensation in his dick seemingly gets turned up to 11. He's suddenly aware of every bump and twist of Matroika's interior. Every subtle flex and movement as she rides him to the hilt again and again, and it's all hitting him like his central nervous system's been hooked up to a lightning rod in monsoon season. Each stray pump of axiom into their mutual pleasure electrical system is matched by the other, until their bodies are practically glowing with infused axiom and Tyler swears he can feel what Matroika's feeling as she rides his lap like a jockey out to win a derby.


When the orgasm hits them both, it hits at the same time and it lays them out flat. The spasms rocking their bodies like full force earthquakes as Tyler and Matroika cling to each other like a sailor clings to driftwood in the middle of a storm at sea. Three rapid fire orgasms in, and Matroika passes out completely. The tough Rabbis just can't take as much pleasure as she's getting. Not when her system's already a mess thanks to Tyler's pheromones. Not that Tyler's much better off. He manages to stay conscious through sheer will alone, resting with Matroika until he remembers how breathing works, slowly working his way out of all four of Matroika's arms. He wanted to stay and snuggle with all of the girls. Enjoy that afterglow... but... the Queen still needed her due.


And what a Queen she was.


Cassie awaited at the head of the bed, resting in the pillows, entirely in the nude save for the high heels that worked so interestingly with her taloned feed, and the final outrageously skimpy thong of the night. Cassie's little piece of string flossing her snatch delightfully as Tyler crawls up the bed towards her, finding himself welcomed into her ever loving arms and wings.


"Oh my big strong man, someone went a little harder on the axiom than he was ready for mhmm?"


"Jes... hah... Jest a bit." Tyler pants. "Couldn't let... fffuck. Throat's dry. Couldn't let Matroika win... or least wanted to get a draw."


Cassie draws Tyler into her embrace with a chuckle, tucking his head under her chin as he rests against the largest set of breasts in the family by an order of magnitude. She lovingly strokes his back, gently soothing his brow and kissing the crown of his head.


"No need to rush. I'll get what I'm owed. We have all night after all. I do have something for you however."


Tyler cocks his head, still panting for breath, but curious all the same.


"We are returning to civilization, we are projected to be there for a long enough period of time... that I've decided to go off my birth control. I know you've wanted this for quite some time. You certainly fill me like you're trying to make me a mother."


Cassie smiles, clearly fondly remembering some of their previous bedroom fun.


"Mhmm. You get so... vigorous. So. Tonight. I want you to make me the mother of your children. I want you to take me until there's no chance I'm not gravid. I want to grow round with the first of our many, many children together Tyler Sarkin. So I shall ask you again..." Cassie leans in, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. "Make me a mother."


Tyler can't help himself, his mature, gorgeous, beyond stacked angel of a wife asking him for children has him stiffening against her trim stomach, no axiom required, drawing another smug smile from the woman herself.


A gentle cough reminds the lovers that they aren't alone however. The breeding talk didn't just get Tyler's attention.


Nara is conscious and focusing again, her tail swishing behind her as she grimaces, clearly forcing herself to speak, managing to stammer out, "I ah... would. If you could. I... babies. Good." before burying her face in the mattress again.


Elyria gently pats her sister wife's back. "I too would be honored to bear your children. I would have asked, but did not want to precede Lady Cascade."


Matroika's long ear twitches as all eyes turn to her. "What? Something on my face?"


The other four people in the room just wait, as Matroika rolls around on the mattress a bit.


"Fine! Fine I'll say something." Matroika sits up, blushing slightly. "I'm uh. Not in a hurry to get knocked up. The dirty talk’s super sexy and I uh. Well. I'm not on the pill or anything, and as good as that cream pie felt that's gonna be my preferred way to finish, so I'm sure it'll happen sooner or later."


"Sounds like we have some work to do then girls."


Cassie closes her wings around Tyler, hiding him from the other women.


"We specifically have some work to do first, just you and I. I will take my due, including your first clutch. Though if we all happen to tie... Well, I won't be too upset." Cassie's smile suggests she wouldn't be upset regardless. "Past that... well. We have all night, and none of us are on the flying schedule tomorrow... we can just... call in. Spend all day in bed doing our best to get pregnant and generally enjoying the two of you's first day of married life."


Matroika nods. "Elyria and I gotta move our shit into our new place too."


"Plenty to do, so little time to do it... but indulging in intimacy is never a bad thing."


Elyria continues to try and look like a prim lady, the image destroyed somewhat by the nude beauty's disheveled hair and the raging blush on her face, made all the more amusing by Nara's vigorous nodding in the background.


"Alright ladies. If one of you could go get some bottles of water from the kitchen? Maybe work out getting some food delivered? I think it's going to be a long night and we're going to need more than just bubbly..."


Matroika rolls to her feet. "On it."


Nara’s right up after her. “Please allow me to assist.”


Cassie nods, acknowledging the other women, then looks down to Tyler, still snuggled up against her and wrapped in both her arms and wings, a full body embrace like only the Seramali can provide. Her eyes narrow, a slight blush crosses her face as her lips purse, nibbling her lower lip as her desire starts to well up.


"Now. Where were we darling? Oh yes... Make me a mother."








Afterword
Well, here we are again. I'd like to thank you for taking the time to read this second book. It means a lot to me that you read the first, and came back for more. I think story really gets into the swing of things with the second book, and we'll proceed at this pace for the foreseeable future. 


For those who want to know the translation of the title without firing up a search engine. Semper Impavidus directly translates to 'Always Fearless', but in this case  it should be translated as 'Always Undaunted'.


I'm going to start including my ODVM play list for your enjoyment. I'll be updating it with every new book. (Psst. Ch 30 should be read with Combat Track 2)


Book three, 'On The Hunt', will be out some time this coming Spring of 2024. I hope to see you all again then. 


S/F, 
Eric Wesson 




About The Author
Eric Wesson
 
Eric Wesson, is a life long science fiction fan and US Marine who is presently off active duty, but somehow ended up working for the Air Force in a civilian role any way.

He is almost certainly not a sentient house cat, but you can't prove anything! 

In his free time he enjoys writing, writing, and when he feels the need to relax he writes something different. 
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The Official ODVM Playlist
OP 1 - No Surrender by Beast in Black 
OP 2 - Fearless by Amaranthe 


The Bridgers: 


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 


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  


Bridger Family 1 - Love Like Crazy by Lee Brice
Bridger Family 2 - Amaranthine by Amaranthe 


Cast:


Bari - Iron by Within Temptation 


 Cascade (Cassie) - Melancholy Angel by Visions of Atlantis 


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


Elyria - Take My Breath Away by Berlin


Nara 1 - Broken Survivors by Beast in Black 
Nara 2 - Control the Storm by Delain 


Matroika - Gun Powder and Lead by Miranda Lambert


General:


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


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 - 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 


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 




Archive Link
Would you like to know more? 


Do you want to read through the galactic species index and find out more about the people that populate the wider galaxy? 
Do you have questions about technology in the setting? 
Do you maybe want links to the story that started it all? 
Do you just plain want more?


Consider checking out Kerserv's Archive. Just a GDOC for now, but lovingly maintained for over two years as of this time of writing and chock full of details for you to muse over while you wait for book three to release. 
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