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 Dedication 
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to Dan, my third editor.  
 
      
 
    Thank you for helping me improve my written English over the last two years, I really appreciate the tremendous amount of effort you’ve put in. Your relentless elimination of extraneous commas made such a huge improvement to the later chapters, making them a much better read. I still remember deleting over 500 commas from one chapter!  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Foreword 
 
      
 
    This is the fourth book in the John Blake Chronicles and is a direct continuation of Volume 3, covering chapters 31 to 37 of the story.  
 
      
 
    After securing a spectacular victory over the Drakkar, the Ashanath Collective requested an alliance... but not with the Terran Federation, they wished to ally with John alone. The Greys revealed the shocking truth behind his Progenitor heritage, casting an unsettling light over his relationship with Alyssa, Calara, Dana, and Jade.  
 
      
 
    Their business with the Ashanath concluded, John and his crew of beautiful young women are returning to Terran Federation territory for their most dangerous mission yet... Visiting Calara’s family, John’s future in laws! 
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 Three Square Meals Ch. 31 – Raunchy encounters on the way back home. 
 
      
 
    John relaxed in his Command Chair and watched as Alyssa fed power to the Invictus’ retro-thrusters, the assault cruiser lifting off from the docking bay in a bright flare of orange. Although it looked like the black-hulled warship was gaining height, the docking bay in the Ashanath shipyard was actually inverted, so they dropped out from beneath the floating city upside down. Free of the anti-gravity field that made such an engineering feat possible, Alyssa rolled the Invictus and ramped up power to the engines, guiding them into the network of canyons underneath the vast shipyard. 
 
      
 
    He took a moment to glance around the ship’s Bridge, his gaze lingering on the quartet of beautiful women that made up his crew. Alyssa Marant was sitting beside him at the Executive Officer’s station, concentrating on piloting the Invictus through the lanes of merchant traffic. The brilliant telepath could hear his every thought and knew he was watching her, so she brushed aside her golden-blonde hair to flash him a dazzling smile.  
 
      
 
    Next, he turned his attention to the sultry olive-skinned brunette who sat at the Tactical Station on the right side of the Bridge. Lieutenant Calara Fernandez was the second member of his crew; a very bright and perceptive young woman, who had a real gift for strategy and tactics. Her primary combat role was manning the Invictus’ guns, which she did so to deadly effect. Despite her lethality in a ship battle, the gorgeous Latina had a kind and caring nature, making it incredibly easy to fall in love with her. She appeared lost in thought at that moment, something clearly weighing on her mind.   
 
      
 
    Dana was the third girl to join him, a feisty, playful redhead, who also happened to be the most ingenious person he’d ever met. She had grown up as an orphan on a hollowed-out asteroid called Karron, just like her best friend Alyssa, where abject poverty and starvation were a fact of life on the desolate colony. Dana’s uncanny gifts with technology had brought her to the dubious attention of the Diablos gang, where she’d been forced to work as their gunsmith, fashioning high-quality weapons for sale on the black market. Rescued from servitude, the blue-eyed beauty was now the Invictus’ Chief Engineer and the mastermind behind all their weapons and equipment.  
 
      
 
    The final member of their crew was an exotic alien, a shapeshifter from a species commonly known as Nymphs, who changed their appearance to match their Master’s perfect mate. Jade had assumed her natural form, with viridian lines marking the contours of her spectacular dark-green body. She leaned against Calara’s Tactical Station, her cat-like eyes watching in fascination as the Invictus banked around a slow-moving Trankaran ore-hauler. Once clear of the floating Ashanath city, Alyssa pulled up the assault cruiser’s bow and the ship soared away into the upper atmosphere of Ashana. 
 
      
 
    A holographic display floated above the centre of the Bridge, showing the silver-spired capital city as it grew smaller behind them. When the Invictus left orbit, the Planetary Map was replaced by the System Map, which cast a soothing yellow glow over the Bridge from the representation of the Ashana star. The Invictus raced towards the edge of the system to escape from the pull of the local gravity wells, so they could make the jump to hyper-warp. 
 
      
 
    "I got kind of used to having Ashana as our base of operations," Dana said wistfully, with a final look at the arid reddish-orange planet. 
 
      
 
    "You appeared to be very popular amongst the Ashanath engineers," Jade observed, glancing at the redhead and offering a friendly wink. 
 
      
 
    Calara cracked a smile, her brown eyes flicking to their Chief Engineer. "I think Dana got quite used to being followed around by adoring minions.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at John and asked innocently, "What's that like, handsome?" 
 
      
 
    The girls erupted into laughter as they looked up at him, on the Command Podium overlooking the Bridge. "I enjoy it immensely," he noted archly, before his face lit up with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure you do," Alyssa said with an affectionate smile. 
 
      
 
    "So XO, how long until we reach Epsilon-Eridani?" John asked, adeptly changing the subject. He met Calara’s inquisitive gaze. "I'm curious to meet the potential in-laws..." 
 
      
 
    "Potential?!" the Latina gasped in mock horror. "I've given you my virtue and you don't have immediate plans for us to wed?"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed, the wonderful sound echoing around the bridge. "You loved every minute of it!”  
 
      
 
    "Okay, that’s true enough," the brunette admitted, sharing a smile with John. 
 
      
 
    Their blonde pilot activated the holographic Quadrant Map, displaying the flight path out of Grey Space back to Terran Federation territory. "To answer your earlier question, John, we should be there in just over two days’ time. We'll reach Jericho at around three in the afternoon in the timezone where Calara's family live."  
 
      
 
    "How do you know that?" Calara asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    "I reviewed your service records before I recruited you to the team. Your parents were listed as your next of kin, complete with contact details," the blonde explained, before activating the Tachyon drive and sending the Invictus leaping into hyper-warp. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, I see. Well remembered," the brunette replied, surprised at the extent of Alyssa's background check. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have a few hours to kill before dinner," John began, looking at Calara and raising an eyebrow. "Do you want a rematch?" 
 
      
 
    "Still smarting from losing the last round?" Jade teased him gently. 
 
      
 
    He grinned with anticipation. "Oh yes, I need to re-establish who's the top dog once again."  
 
      
 
    Calara shivered with excitement and nodded enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    "Any plans, Jade?" he asked, turning to the Nymph. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, I'd like to borrow our lovely Nymph, if that's okay, Jade?" Alyssa interrupted, before the green skinned girl could reply. "I need her help for a little experiment...” 
 
      
 
    "Sounds intriguing," the Nymph agreed with a grin. "I'm all yours!" 
 
      
 
    "Let’s go then," John said springing up from his chair. 
 
      
 
    Dana pouted at being left out. "Hey! Aren't you going to ask about my plans?"  
 
      
 
    "No, I already have something in mind for you," John replied cryptically. 
 
      
 
    She gave him a suspicious look. "As long as it doesn't involve the pool, I'm up for anything.” 
 
      
 
    "Wonderful!" he answered back with a lopsided smile, not elaborating further. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, they all left the bridge and returned to their quarters, eager to get changed out of the formal outfits they’d worn for the statue unveiling ceremony on Ashana. As John hung up his suit, he still found it difficult to believe that the Ashanath High Council had offered him an alliance... and not an alliance to the Terran Federation, but to him personally. Shaking his head, he got dressed in his sparring gear and left the walk-in-wardrobe to meet up with Calara, who was waiting in the corridor. He paused before he left, glancing back at Alyssa and Jade, who had stripped off their clothes and were cuddled together under the covers. 
 
      
 
    He studied them with a raised eyebrow. "What kind of experiment involves you two being nude in bed?" 
 
      
 
    "Important training, that's what," Alyssa said airily. 
 
      
 
    John chuckled and waved goodbye. "Okay, have fun." 
 
      
 
    "We intend to!" she called after him, followed by a round of playful giggles from the two bedmates. 
 
      
 
    John strolled down the corridor, meeting up with the Latina who waited for him impatiently. She bounced lightly from one foot to the other, her eyes flashing with excitement as she watched him approach. 
 
      
 
    "You look like you're going to be a handful today," he remarked, seeing her practically buzzing with energy. 
 
      
 
    "If you want your prize, you're going to have to earn it!" she challenged him, fire in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    John paused and took his time, openly admiring Calara’s luscious athletic body, her limber muscles flexing as she shifted her weight from one toned leg to another. "I want my prize alright, and I have every intention of claiming it.” 
 
      
 
    "We'll see," she said in a low, throaty voice. 
 
      
 
    John gestured for her to proceed down the corridor and Dana strolled out of her room to join them as they departed. The redhead watched John and Calara dart smouldering looks at one another as they walked, and she quivered as a thrill went down her spine.  
 
      
 
    “Damn... You could cut the sexual tension in the air with a knife!" she exclaimed, biting her lower lip with lust. 
 
      
 
    "Calara thinks she has what it takes to challenge me,” John said, looking relaxed and confident. “I'm planning to remind her of her place.” 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned, rubbing her hands with glee. "I'm so glad you insisted I come along to watch this!" 
 
      
 
    He looked her up and down and rumbled, "I have plans for you too, remember..." 
 
      
 
    The auburn-haired girl nearly tripped over her feet and looked at him with wide eyes as they entered the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shivered with excitement as she listened to John's conversation with Dana and Calara; she found this new authoritative side to him to be absolutely thrilling! Rolling over, she gave Jade an alluring smile. “Now, where were we?” 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure it's wise to encourage John's dominant side?" Jade interrupted, the Nymph's bewitching emerald eyes studying her curiously. "After everything we just found out about the Progenitors, we could be heading down a path that might not be much fun for any of us." 
 
      
 
    The blonde paused for a long moment before replying. "He needs this," she said with certainty. "John's denied his true nature for so long, I think if we let him indulge himself a little, it will stop him from suddenly snapping and going off the deep end." 
 
      
 
    "I believe you're doing the right thing, I just wanted to understand your reasoning," Jade said, looking calm and thoughtful. "Like you, I've seen what he's like during his rages... there's a raw power there that was frightening to witness." 
 
      
 
    "I know what you mean, but I trust him," Alyssa replied without hesitation. "Both of those times he was just trying to protect me. I know what he's like, how he thinks... I just can't see him even thinking about hurting any of us." 
 
      
 
    Jade nodded and her lips curved up in a teasing smile. "So, back to why you wanted me here in bed with you," she said coyly, brushing the back of her hand gently down Alyssa's arm. "Not that I object in the slightest...” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa held her arms open for the Nymph. "I'd like to try something out; I have a feeling it could be important."  
 
      
 
    Jade’s smile turned seductive as she straddled the blonde, then lowered herself so that their firm breasts pressed together with their erect nipples aligned. "I thought we tried out quite a few new things when we played at being twins..." she murmured in a sultry voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sighed happily at the raunchy memories and cupped Jade's beautiful face in her hands to tilt her down for a kiss. They locked lips sensually for a while, just enjoying each other's soft, luscious bodies, before they finally pulled apart. 
 
      
 
    *That was lovely, but I actually wanted to test this,* Alyssa murmured, her thoughts echoing clearly in Jade's mind. 
 
      
 
    "Well we already know I can hear your thoughts," Jade replied, remembering how Alyssa had prompted her with dialogue and guidance on how to keep John fooled, when pretending to be the blonde. "It worked brilliantly for keeping us in sync with John.” 
 
      
 
    "Very true, and that was extremely hot, but I really wanted to see if it works the other way around," the psychic blonde girl explained. 
 
      
 
    "How do you propose we do that exactly?" Jade asked, looking intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "Well, reading your thoughts is slightly easier than with Calara and Dana, which I'm guessing might be because you're latently psychic as well. I can just tap into John's thoughts without even thinking about it and I'd like to try that with you too," Alyssa asked, her fingers tracing a gentle circle on the Nymph’s temple. 
 
      
 
    Jade’s brow furrowed with concern. "You want completely unhindered access to my most personal thoughts?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, we don't have to do this," Alyssa faltered, suddenly uncertain. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph‘s frown lifted into a playful grin. "I was only teasing, I have no secrets from you. Of course we can try it!"  
 
      
 
    The blonde sighed with relief. "You had me worried there for a minute!"  
 
      
 
    Jade apologised with a quick kiss. "Sorry, I couldn’t resist. So, how do you want to do this?" 
 
      
 
    "I usually feel closest to you when we're in bed together,” Alyssa explained with an alluring smile. “I thought it might be easier to create that connection when we're... like this."  
 
      
 
    "You have my permission to penetrate my mind," Jade said breathily as she leaned in for another kiss.  
 
      
 
    Their lips brushed against each other once more, but the Nymph kept her shining emerald eyes open, staring into Alyssa's bright blue orbs as though peering into her soul. Alyssa experienced an overwhelming surge of affection for her friend, relaxing in her embrace as they revelled in that intimacy. Their kisses were soft and sensual, reflecting the close bond between them, and suddenly Alyssa began to hear Jade's gentle voice in her mind.  
 
      
 
    *I really hope this works,* the nymph thought longingly. *I'd love to be able to share myself with Alyssa...*  
 
      
 
    *It's working, I hear you!* Alyssa exclaimed in delight. She felt a gradual change in the mosaic of small stones that represented Jade in her mind, the darkened background starting to brighten with a soft light, just as thoughts and feelings began pouring out of the image. 
 
      
 
    *Oh, this is wonderful!* Jade gasped. *Your voice is so much clearer and I can feel your emotions too!* 
 
      
 
    They continued to stare into one another's eyes, no longer kissing, but just communicating with one another silently and more profoundly than they ever had before. It was as though all barriers had come down between them and their souls were now speaking to one another unhindered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John narrowly dodged a spinning kick that was aimed at his head, then stepped closer to his opponent to attempt a counter punch with his right fist. Calara let the momentum of her kick spin her around and she skilfully blocked the punch, before dancing back out of reach. They had been sparring without pause for an hour and were both covered in a light sheen of perspiration from all that exertion. 
 
      
 
    "Not bad, not bad at all," John said, before darting forward and trying to sweep her leg out from under her. 
 
      
 
    Calara leapt in the air and kicked out, making John rush to deflect her attack, preventing him from carrying out his planned follow-up punch. She landed nimbly to the side and darted backwards, managing to avoid leaving herself open to attack.  
 
      
 
    "Maybe I'll be able to teach you a thing or two," she said sassily, her face lighting up with a jubilant grin. 
 
      
 
    John laughed at her fiery spirit, thoroughly enjoying the match. In truth she had improved remarkably over their training sessions, learning everything he could teach her at a very rapid pace. However, he still had one major advantage over the nimble brunette. 
 
      
 
    He glided forward, blocking and deflecting a number of well-aimed precise strikes. Pulling his fist back, he took a wild swing at her upper body, telegraphing the move and then overextending. Calara dodged easily and then took the bait, stepping in to twist and perform a throw that would send him crashing to the mat. Unfortunately for her, he had quickly repositioned his weight so that he was still perfectly balanced. When the brunette attempted to grapple him, he broke the hold with his vastly superior strength and caught her in his arms. He gently but firmly brought her down to the mat, pinning her underneath his weight. 
 
      
 
    He watched Calara's face as she ran through a flurry of emotions at lightning speed. At first, she was shocked and surprised when she realised she had been duped, then resignation set in when John used his mighty strength to overpower her and win the match. Finally, her eyes blazed with excitement, as she realised the consequences of losing. 
 
      
 
    "To the victor, the spoils," she said breathily, as he hovered over her, still keeping her pinned in place. 
 
      
 
    John leaned down and kissed her passionately, his lips pressing firmly against hers and eliciting a lusty moan from the excited Latina. He pulled back and stared at Calara’s flushed face, her breathing heavy with passion.  
 
      
 
    "If you like those clothes, you better strip," he warned her, releasing his hold and yanking off his top. “Because I’m about to tear them off you...” 
 
      
 
    Calara panted with excitement and grabbed the bottom of her sports bra, arching her back so that she could pull it straight over her head, freeing her proud breasts. She watched his face as he stared lustily at her body, and she quivered with anticipation, knowing exactly what was about to happen. She raised both legs straight in the air, daintily pointing her toes upwards as she lifted up her bottom, then pulled off her figure-hugging leggings. 
 
      
 
    John ripped off his shorts, tearing the material in his haste. Seeing his frenzied excitement made the gorgeous brunette moan wantonly, her hungry gaze roaming over his muscular physique. He knelt by her raised, closed thighs, his rampantly throbbing cock aching to be embedded inside her. Holding her knees in his hands, John pushed to spread them apart, only for Calara to flex her strong leg muscles, challenging him silently with her lusty brown eyes. He used his massive strength to gently but insistently prise her thighs apart, and the Latina moaned with arousal as he overcame her playful resistance.  
 
      
 
    "You've beaten me," she said, flashing him a heated look. "I'm yours to do with as you please," 
 
      
 
    John leaned over her, his pulsing cock only inches above her parted pussy lips. He reached up to gather her wrists and pin them above her head, holding her down against the ground mat. Calara let out an excited gasp and stared up into his eyes, the two of them only inches apart. He tilted his hips back so that the rounded tip of his cock was nudging at her moist entrance and gradually began to push inside. The brunette mewled with pleasure, writhing helplessly on the mat as she was skewered by his massive length. 
 
      
 
    Calara was expecting to be power fucked into oblivion, so it was a surprise when John kept her pinned in place. He entered her slowly and carefully, making her shake with desire as she felt inch after inch stretching her out at an almost glacial pace. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you were going to be rough?" she challenged him, her eyes flashing dangerously.  
 
      
 
    "I'm savouring my prize," he replied, keeping her tightly restrained as he pushed into her womb, making her cry out at that incredible feeling. 
 
      
 
    Calara stared in awe at his powerful arms and shivered with excitement, knowing that she had no way of escaping his implacable grasp. She gazed into John's eyes, then tilted her head up so that she could kiss his biceps. Her nimble tongue darted out and she licked the bulging muscles, first one arm and then the other, maintaining eye contact the whole time. It was a simple and primal gesture, but it conveyed her submissiveness far more eloquently than any words could ever say.  
 
      
 
    John stared at her with excited eyes and leaned down to kiss her passionately, his hips beginning to pick up the pace as he really started to fuck her. The Latina responded immediately to the forceful motion of his hips, panting with excitement as he drove into her yielding young body. He looked down at her beautiful olive-toned flesh, watching as she writhed and moaned underneath him, finding her darker complexion tremendously arousing. When he pushed as deep as he could inside her, Calara rewarded him with a delicious groan as she felt his heavy balls slapping against her pert cheeks.  
 
      
 
    The Latina drew back her legs further, opening her pelvis and giving his pounding cock full access to her perfectly sculpted body. He loved the compliant way she cradled him between her thighs, gently rocking with him as though cushioning his thrusts. He released her wrists and cradled her head in his hands, watching Calara’s beautiful face as she gasped every time he impaled her. Now she was free, Calara caressed his biceps, squeezing them and gently raking her nails over his skin as he thrust powerfully into her.  
 
      
 
    Dana stared at them from the side of the mat with wide eyes. She had watched their lengthy sparring foreplay completely entranced and was totally enthralled by the sight of John and Calara fucking with such raw, primitive need.  
 
      
 
    Calara seemed to find John's strength an overwhelming aphrodisiac and her athletic body responded with as much passion as he was taking her. Eventually she wrapped her legs around him, her calves resting on his buttocks as he pounded into her. She cried out as she climaxed, clutching him to her as she screamed out his name, her long nails raking across his back as she convulsed with passion.  
 
      
 
    This was enough to set off his own explosive orgasm and his hoarse cry joined hers as he shot long streams of cum into her luscious young body. They stayed locked together for what seemed like an eternity, her belly filling and press up against his toned abdomen. With one last shudder his balls were completely spent and his shoulders sagged slightly, his arms trembling with the adrenalin coursing through him. 
 
      
 
    "Now that... was incredible," Calara panted, trying to get her breath back. Wrapped around him, she gave John an appreciative final squeeze before relaxing her grip.  
 
      
 
    He gently pulled out and rolled to her side, letting her use one arm as a pillow, while running a hand over her engorged tummy. "It felt so primal taking you like that," he murmured as he traced her taut young flesh with his fingertips.  
 
      
 
    "You were so strong and dominant, it was like my body was responding instinctively to being taken by my powerful mate," she said quietly, looking up at him with wonder in her deep brown eyes. "If you'd told me six months ago that I'd love being taken like that, I'd have thought you insane, but that was the hottest thing I've ever experienced.” 
 
      
 
    They kissed again, but gently now, still reeling from the intensity of their passion and unwilling to stir up that tempestuous lust once again. Their lips brushed each other one last time and John pulled back, looking at her beautiful face with warm eyes.  
 
      
 
    "I love you," he said simply and honestly. 
 
      
 
    "I love you too," she replied, sighing in delight. 
 
      
 
    John lifted his gaze from hers and his eyes settled on Dana, who was staring at them like a deer in the headlights. He chuckled lightly and stopped caressing Calara's belly for a moment to beckon over the redhead.  
 
      
 
    "Come here honey, I need your help for something I've got planned for later," he said to her, his voice quiet and reassuring. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned at them both and approached eagerly, suddenly realising why John had insisted she be present while he fucked Calara senseless. She knelt between the brunette's long slender legs and her smile turned coy.  
 
      
 
    "And what would you like me to do exactly?" she asked, as she reached out with her hand to stroke the Latina's hugely bloated belly, rounded out with several pints of John's cum. 
 
      
 
    "I want you to lap up every last drop," John instructed her, his tone firm and authoritative. "I want your belly looking as big and round as Calara's does right now." 
 
      
 
    Dana moaned excitedly and lay down to get to work, making deliciously debauched noises as she sucked John's cum from the gasping brunette. John ran his hand through her dark red hair, watching Dana enthusiastically lapping away at her friend’s pussy as she stared up at him with a wild gleam in her eyes. The Latina began to pant and moan, clinging to John as she began to climax again, her thighs trembling uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    They finished with Dana lying on her back and an exhausted Calara sitting on her friend's face, as the redhead sucked out the last few drops of John's spunk from her pussy. The Latina had lost count of how many times she had cum, and she had sagged helplessly in John's supportive arms, while he stroked her back and whispered loving things in her ear. John helped both girls stand when they were done, Calara's belly now flat and toned once more while Dana's stomach was heavily rounded where she carried John's prodigious load, looking like she was at least six months pregnant. 
 
      
 
    "Perfect," he said with satisfaction, while stroking Dana's curved tummy.  
 
      
 
    John led them both out of the gym to return to their bedroom to get cleaned up. They walked hand-in-hand together in companionable silence, exchanging glances and satisfied smiles.  When they finally wandered into their bedroom, they were surprised to see Jade and Alyssa curled up in each other's arms, fast asleep under the covers. Tip-toeing stealthily past the sleeping couple, they entered the bathroom and shut the door behind them to avoid waking the sleeping girls. Stripping off, they stepped into the shower, letting the soothing hot water cascade over them.  
 
      
 
    "I'll make some dinner after this," John said quietly to the two young women he held in his arms.  
 
      
 
    "I'll help," Dana immediately volunteered, enjoying being able to spend so much time with him. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked up at him, something clearly on her mind. "I'll join you later if that’s alright?”  
 
      
 
    "Sure, no problem,” he agreed, stroking her back. “Are you okay? 
 
      
 
    "Something’s bugging me,” the brunette replied cryptically. “I’d like to think some things over." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds ominous... I thought you enjoyed this afternoon?" John asked, sounding concerned. 
 
      
 
    Her expression softened and she gave them a loving smile. "Don't be silly, it's not about us. You two absolutely blew my mind..." 
 
      
 
    "That's a relief," Dana said with a grin. "So what's the trouble exactly? Anything we can do to help?" 
 
      
 
    Calara looked pensive and slowly shook her head. "No, I can't really put my finger on it, but I have this nagging feeling that we've missed something important."  
 
      
 
    "Take whatever time you need,” John agreed, giving her a supportive hug. “We'll see you later for dinner." 
 
      
 
    They left the shower, dried off, and crept quietly through the bedroom to get dressed before they parted company. John and Dana waved goodbye to Calara, then strolled down to the big doors at the end of the corridor and headed into the Officers' Lounge. The brunette stepped into the grav-tube and ascended up to the Command Deck, swathed in a soft blue glow. 
 
      
 
    She walked out onto the absolute stillness of the Bridge and glided down the slope to the comforting familiarity of her tactical station. She had spent dozens of hours here, poring over system maps while hunting for a pirate base; that seemed like an eternity ago now and she found the tranquillity here conducive to deep thought. After easing her shapely figure into the luxurious embrace of the elaborate tactical chair, she activated the Sector Map and watched the Invictus racing from star to star.  
 
      
 
    The assault cruiser was racing through hyper-warp at an incredible speed, over triple what was capable by any vessel in the Terran Federation, courtesy of the new Tachyon Drive they’d acquired from the Ashanath. Calara shook her head in disbelief, remembering the time she’d spent on the Corvette Griffon and thinking how slow that ship seemed to her now. As she sat there thinking about the past, she felt that same sense of irritation at the back of her mind that had disturbed her earlier. 
 
      
 
    There was definitely something bothering her, but Calara couldn't quite put her finger on it. It was like she had missed something obvious and her subconscious nagged at her to remember what it was. She started idly flicking through the stellar charts, following the glowing green trail back to their departure point at the Ashanath homeworld. Seeing Ashana centred in the system map made the feeling even stronger and she stared at the reddish-orange planet while rubbing her temples. 
 
      
 
    "What am I missing?" she groaned with frustration.  
 
      
 
    Then the answer struck like a thunderbolt and she froze, her eyes widening. Galvanised into action, she leaned over the console, her slender fingers moving with urgent haste. Calara replaced the System Map with an archived representation of Ashana's surface, the very same image that Dana had displayed when showing them the results of her active scan. The brunette pressed another button and hundreds of subterranean installations surrounded the underground Progenitor research facility, including the dozens of massive planetary defence lasers that were built into the ground.  
 
      
 
    "That's it," she said with grim satisfaction, leaning back in her chair and tapping her chin thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Glancing over at the ship's chronometer built into her console, Calara realised with a start that she was late for dinner. She’d been so wrapped up in solving this mystery, that she had completely lost track of time. Jumping to her feet, she jogged to the grav-tube, hoping that John wouldn't be cross with her for getting distracted and turning up late. Then a naughty grin appeared on her beautiful face as she thought about being punished for her poor timekeeping. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Jade, and Dana sat around the dining table, waiting patiently for John as he brought the serving bowl of food out from the kitchen. He set it down on the platform in the middle of the table and started to dish out the lamb stew, when the doors to the officers' lounge crashed open, causing them all to jump.  
 
      
 
    "Sorry I'm late!" Calara called out as she jogged over to join them. 
 
      
 
    She reached the dining table panting for breath, and darted a lusty look at John, hesitating a moment before sitting down. He wondered what that signified, before sudden realisation came to him and he smiled inwardly. 
 
      
 
    "That's unlike you to be tardy, Calara," he chastised her sternly, watching to see how she would react.  
 
      
 
    She gave him a smouldering look and subconsciously arched her back, making the perfect globes of her firm ass look breathtaking in her skin-tight jumpsuit. "I'm very sorry, Sir," she murmured, looking down in contrition.  
 
      
 
    "I accept your apology for now," he said, with a teasing smile on his face. "But I'll have to think of a suitable punishment for you later." 
 
      
 
    Calara sat down and looked at him with a gleam in her eyes, as the other girls grinned at their banter. 
 
      
 
    "So what kept you? Did you have any luck figuring out what was bothering you?" he asked curiously, while handing a plate of steaming stew over to Jade. 
 
      
 
    The brunette nodded eagerly. "Do you remember when Dana took that active scan of Ashana's surface, when the subterranean hangar opened up? Well, something about that whole setup didn't seem quite right to me. I couldn't quite put my finger on what it was exactly, but it's been bothering me ever since. Until now..." 
 
      
 
    John gestured towards the girls' inquisitive faces around the table. "You have our undivided attention. What did you discover?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, the Ashanath were defending that facility with dozens of planetary defence lasers," Calara carefully explained. "They've assembled a vast amount of firepower to protect that site, and they have the capability to take out a battleship without too much trouble. It got me thinking about exactly what they're protecting down there in that bunker." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe they’re worried that a Progenitor might want to wipe out any clues to their existence?" Dana offered thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    "Based on what we saw, I don't think the Progenitors are particularly bothered what people knew about them," John replied, his brow furrowed. "They struck me as being far too powerful to care." 
 
      
 
    "There were dozens of ancient relics depicting the Progenitors in that vault," Jade noted. "I'm inclined to agree with John; they don't seem to be very thorough about hiding their tracks." 
 
      
 
    "So if we agree that the Progenitors are a bunch of murderous tyrants, with absolutely no interest in stone pictographs...” Alyssa quickly glanced at John and grinned. “No offence intended, handsome."  
 
      
 
    "None taken," he replied, waving away her apology. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa leaned forward and continued, "Then what else could be hidden in that facility beside a bunch of stones, that the Progenitors could actually be interested in?" 
 
      
 
    Calara nodded, her expression sombre. "Whatever it is, the Ashanath have endeavoured to conceal and defend it at vast expense.” 
 
      
 
    "And it has them absolutely terrified," Alyssa finished, a deathly hush descending over the room. 
 
      
 
    They all exchanged worried glances, wondering what could possibly be hidden at the facility. 
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath had control of a vast area of space for thousands of years; who knows what they could have found," John pondered out loud, breaking the silence. "Unfortunately, it seems they don't trust us enough, or at least me in particular, to share information on whatever it is they discovered." 
 
      
 
    "Should we go back and ask them about it?" Jade asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think it would do any good," John said, shaking his head. "We left on excellent terms and they still kept it a secret." 
 
      
 
    "I'd be willing to bet good money it’s Progenitor tech of some kind," Dana said with a wistful look in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    John sighed in frustration. "It looks like we’ll have to do even more to gain their trust before the Ashanath share whatever they have hidden." He turned to the Latina and nodded appreciatively. "That was excellent detective work, Calara. Well done for figuring it out.” 
 
      
 
    She sat up straighter, flushing with pride. "I just wish I knew what they’ve hidden down there." 
 
      
 
    John finished serving up and they all tucked in, eating hungrily after having worked up an appetite with their busy afternoon. When he eventually finished his dinner, he leaned back in his chair at the head of the table, enjoying watching the girls and listening to their animated conversation. They finished eating shortly afterwards and Alyssa sent him off to relax on the sofas while they cleared up. Jade rose to join him, following a sly glance and unspoken conversation with Alyssa, and she slipped her hand into his as they walked across the lounge. 
 
      
 
    "Take a seat," she said, a beaming smile on her beautiful, exotic face as she gestured at a comfortable looking chair. 
 
      
 
    John nodded agreeably and sat as instructed, reclining backwards with a decadent sigh. The Nymph walked around behind him and gave him a playful grin as she flexed her fingers, before brushing them over his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "Just relax," she urged him in a soft whisper, her dexterous hands working their magic on the muscles in his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "That feels wonderful," he murmured with a contented sigh, as she stroked and massaged him with accomplished skill. He studied her verdant face, smiling at her expression of intense concentration. "Tell me more about your afternoon, honey. You and Alyssa looked like you were going to have some fun." 
 
      
 
    Jade looked down at him lovingly, her hands never stopping in their unceasing quest to relax and pleasure him. "It was amazing, but not in the way you’re implying.” 
 
      
 
    "Now you’ve really piqued my curiosity.” He closed his eyes as she worked the tense muscles in his upper arms. "Damn, that feels so good..." 
 
      
 
    "It's hard to describe, but it felt like Alyssa and I... bonded," the nymph cautiously explained, trying her think of the best way to describe the intense feelings and sensations she had experienced. "I've never felt so intimate a connection with someone before... and I feel so much better because of it." Jade leaned down to plant a tender kiss on his head. "Well except with you, but that's a little different." 
 
      
 
    John opened his eyes and studied her face as she watched him from above. Now that she mentioned it, Jade looked more settled and at peace with herself. It was a fleeting ephemeral thing, but the beautiful green-skinned girl seemed to be more confident and assured in her bearing, as though her experience with Alyssa had given her an inner strength that she hadn't known before. 
 
      
 
    His intense scrutiny of the alien girl was interrupted by the soft footfalls of the other three girls, who glided over to join them. Moving with perfect coordination, Alyssa sat on his right and Calara moved to his left, while Dana gracefully sank to her knees in front of him. He looked at each of them in turn, with a deeply satisfied smile on his face, before his gaze finally settled on the blonde to his right. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you did to Jade definitely agrees with her," he said to Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "She was right, it was intense," she agreed, leaning in to gently kiss him. "To say 'We bonded' is a good way to describe it." Alyssa shared a smile with Jade, then continued, "I'd only intended to try and improve my ability to read her thoughts, but it went so much further than that. We established the same kind of permanent psychic connection that I have with you.” 
 
      
 
    "So you're constantly hearing Jade's thoughts in your head?" John asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded excitedly before smiling at Calara and Dana. "I'd like to try to do the same with you two as well sometime, if that's okay?" 
 
      
 
    The brunette and the redhead stared back at her with wide eyes, then eagerly nodded their agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful it doesn't get too busy in there," John said, reaching up to run his fingers through her hair and stroke her head protectively. "You know I don't want you taking any undue risks." 
 
      
 
    "I'll be careful, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her with concern. "Do you need any healing after creating this... bond?" 
 
      
 
    "We'll stick with your original plan and save that for tomorrow," she crooned seductively in his ear. Alyssa glanced at the redhead's already rounded belly. "Dana isn't quite ready yet, but she's not far off. You just relax and let us show you how much we all love you.” 
 
      
 
    John sighed with bliss as Jade continued massaging his tired muscles, while Calara and Alyssa leaned in to kiss him lovingly from either side. He glanced down for a moment and locked eyes with Dana, who was staring at him hungrily and reaching out to undo his belt. 
 
      
 
    "You lucky son of a bitch," was his last coherent thought, before the girls did their best to totally overwhelm his senses with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everyone awoke bright and early the next day, feeling refreshed and ready to go. They practically leapt out of bed in their eagerness to get started, all except Dana, who while feeling equally exuberant, was still carrying a rounded tummy full of John's cum. They laughed as they helped her up, then everyone headed into the shower, getting refreshed for the day ahead. After a quick breakfast, they parted company, with Jade heading off for a swim. Calara waved goodbye with a mischievous smile on her face and said she was preparing a surprise for them later.  
 
      
 
    Dana followed Alyssa and John into the walk-in-wardrobe, and browsed through her friend's vast collection of outfits until she found what she was looking for. With an excited grin, she waved them goodbye and disappeared out the door, in a rush to get changed in her own room. Alyssa stood spectacularly nude in the centre of the room, pondering which outfit to wear. Finally making her mind up, she put on delicate matching black underwear, then long, thigh-high stockings. She slipped her dainty feet into some black stiletto heels and glided alluringly over to her collection of formal clothes. 
 
      
 
    John hadn't been idle and was now dressed in a dark pinstripe suit himself. He stood in front of the mirror, and went through the familiar motions of folding and tucking his blue tie into a full Windsor knot. 
 
      
 
    "You look very smart today," Alyssa said, brushing her fingers over his lapels and nodding her approval. "Going for an interview?"  
 
      
 
    "Interviewing someone actually," John replied with an air of nonchalance. "She looks like she could be a promising candidate." 
 
      
 
    "Well I hope it proves to be a productive meeting," Alyssa said with a coy smile, their eyes meeting for a moment, before he strolled out the door. 
 
      
 
    The blonde turned back to the racks of clothes and smiled as she chose a white formal shirt, sliding the slinky material over her toned arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John left the blue glow of the grav tube, and strode through the Bridge to the Ready Room with a spring in his step. He opened the door and strolled inside, walking over to sit down in the comfortable chair behind his heavy desk that dominated this side of the room. He watched the stars for a little while, enjoying the sprawling vista of space as it flashed by the tall windows that ran the full length of the room. 
 
      
 
    After a short wait, the door swished open and Dana sauntered in, sashaying across the room to join him. She shivered with excitement at the way his hungry eyes devoured her. 
 
      
 
    "You look absolutely breathtaking," he said appreciatively, watching her every move. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said with a shy smile as she posed for him. "Jade's been teaching me a few things... I'm glad you like the results." 
 
      
 
    Dana had her auburn hair styled up with a few teasing tendrils framing her lovely face. She had made subtle use of cosmetics to accentuate her high cheekbones and delicate features, the overall effect absolutely breathtaking. She was wearing a black pencil skirt suit with a formal white shirt, along with thigh-high stockings and four-inch heels. However, the clean sharp lines of the formal business attire were greatly distorted, her belly still heavily swollen after waking John in the early hours of the morning to greedily feast on his cum.  
 
      
 
    "You look perfect," he said, shaking his head with wonder. 
 
      
 
    "Role playing like this is so much fun!" she exclaimed, her sky-blue eyes twinkling with delight as she began to giggle. "I'm so happy you included me in this one." 
 
      
 
    John laughed along with her, enjoying seeing how happy and excited she looked. A polite knock on the door interrupted their light-hearted banter and they grinned at each other with anticipation.  
 
      
 
    "Let's get into character," he said, adopting a stern authoritative demeanour. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, Sir!" Dana simpered vacantly, flashing him a sly wink. 
 
      
 
    "Come in," he called out in a loud voice. 
 
      
 
    The door swished open and Alyssa glided into the room. She wore the charcoal pencil skirt suit that did such a spectacular job of showcasing her figure the last few times she'd worn it. The expertly cut cloth clung to her athletic curves, emphasising her femininity, whilst still managing to maintain an air of respectability. Like Dana, Alyssa had her voluminous hair up, the beautiful blonde locks piled high, which revealed her slender graceful neck. Her full lips looked redder than normal and her eyes more smoky, her beautiful features accentuated by the skilful application of make-up. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Miss Marant, I'm glad you were able to make it here today," John greeted her, rising to his feet and walking around the desk to clasp her dainty hand in a firm handshake. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr. Blake," Alyssa replied, her tone deferential. "I know how busy and important you are, and I greatly appreciate you taking the time from your schedule for this interview." 
 
      
 
    "Not at all," John said, with a smile. "Please, take a seat. Would you like a drink? Tea, or coffee perhaps?" 
 
      
 
    "Just water would be perfect, thank you," the blonde said as she sat in the chair opposite, demurely crossing her legs at the knee. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, would you please furnish Miss Marant with a glass of water," he requested politely as he returned to his chair behind the desk. 
 
      
 
    "At once, Mr. Blake," Dana said obsequiously, before gliding over to the water dispenser in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    "Well, Miss Marant, I believe you're here about the job as my PA?" he enquired, steepling his fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Call me Alyssa, please," she replied with a disarming smile, nodding her thanks to Dana when she returned with the glass of water. 
 
      
 
    "Certainly, Alyssa. Perhaps you'd like to explain what you could bring to my organisation?" he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded eagerly and launched into a detailed, well prepared presentation about her extensive background in accountancy and business management. She concluded by explaining how her excellent communication skills would let her fit seamlessly into the organisation. 
 
      
 
    "It's interesting you should mention your oral skills, Dana excels at those, don't you my dear?" he asked the redhead who was now standing beside him. 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled and blushed, darting him an impish look. 
 
      
 
    "I must say I'm impressed, Alyssa. You definitely seem to be just what I'm looking for in a PA," he said approvingly, as his eyes roamed up and down her gorgeous young body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glowed under his praise, her face lighting up with hope that she might be offered the job. "I always like to give 110% to any organisation I'm with," she said, brimming with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    "Dana here is very dedicated too, aren't you, young lady?" he asked the redhead fondly. "Unfortunately, she will be departing on maternity leave in a few weeks, which is why I'm looking for her replacement.” He ran his hand over her obscenely bloated belly. “You're nearly ready now, aren't you honey?"  
 
      
 
    Dana giggled brainlessly and leaned her engorged stomach into his caressing hand. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, congratulations, Mr. Blake!" Alyssa exclaimed. "Will this be your first child?" 
 
      
 
    "That's correct Alyssa, but I've found that I very much like the idea of being a parent, and intend to father many children," he clarified as he glanced up into Dana's eyes. Her vacant look disappeared for a second and she stared at him lovingly, before getting back into character. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Blake managed to knock me up on his first try," she beamed ecstatically at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    John grinned as he caressed her rounded tummy. "You were a very good girl, lovely and fertile.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked embarrassed, glancing away shyly, as he lovingly stroked his current PA's belly. 
 
      
 
    "My apologies, I got a little distracted there, Alyssa. Let's get back to business," he said, turning his attention back to the blonde girl who shifted uncomfortably in her seat. 
 
      
 
    "It's quite alright, Mr Blake," she said, with an understanding smile. “It’s lovely to see how much you care about your girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    "Excellent," John grinned. "I took the precaution of drawing up a contract for you, just in case you met the criteria I was looking for, and I'm delighted to inform you that you do.” 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Blake! You won't regret this, I'll be the best PA you've ever had!" Alyssa gushed, her face lighting up with joy. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure you will," he replied with a wicked grin. "Anyway, here's the contract. I've taken the precaution of tripling your previous salary... I hope that's sufficient?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, wow! That's so generous, Mr. Blake, thank you!" Alyssa exclaimed, her cerulean eyes widening in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure you'll earn every penny," John replied with an indulgent smile. He glanced at his redheaded assistant. "Dana, the contract please."  
 
      
 
    Dana glided around the table, and presented Alyssa with a leather backed binder and a pen. "There you go, Miss. Marant," she said in a warm friendly voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa took the pen and opened the binder, placing it on the desk in front of her. Not bothering to read the contract, she signed her name with an elegant flourish. "There we go," she said with a beaming smile. 
 
      
 
    "Aren't you going to read it first?" John asked her with a predatory smile. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm sure it's all above board," she replied, gazing back at him in wide-eyed innocence. 
 
      
 
    "It's certainly airtight from a legal point of view," he agreed, as Dana picked up the binder. He rose and walked around the table to stand beside her, offering his hand. "Welcome to the family.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave him a dazzling smile as she rose from her chair and shook his hand. "Don't you mean 'Welcome to the team'?" 
 
      
 
    "I much prefer to think of a ripe young woman I intend to impregnate as family," John said in a friendly voice. "Now if you'd care to bend over the desk, we can put that womb of yours to work." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Alyssa replied looking bemused, thinking this must be some kind of strange workplace prank on the new employee, as he gently but insistently led her over to the desk. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, would you be so kind as to show Miss Marant the relevant section of the contract?" John requested, as he used his strong hands to bend the blonde forward over the desk. 
 
      
 
    "Contract? What about the contract?" Alyssa mumbled, as she moved compliantly. 
 
      
 
    John stepped behind her and then lifted her pencil skirt, revealing a glorious view of tanned and toned flesh encased in black nylons. "That's a good girl... just spread your legs for me a little," he said, moving behind her prone body. Her high heels had her positioned at the perfect height. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Blake!" Alyssa exclaimed indignantly. "What would HR say?" 
 
      
 
    "Dana here is our HR manager. Do you think it's okay If I knock up this sexy little blonde?" he asked the redhead curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, Mr. Blake, the sooner the better!" Dana insisted, opening the binder in front of Alyssa's nose, where she lay bent over the desk. 
 
      
 
    John hooked a finger around Alyssa's delicate black panties and tugged, tearing the material and ripping them away, eliciting a shocked gasp from the helpless blonde. He slid a finger lower, brushing her enflamed clit then easing back to explore her soaked pussy. 
 
      
 
    "I think you enjoyed seeing me stroking Dana's full belly, didn't you, my dear?" he teased her. He undid his trousers, accompanied by the ominous sound of a zip being undone. "Don't worry, it'll be your turn soon.”  
 
      
 
    "This can't be right!" Alyssa gasped, as she looked up at the redhead in front of her. 
 
      
 
    "It's perfectly fine, honestly!" Dana replied with a reassuring smile, moving a slender finger to point at the relevant section of the contract. She read the line from the contract out loud. "I hereby agree to let Mr. Blake use any of my three holes whenever he wishes, up until and after he impregnates me..."  
 
      
 
    "But..." Alyssa stammered, before she let out a shriek of surprise, as John thrust his rampantly throbbing cock all the way inside her soaked pussy. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, they have an excellent maternity policy here," Dana said soothingly, as she leaned over to tweak the blonde's nipples through her shirt. 
 
      
 
    John looked down at Alyssa where she lay bent over the desk in front of him, her firm round buttocks quivering every time his hips slapped into them. The sight of her labia stretched around his broad girth was intoxicating and he hunched over the desk to really pound her deliciously tight pussy. She moaned and gasped as he fucked her vigorously, both of them tremendously turned on by the extended foreplay of the interview. 
 
      
 
    "Are you really going to put a baby in my womb?" Alyssa panted, her carefully styled hair now tumbling down around her ears with the force of the shafting she was taking. She looked over her shoulder to stare into his eyes as he ploughed her pussy with gusto. 
 
      
 
    "Absolutely," John promised, the roleplay forgotten for a moment as he revelled in riding her taut young body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shuddered excitedly, her eyes smouldering with lust.  
 
      
 
    "Dana, would you assist Miss Marant, and make her climax please. I'd like to feel her massage my shaft with her pussy, before she takes my cum.” 
 
      
 
    "At once Mr. Blake!" Dana gasped, snaking her hand under Alyssa's stomach to find her clit. She pressed her lips up to the blonde’s ear and whispered, "Be a good girl and cum for him, It will feel so good around his cock.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa groaned with pleasure as John pounded her harder, while Dana stroked her pulsing clit with the same relentless rhythm. It didn't take long before she let out a long wailing cry as she came, her pussy clenching wildly around John's pistoning shaft. He kept up the pace, riding her through two back-to-back orgasms, before he suddenly pulled out, causing Alyssa to gasp at the sudden shocking withdrawal.  
 
      
 
    "On your knees, Miss Marant. I'd better not impregnate you until you're on the payroll and eligible for maternity," he said considerately. "Now open wide..." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sank to her knees smoothly and gracefully, then tilted her head back, opening her lips in a big inviting oval. John stepped forward and presented her with the head of his cock, which she eagerly took into her hot wet mouth, sucking on him insistently as she grabbed his buttocks to pull him in deeper. Placing one hand on the desk, he cradled the back of her head with the other and pushed forward until his entire length was buried down her throat.  
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck..." he groaned with delight as she sucked on him powerfully, her throat muscles rippling along his cock as she swallowed repeatedly.  
 
      
 
    Dana stood up and stared into his eyes, her own hooded with arousal. "Kiss me as you cum down her throat!" 
 
      
 
    Unable to turn down such an enticing suggestion, he did exactly that. He stared into Dana's eyes and kissed her passionately, while Alyssa moaned in delight as long spurts of his cum shot down into her welcoming stomach. Both sets of teenage lips felt incredible as they kissed his mouth and the base of his cock, his quad flexing as he fed the submissive blonde, until his incredibly satisfying orgasm came to an end. He shuddered involuntarily, and drew a big breath, ending the long kiss with Dana before easing his heavy cock out of Alyssa's grasping throat.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked up at him as she knelt on the floor, a delighted twinkle in her eyes. John helped her to stand, then wrapped his arms around her, pulling the young woman in for a tight hug. When they eventually separated, they shared a grin then burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    "That was so hot..." John sighed, a beaming smile on his face. "You deserved an award for that performance.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, handsome," Alyssa beamed back at him. "You were pretty convincing as the salacious boss yourself!" 
 
      
 
    "How about your Personal Assistant?" Dana asked him with a big grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    "You were smoking hot," he praised her warmly. “And I loved the bit with the contract!” 
 
      
 
    "We probably ought to change the interview process a little before we speak to Rachel," Alyssa said with a wry smile, which made the other two burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go and get cleaned up," John suggested, noting their dishevelled appearance. He started stripping off his suit and folded it on his desk. "We can use the shower right here.”  
 
      
 
    The girls’ outfits disappeared in a flurry of clothing and they followed him into the Commander's private bathroom, giggling eagerly. They stepped into the shower after him and sighed in delight as the hot water splashed over them.   
 
      
 
    "It's quite roomy in here," Dana remarked, this being the first time she'd been in this shower cubicle. She smirked as she turned to look up at him. "I wonder if the designer expected the Commander to be entertaining guests?" 
 
      
 
    "He has my eternal thanks in any event." John grinned and pulled the two girls towards him, hugging them tightly. 
 
      
 
    Both Dana and Alyssa had heavily rounded tummies now, and they brushed against him as they stood close together under the soothing spray. They watched his eyes drop down to their cum-packed stomachs, a broad self-satisfied grin spreading across his face. 
 
      
 
    "Are you really going to get us all pregnant at the same time?" Dana asked, breathless with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, glancing warmly at Alyssa, before returning his focus to the redhead, who looked up with big round eyes. "Yes, I'd love to, but not quite yet and only if that's what you all want."  
 
      
 
    Dana let out a happy little sigh as she hugged him, with Alyssa snuggling in too. John rubbed their backs as he held them close, enjoying the intimate moment with them both. 
 
      
 
    "While I have you both here, I'm reminded of something," John said, looking at Dana. 
 
      
 
    "What's that?" she asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stayed quiet and watched her friend, a flicker of a smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    John held the redhead close. "Do you remember when you decided to change your name from Sparks to Dana? You said you wanted to discuss something with Alyssa first, before you chose a surname. Well here she is...” 
 
      
 
    Dana let out a startled little gasp, and her eyes darted to the blonde in alarm. 
 
      
 
    "Honey, you just brought Alyssa off to a tremendous orgasm and now you’re both standing there with tummies full of my cum. It doesn't really get much more intimate between us than this," he gently encouraged her.  
 
      
 
    "Go ahead and ask me whatever you want," Alyssa said, her expression kind and sympathetic. "Nothing you say will upset me, I promise." 
 
      
 
    Dana's sky-blue eyes darted from Alyssa to John, then back again. "I was thinking about choosing 'Blake' as my surname," she finally blurted out. 
 
      
 
    "That's a wonderful idea," Alyssa said, cupping her oldest friend’s face and giving her a kiss. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked at her in surprise for a moment, then let out a huge sigh of relief. "I was so worried you might be mad... I know you have first dibs on him.” 
 
      
 
    "Hey, wait a minute, don't I get a say in this?" John asked with an amused chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, but I wanted to speak to Alyssa first to see if she was ok with it. You did push the issue..." the redhead said, with a cheeky grin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm touched, honestly, but there are a few things to think about," John said after a brief pause, "What's the official story? Are you taking my name as my adopted daughter? If so, does that mean you’re going to start calling me Daddy?" he smirked, triggering a round of giggles from the girls. "Because if it's not that and you're taking my name as my wife, then that's an entirely different matter." 
 
      
 
    "Wouldn't you like that?" Dana asked him, sounding very vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, I couldn't imagine living a day without you in it," he told her lovingly. "I can't think of anything better than spending the rest of my life with you." 
 
      
 
    She hugged him tightly, pressing her warm and pliant young body up against him. "Oh, John, I feel the same way!" she squealed with joy. "If I take your surname, everyone will know I belong to you!" 
 
      
 
    "John's property?" he said fondly, remembering the JP logo she had emblazoned on her sexy schoolgirl outfit. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, exactly," she purred in a sultry voice. 
 
      
 
    He stroked her back and asked in a hushed voice, "But what about the other girls? I love all of them too...” 
 
      
 
    "Why not marry all of us!" Alyssa gasped, delighted at the way this unexpected conversation was unfolding.  
 
      
 
    "I'd like to, and definitely intend to before I start putting my babies in your bellies," he said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    This announcement drew a sigh of longing from both girls, blonde and redhead gazing up at him in adoration with doe-like eyes.  
 
      
 
    "If it was just the two of you and Jade, it would be no problem at all; none of us have ties outside our new little family," he smiled warmly. "And that's how I think of us all now, as my family." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Dana stared at him, their eyes welling up.  
 
      
 
    "I love being part of this family!" Alyssa exclaimed passionately. "I don't ever want it to end." 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded, clinging to John like a limpet. "My life here with you guys has been unbelievable. I love all of you so much!” 
 
      
 
    "I feel the same way about you, but we’ll have to handle this with some discretion because of Calara,” he said, looking at each girl in turn. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Dana asked, her nose wrinkling in confusion. “She loves the hell out of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Calara has a close family that loves her very much,” John patiently explained. “From what she's said, they’re quite protective and I doubt they’ll be happy about her becoming a co-wife with three other girls. It's probably best to avoid going into details about our relationship when we visit them, but when I do propose, there’ll be no avoiding what could be a painful discussion with her parents." 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to propose to Calara before we arrive at Epsilon-Eridani?" Alyssa asked, concerned about the lovely brunette getting hurt. 
 
      
 
    "No, definitely not," he said with certainty. "Calara has quite enough to worry about already; she’s bringing her much older boyfriend home to meet her parents, while trying to conceal that she’s bisexual and has three female lovers who are also in a relationship with her boyfriend. Let’s just get the introductions out the way first before we start talking about engagements and her being my fiancée.” 
 
      
 
    "Is that what we are now?" Alyssa asked breathlessly. "Your fiancée's?" 
 
      
 
    John hesitated for a moment, getting looks of concern from the girls. “Would you mind waiting for a little while longer? I wasn’t fully prepared for this discussion and I really want to propose to you properly. You two deserve the whole romantic setting, me on bended knee, the ring... everything.” 
 
      
 
    They both squeezed him tightly, and when he turned off the shower, he was surprised to see tears in their eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Hey... please don’t cry,” he said feeling terrible. “I'm sorry I asked you to wait, I just want the best for both of you.” 
 
      
 
    "You idiot," Alyssa said affectionately, brushing her eyes. “We’re not upset.” 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and looked up at him adoringly. "We're both super happy!"  
 
      
 
    "Do you think Jade and Calara would feel the same way?" he asked them both, feeling more than a little trepidation.  
 
      
 
    "What? You mean about marrying you?" Dana scoffed, a big grin on her face. "They're both champing at the bit for you to knock them up! They’ll be unbearably happy if you propose to them as well." 
 
      
 
    John laughed with relief, and the girls snuggled into him, giggling in unison.  
 
      
 
    "What are they up to now?" he asked the blonde.  
 
      
 
    "Jade's still in the pool and Calara... is in the cargo bay!" Alyssa replied, looking startled. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go get dressed in regular clothes and meet up with Calara," John suggested. "I'm curious about this surprise she’s planning." 
 
      
 
    The girls agreed and once they had dried off, they followed him out of the bathroom. John helped them gather their hastily discarded business attire and smirked when he found Alyssa's ripped panties. He presented them to her with a flourish. “I believe these are yours?” 
 
      
 
    "You can keep them as a trophy," she said with a grin. "I really liked that set, but damn... that was worth it!" 
 
      
 
    "No arguments from me," he agreed, gathering his own clothes and strolling onto the Bridge in the nude, leading the girls back to their quarters.  
 
      
 
    They darted past him and spanked his naked butt, giggling as they dashed into the red glowing grav-tube to make their escape down to Deck Two. He chased after them down the corridor, enjoying their happy laughter, until he finally caught them in the bedroom. They looked coyly over their shoulders, arching their backs to push out those deliciously rounded cheeks. He gave them each a playful smack in return, then they entered the walk-in-wardrobe to hang up all their clothes. 
 
      
 
    "Mind if I borrow something else, but casual this time?" Dana asked her friend. 
 
      
 
    "Help yourself," Alyssa said generously. "Everything should fit okay.” 
 
      
 
    The redhead let out a happy sigh as she looked at the blonde’s impressive collection of outfits. "It's pretty awesome we can just swap clothes like this.” She gave John a teasing smile. "One of the benefits to the 'one size fits all' approach to body modification." 
 
      
 
    "Do you regret any of the changes that you've undergone?" he asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Not this again!" Alyssa groaned, rolling her eyes. She held Dana's hand and led her over to the mirrors, so that he could admire the redhead’s astonishing athletic body from all angles. "Look at her, she’s absolutely gorgeous!"  
 
      
 
    Dana grinned while posing, her eyes flashing to her friend. "You’re smoking hot too..." 
 
      
 
    The blonde blew her a kiss. "Thanks, sexy!"  
 
      
 
    “Okay, you made your point,” John said, holding his hands up in surrender. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to look at John, and her face grew serious. "No, I haven’t finished. You need to remember that both Dana and I went through hell growing up as orphans on Karron. We were malnourished and in terrible shape physically, but we both had our fair share of mental scars too. You gave me about as thorough a makeover as it's possible to do, and there's not a single thing I'd change... everything is perfect. I just feel thankful every day that you did that for me," she said honestly, staring into his eyes, so that he could see the truth in her words. 
 
      
 
    Dana walked over to him as well and took his hand. "She's much better with words than I am, but never, ever, regret the changes you made to me. There's not a thing I miss about the old me. She was a scared, lonely, fucked-up little girl, and I think you're totally awesome for changing all that." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," John said, pulling them both in for a hug. 
 
      
 
    They held each other for a few minutes, then started to get dressed again, putting on casual clothes. Alyssa paused as she was pulling on a top, her attention drawn to John's Invictium sword resting against the weapon rack at the end of the room. She studied it for a long moment, before continuing to put on her clothes. 
 
      
 
    "You know you need to get some training on how to use that, right?" she said to John, pointing at the black glimmering blade. "If you're going to make a habit out of charging twelve-foot-tall, four-armed behemoths, you better get good, and fast!" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" he said, snapping her a sharp salute. 
 
      
 
    "I'm serious, John," she said firmly. "I'll never forgive myself for making that for you, if it ends up getting you killed." 
 
      
 
    "Okay honey, I promise,” he replied, looking into her eyes so she could see he was sincere. “I'll get some training before I even think about taking on anyone dangerous in a swordfight."  
 
      
 
    "Good boy," she said affectionately, stepping up to him and planting a loving kiss on his cheek. 
 
      
 
    They finished getting dressed and descended in the grav tube to Deck Nine, where they walked down the corridor to the Cargo Bay. John hit the button, and the double doors slid open quietly. Glancing around the room, it took them a few moments to find Calara. She was up on one of the service gantries, securely attaching a long length of reinforced steel cabling to one of the robotic loading arms. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Calara,” John called out to get her attention. “What are you up to?"  
 
      
 
    "Oh, hey guys!" she replied, greeting them with a grin. "I'm nearly done!" 
 
      
 
    "Done with what?" Dana asked, studying the contraption the Latina was assembling. 
 
      
 
    With one last heave, Calara finished securing the cable, then turned to walk along the gantry and darted down the steps to join the others. "You'll see in a minute. Now all we need is Jade!" 
 
      
 
    *Jade, could you come and join us in the cargo bay please?* Alyssa thought to the Nymph, who was still frolicking in the swimming pool. 
 
      
 
    Jade surged out of the water, landing gracefully on the side of the pool. *I'll be right there!*  
 
      
 
    "She'll be down in a minute," Alyssa informed the brunette. 
 
      
 
    Calara took note of Alyssa's heavily-rounded tummy. "You look like you had fun."  
 
      
 
    "Just refining the recruitment process," John explained, causing his two personal assistants to smirk. 
 
      
 
    The Latina nodded, innocently missing the innuendo. "For when you try and convince Rachel to join?"  
 
      
 
    That caused the girls to descend into fits of giggles, leaving the brunette quite bemused. 
 
      
 
    "We were just doing a little role-playing," John explained, pulling her into a hug. "These two were my very sexy secretaries." 
 
      
 
    Calara blushed cutely. "Ah I see... Let me know next time, that sounds like fun.” 
 
      
 
     "Will do," he agreed, enjoying the flirtatious sparkle in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Just then Jade bounded into the cargo bay, still nude and dripping wet after rushing to join them from the pool. "Sorry to keep you waiting, I got here as fast as I could.” 
 
      
 
    "Calara has a surprise for you," John explained greeting her with a kiss. "We're dying to find out what it is too." 
 
      
 
    "I really hope you like it,” Calara said to the Nymph, looking at her with gratitude. “I just wanted to say thanks for saving me from getting eaten." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, don't worry about that," Jade replied as she returned Calara’s warm smile. "But I am curious what this surprise is!" 
 
      
 
    "I'll need you to turn into your tiger form," the brunette said, her eyes flitting over the Nymphs dark-green body. "Are you able to change into that at will?" 
 
      
 
    "This’ll be the first time I’ve tried it when I don't have to charge to someone's rescue," Jade said with a laugh. "But I'm willing to give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped back from them a little way, then dropped into a crouch and closed her eyes. Jade’s breathing deepened and her face adopted a serene expression, as she focused on the image of the huge tiger that she had shifted into before. The others watched in amazement as her body shimmered in a dark-green haze, before she began to slowly and steadily grow before their eyes. Eventually the shimmering dissipated, and Jade stood before them on four heavy paws in all her majestic tiger-form glory.  
 
      
 
    "You look amazing!" Dana gushed, running her hand over Jade's muscular shoulders and ruffling the Nymph’s fur. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara stood on either side of the enormous green tiger, stroking the ethereal viridian lines that formed the stripes on her powerful muscles. John walked around to Jade's head and scratched behind her ears, which made Jade begin a loud rumbling purr from deep in her throat. She looked at him with her feline emerald eyes and stepped forward to gently rub her huge head against his, her soft fur tickling the side of his face. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed abruptly, which made the others all turn to look at her. "Oh, sorry," she apologised. "Jade says that its lovely being stroked like this, but she's curious what the surprise is." 
 
      
 
    "Oops! I got a bit distracted," Calara said, before turning and jogging over to the controls for the robotic loading arms.  
 
      
 
    She powered them up, and then moved the big robotic arm that she'd been modifying, out into the centre of the cargo bay. The reinforced steel cable dragged behind it with a clank, as the arm moved quickly across the room, several metres above the ground. Jade's sharp eyes followed the cable as if drawn to it with magnets. Her whiskers came forward, her ears swivelling to focus on her prey as she stalked across the deck, her tail lashing eagerly behind her.  
 
      
 
    The others got well clear and watched entranced as she prowled after the long cable, the huge tiger dropping into a crouch as she got closer. Calara grinned as Jade stalked after the robotic arm, and she stopped the cable just before it would disappear out of sight behind a big stack of ore containers. Jade froze and hugged the ground, creeping ever closer to her prey. Calara nudged the controls repeatedly, causing the thick steel cable to twitch and writhe, until it disappeared out of sight. Jade leapt into action, tearing across the cargo bay after her quarry, her heavy forepaws flashing out to try and catch it as the cable swung tantalisingly out of reach.  
 
      
 
    Calara manoeuvred the robotic arm around, making the thick steel cable twist and turn as she swung it around the maze of containers. Jade charged after it, her massive jaws snapping at the end of the cable, as she repeatedly pounced on the smooth cord of steel, trying to trap it under her six-inch claws. Eventually, the Latina slowed down the movements of the arm, letting Jade catch the cable in her maw. The enormous tiger rolled on her back, gnawing and biting the steel cable, while hugging it to her chest with her forepaws and kicking out at the length of corded metal with her powerful back legs. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled as she read Jade's thoughts. "She absolutely loves it!" 
 
      
 
    "Can I have a go?" Dana asked, her eyes alight with anticipation.  
 
      
 
    Calara beckoned her over, laughing as Jade cavorted around the hangar in pursuit of the writhing length of metal cable. Dana skipped over to the Latina at the controls, receiving a quick tutorial on how to operate the crane, then enthusiastically taking over. She swished the robot arm away, the cable slithering out of the tiger's grasp, and led Jade on a merry dance through the maze of ore containers once again. 
 
      
 
    "What made you think of setting this up?" John asked the beaming brunette as she walked over to join him.  
 
      
 
    "I had a pet cat when I was a little girl and she loved chasing after bits of string. I figured that with Jade having cat-like eyes even in her Nymph form, some of those hunting instincts might be deeply ingrained," Calara replied, watching the green tiger frantically swiping at the air, her long claws bared as she tried to catch her prey. 
 
      
 
    "That was very thoughtful," Alyssa said, stepping up to Calara and giving her a big hug. "And she really does love it!"  
 
      
 
    "Jade isn't the only one having fun," John noted with a grin. He nodded his chin towards Dana, who was giggling at Jade's antics, as the massive tiger raced around chasing after the elusive target. 
 
      
 
    They each took it in turns playing with the nine-hundred-pound tiger, with Jade relentlessly pursuing the now somewhat frayed and shredded steel cabling. After a couple of hours, they decided to call it a day, and Calara turned off the controls for the robotic loading arms. Jade came padding over to them on her huge paws, flanks rising and falling rapidly as she laboured for breath, her long tongue lolling out. Her emerald eyes were like glittering jewels, bright and shining with happiness. Jade stopped a few steps away from them and began to shimmer, her form becoming indistinct as she shrank in size and resumed her familiar Nymph shape. 
 
      
 
    Rising from her crouch, Jade dashed over to Calara, lifting her off the ground and spinning her in a circle. "Thank you so much!" Jade exclaimed, as the brunette laughed with delight. "I had the best time ever; that was so much fun!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm so glad you liked it," Calara replied, returning the hug. 
 
      
 
    They walked back to the rest of the group, with Jade's breathing still heavy after all the exertion. 
 
      
 
    "The best time ever?" Alyssa asked the Nymph with a coy smile. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, perhaps not quite," she giggled, her emerald eyes sparkling as she glanced at John. "But still loads of fun!" 
 
      
 
    Laughing together, they went up to the Officers' Lounge to cook an early dinner, joking and chatting as they worked as a team to get everything prepared. They ate their meal together, with wine, conversation, and laughter flowing in equal measure. John glanced around at the girls at one point, a contented smile on his face. Alyssa heard his train of thoughts, and she looked up from dinner to smile back at him warmly. 
 
      
 
    *You look happy,* she said, her voice ringing with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    *I don't remember ever being happier,* he admitted honestly. 
 
      
 
    She made eye contact and nodded. *Good. You deserve to be.* 
 
      
 
    They finished dinner, stealing the occasional affectionate glances at one another, while joining in the playful banter with the other girls. When dinner was done, Alyssa rose and offered John her hand, leaving the other girls to tidy up while she led him to the comfortable sofas. 
 
      
 
    "Please take a seat," she said with a grin, enjoying the bemused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    John did as ordered, then watched as Alyssa glided around behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders. "Oh my God..." he groaned, as the blonde's slender, agile hands began to do wonderful things to his tense muscles. 
 
      
 
    She leaned down to put her full lips to his ear, while her hands continued to work their magic. "I could feel how much you enjoyed it when Jade gave you a massage," she murmured to him softly in a breathy whisper. "She gave me a few pointers when we were in bed together the other day. That girl can do amazing things with her hands..." 
 
      
 
    John chuckled at her comment, then reached back to quickly grab the lithesome blonde, pulling her over the chair and into his grasp. "You're perfect, do you know that?" 
 
      
 
    She laughed and looked up at him with her piercing cerulean eyes. "I should think so, I was designed by a wonderful creator," she said piously, a wicked grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    Letting out a deep laugh, John leaned in for a passionate kiss, which she returned with equal enthusiasm. They lost track of time in each other's arms, only ending the kiss when the rest of the girls joined them on the sofa. Alyssa slid aside so that the other girls could snuggle in too, then they watched the stars flashing by as they flew deeper into Terran Federation territory, having left the Ashanath Collective some hours earlier. 
 
      
 
    "Well that was a fun little adventure into Grey Space," John said with a wry smile. "If you ignore the bits where we all nearly died several times." 
 
      
 
    "We did get some awesome new tech though!" Dana chipped in eagerly, her eyes bright with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Calara nodded, her expression turning thoughtful as she rested her head on his shoulder. “Don't forget everything we learned about the Progenitors.” 
 
      
 
    Jade shifted where she sat on the floor, her skin heating up as she stroked John’s thigh. "The Ashanath respect your power now, Master... such a thing cannot be underestimated.” 
 
      
 
    "And we started to find out a bit more about what each of us can do," Alyssa said cuddling into him. 
 
      
 
    "Well, let's hope our trip to the Maliri will be just as interesting," John said with a smile, as he put his arms around the blonde and brunette. His expression turned sombre and said ominously, "But now we're facing our toughest challenge yet... making a good impression with Calara's family!" 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed and snuggled in closer to John, the five of them relaxing happily together before finally retiring for the night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John woke before the girls and he immediately began thinking about the upcoming meeting with Calara's family. He cared about the lovely brunette a great deal and he was determined to make a good impression. The last thing he wanted to do was burden her with some unnecessary family drama, not when they had so many other things to worry about.  
 
      
 
    The revelations about the nature of his parentage had been an unpleasant surprise, but the blow had been lessened because he'd been preparing himself for bad news. He found himself remarkably at peace with everything they'd discovered so far, and glanced down at Alyssa, knowing she was largely responsible for helping him shrug off these dark revelations with relative ease. The beautiful blonde eventually awoke, followed shortly afterwards by the other girls, who all began to stretch in breathtaking display of unblemished young flesh. 
 
      
 
    "Good morning, ladies," he said with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    Four sets of bright eyes looked up at him as they chorused their own good mornings, each expecting a kiss to start their day. 
 
      
 
    "We aren't going to reach the Episilon-Eridani system until three this afternoon, so we have plenty of time to kill before we arrive at Jericho," he said, referring to Calara's home planet. "Is there anything you want to do this morning?" 
 
      
 
    "I've been putting it off, but I should probably look at reshaping the Invictium armour plates in the Phalanx armour," Alyssa admitted with a rueful sigh. 
 
      
 
    "That's a great idea," John agreed wholeheartedly, his hand drifting down to his chest just below the ribs, where he'd been impaled by a Drakkar blade. "If double-shaped Invictium is more durable, improving the toughness of our armour is a real priority."  
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s luscious lips twisted into a sly smile. "As long as you're there to provide 'healing' afterwards, I don't mind.” 
 
      
 
    "It looks like my morning plans have been decided for me then," John joked, triggering amused giggles from the girls. “What about you, Dana?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged, lounging on the bed. "I've got a few side projects I'd like to start, but I'd better keep you company for the reshaping, just to make sure we get all the armour plating correct.” 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you're not looking for a little 'healing' yourself?" Alyssa asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I'm the Chief Engineer on this ship and your gear is my responsibility; I'm a dedicated professional!" Dana declared indignantly, but the lusty glance she stole at John gave her away. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay, Chief Engineer, settle down," Alyssa replied, winking at the redhead.  
 
      
 
    Calara nibbled at her lip. "I'll give my mother a call and let her know what time we'll be arriving.” 
 
      
 
    "And that just leaves Jade," John said, looking over at the Nymph. "How about you, honey? Got anything in mind for this morning?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll just keep you company too, if that's okay?" she replied, tracing a finger along his arm. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I love having you around," he agreed, enjoying the way her joyful smile lit up her beautiful features. 
 
      
 
    They rose together, then showered and had a quick breakfast. Calara waved them goodbye and left to go up to the Bridge, while the rest of the group paused for a moment in the Officers' Lounge, unsure of the best way to proceed. 
 
      
 
    "Ugh, this is going to be annoying," Dana said, blowing out a deep breath. "We just have the one Psi-shaper down in the cargo bay, but all the Phalanx armour is scattered around the ship. There're five suits in the Briefing Room, two in our bedroom, two in the Firing Range and one more in my workshop. We'll have to gather up all the armour pieces from the armour equipping frames and bring them to the Cargo Bay... then Alyssa can work on them one piece at a time." 
 
      
 
    "Wouldn't it just be easier to wear the armour and walk the suits down to the Cargo Bay?" Jade suggested. "We can stand under the Psi-shaper and Alyssa can remould the plates while we wait." 
 
      
 
    Dana looked surprised for a moment. "Hey, that's a great idea! Why didn't I think of that?" 
 
      
 
    "Maybe because you're used to taking things apart before you modify them?" John observed with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I guess that makes sense," Dana agreed, nodding thoughtfully. "Okay then, John and Jade can you go and get the first couple of suits, then come and meet us in the Cargo Bay please." 
 
      
 
    "You got it, Chief Engineer!" John replied with a sharp salute. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Dana waved goodbye and stepped into the grav-tube, disappearing downwards in the red glow. He held out his hand for Jade, interlacing his fingers with hers as they headed back to his quarters. When they entered the bedroom, he surprised the Nymph by scooping her up in his arms and carrying her onto the bed. The surprise on her face quickly shifted to delight as he put her down and kissed her tenderly, holding her close to him.  
 
      
 
    "Mmm, this a lovely surprise," she purred contentedly. "What brought this on?" 
 
      
 
    "I haven't thanked you properly yet for saving my life against that Drakkar boss," John replied, pulling back to smile at her. 
 
      
 
    "Turning into a 900lb tiger to protect her master? Any self-respecting Nymph would do the same," Jade joked, beaming back at him. 
 
      
 
    "Well you're the best Nymph a master could ever hope to have," John said, the playfulness leaving his voice. He stroked her face lovingly, mirroring the gesture she had previously used with him. "And I intend to show you just how much you mean to me." 
 
      
 
    She gazed at him with her cat-like eyes and slowly mirrored his caress, starting at his ear and tracing her finger along his jawline. "I was being quite serious when I said you gave me a life to live, John. I feel like everything that happened to me before I met you was just a bad dream."  
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm very glad I woke you up," he said, leaning down to kiss her again. 
 
      
 
    He quickly lost himself in her sensual lips and the feel of her cool firm skin under his fingertips. Jade moaned and sighed, her luscious green body responding eagerly to his touch. 
 
      
 
    *Ahem!* Alyssa's voice sounded clearly in both of their minds, and they looked at each other in surprise. 
 
      
 
    *I'm really sorry to interrupt a beautiful moment, but we've already started working on the female armour suits. We'll need your help to get your suits down here, handsome,* the blonde apologised, sounding guilty for disturbing them. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, we got a bit sidetracked," he said out loud, knowing the blonde would be able to hear every word via her telepathic link. 
 
      
 
    "We'll be down in a minute," Jade added, following his cue. 
 
      
 
    "You and I will continue this conversation another time," John promised, leaning down to give Jade one last quick peck on the lips. 
 
      
 
    "I can't wait," she said, looking up at him with an adoring smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    They entered the wardrobe and approached the armour-equipping frames, stepping into the black armoured boots and slipping their hands into the gauntlets. John pressed the button on the right thumb and the robotic arms on the frame swung smoothly into place, equipping him in the body armour in only a couple of seconds. He pressed his left thumb to his palm, and there were a series of metallic clicks that rippled around the armour as he was locked into the suit. Jade was similarly attired and she followed him out of the wardrobe, then down the grav-tube to the Cargo Bay.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa stood next to the Psi-shaper with Dana at her side, a holographic schematic of the armour plates being projected from the holo-reader in her hands. There was another armoured figure standing under the Psi-shaper, Calara standing motionless and waiting for Alyssa to proceed. The psychic emitters glowed an ethereal pink and the shiny black armour plate that encased Calara's breastplate began to liquefy, floating up into the air in a glimmering black ball. The liquid Invictium roiled slowly for a few seconds before reforming into the same breastplate shape, then it floated down to securely lock into place, forming the Phalanx armour’s outer protective shell. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry we're late," John apologised as they joined the girls at the Psi-shaper. "You know how distracting it is kissing Jade..." 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed and nodded. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at Calara who waited for them to continue. "How many suits have you done so far?" 
 
      
 
    "This is only the second," Alyssa replied with an irritated scowl. "Doing each armour plate one at a time is annoyingly slow!" 
 
      
 
    "I just want to make sure we get the plates correctly sized and fitted," Dana said defensively. 
 
      
 
    "Have you tried doing more than one plate at a time?" Jade asked, eyeing the black armour. 
 
      
 
    Dana groaned and raised her hands in defeat. "Alright, go ahead. I know you were looking for an excuse anyway!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa grinned and closed her eyes, focusing on the psi-shaper. The sensors and emitters glowed a soft pink, then both of the exterior black shoulder plates detached from the body armour and floated into the air. They slowly melted into a glistening black ball of viscous Invictium, which hovered above Calara's head. The image on the display showed two shoulder plates and the sphere of Invictium split in half, forming two separate pauldrons that returned to lock into position on the Phalanx suit. 
 
      
 
    "Easy!" Alyssa exclaimed, her eyes gleaming with excitement. "Let's see if we can do this even faster!" 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa..." Dana cautioned her sternly, but the headstrong blonde had already closed her eyes and was focused on the Psi-shaper once again. 
 
      
 
    The psychic device began to glow and all the remaining armour plates melted off the Phalanx armour to form a big glimmering ball of unshaped Invictium. After a few seconds, the black liquid metal began to stream down to the armour suit, reforming all the missing armour plates simultaneously.  
 
      
 
    "That was very impressive," John said, leading a round of applause from the other girls. 
 
      
 
    Dana unclipped a hand-held scanner from her belt, then running it over one of the newly-formed plates. "Okay... that was pretty awesome," she admitted a moment later. "And the armour plating looks to be perfectly formed." 
 
      
 
    The blonde took a bow and grinned at her audience. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go get another suit," Calara volunteered, before jogging towards the grav tube. 
 
      
 
    "I might as well go and get one too, you’ve got the hang of this now," Dana said patting Alyssa on the shoulder. "There's eight female suits and only two male ones, so it’ll speed things up." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded then looked at the Nymph and gestured towards the Psi-shaper. "If you'd care to step over here, we can begin.” 
 
      
 
    Jade moved obediently into position, and Alyssa cracked her knuckles and grinned with anticipation. She closed her eyes, focusing on the psychic device once more. Every plate on the Phalanx suit melted off at once, rising through the air on black tendrils to form a pulsating sphere of Invictium. It coiled within itself for a moment, before oozing back to completely reform all the armour plates necessary to cover the body armour. 
 
      
 
    "You're just showing off now," John said with a smile, impressed by her display of psychic armoursmithing. 
 
      
 
    Jade darted off to collect another suit and he took her place under the psi-shaper. When he was in position, Alyssa looked over at him and winked, before blowing him a kiss. She closed her eyes and focused on the machine, the emitters glowing a soft pink as she sucked all the black armour plating off his armoured suit, where it formed a swirling black blob in the air.  
 
      
 
    John watched the sphere of Invictium in fascination, spotting tiny Etherite crystals that glittered as they reflected the overhead lighting. He was expecting the metal to start streaming back into place, but instead it expanded out into a huge heart shape with 'AM 4 JB' written in large elegant lettering. Alyssa still had her eyes closed, but now there was a gentle smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, held her head in both hands, and frowned as she concentrated on the Psi-shaper. The machine began to creak and groan ominously, with a long fracture splintering up the side of the main arm. The glow from the emitters intensified into a bright pink and the Invictium slowly gathered into a pulsating black ball. Alyssa let out a soft gasp and the liquid Invictium began to move like torpid treacle, flowing down languidly to encase his body in a freshly forged set of armour plating. A few seconds later, the pink glow dissipated and the blonde let out a long sigh, massaging her temples with her fingertips.  
 
      
 
    John quickly removed his helmet and darted over to her side. "Are you alright? That was a cute gesture, but I've seen how much strain triple-shaping puts you under." 
 
      
 
    "I want to keep you as safe as I can," she replied, her eyes reflecting her fierce determination as she opened them. "I'm not going to lie; it's a damn sight harder reforming Invictium a third time, but I’m not letting you get that badly injured again!" 
 
      
 
    John held her in his arms, hugging her tightly to him. "I feel exactly the same way about you. I don't want to put you under any more strain, but are you planning to do the same to the female suits?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa grimaced as she studied the badly damaged Psi-shaper and began to look doubtful. "I actually found that a lot easier than making your sword, but I don't think the Psi-shaper can take it."  
 
      
 
    "It's not looking good," he conceded, forced to agree with her assessment. "Perhaps Dana can patch it up and we can try again some other time?" 
 
      
 
    She nodded agreeably and waved a black armoured figure over when one of the girls appeared at the cargo bay door. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, what the hell happened to the Psi-shaper?" Dana said with surprise, her voice echoing around the huge Cargo Bay. 
 
      
 
    John patted his breastplate. "Alyssa decided to triple-shape my armour.” 
 
      
 
    "We need to keep him nice and safe," the beautiful blonde girl said defensively. 
 
      
 
    "I can't argue with you there,” Dana said with a shrug of resignation. She winced as she thought about the Ashanath Engineer who had given them the device. “But Zanthus probably won't be very happy..."  
 
      
 
    She stepped under the psi-shaper and Alyssa closed her eyes, removing the old Invictium plating and reforming it over Dana's body armour shell. The psi-shaper appeared to be fully functional, so she sent them off to get the next armour suits. Within the hour, they were completely done, having double-shaped all the suits of Phalanx body armour, making them far more durable. The one exception was the triple-shaped suit for John, which seemed to glisten with the same extra shine of his Invictium sword. 
 
      
 
    When their work was done, they reconvened in the bedroom, having replaced all the body armour back in the equipping frames. Alyssa stretched where she lay on the bed, eyeing John hungrily when he stepped through the doorway, having returned the last suit to the Briefing Room. 
 
      
 
    He smiled when he saw her studying him like a tasty piece of steak. "I've seen that look before..."  
 
      
 
    "I worked up an appetite," Alyssa replied, licking her lips suggestively.  
 
      
 
    "Before you load her up," Calara interjected, an air of caution to her tone. "We'll be arriving at Jericho in a few hours. It might raise a few uncomfortable questions if Alyssa arrives with a hugely swollen belly." 
 
      
 
    "Okay, good point," the blonde conceded with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. "I'm happy to share." 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned with anticipation. “Oh yeah!” 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you two finish what you started before?" Alyssa suggested, looking at John and Jade. "Think of it as my apology for cock-blocking you earlier.” 
 
      
 
    "I'd love to!" Jade gasped, before giving the three teenagers a knowing smile. "As long as you girls don't mind nursing from me afterwards?" 
 
      
 
    The smouldering looks she received from Alyssa, Calara, and Dana told her that they didn't mind at all. They all removed their clothes and the girls gathered around John, running their soft hands over his body. He was about to move into the middle of the bed, when Alyssa took his hand and led him around to the end of it instead. She smiled invitingly and patted the covers to indicate he should sit. 
 
      
 
    *What are you up to?* he asked, feeling a tickle of suspicion. 
 
      
 
    *Just relax and enjoy,* she replied, her smile turning playful. *I know exactly what pushes your buttons, remember?* 
 
      
 
    Jade walked up to him and he spread his legs to make room for her. He was face to face with her svelte green stomach, sleek and toned like the rest of her spectacular physique. Before she could sink to her knees, he reached up to cup her taut bottom, revelling in the firm roundness of her cheeks as he squeezed and massaged her ass. He pulled her towards him, and then began to plant tender kisses on her slim tummy, which drew a happy sigh from the Nymph. She ran her fingers through his hair, stroking his head lovingly, and when he looked up into her eyes they shared an intimate, lingering look. 
 
      
 
    He released her from his grasp and she sank to her knees so that her head was level with his. Jade leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on his lips, then grinned at him excitedly before closing her eyes. The nymph took a deep breath and her chest began to shimmer, blurring in front of his eyes as she concentrated on altering her form. When the shimmering ceased, he was astonished to see three pert breasts on her chest, the trio of erect nipples pointing up at him with her arousal. She leaned forward again and pressed her lips to his ear, her newly enhanced chest brushing enticingly against him. 
 
      
 
    "How else am I going to feed my litter of kittens?" she whispered playfully, before sitting back on her haunches and grinning at his awed expression.  
 
      
 
    She winked at him and tilted her head forward in a now very familiar motion, engulfing his painfully hard cock between her luscious lips. John groaned with relief as her hot wet mouth enveloped the head of his cock, the Nymph effortlessly taking the rest of his shaft all the way down her throat. She sucked at him lovingly, the otherworldly muscles in her throat rippling along his length, massaging him in ways that shouldn't have been possible. 
 
      
 
    While he was distracted, the other three girls exchanged hushed whispers as they watched the action. When their lithe legs came sashaying back into his field of vision, he looked up, to see three very excited and eager faces watching him. They knelt down, sinking gracefully to their knees around Jade, with Calara and Dana to her sides, and Alyssa directly behind her. The three girls looked up at him with mischievous, twinkling eyes, which had him feeling a strange mix of wariness and arousal. 
 
      
 
    Grinning happily, the brunette and redhead glanced back at the blonde, and when Alyssa nodded, the playful expressions on all three girls abruptly changed. They stared up at him with unquestioning devotion in their eyes, a raw adoration that sent involuntary shivers down his spine. Jade gazed up at him with exactly the same blind obedience in her eyes, his cock deeply embedded in her throat as she worshipped his shaft.  
 
      
 
    John felt a flicker of guilt at just how much he enjoyed the absolute submission he saw in the four sets of eyes that stared up at him reverently. 
 
      
 
    *Relax and just enjoy yourself,* Alyssa's soothing voice whispered through his mind. *All we really want is for you to cum as hard as possible. You need this every once in while.* 
 
      
 
    He could only groan in response as Jade brought him ever closer to the brink and he stared down at his harem of beautiful young women with wild eyes. 
 
      
 
    *There's plenty of room here to add more submissive girls,* Alyssa whispered seductively. *Just think how amazing that will look with all of us kneeling at your feet, especially when you impregnate us all...* 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck!" John gasped, as his eagerly twitching balls couldn't hold back any longer.  
 
      
 
    He grabbed Jade's head and pulled her face tightly to his groin as he began to pump his cum down her throat. She purred with delight, which made him feel another wave of vibrations around his cock. The other girls quickly gathered around, showering him with kisses as they urged him onwards, while Jade methodically worked on draining his four balls completely dry. When John was utterly spent, he collapsed backwards with a groan. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Calara, and Dana giggled, helping him move up the bed so he could rest his head on a pillow and recuperate. Jade mounted the bed herself and prowled upwards, before lying down in the middle and rolling on to her back.  
 
      
 
    "I'm ready, little kittens," she purred invitingly, crooking a finger and beckoning them to join her. 
 
      
 
    With excited gasps and moans, the three teens swarmed around the supine Nymph. Dana lay on Jade’s tummy, while Calara and Alyssa snuggled up against her sides, each latching onto one of Jade's swollen nipples as they began to suckle from her hugely-swollen breasts. 
 
      
 
    "Good girls, drink up," Jade whispered to them lovingly, as she ran her hands through their hair. She kept a portion of his cum for herself, while sharing out the rest with the other girls, pulses of light spreading out across her body.  
 
      
 
    "Damn... that looks so hot," John said as he stared at them with wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    He moved over to watch more closely, joining Jade in stroking the girls’ hair as they drank his sweet tasting cum from her engorged boobs. Jade stared up at him with hooded eyes, letting out little gasps of pleasure as the three girls sucked eagerly on her nipples.  
 
      
 
    "You have a beautiful litter of kittens," he told her playfully. 
 
      
 
    Jade laughed and continued to stroke the girls' hair, a soft maternal smile on her face. The Nymph's breasts eventually returned to normal size as the girls greedily drank every drop. As they each finished, Alyssa, Calara, and Dana took it in turns to kiss Jade, murmuring their gratitude for the tasty snack. All four girls sat up on the bed, watching John with coy smiles as they stroked their slightly rounded stomachs.  
 
      
 
    They made room for him in the middle of the bed, and knelt to either side. He reached out and gently brushed his hand over their full stomachs where they were now carrying his cum.  
 
      
 
    "I don't know why, but the thought of all four of you full of my cum drives me wild," he admitted, caressing their soft skin. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned at him. "It's obvious, you're just eager to knock us up!"  
 
      
 
    "And all at the same time," Jade added, watching his fingers circling her navel. 
 
      
 
    Calara gave him a knowing look. "Four pregnant sisters..."  
 
      
 
    "Or perhaps even more?" Alyssa suggested, a look of longing in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    They all lay down to snuggle up together on the bed, shifting positions so they could get as close to John as possible. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for playing around with the complete submissiveness angle. It was a huge turn on," John admitted a little awkwardly.  
 
      
 
    "Playing around?" Jade asked in confusion, nothing but absolute devotion in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    When he looked down at her in surprise, she winked at him and they all burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    "Just think of it as another fun roleplay to indulge in," Calara said with an indulgent smile. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I got so turned on when I saw how much you loved it!" Dana agreed enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    "We know you love us being intelligent, free spirited, and independent," Alyssa said with a smile, rolling her eyes as she read his thoughts. "There's nothing wrong with indulging some of your naughtier desires every once in a while..." 
 
      
 
    The other girls agreed with her wholeheartedly, and John finally relaxed, his guilty conscience salved. They rested for a few hours, enjoying an afternoon nap, before waking feeling energised for the trip to Jericho... and the visit with Calara's family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 32 – Meeting the future in-laws 
 
      
 
    The Invictus dropped out of hyper warp on the outskirts of the Epsilon-Eridani system, its glistening black hull bathed in a golden glow from the bright yellow star. When the ship jumped in, the crew watched from their places on the bridge, as the holographic map updated to display all the local planetary bodies. There were two wide asteroid belts that ringed the system and one single huge planet that was labelled Jericho.  
 
      
 
    "Nearly home, Calara," John said with a smile as he watched the brunette's reaction. 
 
      
 
    "It feels like so long ago since I last visited, but it's only been a matter of months," she said, shaking her head in amazement. "I can't believe how much I've been through since then..." 
 
      
 
    "We'll be landing at the closest planetary spaceport to your parents' home in about twenty minutes," Alyssa said, having already plotted a course to the huge planet, the glowing green path clearly displayed on the System Map. 
 
      
 
    "Looking forward to seeing everyone?" John asked the Latina. 
 
      
 
    Her expression turning pensive and she glanced down at her body. "Honestly, I'm a bit worried how they'll react to my physical changes.” 
 
      
 
    "Your mother seemed very pleased when she noticed," Jade said, remembering the call they'd received two weeks earlier. 
 
      
 
    "I guess I'll just have to wait and see," Calara said nervously. 
 
      
 
    "Before we land, why don't we give Rachel a call?” Alyssa asked John with a playful smile. “We can check to see if she’s interested in joining the crew..."  
 
      
 
    Before he could reply, her telepathic voice echoed through his mind. *It'll be a good distraction, and stop Calara from worrying.* 
 
      
 
    "Sure, that's a great idea," John agreed, appreciating her thoughtfulness.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa entered the contact details into the comms interface, initiating a pulse from the Invictus’ powerful communications relay that raced out towards the distant Dragon March. The connection bounced from relay to relay, eventually reaching Port Medea, the Terran Federation starport where Rachel was stationed. After taking a few minutes to establish a connection, the brunette answered the call, her pretty face appearing on the viewscreen. She no longer looked like she was about to pass out from lack of sleep and her glasses were pushed back on her head, revealing her light grey eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Alyssa!" Rachel exclaimed with delight. "It's so wonderful to hear from you." 
 
      
 
    "Hey yourself," Alyssa replied back, her voice warm and friendly as she looked at the tiered bunks and cramped quarters behind the brunette. "You seem a lot perkier than the last time we spoke. Is this a good time to talk?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, sorry about that. Finals were exhausting and I was suffering from some serious sleep deprivation," the brunette replied, blushing prettily. "I go on shift in ten minutes, so you caught me at a good time." 
 
      
 
    John greeted her with a smile. "Hello, Rachel."  
 
      
 
    "Oh, hi John!" she replied, excited to see him. "I saw your interview on the holo-net a few weeks ago. Did you guys really fight off a Kirrix invasion force?!" 
 
      
 
    "That we did," he replied, then glanced at the girls on the bridge. "Fortunately, I have a fantastic crew and we were able to save a lot of people." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds pretty amazing," she replied, obviously impressed. 
 
      
 
    "How's everything been going on your first posting?" John asked, pleased to see her looking happier. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I guess," she replied to his surprise, her expression turning subdued. 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't sound good, are you alright?" he asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    Rachel's darted furtive glances around her dorm room, checking to see if anyone was within earshot. "This is a secure communication channel, right?" 
 
      
 
    He nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. "Yes, we're using a military relay; it's automatically encrypted." 
 
      
 
    "We're seeing so many casualties in the Emergency Room. I think things are going far worse against the Kintark than we've been led to believe," she said in a hushed voice. Looking deeply troubled, she continued, "I knew I'd be treating plenty of combat injuries, but this has been relentless. I've lost nearly a dozen patients that I just couldn't save and I've only been here two weeks." 
 
      
 
    "We saw some heavily damaged T-Fed ships at Olympus and suspected that things weren't going well,” John said, agreeing with the brunette's suspicions. “It sounds like the conflict is escalating.” 
 
      
 
    "We're not far from you at the moment, if you'd like us to swing by," Alyssa chipped in with a friendly smile. "We're looking to recruit a medical officer, so I thought you might be interested. If not, I can still offer you a friendly hug.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds amazing, I'd love to apply!” Rachel gushed, her eyes lighting up with excitement. Just as suddenly, hope faded and she let out a heavy sigh. "But I need to repay the Terran Federation for all my medical training... I'm locked into a military contract for the next five years." 
 
      
 
    "My Tactical Officer is still with the Federation, but she's been granted an indefinite leave of absence. We might be able to arrange something similar for you, if you're definitely interested in joining us," John said, re-igniting the hopeful spark in Rachel's eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I’m interested!" she said eagerly. "Just let me know when you'll be arriving and I'll make sure I'm available for an interview." 
 
      
 
    “Fantastic!” Alyssa looked delighted, giving the brunette a dazzling smile. “The Invictus is a very fast ship, so it won’t take us long to get to the Dragon March from here. I'll get in touch when we're ready to leave and let you know our ETA." 
 
      
 
    "I can't wait!" Rachel gushed, her smoky grey eyes twinkling with excitement. “Thank you for giving me this opportunity, I promise you won’t be disappointed!”  
 
      
 
    "See you soon!" Alyssa replied, blowing her a playful kiss before ending the communication. 
 
      
 
    "That seemed to go well," John said with a raised eyebrow at his XO’s obvious glee. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa flashed him an eager grin. "Very well indeed..."  
 
      
 
    "Do you really think you can get her out of her contract?" Calara asked him, looking dubious. 
 
      
 
    "We built up a lot of good will with High Command after rescuing those people from the Kirrix,” John replied, sounding confident. “I doubt the Terran Federation will put up much objection to us borrowing a newly qualified medic.” 
 
      
 
    "Rachel seems really nice," Dana said to Alyssa. "I can see why you like her." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, she was kind and helpful when we met on Gravitus, I warmed to her immediately," the blonde said with a smile. She returned her focus to the controls for the Invictus, and brought them in on final approach to the planetary spaceport on Jericho.  
 
      
 
    Jericho was a massive Terra-class planet, the majority of its surface green and full of life. There weren't many large bodies of water to be seen, but the polar regions were substantial, capping the top and bottom of the otherwise green orb in white. As the third closest star system to Terra, Epsilon-Eridani had been part of the Terran Federation for centuries, so Jericho was a long established and well-developed colony.  
 
      
 
    As soon as they were granted final landing clearance, Alyssa brought the sleek black assault cruiser in to land at the spaceport, following the glowing green guide-path down to the surface. They looked out over the assembled ships, seeing mainly Terran freighters and passenger liners, but not much in the way of alien vessels. The Invictus glided smoothly into position, with its retro-thrusters flaring along the hull as Alyssa brought them down to a gentle landing in the marked bay. 
 
      
 
    "What's with all the passenger ships?" Dana asked, as she studied the large civilian vessels. 
 
      
 
    "Jericho is a really popular destination for skiers," Calara explained, with no small amount of planetary pride. "Those passenger liners bring in the holiday makers for the ski-resorts on the polar caps. The skiing here is the best in the Core Worlds!" 
 
      
 
    "Skiing? What's that?" Dana asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "You haven't heard of skiing before?" the brunette replied, blinking in surprise. "Oh, it's lots of fun, I'll have to teach you some time. Almost every vacation, no matter the season, my family used to take skiing holidays. You basically slide down big hills covered in snow." 
 
      
 
    When she still received blank looks from Alyssa and Dana she giggled. "You guys must have heard of snow!”  
 
      
 
    "We grew up in a shit-dump of a mining asteroid, remember?" Alyssa replied, her answering smile carrying a touch of sadness to it. "Karron only had one season: Grubby..." 
 
      
 
    "Snow is really fun!" Calara said exuberantly. "You can make snowballs with it, build snow forts out of it, and ski down it!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Dana exchanged glances, looking equally bemused. 
 
      
 
    The Latina laughed and rolled her eyes. “I’ll show you some clips on the Holonet later.” 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a good idea for a vacation," John said, receiving an excited grin from the brunette. "But back to the mission at hand, we better disembark and go hail a hover-taxi." 
 
      
 
    They all rose and began making their way to the grav-tube to head down to the airlock. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, we can just take the Raptor," Calara said, hooking her arm around John’s. "There's plenty of space to land at my parent's house." 
 
      
 
    "I thought you said your parents had a townhouse?" John asked her curiously as they stepped into the red glowing anti-grav field. 
 
      
 
    "They do, but you saw how big Jericho is. Even townhouses here have decent plots of land," she replied, thinking wistfully about her family home. 
 
      
 
    "Flying there directly would be much easier," John said, nodding his approval. Reaching Deck Nine, John turned to Jade as she left the grav-tube. "Do you feel like piloting the Raptor, Jade?" 
 
      
 
    The Nymph bounced up and down at the prospect. "Of course! I love flying that ship!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, but no crazy aerobatics; we don't want to get in trouble with Jericho flight control," John said with an indulgent smile, as she hit the button to open the doors into the hangar bay. 
 
      
 
    "You can trust me!" Jade laughed gaily over her shoulder, as she ran towards the Raptor, the gunship’s black hull glistening in the overhead lights. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure arriving in a heavily-armed gunship will create a good first impression?" John asked Calara with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding? They're all military remember; they'll love it!" 
 
      
 
    They followed Jade to the Raptor, the Nymph already running up the ramp at the front. John pressed a button on the remote in his jacket pocket and the Hangar door began to slowly rise, opening up the huge entryway in the assault cruiser's hull. Dana was the last one to enter and she hit the button on a wall-mounted panel to close the ramp behind them. John followed the girls through the reinforced door at the back of the room and immediately noticed the newly-fitted grav-tubes.  
 
      
 
    He nodded his approval to Dana as they stepped into the blue glow and rose effortlessly up to the top deck. "Very nice."  
 
      
 
    "It was a huge extravagance just to avoid pressing a few lift buttons,” she replied, glancing up at the anti-gravity emitters. A broad grin spread across her face as she added, “But the Ashanath did it for free, so I'm not complaining!" 
 
      
 
    "It’ll save us valuable seconds in a combat situation, so it was well worth doing," John mused, then returned her grin. "And as you say, our new allies picked up the tab." 
 
      
 
    They fanned out to take seats behind Jade, who was powering up the gunship. The Raptor had a pilot and co-pilot’s chair, as well as six other seats; three on either side at the back of the roomy cockpit. 
 
      
 
    "These are new too, aren't they?" Calara asked, looking around at the comfy seating. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I had the Ashanath add a few more seats up here. We had the space, and it beats standing," Dana replied with a shrug, taking a seat next to the Latina.  
 
      
 
    John noted the three unoccupied chairs. "Why six?"  
 
      
 
    "No real reason, that's just how many I could fit in with the space available." Dana replied with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like I'll need to find some nice warm bodies to fill them," Alyssa said, looking at John with a sly smile. He opened his mouth to reply, but she quickly cut him off, exclaiming with relish, "XO’s in charge of recruitment!" 
 
      
 
    John laughed and looked at her fondly. "I'm never going to hear the end of that one, am I?"  
 
      
 
    "Are you honestly complaining?" she asked, with a meaningful glance at Calara, Dana, and Jade. 
 
      
 
    "Okay you win. I bow to your superb eye for talent," he conceded with a smile, his hands upraised. 
 
      
 
    She threw him a playful wink. "That's a good boy."  
 
      
 
    The cockpit rang with the sound of their laughter, as the Raptor rose smoothly off the ground under the Nymph's expert guidance. The gunship glided out from the vast hull of the Invictus, and as soon as they were clear of the massive door, Jade pressed a button on the console to remotely seal the hangar bay. Calara rose from her seat at the back of the cockpit to move to the co-pilots seat, and she provided clear directions to Jade on how to reach the Fernandez family home.  
 
      
 
    It was a quick five-minute flight in the extremely fast gunship, racing over lush fields and verdant hydroponic groves full of perfectly cultivated fruit. Alyssa and Dana were fascinated by the beautiful green planet, staring wide-eyed at the abundance of vegetation... a stark contrast to the barren asteroid they’d called home. The passengers watched through the wide cockpit, eager to get a first glimpse of their destination. The Fernandez townhouse was located on the outskirts of a sprawling leafy suburb, with big ranch-style homes placed a good distance apart from each other on substantial plots of land. 
 
      
 
    "I think 'townhouse' undersells this place a little," John said with a wry smile, as Jade began their final approach.  
 
      
 
    Calara blushed with embarrassment. “I know... There’s a lot of wealthy families on Jericho and many of them have a chalet in the mountains as well as a home in the suburbs. Everyone calls them townhouses because it’s their house in ‘town’.” 
 
      
 
    He put his arm around her and squeezed her shoulder. “I was only teasing. I can’t wait to meet your family and see your family home.” 
 
      
 
    The gunship touched down gently at the back of the big house, on a large flat area denoted by glowing chevrons. 
 
      
 
    "Why have you got a landing pad in your back garden?" Dana asked Calara curiously. 
 
      
 
    "My Dad sometimes arrives directly by dropship when he's on leave from the Damocles. It's just easier than having the neighbours griping about the dropship pilots messing up the sidewalk out front," she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, they left the cockpit and travelled down in the grav-tube, then waited patiently as the forward loading ramp dropped down. Calara glanced nervously at John while they waited, so he squeezed her hand and offered her a reassuring smile. The smooth whirr of the hydraulics came to an end, letting them know the ramp was fully deployed, and they strolled out as a group to look directly out over the tree-lined lawn.  
 
      
 
    There was a pagoda positioned in the centre of the long garden, and at the rear, John spotted a double swing seat securely attached to a broad tree limb. Looking to their right was the main house, a huge brick and timber construction with a big patio to the rear, which contained a comfortable-looking suite of garden furniture. The air on Jericho was deliciously crisp and clean, and they breathed deeply, filling their lungs and savouring the wonderful freshness after the recirculated air they were accustomed to on the Invictus.  
 
      
 
    A figure waved exuberantly to them from the kitchen, followed by happy raised voices announcing their arrival. John and the girls approached the house, and he could feel the nervous tension pouring off Calara as she gripped his hand for support. He knew how worried she was about meeting her family, having gone through such a dramatic physical change since she last saw them. 
 
      
 
    An attractive older Latina darted out of the wide glass doors and rushed across the patio to greet them. "Callie!" she gasped, her expression one of absolute joy. 
 
      
 
    All worries forgotten, Calara ran into her mother's open arms. "It's so good to see you, Mom!"  
 
      
 
    The two women hugged each other fiercely with tears in their eyes, neither able to say a word they were so overwhelmed. When they eventually broke apart, Calara’s mother turned to look at John and the other girls, her warm brown eyes alight with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry guys," Calara said, brushing the happy tears from her face. "This is Maria, my mother.” She smiled at them in turn, as she continued, “Mom, this is John, Alyssa, Dana, and Jade.” 
 
      
 
    Maria stepped forward with a tremulous smile on her face, then put her arms around John and Alyssa, hugging them tightly. "Thank you both so much for saving my little girl!" she gushed, her eyes filled with tears. "Callie told me all about how you rescued her from those dreadful pirates." 
 
      
 
    "You're welcome, Mrs. Fernandez," John replied awkwardly, startled by the outpouring of gratitude from a woman they had only just met. 
 
      
 
    Calara's mother released them both and brushed the fresh tears from her eyes. "Call me Maria, please!" she said laughing gently, a big smile lighting up her pretty face. 
 
      
 
    Before they could respond any further, three tall olive-skinned men appeared through the glass doors at the back of the house and strode over to greet the new arrivals. Calara took one look at her brothers and ran over to meet them, laughing in delight as they took turns giving her bear hugs and swinging her around. 
 
      
 
    Maria smiled warmly at John and the girls, waving for them to follow her. "My apologies for my daughter, she's being a terrible hostess. Come and meet the rest of the family."  
 
      
 
    They walked up to the Fernandez brothers who were now staring at Calara in amazement, finally having a chance to get a good look at her once the initial hugs were out of the way. 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit, Calara! What the hell happened to you?!" the shortest of the three brothers blurted out as he gawped at her.  
 
      
 
    The other two looked equally as shocked as they stared at their sister in awe. 
 
      
 
    "Err, I had a bit of a growth spurt," Calara replied, shifting uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    "You’ve definitely grown alright!" the tallest of the brothers said, and all three of them burst into good natured laughter. 
 
      
 
    "Eduardo, your language," Maria chastised the shortest of the men with a grin. "We have guests!" 
 
      
 
    The brothers turned to face John and the girls, their expressions shifted rapidly. They went from surprised amusement with Calara, to carefully appraising as they looked at John, then wide-eyed astonishment when they spotted Alyssa, Dana, and Jade. Calara walked around her siblings to stand next to John. 
 
      
 
    "These are my brothers, Mateo, Dylan, and Eduardo," she said, pointing at each of them in turn.  
 
      
 
    The three men were all over six-feet-tall, with Mateo the tallest, matching John's height at six-foot-two. He had a closely-cropped goatee and carefully styled dark hair, and like the other two brothers was dressed smart-casual in shirt and trousers. Dylan was wearing a pair of glasses, but shared the same dark hair and olive-toned skin as the rest of the Fernandez family. Eduardo was the shortest, just clearing six foot. He had his hair cropped short and a mischievous grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    "This is my boyfriend, John," Calara said self-consciously, slipping her hand into his before turning to the other girls. "And these ladies are my crewmates; this is Alyssa, Dana and Jade."  
 
      
 
    Mateo stepped forward confidently, and offered his hand to John in a firm handshake. "We heard all about what you did for Calara. Thank you, my friend," he said warmly, his dark brown eyes reflecting the sincerity of his words. He then turned towards Alyssa, who was standing at John's side. "And I heard you were involved too, Alyssa?"  
 
      
 
    "I helped out," she replied with a friendly smile. 
 
      
 
    "Calara never mentioned her rescuer was so beautiful though," Mateo said, returning her smile with a flirtatious one of his own. 
 
      
 
    *We'll distract the guards and let you go after the boss,* Alyssa said to John, her telepathic voice breezing through his mind. 
 
      
 
    *You're incorrigible, but you have my permission to flirt,* John replied, his amusement clear in the tone of his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    "Well, Calara never told me she had such a handsome brother... and a fellow Navigator no less?" Alyssa replied, flashing a beaming smile at him. 
 
      
 
    John was distracted from the rest of their conversation by Eduardo, who strode up to him and gave him a big hug. "Thanks man! You're at the top of my cool list after saving my little sister! If there's ever anything I can do for you, just name it!" 
 
      
 
    John clapped him on the shoulder and returned the broad grin when the exuberant young man stepped backwards. “I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” 
 
      
 
    Eduardo's eyes suddenly flashed past John, darting over to the glistening black ship that was parked on the landing pad. "Oh, man! Is that what I think it is?" he gasped in amazement, as he stepped forward to take a closer look at the gunship. 
 
      
 
    "It's a Raptor class gunship. Is that what you thought it was?" Dana asked playfully, gliding over to join him. 
 
      
 
    "I've heard about them, but not seen one yet!" Eduardo exclaimed, whistling appreciatively. He suddenly seemed to realise who he was talking with, and stumbled over his words. "Y-you're Dana, right?"  
 
      
 
    "That's me!" the redhead cheerfully replied. "I'm actually the Chief Engineer on our assault cruiser.” 
 
      
 
    "You're an engineer too?!" the astonished young man blurted out. 
 
      
 
    "Calara told me that you're an engineer as well, but on a battleship, right? That must be amazing!" she gushed, not having to feign her excitement. Beckoning him towards the loading ramp, she added, "Let me show you something cool I fitted in the Raptor, you're going to love it!" 
 
      
 
    Eduardo turned to look back at Calara and silently mouthed, "You're the best!" 
 
      
 
    John's attention was diverted by Calara's third brother who walked up to him calmly, and offered his hand in a firm handshake. Dylan was far quieter and much more controlled than his energetic younger brother, and he studied John through his wire-framed glasses as they shook hands.  
 
      
 
    "Calara means the world to all of us," he said, directing an affectionate smile at his younger sister. Locking eyes with John, he continued with conviction, "We'll be forever in your debt for saving her life." 
 
      
 
    "It was my pleasure," John replied, smiling as he put his arm around Calara. "I've grown quite fond of her myself.” 
 
      
 
    Dylan watched his sister hanging on John’s every word and his curious gaze turned thoughtful. Quickly changing the subject, he turned to face Jade and asked wryly, " And I suppose this exotic young lady just happens to be your ship's doctor?” 
 
      
 
    "My name's Jade and I'm a Lenarran. I'm not a doctor though, I pilot the gunship," Jade explained, greeting him with an enchanting smile. 
 
      
 
    "A Lenarran?" Dylan murmured, his curiosity piqued. "I’m afraid I don't recognise your species.” 
 
      
 
    "We’re more commonly known as Nymphs," she informed him, a mischievous twinkle in her emerald eyes. 
 
      
 
    Now Dylan really looked intrigued. "How fascinating; I’ve heard the legends surrounding your species...” 
 
      
 
    Jade hooked her arm around his, and began to chat to him animatedly, leading him over to the patio furniture as they spoke. 
 
      
 
    Turning back to her mother, Calara's lovely face sported a puzzled frown. "Where's Dad?  I thought he was going to be here too?” 
 
      
 
    Maria was carefully studying her daughter, her eyes darting over the flawless perfection of Calara’s beautiful face. Roused from her scrutiny by Calara’s question, she cupped her cheek and gave her a warm smile. "Don’t worry, he’ll be here; he's just been slightly delayed. Your father was supposed to arrive last night, but there was an 'Important briefing' he couldn't get out of; he should be arriving any time now." 
 
      
 
    Calara glanced nervously at John, the final and most important introduction she had to make was still looming. 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen you this worried about bringing a boyfriend home before," Maria teased her playfully and darted a speculative look at John. "He must be a keeper!" 
 
      
 
    "Mom!" Calara protested, flushing with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    Maria laughed and beckoned them to follow her into the house. "Come inside you two, I'll make everyone some drinks."  
 
      
 
    The Fernandez home was modern and open plan, with a large lounge overlooked by a well-furnished and spotlessly clean kitchen. John followed after the two women as they walked into the kitchen, with mother and daughter chatting animatedly as Maria brought Calara up to date on all the family news. Maria turned, and gave him a friendly smile as she welcomed him into her home, gesturing for him to sit at one of the high legged chairs around the breakfast bar. 
 
      
 
    John sat at the counter and watched Calara chattering away with her mother, the teenager looking relaxed and happy. He then studied Maria, who was obviously delighted to have her little girl back at home with her again. Maria didn’t appear to be much older than himself, probably mid-40's if he had to hazard a guess, but she had good genes and looked a good deal younger. He immediately noticed the strong family resemblance she shared with her beautiful daughter and it was fascinating to see a preview of what Calara might look like in thirty years' time. The Fernandez women finished preparing a tray full of steaming cups of coffee and Maria sent her daughter outside to offer them around to all their guests.  
 
      
 
    When Calara left the kitchen, Maria approached the breakfast bar holding two cups of coffee. She placed one of them on the counter, then slid it over to him with a mischievous smile on her face. "So, did I pass the test?" she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "The test? What do you mean?" he replied curiously. 
 
      
 
    "I noticed you studying us both earlier," she replied with a coy smile. "You were wondering what Calara might look like when she's my age, right?" 
 
      
 
    John laughed and ruefully nodded his head, unable to stop himself blushing. 
 
      
 
    "I have a husband and three sons; I'm all too familiar with how the devious male mind works," she explained, amused by his reaction. "And now, I must confess to being more than a little curious. Did I put your mind at ease?" 
 
      
 
    "Not that I was worried before, but if I had been, I would now be quite delighted," he replied honestly. 
 
      
 
    Raising her own coffee cup in thanks, she smiled at the compliment, before studying him quietly with her deep brown eyes. She reminded him so strongly of Calara that he felt greatly at ease with her, as they drank sips of coffee in companionable silence. 
 
      
 
    "Would you mind if I asked you a personal question?" she asked suddenly, interrupting the quiet moment. 
 
      
 
    "You can ask me anything you like, but whether I choose to answer is another matter entirely," he countered with a smile. 
 
      
 
    She laughed, her eyes twinkling at his reply. “In that case I’ll temper my urges to ask you anything too outrageous.” Looking at him observantly, she continued, "You don't look it, but you're much closer to my age than Calara's, aren't you?" 
 
      
 
    "I just turned forty a few months ago," he admitted, not shying away from her careful scrutiny. "Is that a problem?" 
 
      
 
    "In all honesty, it's a bit older than I would have preferred, but the heart wants what the heart wants. There's ten years age difference between me and my husband, so it would be a bit hypocritical for me to object,” she conceded with a furtive smile. “Besides, I've never seen Calara this happy before, so being with you obviously agrees with her; and ultimately, a parent always hopes that their children will lead happy lives." 
 
      
 
    "Calara warned me that her father and brothers like to put her prospective boyfriends on the spot, to see how they'd react under pressure,” John said, watching Maria's face closely. “But she never warned me about her perceptive mother.”  
 
      
 
    Maria laughed at that, and inclined her head in acknowledgement of the compliment. "I'm just curious about the man my daughter is so obviously smitten with. You can't fault me for that, surely?" 
 
      
 
    "No, any good mother would want to make sure her daughter was safe and happy. I am curious how I'm doing in your evaluation so far, though?" he asked her in return. 
 
      
 
    "Not bad, not bad at all," she answered with an enigmatic smile, taking another sip of her drink. 
 
      
 
    Calara returned to the kitchen with her empty tray, which she tucked away in a drawer. "The boys are asking what time we're having dinner," she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Maria laughed merrily and shook her head as she got up from her chair. "I must have been asked that question on a daily basis for the last twenty years. I better get started I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you take a seat, Maria. I'd be happy to prepare dinner for the family," John offered, rising to his feet. He glanced at Calara and smiled. "As long as I have my lovely sous chef to assist...” 
 
      
 
    "You're our guest, I-I couldn't possibly..." Maria stammered, genuinely shocked. 
 
      
 
    "John cooks all our dinners for us," Calara explained, moving around the kitchen, pressing buttons to unfold racks of knives and chopping boards. "His grandparents owned a restaurant and taught him how to cook; the meals he prepares are amazing!" 
 
      
 
    "Anything in mind, Maria, or should I get creative?" John asked the stunned woman with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "The boys normally like me to make them a Paella when they're back home on shore leave," she faltered, sitting down again. 
 
      
 
    "One Paella coming up," he said cheerfully, walking around the table to take stock of the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    Calara went to the fridge and took out the ingredients, handing the prawns and chicken to John to prepare, while she started on the vegetables. The knife was a blur in her hands as she chopped up the vegetables, working cleanly and efficiently until they were all done. She tipped them into a large frying pan, added some oil and turned up the heat. 
 
      
 
    "You can cook now?!" Maria asked her daughter, staring at her in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    "John's been teaching me," Calara replied with a self-conscious smile. 
 
      
 
    "But you always refused when I tried to teach you,” Maria said, looking bewildered. “You were always too busy studying battle reports and tactics."  
 
      
 
    "Maybe I just lacked motivation before," her daughter replied, looking at John with a gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    "Can you just keep an eye on the pan while I prepare the seafood please, honey," John asked Calara, while studying the squid speculatively.  
 
      
 
    Calara nodded and bumped hips with him. "Sure thing, Commander!” 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant," he said with a grateful smile, before turning to Maria. "How does your family feel about Calamari?" 
 
      
 
    Maria stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing. "Very much pro," she replied, shaking her head in disbelief.  
 
      
 
    He returned to the chopping boards and began to prepare the squid by slicing it into neatly cut rings, then directed Calara to make a fresh salad. Maria was entranced by the domestic scene, watching John and Calara laugh and joke together, the couple working flawlessly as a team to get dinner ready for ten people. Delicious smells began to circulate around the kitchen and when the Paella was simmering away happily, John and Calara joined her at the table. 
 
      
 
    "All done," he said with a satisfied smile. "It'll be ready in about twenty minutes." 
 
      
 
    Maria laughed again, shaking her head in amazement, and was about to reply when the familiar sound of retro thrusters reached them from the garden.  
 
      
 
    "Dad's here!" Mateo called out from the patio. 
 
      
 
    Calara started to look nervous again and John slipped his hand into hers, giving it a gentle squeeze. She looked up at him apprehensively, so she was caught by surprise when her mother rose and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "From what I've seen so far, you've got nothing to worry about," Maria said, her voice soothing. "Come on, let's go welcome your father home." 
 
      
 
    They got up and headed out into the garden, where a Terran Federation dropship hovered a few feet above the garden. A tall man in a naval officer's uniform hopped lightly off the loading ramp and landed cleanly on the lawn. He strode out purposefully, before turning to wave off the dropship, which soared away with the echoing roar of retro-thrusters. 
 
      
 
    "Captain Fernandez reporting for duty!" he called out to his family, who rushed over to greet him. 
 
      
 
    Maria got there first and gave him a big hug and a kiss, followed by the three elder brothers who welcomed him home with a hug and big enthusiastic grins. Finally, Calara stepped up to meet him and he wrapped his arms around her protectively. 
 
      
 
    "I’m so glad you were able to make it home, Calara," he said, holding her tight. "I was so worried about you." 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him with a big beaming smile on her face and hugged him back fiercely. "I missed you too, Dad." 
 
      
 
    Her father looked up, finally noticing John and the girls, who were standing nearby and watching Calara's touching family reunion. Calara noticed her father's shift in focus, and pulled away from him to introduce her friends. 
 
      
 
    "Dad, this is Commander John Blake, and my shipmates, Alyssa, Dana, and Jade." she said, formally making the introductions. Turning to her father, she looked up at him with pride shining in her eyes. "And this is my dad, Captain Jack Fernandez.” 
 
      
 
    "Pleased to meet you, Captain," John said, striding over to shake his hand.  
 
      
 
    "Likewise, Commander," Jack said, studying him appraisingly and matching John's firm handshake. "I believe I have you to thank for rescuing my daughter." 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa was there too," Calara interjected, smiling warmly at her blonde companion. 
 
      
 
    John nodded. “I couldn’t have done it without her.” 
 
      
 
    "Well, thank you both so much," Jack said earnestly. "We were all devastated when we heard Calara had been captured by pirates. I can’t tell you how relieved I was to hear that she’d been rescued and was safe again." 
 
      
 
    Maria walked over to her husband, and slipped her arm around his, so that she could lead him back to the house. "Perfect timing as usual, my love," she said to him affectionately, "Dinner's nearly ready." 
 
      
 
    "Smells like Paella to me... fantastic!" he exclaimed, his delight echoed by his three sons. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, this is a special one, to welcome everyone home," Maria said, with a sly grin at John and Calara. 
 
      
 
    They all followed Jack and Maria into the house, crossing the lounge to the comfortable dining room, which had a long dining table that could easily seat the entire family and their guests. Maria directed them to sit around the table, splitting everyone up so they were intermingled in a boy/girl seating arrangement. The Fernandez boys cheered when Maria brought in the huge serving dish of Paella, which she set down in the middle of the table. Calara’s arrival with a big bowl of fried Calamari was met with surprise then equal enthusiasm. Not wanting to stand on ceremony, everyone started serving themselves and soon the Fernandez men were complimenting Maria on her amazing cooking.  
 
      
 
    "I'd love to take the credit, but you can thank Calara for dinner," Maria said, glancing at John who nodded, happy to let her bask in the glory. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God, no way!" Eduardo gasped incredulously. "I still remember when you burnt beans on toast!" 
 
      
 
    Mateo stared at her in shock. "Seriously, you cooked this?"  
 
      
 
    Calara grinned and nodded. "With a little assistance, yep!"  
 
      
 
    "It tastes absolutely delicious," Dylan said, his compliment accompanied by a sincere smile. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think, Dad?" Calara asked, looking over at her father apprehensively. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry Maria, but this is the best Paella I've ever tasted," Jack replied, patting his wife’s hand to console her. 
 
      
 
    Maria chuckled, while Calara glowed under her father’s praise. The meal was a great success, with lots of good humoured banter between Calara's brothers, and the female members of the Invictus crew. 
 
      
 
    "So, your mother tells me you've got a little announcement to make, First Lieutenant?" Jack declared, raising an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    His sons looked around the table in confusion, not sure who he was referring to, before Calara cleared her throat with a cough. 
 
      
 
    "That's right dad, I got promoted... and they awarded me a Novaburst," she said, slightly embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    Her brothers cheered exuberantly, bursting into a round of applause for their little sister that was quickly joined by everyone else around the table. Calara blushed at being the centre of attention, but couldn’t help beaming in delight. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah! I'd forgotten all about that TFNN interview!" Eduardo exclaimed in surprise, before turning to John. "I thought you looked familiar, man." 
 
      
 
    "Did you really wipe out a pirate fleet and capture a Kirrix hive ship?"  Mateo asked John in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I wasn't exaggerating in the interview; Calara did most of the hard work, but yeah, that we did," John replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Maria got up and walked around the table to give her daughter a big hug. "Congratulations, Callie! I've been saving that for you for two weeks now!"  
 
      
 
    Calara laughed and hugged her mother back. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    "I requested the After Action Report from Captain Flintlock on the Indomitable and could hardly believe what I read,” her father said, no mistaking the paternal pride in his voice. “It seems like you managed to pull off the impossible. I’m very proud of you, Calara.” 
 
      
 
    Calara gazed back at him with starry eyes, her heart bursting with pride. When she was younger, she’d spent hours poring over reports of her father's battles during his days as a tactical officer and she could hardly believe he was now reading about her own victories. 
 
      
 
    "Calara does seem to have a knack for turning the impossible into the slightly improbable," John said, equally proud of the young woman.   
 
      
 
    "Yeah, the Kirrix and the pirates actually weren't too bad," Dana said with a dismissive shrug. "Not compared to the Drakkar at any rate," she added with a shudder. 
 
      
 
    "You went up against the Drakkar?!" Dylan said in shock, having been well versed on marauding alien species. 
 
      
 
    "Calara personally destroyed four of their cruisers," Jade said helpfully. "If she’d been involved in our final confrontation with their battleship, I’m sure things would have gone a lot smoother.” 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the clamour and excitement to die down after that bombshell. When everyone had calmed down, John and the girls recounted an edited version of their trip to Grey space, culminating in their elimination of the Drakkar raiders. At the end of their little tale, Jack burst out laughing.  
 
      
 
    "I think you've packed more action into the last two months, than I did in my first ten years at tactical!" he said to his daughter, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "It has been quite a busy few months," Calara agreed, in a mastery of understatement. 
 
      
 
    They finished dinner together, then everyone moved to the lounge where they sat around relaxing with some light-hearted chatter. They had been resting comfortably for an hour when Eduardo rose to his feet, an enthusiastic grin spreading across his face as he cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    "We have a little family tradition here, John," he began, causing Maria to groan and roll her eyes. Eduardo continued, quite undeterred, "How would you feel about a little sparring session, to work off some of that dinner?"  
 
      
 
    "If you feel like you need a little lie-down after dinner, I'll be happy to help you out," John replied with a confident smile. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, ho! Big talk from the new guy!" Eduardo laughed teasingly. 
 
      
 
    Mateo grinned and nodded. “He’s throwing down the gauntlet!” 
 
      
 
    Dylan chose not to comment, but there was a gleam of anticipation in his eyes as he rose to his feet. Jack stood too, joining his sons in leaving the lounge to go and get changed.  
 
      
 
    Mateo paused before he left, and looked at John to gauge his size. "We're about the same build; I can loan you some gear if you need it?" 
 
      
 
    "That would be great, thanks a lot," John replied appreciatively, offering Calara a hand as she got up to join him. 
 
      
 
    They followed Mateo to his room, where he handed John a set of clothes and some sparring pads. After John had thanked him, Calara took his hand and led him down the hall to her own bedroom. It was a big room, filled with shelves full of tactical manuals, the only clear spaces on the walls adorned with holograms of Terran Federation capital ships. A replica of the Cruiser Damocles took pride of place above a large desk, flanked by pictures of Calara's family. 
 
      
 
    John shut the door behind them and glanced around, fascinated to get a glimpse of Calara’s private sanctuary where she’d spent her formative years. He turned to smile at Calara who suddenly leapt into his arms, catching him by surprise. They fell back onto the bed with the Latina astride him, her warm brown eyes smouldering with lust. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God... I'm so hot for you right now!" she exclaimed, panting with excitement. They kissed passionately for a long moment, Calara moaning into his mouth as she writhed against him. 
 
      
 
    When they finally parted, John smiled as he looked up at the gorgeous girl. "I take it that means you're happy with how the visit’s going so far?" 
 
      
 
    "This is the only time I've ever wished you didn't cum so much," Calara said with a rueful frown, her hand gently massaging his quad. "Because otherwise, I'd want you to christen my old bedroom, taking me whatever way you wanted...” 
 
      
 
    John kissed her fiercely, his hands roaming over her back and down to her taut cheeks, which he gave a playful squeeze. She groaned and their kiss deepened, Calara’s tongue duelling with his. 
 
      
 
    With a reluctant sigh, he pulled back and looked up into her eyes. "We better get going before we're missed.”  
 
      
 
    Calara nodded her agreement, rolling off him to get up from the bed. She grabbed her top and pulled it over her head, then proceeded to strip completely naked. 
 
      
 
    "I thought we decided that making you look like you were six months pregnant was a bad idea?" John asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "There's plenty of time for that later," Calara replied, winking suggestively. "I'm gearing up for something I've wanted to do for years!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the Fernandez family took their sparring sessions very seriously indeed. John followed Calara back downstairs, smiling at her confident strut as she led him into a large Dojo that had been constructed on the far side of the family home. The floor was covered in training mats, with seating lining the outside for people to watch the action. On the walls were various melee weapons, including several wooden practice swords, along with several very deadly Katana that were displayed in pristine leather scabbards. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Dana, and Jade were sitting next to Maria, and they cheered when John and Calara walked onto the ground mats where the Fernandez men were waiting. 
 
      
 
    "Err, why are you dressed like that?" Eduardo asked his sister, looking at her in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "She's my student," John interjected. "I figure that if you're good enough to beat Calara, then it might be worth my while to spar with you.” 
 
      
 
    This little challenge was met with shock and indignation from the three brothers, while Jack stood by silently, studying John and his daughter. 
 
      
 
    "What's the matter Eduardo, scared to fight a little girl?" Calara goaded him. 
 
      
 
    The howls of outrage got louder until Maria intervened. "Are you gentlemen saying that a woman shouldn't be allowed to fight?" she asked with a dangerous edge to her voice. 
 
      
 
    Jack flashed a look at Maria, making eye contact with his wife. After a long moment, they reached an unspoken agreement and he stepped out of the ring. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it's on!" Calara whooped. 
 
      
 
    John also moved off the ground mats and he was startled to see that it was Eduardo and Dylan who followed him, leaving Calara's eldest brother to be the first to meet her challenge. Mateo went through a series of stretches, the tall, well-muscled young man preparing himself for the fight. John felt a flicker of disappointment for Calara, as it looked like they were trying to nip her challenge in the bud by matching her with their best fighter. As John left the mats, Maria beckoned him over and patted the spare seat beside her. He nodded to her graciously and walked over to join Calara’s mother, eager to watch the bout. 
 
      
 
    As he sat down, Maria leaned across and whispered, "I hope you’ve been training my daughter well; she’ll be crushed if she loses to Mateo.”  
 
      
 
    He looked at her in surprise. “I thought he was the best of the three? With his reach and build, he should be.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head slightly. “It looks like Calara's got to work her way up the rankings." 
 
      
 
    Calara's father stood at the side of the mats, equidistant between the two combatants. He raised his arm while glancing at each of them in turn, and called out in warning, "Ready?" When he was certain that they were, he dropped his arm sharply. "Fight!" 
 
      
 
    Mateo approached Calara confidently, while she faltered and looked unsure of herself. He was unwilling to strike out at her, so Mateo moved in to grapple his little sister, quite sure he was about to win a quick victory. Calara's fake uncertainty disappeared in an instant and she stepped to the side, easily dodging Mateo's clumsy lunge. She then stepped in, grabbed him by the collar and rolled backwards, causing him to topple over her completely unbalanced. She rolled with him, landed on his chest, and performed a sharp strike to his throat, which she stopped at the last instant.  
 
      
 
    "Victory... Calara!" her father intoned in his deep voice. 
 
      
 
    John and the girls went wild, whooping and cheering their friend, while Eduardo and Dylan stared at their siblings in open-mouthed astonishment. Calara rose gracefully and offered her eldest brother her hand, who gladly accepted and stood on unsteady legs.  
 
      
 
    "Hey, I'm a lover, not a fighter," he said with a shrug, flashing a wink at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    *It looks like you made quite the impression,* John thought with amusement to the blonde girl who was sitting on the other side of Calara's mother. 
 
      
 
    *Almost as much as you made on Maria,* Alyssa retorted slyly. *Hoping for a little mother-daughter action?* 
 
      
 
    John stifled his choked laughter with a cough and Maria turned his way with a concerned look on her face. "Are you okay, John?" she asked, placing her hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine thanks, Maria," he replied, easing her concerns with a smile. He glanced past the attractive older woman at Alyssa, who waggled her eyebrows at him playfully. 
 
      
 
    His attention was drawn back to the sparring ring, as Eduardo stepped out onto the mats to square off against Calara. They had barely taken their positions when they started to banter with each other. 
 
      
 
    "Looking forward to taking a little nap?" Calara taunted her brother, her lips curling into a dismissive smile. 
 
      
 
    Eduardo snorted and rolled his eyes. "Copying your boyfriend? Is that the best you’ve got? I’m not impressed...” 
 
      
 
    "Ready?" Jack called out to them both, his arm raised in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Dana’s not going to be impressed, when I make you cry like a little girl... Second Lieutenant," Calara goaded him, knowing exactly what buttons to push. 
 
      
 
    "Fight!" Jack shouted clearly, dropping his arm sharply. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah, well, I'm gonn-" Eduardo began, but he never got to finish the sentence.  
 
      
 
    As soon as her father started the match, Calara's eyes narrowed with concentration, all distracting banter ignored. She watched Eduardo puff out his chest to return her taunt, and as soon as she saw him lose focus, she darted forward to strike him in the chest. Knocked off balance by the powerful blow, Eduardo had no way of avoiding her leg sweep that sent him sprawling on his ass. She darted in for the killing blow, pulling the strike at the last second. 
 
      
 
    "Victory... Calara!" her father intoned, his voice ending the match with resounding finality. 
 
      
 
    The watching crowd clapped and cheered their appreciation, and Calara bowed in their direction a dazzling smile on her face as she savoured her victory. 
 
      
 
    Eduardo looked up at Calara in stunned surprise. "Hey, she cheated!" he protested, his brow furrowing indignantly. 
 
      
 
    "Are you saying I don't know how to judge a match?" Jack asked him with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Eduardo sighed and shook his head in resignation, accepting Calara's hand and rising to his feet. "Well done, squirt," he said, conceding his loss with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Calara grinned as she gave him a fierce hug. “Thanks, big bro!” 
 
      
 
    "What have you been doing to my daughter?" Maria asked John in a hushed whisper. Shaking her head with wonder, she marvelled, "It's like she's a completely changed woman!"  
 
      
 
    *Uh oh,* John thought to Alyssa, sounding alarmed. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa placed her hand on Maria’s and asked quietly, "Do you like the woman your little girl is growing into?" 
 
      
 
    Maria turned to look at Alyssa, studying her with her sharp eyes. "Very much so," she replied with conviction. 
 
      
 
    "Good, so do I," Alyssa said with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    The last of the three brothers was stepping into the ring and they all turned to watch this match. Dylan had removed his glasses and appeared quite different without them, looking very much like his father. He watched Calara intently, while she narrowed her own eyes as she met his gaze, focusing herself for the fight ahead. 
 
      
 
    "Ready?" Jack called out to his children. 
 
      
 
    Both combatants stood motionless, all their attention on their opponent. 
 
      
 
    "Fight!" Jack shouted, dropping his arm. 
 
      
 
    Dylan sprang into action, sending a flurry of punches Calara's way. She adeptly dodged or parried them and countered with her own lightning fast strikes, which soon put her older brother on the defensive. He backed away and lashed out with a spinning kick, which blunted her counter-attack before she could get to grips with him. The fight lasted for twenty minutes, in a blur of kicks and punches, but neither of them were able to land a decisive attack that might end the fight.  
 
      
 
    "Cease!" Jack called out, holding up his hands for both fighters. "Draw!" 
 
      
 
    The spectators were unsure what to do, so they clapped and cheered regardless. Dylan smiled at Calara and performed a low bow. Calara grinned as she returned it, still hardly believing that she’d managed to fight her brother to a draw. 
 
      
 
    "You were amazing, Calara!" he enthused, looking at her with newfound respect. “I thought you had me several times!” 
 
      
 
    “I was just lucky... you’re incredible, Dylan!” she gushed, grateful for his warm praise. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and wrapped her in a big hug, a wide smile on his face. “Luck had nothing to do with it!” 
 
      
 
    John rose from his seat and strode across the mats to join them, his arms open wide for his girlfriend. Calara ran to him and he picked her up effortlessly, swirling her in a circle as they embraced.  
 
      
 
    "You were incredible, honey! I'm so proud of you!" he told the delighted young woman, who wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug. John put her back down on the ground and she beamed up at him, her beautiful face radiantly happy. 
 
      
 
    "What now?" Eduardo asked, unsure how to proceed after the draw. 
 
      
 
    "Now John and I fight," Jack said calmly, stepping onto the mats. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Eduardo cheered. "You're in trouble, John. No-one beats our dad!"  
 
      
 
    The two men squared off against one another and bowed respectfully. After a slight nod from Jack, the match began and they closed on one another, each viewing their opponent with caution. John had been practicing martial arts for over twenty years and he immediately recognised another master simply by the way Jack moved to engage. There was a quiet confidence in the man, a sureness of foot and perfection of balance that spoke of many years of experience.  
 
      
 
    Despite Jack's slight age disadvantage, he had seemingly lost none of his quickness or strength. John had to muster all of his own speed to deflect and counter the relentless series of attacks, finding himself on the defensive from the outset. The spectators watched in hushed silence as the two men advanced and then defended, seemingly locked in a stalemate. Despite seeing a number of opportunities where he would have been able to simply overwhelm Jack using his super strength, John refused to do so, instead relying solely on his own speed and technique. Jack finally managed to outmanoeuvre John and with a lightning fast sweep, brought John to his knees. 
 
      
 
    John raised his hand conceding the fight, and the spectators went wild, clapping and cheering the amazing display of martial skill. 
 
      
 
    "Don't feel bad," Eduardo said with a grin, offering John a hand to stand up. "You lasted way longer than any of us ever had!" 
 
      
 
    Mateo came over to clap him on the shoulder in a friendly fashion. "I'm so glad we never fought," he said with a self-deprecating laugh. "That really would have been embarrassing!" 
 
      
 
    Finally, Dylan came over to him and shook his hand, looking at him with respect. "That was very impressive," he said, nodding in approval. 
 
      
 
    Through all this, Jack watched in silence. When Maria suggested they all go and celebrate with a drink, he stepped forward and gently placed his hand on John's shoulder, causing him to turn to look at the older man questioningly. The rest of the group filed out of the room and into the house, oblivious to what was happening, with only Calara staying behind, watching them both with a worried look on her face.  
 
      
 
    "I'll be along in a few minutes, honey. Everything's okay, there’s nothing to worry about," John said, giving her a reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
    Calara hesitated then reluctantly walked after the others, glancing back at the two men a few times before she left.  
 
      
 
    "Is everything okay, Jack?" John asked when they were alone. 
 
      
 
    Jack let go of his shoulder and stepped back, moving to square off with him once more. "Fight me again, but don't hold back this time," he requested, his firm tone brooking no argument. 
 
      
 
    John appraised the man with a long stare, then nodded, centring himself and preparing for the fight.  
 
      
 
    Jack stepped forward to attack, aiming a series of powerful punches at John’s chest that were designed to knock him off balance and set him up for a crippling strike. This time John used his vastly superior strength to shrug off the attack, ignoring the blows as he grabbed his opponent’s shirt. Jack gasped in shock as John effortlessly overpowered him and brought him down to the mat.  
 
      
 
    The entire fight lasted less than ten seconds, with Jack left staring up at his opponent in astonishment. John stood smoothly and locked eyes with Jack, offering the defeated man his hand to help him off the floor. Jack accepted it warily, then rose to his feet and stared at John for a long moment in deathly silence. He finally broke into laughter, and shook his head in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "That was incredible," Jack said, looking at him in awe. "I don't remember ever feeling so hopelessly outmatched before." 
 
      
 
    John smiled at him and shrugged. "You can probably tell from my ears that I'm not completely human. It seemed grossly unfair to use my enhanced strength to defeat you." 
 
      
 
    Jack studied him silently for a moment. "That's not the full story though, is it?” he said perceptively. “You were fighting a larger campaign today.” 
 
      
 
    "Lose the battle and win the war," John replied, nodding his acknowledgement of the man's analysis. 
 
      
 
    "And what war would that be?" Jack asked him quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Making a good impression on your family," John replied, meeting Jack’s curious gaze. "Calara means a great deal to me and I hoped to win over your sons with that match." 
 
      
 
    "By losing to me, they see you as a peer, instead of a threat. United in a common inability to defeat me in combat..." Jack said, nodding his understanding. 
 
      
 
    "I've seen the way they all look up to you, Calara included. Me winning our fight might have tarnished their perception of your... invincibility.” John smiled as he added, “I've got no desire to upset that dynamic."  
 
      
 
    Jack chuckled, amazed at the amount of forethought John had put into a seemingly simple fight. He offered his hand in friendship, which John shook warmly as Jack grinned at him. "I appreciate it, thank you. Keeping three boys on the straight and narrow can be a challenge at times; having their respect means a great deal to me." 
 
      
 
    "Well, they're a real credit to you; I’m sure you and Maria are very proud of them," John replied, making no effort to hide his admiration for their parenting skills.  
 
      
 
    "Let's go and grab a beer, I think you and I should have a chat," Jack said, smiling as he gestured to the door. 
 
      
 
    John followed Jack back into the kitchen, where Calara and Maria were standing together chatting. The women turned to face them, burning curiosity on both their lovely faces as they wondered what had kept the two men behind.  
 
      
 
    "Everything okay, dear?" Maria asked Jack with a raised eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    "Man-stuff, sweetheart, nothing to worry about," he replied with a wink. "We're just going to go have a chat in the garden." 
 
      
 
    Maria smiled and handed him two bottles of chilled beer from the fridge, while studying the two of them with her perceptive gaze. Calara looked like she was dying to go with them, but she managed to resist the urge with an act of iron willpower. Jack led the way outside and John turned back briefly to wave affectionately at Calara, who grinned at him and held her crossed fingers up in the air. 
 
      
 
    It was now dark outside, Epsilon-Eridani's sun having set hours earlier. They strolled out over the lawn towards the Pagoda, walking along a series of stone slabs that were illuminated by the soft glow of ground lights that flanked the path. Jack sat down on the closest of the padded benches and John sat opposite him facing the house. 
 
      
 
    "Cheers." Jack leaned over so that they could clink bottles, then they sat back and took a swig of the beer. 
 
      
 
    "That's damn fine beer," John said, eyeing the bottle and nodding his approval. 
 
      
 
    "Isn't it just?" Jack agreed, leaning back with a contented sigh. "It's brewed locally; the advertising blurb says it's all down to the special minerals in the mountain water on Jericho. I'm sure that's all a bunch of crap, but there's no arguing with the taste." 
 
      
 
    They sat in companionable silence for a little while, taking sips from the bottles and looking up at the huge sprawl of twinkling stars in the night sky. Learning lessons from ancient Terra, night lighting on Jericho was cleverly and rigorously designed to minimise any light pollution. As a result, the view of the sky on a clear night like this was breathtaking. 
 
      
 
    "This seems like a wonderful place to raise a family," John said, his nod towards the house managing to encompass the entirety of Jericho as well. 
 
      
 
    "Maria and I visited lots of worlds when we served together on the Damocles. We fell in love with Jericho and always said we'd settle down here, when the time was right." Jack said, a wistful smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't know you both served together on your current ship," John said with interest. "Calara mentioned you both were in the military, but didn't go into detail." 
 
      
 
    Jack laughed as he thought back to the early days of his relationship with Maria. "I still remember the talking to I got when we started going out together. I was a Commander at the time, executive officer board the Damocles. My captain was very old school and heartily disapproved of 'fraternisation amongst the bridge crew'," he finished in a gruff voice.  
 
      
 
    "I must admit, it's a great feeling to be in charge of your own ship, and not having to tip-toe around an ornery Captain," John said in wholehearted agreement. 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded and returned his grin. "You'll get no argument from me there!" He paused and looked at John thoughtfully as though he was going to ask him something. 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead, what's on your mind?" he asked the older man. 
 
      
 
    "When Maria mentioned that you and Calara were seeing each other, I must admit I took a look at your service record," Jack confessed. "It was a very impressive read, but officially you're listed as retired. So I was wondering how come you're still flying a Terran Federation assault cruiser?" 
 
      
 
    "I did retire and have been for eleven years now. After I made my money trading, I bought the Invictus as a civilian," he explained. "I still help out now and then, so there was no objection to me keeping the ship fully armed." 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head and laughed. "That's one hell of a trading vessel." 
 
      
 
    "Isn't it just," John said with a grin, raising his bottle of beer before taking another drink. 
 
      
 
    "So what are your plans now? Are you still working as a trader?" 
 
      
 
    "In all honesty, I made so much on the last trade there's no real need any more, but it's something interesting to do in my retirement," John replied. "I'm currently in the process of upgrading the ship with alien tech, so that's why we headed out to Grey Space." 
 
      
 
    "I must admit, I've often wondered what it would be like to just be able to explore the Galaxy in my own ship, without having to follow orders and obey the chain of command," Jack said wistfully. 
 
      
 
    John raised an eyebrow and smiled. "Calara told me about your plans for the 'Fernandez family ship'...” 
 
      
 
    "I might have to man Tactical myself now... I have a feeling Calara won't be interested in a transfer," Jack joked. "So where are you taking the Invictus too next?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm planning to visit the Maliri. I know their reputation, but I've traded with them before and they were friendly enough with me.” A wolfish grin spread across his face as he continued, “I'm hoping I might be able to convince them to upgrade my laser weaponry.” 
 
      
 
    "Well I hope it works out for you," Jack said, unable to stop himself looking sceptical. "T-Fed R&D would love to get their hands on some Maliri tech, but they've been completely uncooperative so far. About five years ago, the Damocles provided an escort for a military research vessel that went to trade with them. The Maliri stubbornly refused even the most ridiculously one-sided deals and we left there empty handed. That R&D Admiral was fuming all the way back home.” He chuckled at the memory. 
 
      
 
    "Well I'm officially a civilian now, so maybe I'll have more luck," John said with a shrug, before taking another long drink of beer. "Before we leave, we're looking to recruit a medic and we know someone who's interested. We'll take a quick trip to the Dragon March to see if she's a good fit for the ship, then we’ll head off to Maliri Space." 
 
      
 
    At that, Jack sat up straight. "You're going to the Dragon March?!" he said in alarm. 
 
      
 
    "That was the plan, is that a problem?" John replied, suddenly alert. 
 
      
 
    Jack paused and looked down as he mulled something over, before he finally raised his eyes to stare at John. "I can't go into detail, it's all at Ultra-level clearance, but the Dragon March is a very dangerous place to go right now. I do honestly like you, John, but the only reason I'm telling you this is because you have my daughter on your ship.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the warning," John said, "We'll be very careful." 
 
      
 
    Jack looked like he was going to say more, but Maria stepped onto the patio and called them back to the house.  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the beer," John said as he stood. 
 
      
 
    "You're welcome," Jack replied, but he seemed a little distracted. 
 
      
 
    They walked back to the house, where Maria hooked her arm around Jack's and gave him a peck on the cheek. "We're going to play some cards, want to join in?" she asked with a beaming smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    Jack laughed at her exuberance and nodded, following her through to the dining room where their three sons were sorting decks of cards.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa saw John standing at the door, and she glanced at him with a questioning look on her face. *That sounded ominous about the Dragon March. I wonder what's happening out there exactly?*  
 
      
 
    *We'll find out soon enough,* John replied, his confident voice ringing through her thoughts. *How are you girls getting on?*  
 
      
 
    *We're a big hit with Calara's brothers,* Alyssa replied with amusement. *Harmless flirting aside, Dana and Jade have been having a great time.* 
 
      
 
    *And how about you?* John asked, sensing that she was a little out of sorts. 
 
      
 
    *I've missed being able to act normally around you,* Alyssa replied, looking wistful. *I spent most of this afternoon wanting to give you a hug or a kiss and it’s been torture having to behave myself.* 
 
      
 
    *We'll be back on the ship soon and everything will be back to normal,* he said soothingly. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa threw him a quick loving glance, before she returned her focus to the card game that was just about to start. Calara bowed out and walked over to join him. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go for a walk," she suggested, slipping her hand into his. 
 
      
 
    Nodding, John accompanied her outside, walking across the lush lawn towards the two-seater swing at the back of the garden. It was made of wood with a high back and the seat was covered in comfortable cushions. They sat together and looked back at the house, the sound of laughter drifting out through the wide-open glass doors. Calara tucked her legs up on the chair, cuddling into him as he encircled her shoulders with his arm. They sat like that for a while just staring up at the stars. 
 
      
 
    "Would you like to live in a place like this?" he asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Not right now, no," she replied, with a contented smile. "I'm having too much fun racing around in the Invictus, saving the galaxy!" 
 
      
 
    He laughed and nodded, squeezing her shoulder as he pulled her a little closer to him. 
 
      
 
    "Later though, when we think about having a family, I'd love it," she murmured, looking up at him hopefully. "Just imagine; me, the girls and your children running over to greet you when you got home." 
 
      
 
    "Got home? I'd never want to leave," John said, smiling down at her.  
 
      
 
    She looked up at him adoringly, and after a quick glance at the house, she turned to give him a passionate kiss. Her lips were soft and eager against his, and her tongue flicked out, encouraging him to follow it back into her mouth with his own. Before things got too steamy, they broke apart and shared a smouldering look. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so used to being able to do whatever I like, when I like. Having to keep my hands off you has been agonising!" she complained. 
 
      
 
    "I know the feeling. When you won those fights, I wanted to give you a huge victory kiss." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that reminds me!" she exclaimed, her eyes going wide. "What happened in that fight with my father? I'm sure I spotted a few times when you could have won that match if you’d overpowered my dad." 
 
      
 
    "Jack realised I was holding back as well. That's why he wanted to speak to me alone in the Dojo after everyone left, he was after a rematch..." 
 
      
 
    "I had no idea!" Calara gasped, her heart lurching at the thought. "What happened?" 
 
      
 
    "I won," John replied simply. "I got the feeling I could trust your father with the truth, so I used my full strength to get the rematch over with quickly." 
 
      
 
    "How did he react to that?" she asked, nibbling her lip nervously as she stared up at him. 
 
      
 
    "I think he appreciated the honesty,” John said, reflecting on the conversation afterwards. “It was actually a nice bonding moment."  
 
      
 
    "How about the chat in the pagoda?" she asked, watching his reaction. "Did that go okay too?" 
 
      
 
    "Don’t worry, it was fine. Your father just wanted to know what my current plans were, but he wasn't happy about the idea of me taking you into the Dragon March. I think Rachel was right; things are much worse there than the Terran Federation has been letting on," he said, looking thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    "We should probably head there sooner rather than later then," Calara said, a speculative look on her face. 
 
      
 
    John turned to look at her with concern. "I don't want to rush you away from your family."  
 
      
 
    "We'll stay a little while longer, then I think we should head back to the Invictus," she replied, giving him a hungry look. "We can’t stay here overnight... I’d never survive." 
 
      
 
    John nodded and leaned in to kiss her again. They lost track of time while they made out under the starlight. Sitting in the open air on the swing seat, while being warmed by the balmy evening breeze, made for a lovely romantic setting. They were roused from their passionate embrace by a polite cough and looked up to see that Maria was walking towards them with a flicker of amusement in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to interrupt Calara, but the boys want you to join them in the game. I think they're hoping they'll have better luck against you with cards, than they did in the sparring matches," she said with an apologetic smile. 
 
      
 
    John rose with the intention of following Calara, but Maria stopped him with an upraised hand. 
 
      
 
    "Would you sit with me a moment please, John?" she asked him politely. "There's something I'd like to discuss with you, if that's okay?" 
 
      
 
    Calara paused to give him a lingering kiss goodbye, before throwing a challenging grin her mother's way and striding purposefully back to the house. Laughing at her daughter's antics, Maria sat on the seat that Calara had just vacated and patted the spare seat next to her. John sat and glanced over at her, painfully aware that he had just been kissing this attractive woman's daughter in the exact same spot only moments before. 
 
      
 
    "Well, this certainly isn't awkward," Maria said with a grin, knowing full well what he was thinking. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry about that, we got a little carried away," John apologised, feeling himself reddening. 
 
      
 
    "There's no need to apologise," Maria said, with a dismissive wave. "With three boys, I've stumbled across far worse!" 
 
      
 
    He laughed as she put him at ease once more, finding her ability to disarm him so quickly quite remarkable. 
 
      
 
    Studying for a moment, he asked with a playful smile, "So how am I doing in your evaluation?" 
 
      
 
    "I think you might have passed with flying colours," she said airily. "But there's one thing I'm really curious about, before I could give my final verdict." 
 
      
 
    "Oh really, what's that?" he asked, relaxing in the chair. 
 
      
 
    "I know you're sleeping with Alyssa as well as my daughter, but I can't quite make my mind up about Dana and Jade," she mused. "I'll probably need to see you interact with them a few more times before I can figure that out." 
 
      
 
    John gulped and shot her a worried glance, wondering how furious she was going to be. She laughed when she saw his panicked expression and placed a warm hand on his forearm, her thumb stroking him soothingly. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, your secret's safe with me." She grinned at him, enjoying the gentle teasing. "I always thought Calara was so straight-laced, but she really does take after her father..." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" John asked, fascinated by this attractive woman. 
 
      
 
    "Jack always had a thing for blondes and it looks like his daughter does too. We had some fun indulging my husband’s fantasies before all the kids came along,” she replied, smiling fondly at the memories. 
 
      
 
    John chuckled with relief. "Well you certainly are full of surprises, Mrs. Fernandez."  
 
      
 
    "As are you, Mr. Blake," she said with a coy smile. "I was wrong earlier by the way, when I said that Calara is smitten with you." 
 
      
 
    "You were?" he asked, sounding worried. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, she isn't smitten, she's head-over-heels in love with you," Maria said sincerely. "I know my daughter very well and I'm almost having trouble recognising the confident, assured young woman she's blossomed into since being with you." 
 
      
 
    "She's a wonderful woman and I love her very much," John said honestly.  
 
      
 
    Maria studied him for a long while, gauging the truth in his words. "I know you've saved her once already, but can I trust you to protect her in the future?" she asked him, all playfulness gone for the moment, replaced by a mother’s concern for her daughter. 
 
      
 
    "I'd give my life to protect hers," John replied simply. 
 
      
 
    She stared at him with wide eyes. "That's not just some line... you really mean it, don't you?"  
 
      
 
    John looked into her eyes and nodded, his open expression confirming his sincerity. 
 
      
 
    "Calara really has struck gold with you, hasn't she?" Maria murmured, continuing to study his face intently. 
 
      
 
    "I prefer to think of it the other way around, but thanks for the compliment," John replied with a gracious smile. 
 
      
 
    At that Maria let out a relieved laugh. “It's okay, you can stop now. You passed all my tests.” 
 
      
 
    "Phew!" John joked, blowing out an exaggerated breath in relief, which had Maria laughing again. 
 
      
 
    "I really did enjoy meeting you, John. Thanks so much for coming to visit," she said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    "The pleasure was all mine. I was very curious to meet the family who had raised such a wonderful woman; I can only hope that I'll be as good a parent someday," he said with endearing sincerity. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, that's very kind," Maria said, touched by how earnest he was. "I must admit I'm curious to meet your family too.” 
 
      
 
    "It's just me I'm afraid," John said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    She reached out to squeeze his hand, her voice gentle and full of sympathy as she said, "Oh John, I didn't know. I'm so sorry."  
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I've started to think of my crew as my family now," he replied as he thought about the girls, a warm smile spreading across his face. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I think that answers my question about Jade and Dana," Maria teased him, her smile widening with pleasure as her suspicions were confirmed. "It's quite understandable, they're all exceptionally lovely young women." 
 
      
 
    John watched her warily, as she studied his face. "I’m sorry I wasn’t completely honest with you, we were all worried how you might react. I hope you weren’t offended by the deception." 
 
      
 
    "Calara is old enough to make her own decisions. Besides, she seems to be thriving with you and your companions. If she's happy, then I'm happy," Maria explained, giving him a reassuring smile.  
 
      
 
    "Would Jack and her brothers share the same point of view?" John asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Maria laughed mischievously and leaned in close to whisper, "It’s probably for the best if we keep this as our little secret.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, returning her smile. “Thank you. I think I might just follow your wise advice.” 
 
      
 
     She rose gracefully and tugged on his hand. "Let's go back inside, I'd like to spend some more time with Calara before you whisk her away." 
 
      
 
    John followed the surprising woman back to the house, where they found the card game still in full swing. Calara rose to greet him with a chaste kiss and when Maria beckoned her daughter over to join her in the kitchen, he took the brunette’s place in the card game. 
 
      
 
    They stayed with Calara's family for a few more hours, playing games and chatting like old friends, before it began to get late. Calara glanced at John, nodding that it was time, and they rose purposefully. 
 
      
 
    "I've seen that look before," Maria told her daughter with a rueful smile. "It's time for you to ship out, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid so, Mom," Calara said, walking over to Maria who wrapped her up in her arms. 
 
      
 
    John turned to face Calara's father and they shook hands firmly. "It was a pleasure to meet you, Jack.” 
 
      
 
    "Likewise," the older man replied. His eyes flashed with worry as he added, "Take good care of my little girl.” 
 
      
 
    "I'll keep her safe, I promise," John said, and Jack nodded his thanks. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Dana, and Jade got up to leave, saying their fond farewells to the three brothers and Calara's parents. Eduardo, Mateo, and Dylan each came up to John to shake his hand and clap him on the shoulder, as they urged him to return soon to teach them some of his fighting moves. Calara said goodbye to her brothers, before moving on to her father, who hugged her tightly and whispered something in her ear.  
 
      
 
    John and the girls waited patiently for Calara to finish saying her goodbyes. When she rejoined them, she wiped the happy tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. They strode out to the Raptor, promising to visit again soon, and waved farewell to the Fernandez family as the front ramp slid closed with the quiet hum of hydraulics. 
 
      
 
    "Let's head home, girls," John said, putting his arm around Calara’s shoulder as they headed up to the cockpit for the short flight back to the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They arrived back at the glistening black assault cruiser and Jade brought the Raptor into the hangar as soon as the massive hull door yawned open wide enough to admit them. Within the hour, the Invictus was leaping into hyper-warp, following Alyssa's course to Port Medea in the Dragon march. According to the information displayed on the holographic sector map, it would take them just under two days to arrive at the space station where Rachel was based. 
 
      
 
    Calara walked up the illuminated steps to the command podium, and stood at John's side as they watched Alyssa double-checking the route. She slipped her hand into his, glancing up at him with a seductive smile. "Let's go to bed, I want to thank you properly for an amazing trip.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and nodded. “Now that sounds like a wonderful idea.”  
 
      
 
    Calara looked coyly at the other girls. "Are you coming too?"  
 
      
 
    "I said I'd let Rachel know when we were leaving. I'll be along in a little while," Alyssa replied with a broad smile. 
 
      
 
    Dana’s sky-blue eyes twinkled as she shook her head. "I’d love to, but there's a little side project I'd really like to work on before bedtime.” 
 
      
 
    "You two enjoy some time together. I'll keep Dana company," Jade said, grinning at the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks girls," she told them all fondly.  
 
      
 
    Calara accompanied John into the grav-tube and they floated down to the level below. She seemed to have an extra lightness in her step as she walked along at his side, darting furtive glances at him as they returned to their bedroom. They quickly undressed and got into bed, sliding over to lay beside each other on the covers. 
 
      
 
    John propped himself up on an elbow and looked down at her beautiful face. "So... that seemed to go well," he said with a playful smile.  
 
      
 
    "Better than I ever hoped," Calara agreed, heaving a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    "You have a lovely family," he told her sincerely. "I thought your brothers were great guys... even Eduardo." 
 
      
 
    She laughed and wrapped her arms around his chest to give him an appreciative hug. "They all think you're awesome! I can't believe how well you won them all over; it's such a contrast with the last boyfriend I brought home." 
 
      
 
    "And I liked your father a lot too,” John said, impressed by the calm, thoughtful man. “I took a risk in the rematch we had, but it seemed to really pay off.” 
 
      
 
    "I wish I'd been there to see it," she said wistfully. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and brushed a lock of brown hair away from her face. "I'm glad you weren't. Your Father's been your hero all your life, I wouldn't want you to see him lose a match, no matter how unfair the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    "I have a new hero now," she whispered as she stared up into his eyes, then pulled him down for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    John leaned in and brushed his lips against hers, teasing her with light kisses. He traced his fingers along her jawline until he was cupping her face in his hand, gazing down into her eyes as he deepened the kiss. Calara placed her hand on top of his and interlaced their fingers, so John refocused his kisses, moving to her slender fingertips instead. The contrast of her olive toned hand resting gently on skin suddenly triggered a memory. 
 
      
 
    "That reminds me, your mother figured out we're all sleeping together!" he blurted out, pulling back to look down at Calara. 
 
      
 
    The Latina arched an eyebrow, her lips curving into a teasing smile. "Kissing me reminds you of my mother?"  
 
      
 
    John laughed at that, and shook his head. "She held my hand briefly when I told her I don't have any family any more. She's an incredibly perceptive woman, caring, and quite charming... it was fascinating to see where her lovely daughter gets it all from." 
 
      
 
    "She seemed quite charmed by you too," Calara replied with a grin. "I don't know what you said to her, but she told me to 'hang on to this one'!" 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like good advice to me," he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "I have no intention of ever letting you go," she replied lustily, curling a lithe leg around him and pulling him down on top of her. She pushed herself against him, so that the heat of his heavy shaft was pressed against the smooth skin of her tummy, and she moaned as she felt his rampant hardness. 
 
      
 
    John moved his arm in readiness to roll her on to her back, but she shook her head playfully, and placed her hand on his chest so that he stayed lying on his left side. 
 
      
 
    "Not that way," she said with a fiery look in her eyes. She flipped herself over so that he was spooned up behind her and she wriggled back against him. "Take me like this instead!" 
 
      
 
    He placed his hand on the lovely rounded curve of her hip and traced his fingertips along her smooth olive skin, admiring her flawless figure. He held her securely and then pushed forward with his hips so that his painfully hard cock was nestled between her rounded asscheeks, which moulded pliantly around him. 
 
      
 
    "You want me to take you back here?" he asked her teasingly. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe later," she said tantalisingly, looking back at him over her shoulder. "But for now, I want you to fill my womb with your cum. All that talk of settling down together got me hot and broody." 
 
      
 
    John nodded and smiled, then moved down a little and tilted his hips back, so the broad head of his cock pressed up against the back of her closed thighs. "You want this inside you?" he asked her teasingly, nudging the blunt crown against her wet pussy lips. 
 
      
 
    "I've never wanted you more," she murmured, her eyes hooded as she focused on his touch. 
 
      
 
    "Guide me in then," he said, taking the opportunity to fill his hand with her breast, squeezing and kneading the succulent flesh.  
 
      
 
    She parted her thighs and reached down to hold his heavy cock in her hand. "I still can't believe this can fit," she said with an air of wonder in her voice, as she gently stroked his throbbing tool and moved him into position. 
 
      
 
    "We better check to make sure," he said while pushing forward, sinking deep into her glistening pussy. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God, that feels so good..." she groaned, as he stretched out her wonderfully tight young body, forcing her elastic pussy to yield to every inch. 
 
      
 
    John slid his left arm under her head for Calara to use as a pillow, and then used his right hand to brush her long dark brown hair away from her shoulder, exposing the unblemished skin. He kissed her as he began to pull back and push forward with his hips, making her tightly stretched pussy slide up and down his length. 
 
      
 
    "There's still plenty to go,” he warned her playfully. “Are you sure you want more?" 
 
      
 
    "I want all of you," she said in a determined voice, wriggling back against him and letting out a gasp as he pushed the final few inches into her womb. Calara placed her hand on her tummy, feeling the bump where his cock was buried inside her and massaged him gently. 
 
      
 
    "I can feel that," he told her as she stroked him. "It's like you're encouraging me to cum inside you." 
 
      
 
    "Always!" she panted, as she began to rock her hips, wriggling sensually in his lap. 
 
      
 
    John wrapped the Latina’s smaller body in his arms and paused with his cock buried up to the balls inside her, revelling in the feelings of protectiveness. 
 
      
 
    She sighed as she snuggled up in his arms. "It's amazing... I feel so turned on, but at the same time you make me feel so safe and loved."  
 
      
 
    "That's my job, to protect you and keep you safe," he whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    "And to make love to me?" she asked, turning to look at him out of the corner of her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," he agreed, placing his right hand on her hip again to keep her steady, as he began to thrust more insistently inside her. 
 
      
 
    "You're very good at your job," she moaned appreciatively, as her hand began to slide down her tummy between her legs. 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you let me help you with that?" Alyssa purred, as her wonderfully nude body glided around the bed into their line of sight. 
 
      
 
    "Well hello," Calara said, smiling coyly at the blonde. "I'm so glad you could join us..." 
 
      
 
    "Hello yourself, gorgeous," Alyssa replied, eyeing them both hungrily and licking her lips. "You two look amazing together. When are you going to fuck me like this, handsome?" 
 
      
 
    "She is amazing," John agreed as he thrust into the panting teen. "And I’ll ravish you like this whenever you want...” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa climbed on to the bed and snuggled in close so that she was lying on her side, face to face with Calara. She stared into the brunette's deep brown eyes, seeing her pupils dilated with passion as John continued to stroke inside her. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to work with John to make you cum more times than you've ever done before," Alyssa promised, as Calara's eyes flared with lust. "Then he's going to cum inside you, and you're going to take it all like a good girl.” 
 
      
 
    "You're so naughty," Calara hissed excitedly, "Maybe that's why I love you so much!" 
 
      
 
    "I love you too," Alyssa said earnestly, "And hopefully after tonight, you'll be able to see exactly how much." 
 
      
 
    *What are you up to?* John asked Alyssa, picking up a subtle edge to her voice. 
 
      
 
    *We're going to blow her mind with pleasure, then hopefully she'll open herself up to me. Your job is to fuck her hot little pussy as long as you can before you unload in her belly,* her aroused thoughts echoed in his mind, exciting him tremendously with the things she was saying. 
 
      
 
    *No more talk like that, or this’ll be over before we've started!* he warned her in alarm, as his cock lurched and flexed inside Calara, causing her to groan appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    *I have every faith in you, handsome,* Alyssa purred back at him. 
 
      
 
    "What are you going to do?" Calara asked the blonde between moans, her eyes flashing with anticipation.  
 
      
 
    "Lick you until you can't take any more," Alyssa said with a wicked grin. 
 
      
 
    She slid downwards, tracing kisses between Calara's heaving breasts, then over her slender tummy. Alyssa noticed a slight curve in the brunette's toned stomach, her taut belly pushed out by John's throbbing and eager cock. Alyssa kissed the bulge lovingly, her tongue flickering out to taste the perspiration on the Latina's soft skin. 
 
      
 
    Calara groaned wordlessly and placed her hands on Alyssa's head, running them through silky blonde hair before pushing her lover downwards. Alyssa smirked and relented to the panting girl's urging, slipping down lower so that she was next to where the couple were joined. Calara's pussy was stretched tightly around John's broad cock and the blonde leaned in to lap away at them, feeling their heat with her tongue. Finally having mercy on the tremendously turned on Latina, she moved up slightly and began to lick away at her throbbing clit. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" Calara screamed, coming almost instantly, her body already fully primed to climax after John's insistent pounding.  
 
      
 
    She cried out again and again, gasping and moaning as John held her tightly in his arms, fucking her scalding hot pussy relentlessly. Alyssa's tongue alternated between long, sensual licks when Calara was moaning through an orgasm, to a rapid blur when John was working her towards another release. Alyssa smiled with satisfaction as the lovely brunette came so many times that she lost count. She eventually had mercy when Calara finally begged for her to stop.  
 
      
 
    "I can't come any more..." the brunette whimpered helplessly. 
 
      
 
    The blonde moved back up the bed and pressed herself up against the brunette, staring into her eyes once more. "You were such a good girl, cumming for me so many times," she told her proudly. "Now just relax while John cums inside you. You'd like that, wouldn't you?" 
 
      
 
    Calara nodded wordlessly, and stared back at Alyssa, transfixed by her piercing cerulean eyes as the blonde leaned in for a loving kiss. 
 
      
 
    John's breathing was heavy now, panting with exertion after pounding Calara for so long. Listening to Alyssa licking the girl's pussy as the Latina made wonderfully erotic sounds as she came had been hard enough on his willpower, but the teenager’s tight body was also gripping and massaging him every time she climaxed.  When the two beautiful girls began to kiss each other sensually, he couldn't hold back any longer. With a wordless groan he pushed his full length inside her, and let his balls cut loose, unleashing the massive load they'd prepared for her. 
 
      
 
    Calara groaned as she felt John's cum shooting into her womb and kissed Alyssa fiercely. Her heart was full of nothing but love for this incredible girl who had saved her life and who now made her feel so wonderful. 
 
      
 
    *Her tummy's filling up!* Alyssa's excited thoughts echoed clearly in Calara's mind. 
 
      
 
    "I can hear you so clearly!" Calara exclaimed as she stared at Alyssa in awe. 
 
      
 
    *I love you,* Alyssa's voice said passionately. The thought arrived on a cresting wave of loving emotions that crashed over Calara and filled every corner of her mind. 
 
      
 
    *Oh, I love you too!* Calara gasped back, her words and feelings coming though sharp and clear to Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    *That's it beautiful girl, open up to me,* Alyssa whispered, the two girls staring at each other in wonder as their minds bonded as one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was now close to midnight and Jade glided along beside Dana, as they headed back to the bedroom for the night. The nymph had thoroughly enjoyed the visit to Jericho and she grinned happily to herself as she thought back on the day's events. Flirting with Dylan had been fun, but more than that, she had been delighted that John would include her in Alyssa's distraction plan. She was impressed that he was above such petty concerns as jealousy and was delighted that John trusted her absolute devotion to him. Jade greatly appreciated Calara's kind invitation to meet her lovely family and see the place where the brunette had grown up. 
 
      
 
    She stole a concerned glance at Dana, who seemed a little agitated. The redhead had initially thrown herself into some new project in her workshop, chattering excitedly about automation and rapid responses, but Jade had quickly become lost in the techno-babble. As the evening wore on, Dana had grown quieter and the Nymph sensed a change in mood with the normally exuberant young woman. Despite Jade's repeated attempts to get the girl to reveal what was troubling her, Dana had just smiled wistfully, waved away her concerns, and thrown herself back into her work. 
 
      
 
    They padded quietly into the darkened bedroom and found their friends fast asleep. Calara was lying on her side, sandwiched protectively between the other two, while sporting an impressively rounded belly full of cum.  
 
      
 
    Jade flashed an affectionate smile at Dana and they went into the bathroom to clean their teeth with the auto plaque-removers, before returning to bed. The change to the sleeping arrangements caught them off guard for a moment, but her redheaded companion gestured for Jade to lie next to John. With a grateful smile, the Nymph did just that, sighing with contentment as she moulded herself around him and stroked his firm muscles. Dana lay down behind her, pressing her warm breasts into the Nymph’s back, then kissed her on the shoulder before she whispered a quiet goodnight. Within minutes Jade was fast asleep and dreaming contentedly of beautiful green babies. 
 
      
 
    Dana hugged her lovely Nymph bedmate, until Jade's breathing grew heavier and the alien girl fell into a deep sleep. It was strange to feel Jade's slightly cooler skin next to her own, especially after getting used to snuggling next to Alyssa's warm body whenever she normally went to bed. The redhead rolled over onto her back and stared up at the ceiling for a while. Realising that sleep was going to evade her, Dana slid out of bed with a melancholy sigh and padded quietly out of the room.  
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    The room was peaceful and still when John woke up, and a quick glance at the ship's chronometer told him it was nearly two in the morning. During the night he'd rolled on to his back, Calara and Jade rolling with him, both sound asleep in his arms. He looked down at them with an affectionate smile on his face, then glanced to either side to check that Alyssa and Dana were asleep too. The blonde was sleeping contentedly behind Calara, but his mischievous redhead was currently missing, the rest of the bed looking cold and empty. 
 
      
 
    He listened carefully to see if he could hear Dana in the bathroom, but all his sensitive ears heard were the soft rhythmic sound of his bedmates breathing. The last time Dana hadn't come to bed was during their time on Ashana, when she'd got caught up in the ship's refit. It seemed unlikely that she would have stayed up tonight though, as she wasn't really preoccupied with any major projects at the moment. 
 
      
 
    Carefully extricating himself from Calara and Jade's loving embrace, he moved stealthily off the bed, being careful not to wake anybody. He padded down the corridor to check on Dana's quarters, to see if she'd gone in there to sleep for some reason. Her room was empty and the bed lay undisturbed, so he walked further along to the grav-tube, thinking he should head down to Deck Seven to see if she was in her workshop. 
 
      
 
    He smiled to himself for a moment, thinking it would have been much easier to simply wake up Alyssa and asked her where the redhead was hiding, but where was the fun in that? 
 
      
 
    All thoughts of fun and games disappeared instantly when he heard the faint sound of crying coming from the Officers' Lounge. He hurried over to the double doors and when they opened, he saw that the lounge was cast in shadows, starlight from the passing systems providing the only illumination in the room. The heartbreaking sound of a girl weeping reached his ears and he followed the desolate lament over to the sofas. Dana was sitting on one of the seats with her feet up on the cushion, crying into her arms that were folded across her knees. 
 
      
 
    John strode over to the distraught girl, then sat beside her and wrapped her up in a comforting embrace. "Dana, what's wrong?" he asked, his voice full of concern. 
 
      
 
    "It's nothing," she mumbled between muffled sobs, her breathing ragged from crying.  
 
      
 
    He stroked her back and felt her trembling against him. "Come on now, you know you can tell me anything.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned into him, the tears rolling down her cheeks and wetting his chest. "You'll think I'm a terrible person," she whispered, unwilling to meet his worried gaze. 
 
      
 
    "You know I'd never think anything of the kind," he said with a light chuckle, attempting to buoy her spirits. "Tell me what's troubling you and maybe I can help make you feel better." 
 
      
 
    Dana took a deep shuddering breath, then sighed with helpless resignation. "Okay, whatever you want...” She took a deep breath and looked up at him, her expression so full of self-loathing it made his heart ache. "I just feel so jealous... of Calara.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry Dana, I spent so much time trying to impress her family, I pretty much ignored you while we were on Jericho." he apologised, feeling awful for making her this upset. 
 
      
 
    The redhead sniffled and laughed. "No, it's not that, I was really proud of the way you won them over.” 
 
      
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
      
 
    "She had such a perfect childhood growing up with a really wonderful family... and I was just tossed aside like a piece of trash," she said, her face crumpling again at the overwhelming feelings of loss the visit had dredged up. 
 
      
 
    "What makes it worse, is her family were just... so... lovely. You could see how much they all love her and want to keep her safe and happy; it was a hundred times better than I ever imagined a loving family would be like. Then I just remember all those times I was scared and alone, just wishing someone gave a shit about me..." she sobbed, breaking down into a fresh round of tears.  
 
      
 
    "There’s no need to cry, everything's going to be okay. We all love you," John said, his deep voice comforting as he gently rocked her in his arms.  
 
      
 
    She hugged him tighter, as though clinging to him for reassurance. "I know it's not her fault and it's stupid for me to feel this way, but I can't help it... I guess I'm just a horrible person," she whimpered, looking up at him dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    "It's only natural to want to belong to a loving family," he reassured the distraught redhead. "You and Alyssa had a terrible childhood, but everything's going to be so much better now, I promise." 
 
      
 
    "He's right," Alyssa said, as she glided across the darkened room to join them. 
 
      
 
    "About what?" Dana sniffled, looking up at her friend.  
 
      
 
    “That we all love you and it's only natural to want to be a part of a family," Alyssa replied, stroking her back and giving her a comforting smile.  
 
      
 
    "But I feel so envious of Calara’s perfect life, it's awful!" Dana moaned, looking forlorn.  
 
      
 
    "I know how to make all that go away and give you everything you've always craved," Alyssa said softly. "You're part of a wonderful new family now." 
 
      
 
    "Sisters?" Dana asked with a hopeful smile, blinking away her tears. 
 
      
 
    "That's right. Sisters, who all love the same amazing man," Alyssa said with a smile, as she glanced at John. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked up at John, her face brightening with a loving smile. Just as quickly, her expression shadowed in confusion and she let out a dejected sigh. "I already know all that, but I still feel this awful sense of loss...” 
 
      
 
    "That's because you know it, but you haven't been able to truly feel it," Alyssa said soothingly. She opened her arms for a hug. "Let me make everything feel so much better, Sparks." 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and John released her from his embrace as she turned to face her oldest friend. Dana straddled Alyssa's lap, wrapping her lithe legs around her friend as they hugged each other tight. They held each other like that for a long moment, until Alyssa pulled back so that they were staring into each other's eyes, only a few inches apart. 
 
      
 
    "Let me feel how much you want to be a part of our family, little sister," the blonde girl whispered, staring deep into the redhead's sky-blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I want that so much," Dana murmured with a wistful sigh. 
 
      
 
    *So do I,* Alyssa's thoughts carried through to her friend. 
 
      
 
    *I can feel it!* Dana gasped, the golden coronas around her pupils flaring with excitement.  
 
      
 
    *We all feel this way about you, Dana,* the blonde girl replied, her loving thoughts and feelings swelling up, surrounding and embracing the redhead. 
 
      
 
    *My family...* Dana murmured, as she stared into Alyssa's piercing cerulean eyes in awe. 
 
      
 
    John watched as the girls seemed to fall into some kind of trance, staring unblinkingly into each other's eyes as their breathing deepened, their chests rising and falling in an identical rhythm. He had seen this happen when Alyssa had bonded with Calara and if Alyssa followed the same pattern with Dana, the girls would be unresponsive for a while. He walked quietly back to the bedroom and returned with a couple of warm blankets. He draped one around the nude girls, making sure they were comfortable, the other he pulled over himself as he laid out on an adjacent sofa and settled down to keep an eye on them. 
 
      
 
    He half-dozed, drifting in and out of sleep, watching them both warily for any signs of change. After an hour or so, he noticed some movement from the young women, their blanket shifting as they began to rouse from their hypnotic state. He threw off his own blanket and darted over to their side, looking at both their faces with concern. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, we're fine," Alyssa said lovingly, raising a slender hand and cupping his face. 
 
      
 
    Dana gazed at the blonde girl with a look of profound gratitude in her eyes. "I’ve never felt so wonderful. The emptiness is just gone..."  
 
      
 
    "Let's get you two back to bed and we can talk about this later," John said, gently helping them up.  
 
      
 
    They fell into his arms, almost as if they wanted to wrap him up in the same loving mental embrace that they were both feeling. He smiled and stroked their backs until they calmed, then led them both back to his room, a tired girl leaning against him on either side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John awoke later that morning, to find Jade watching him with a happy smile on her face. He looked around at the other young women, but they were all slumbering serenely. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go make them breakfast for when they wake up," he said in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph grinned, her head bobbing with enthusiasm. “That’s a lovely idea!” 
 
      
 
    John extricated himself from the tangle of lithe female limbs and got dressed in silence, watching Jade pull on a figure-hugging top and slip her deliciously long legs into some soft cotton shorts. He held out his hand and she intertwined her cool, slender fingers with his own. Jade looked up at him adoringly and he gave her a tender kiss that made her sigh in contentment. 
 
      
 
    They stole away quietly, being very careful not to wake the sleeping girls, who were still recovering after undergoing a seismic shift in their relationship. Walking along in companionable silence, they approached the Officers' Lounge, remaining quiet until they entered the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling this morning?" John asked with concern, as he held the door open for his nubile companion. 
 
      
 
    “I’m with you... I feel wonderful!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with a dazzling smile.  
 
      
 
    He collected some eggs from the fridge, then pulled out a mixing bowl from the cupboards. "Dana was quite upset last night after visiting Calara's parents. It made her realise just how much she'd missed out on while she was growing up."  
 
      
 
    "Ah... so that's what was bothering her," Jade said, her bright smile fading into a frown as she leaned back against one of the counters. "I wish she'd told me what was wrong. I could tell she was upset, but she wouldn't talk to me about it." 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, Alyssa did that mind sharing thing with Dana last night and I have a feeling she'll be fine now.” He cracked an egg into a pan. "Did spending time with a close family like that upset you too?" 
 
      
 
    "No, I've never felt happier!" Jade exclaimed, accentuating her statement with a beaming grin. 
 
      
 
    "Well that's always good to hear," he said with a relieved smile. 
 
      
 
    Jade laughed merrily and glided over to his side, running her fingers through his hair as she looked up at him. "You all see me as a green-skinned Terran most of the time, which is very sweet and I love that you accept me so wholeheartedly, but like you... I'm quite different.” She suddenly looked much older and wiser than ever before, as she continued quietly, “I might have had a family many centuries ago, but I can't remember back that far. When you've lived that long, you gain a different... perspective... on things."  
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" he asked, turning to look at her in fascination. 
 
      
 
    "I don't really feel that same need that drives Terrans... to have roots, a history, and a sense of belonging to some kind of shared heritage. I just need..." she paused and gave him a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    Intrigued by this different side to the Nymph, he asked, "Tell me, what do you need?" 
 
      
 
    "A strong master..." Jade sighed, a shiver of ecstasy running through her body. "I know you don't like the idea of me being so dependent on you, but you're just so powerful, and kind, and loving. After all the sad little pathetic 'masters' I've experienced over the last three-hundred-years, you're the only one who genuinely deserves the title."  
 
      
 
    "When we were role-playing the other day and the other girls pretended to be hopelessly devoted to me, you weren't pretending, were you?" he asked perceptively, already knowing the answer. 
 
      
 
    Jade gazed at him in adoration, the depth of her absolute devotion reflected in her sparkling emerald eyes... a sight that took his breath away. She slowly shook her head, her expression one of almost nervous excitement and anticipation. 
 
      
 
    John pulled her into his arms, looking down at her beautiful dark-green features. "I’m honoured that you feel that way about me and I can't deny it turns me on... But I thought that you’d changed and things were different now? You stopped calling me 'master' all the time and seemed to have grown beyond that.”  
 
      
 
    The nymph leaned back from him a little so that she could study his face more easily. "Oh, I have changed, very much so. You've given me a sense of self, and purpose, and... awakened me, in a way I hadn't thought possible," she replied, her earnest tone and expression uncharacteristically serious.   
 
      
 
    "But you still have an instinctive need to bind yourself to someone powerful?” he asked her, beginning to understand more about her psyche. “You still need a 'master'?"  
 
      
 
    "I love that you've welcomed me into your family aboard this ship... But the simple thought that I belong to you and that you're happy with me, is more fulfilling and rewarding than I can ever hope to describe," she confirmed as she stared back at him. 
 
      
 
    John studied her lovely face as she gazed up at him with hope in her cat-like eyes, sensing her desperate need to hear those very things. He cradled her head in his hand and leaned her back slightly, so that her top rode up and exposed her slim midriff. He stroked her toned stomach possessively as he stared into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "You do belong to me, my gorgeous little nymph," he told her fiercely. "You delight your master on a daily basis and I intend to breed your perfect body many times." 
 
      
 
    Jade's cat-like eyes stared up at him wide as saucers, and she let out a little gasp as she shuddered in his arms, her entire body vibrating with desire. "Oh, you understand me so well... Master.” 
 
      
 
    She flung her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately, her normally cool skin feeling warm to the touch as she burned with lust. John returned her kisses fervently, his lips firm and insistent against her full, lush mouth. A shrill siren suddenly blared in the kitchen as a heat-alarm was triggered and they froze, looking up at it in surprise. John stared in wonder at the smouldering, lusty girl in his arms before the smell of burning eggs reached his fevered brain. 
 
      
 
    "Oh shit!" he exclaimed, quickly moving the frying pan off the heat. He grimaced when he saw the state of the eggs, which had been reduced to a blackened charred mess. 
 
      
 
    Jade laughed in delight. "You thought I'd triggered the alarm for a moment there, didn't you?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you are smoking hot!" John said in his own defence, laughing along with her. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged an affectionate glance, wide grins on both their faces, as he disposed of the incinerated eggs.  
 
      
 
    "I think we better concentrate on breakfast properly this time," Jade said as she sidled up to him, brushing her deliciously smooth thigh against his. "I promise I won't distract you... too much." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think that's possible," he said with a smile, turning and holding both her hands. "But thanks for being honest with me. I want to learn everything there is to know about the women I love." 
 
      
 
    "Careful, you might set the fire alarm off again!" Jade warned him with a grin, then leaned in to give him a gentle kiss that perfectly communicated her depth of feeling for him. 
 
      
 
    They shared a loving smile, then set about making breakfast. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stretched and yawned, finally rousing from her deep slumber. She glanced to her left by reflex, her first instinct upon waking to look for John. Instead of his rugged male physique, she found the olive-skinned Latina curled up against her. When she glanced the other way, a mass of fiery auburn hair filled her view. Both teenagers awoke a few moments later and after stretching themselves, gazed up at her with contented smiles. 
 
      
 
    *Good morning, ladies!* Alyssa thought to all the girls. 
 
      
 
    *Good morning, Alyssa!* they cheerfully chorused back, including Jade who was currently keeping John company. 
 
      
 
    Each of the girls began to chatter away to her, her mind filling with their excited, happy thoughts. Sighing with contentment, Alyssa snuggled back into the covers as she struck up three simultaneous conversations. Calara was walking on air after the successful visit to her family, overjoyed that they had been so impressed by John. Dana's worries and sadness had completely evaporated, the redhead now revelling in the warm loving emotions that Alyssa was sending to her. Jade was also deliriously happy after opening up to John and was feeling more connected to him than ever before. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa took the opportunity to examine the girls’ ethereal presences, which she had tucked away into little compartments of her subconscious. She was surprised to see that the nebulous swirls of emotions that represented Calara and Dana had changed dramatically since she’d last viewed them. They had coalesced into perfect crystal images of her friends’ faces, their expressions frozen in delight as thoughts and feelings poured from each portrait. Alyssa could only guess that the change was somehow linked to the deeper connection they now shared and gazed at each one in fascination.  
 
      
 
    Her metaphysical introspection was interrupted when John and Jade returned to the bedroom, a delicious aroma wafting in from the breakfast they carried on a tray. 
 
      
 
    "Morning girls," John greeted them happily as he placed the tray down in front of him. They all gathered around and began to serve themselves cooked bacon, sausages, and eggs. 
 
      
 
    "This smells wonderful," Alyssa said as she speared a sausage on her fork, and took a big bite. Swallowing the tasty morsel, she hummed in appreciation. "And it tastes even better, thanks guys!"  
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling this morning?" John asked her with concern. "You had a busy night." 
 
      
 
    "I feel amazing!" she replied happily. 
 
      
 
    He cocked his head to one side and studied her carefully. "No headaches, tiredness, anything like that?" 
 
      
 
    "None!" she confirmed with a grin. "I feel perfectly fine... well, so much better than fine, honestly." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" he asked, sitting on the end of the bed. 
 
      
 
    "I can hear all of you!" Alyssa gushed, letting out a rapturous sigh as she looked around at her friends. "I wish I could explain how wonderful it feels to share this bond with everyone." 
 
      
 
    "We can hear your thoughts and emotions too, so I can imagine what it must feel like" John said, leaning over to give her a kiss on the cheek.  
 
      
 
    The other girls all reached out too, touching her folded legs affectionately as they smiled at her. Alyssa didn’t have the heart to tell them how exponentially more powerful the sensations and depth of connections had become for her, so she returned their affectionate smiles and continued to eat her breakfast. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the ship's chronometer. "We should arrive at Port Medea in about ten hours. If the Dragon March is as dangerous as Jack seems to think it is, we should stick close to the Bridge today, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “That's no problem,” Dana said with an easy-going shrug. "I can use the Engineering Station up there to work on my latest project.” 
 
      
 
    "What are you looking into next?" John asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    "An automated series of responses for the ship's computer, so that it’ll automatically react to things like interdictions!” the redhead exclaimed, buzzing with excitement. Seeing his look of alarm, she quickly added, “At least until we get there to take over..." 
 
      
 
    "You're not messing around with AI, are you Dana?" he asked her warily. "I'm no computer expert, but even I know about the first law of robotics." 
 
      
 
    "No, nothing as sophisticated as an Artificial Intelligence. Don't worry, I know all about the Ganymede Incident," she replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Jade asked, having never heard of either before. 
 
      
 
    "The first law of robotics states that an AI will always turn homicidal." John said, darting a worried look at Dana. "Every time it's been tried, it turns into a horrific bloodbath..." 
 
      
 
    "Ganymede is one of Jupiter's moons," Calara explained, her expression turning grim. "There was a military research base there, which was looking into building AI flight computers for the Terran Federation Navy. The AIs formed a collective super-intelligence across the network, killed all the researchers, then built a robotic fleet to try and wipe out humanity. The Terran Navy took horrific losses before they were finally able to obliterate the moon with mass drivers." 
 
      
 
    "That happened nearly two hundred years ago and every few decades some idiot tries it again with similar results." John said, his tone heavy with foreboding. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I'm not that reckless!" Dana protested indignantly. "This is just a series of automated responses to keep us out of trouble. Say we got interdicted by some bad guys; it’ll raise the shields, power up the weapons, and set us on an escape vector... all while trying to dodge incoming attacks. All it’s going to do is give us a bit of time to react, and get up to the Bridge, so we can take over." 
 
      
 
    John mulled it over for a moment, then reluctantly nodded. "I suppose that sounds reasonable enough, but just be careful, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "It'll be fine, trust me!" she replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    They laughed at her buoyant optimism, finished their breakfast, then showered and dressed for the day. After heading up to the Command Deck, Calara decided to help Dana with the automated interdiction responses and John waved goodbye to the pair as he walked into the Commander's Ready Room. He planned to check the Holonet for any information about the conflict in the Dragon March, but when Alyssa and Jade sauntered in after him, he could see by the looks on their faces that they had other plans in mind.  
 
      
 
    “Are you going to feed us, Master?” Jade purred, brushing up against him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely time for brunch,” Alyssa agreed, a hungry gleam in her eyes as she guided him to the sofa. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph massaged his shoulders as the blonde knelt before him and helped tug down his trousers. John smiled at Alyssa as she went to work, then closed his eyes and sagged back on the sofa. Jade purred loving words in his ear as her nimble fingers stroked his muscles, quickly putting him into a blissful state of relaxation. His world became one of pure pleasure and it didn’t take long for Alyssa to bring him to completion. John ran his fingers through her hair and gently held her head in place as he fed her, Alyssa’s throat rhythmically squeezing him as she swallowed again and again, milking his quad. Half way through his orgasm he was vaguely aware of the girls switching and he finished his climax by rounding out Jade’s green stomach too. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, that was amazing...” he managed to say afterwards, chuckling in a post-orgasmic haze. 
 
      
 
    The girls took the seats next to him as he pulled up his trousers again, looks of satisfaction on Alyssa’s and Jade’s faces as they brushed their fingers over cum-swollen bellies. The Nymph’s curved stomach began to radiate light, with viridian pulses spreading out over her lush body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa cuddled into him and sighed with contentment when he put his arm around her shoulder. “That was delicious, thank you.”  
 
      
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” he said with a smile, rubbing her shoulder. Glancing at Jade, he patted his leg and added, “I know you like having a nap afterwards... why don’t you stretch out on the sofa and use me as a pillow?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that would be lovely!” she gushed, lying down beside him and resting her long mane of glossy black hair on his thigh. The Nymph cradled her glowing belly as he stroked her hair, her emerald eyes growing heavy before she succumbed to the seductive lure of sleep. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa leaned over to press a button on the console built into the coffee table, activating the holo-screen. “There, you seem to have your hands full,” she said, retaking her place at his side. 
 
      
 
    He gave her a grateful nod and after checking that Jade was asleep, he used the hand that had been stroking her to peruse the Holonet. Swiping his fingers across the interface, he surfed through the list of news articles on the TFNN channel, looking for anything related to the Dragon March. The first article that drew his attention was a press conference given a week ago by High Command and John tapped on the icon to start the recording. 
 
      
 
    The camera was focused on a lectern overlooking the conference hall, which was packed with reporters who were sitting and waiting impatiently. Behind the empty stage was a huge depiction of the winged-sword icon of the Terran Federation, the tip of the blade pointing to a golden star. A ticker-tape banner ran across the bottom of the holo-screen, informing the viewer that the statement was being given in the Citadel, High Command’s fortress on Terra. 
 
      
 
    A door opened near the back of the room and the assembled journalists turned to watch the spokesman’s entrance. However, a squad of tall soldiers marched inside and fanned out to stand guard, each of them sporting red shoulder pads on their armour. 
 
      
 
    “Who are those guys?” Alyssa asked, watching the expectant hush fall on the conference room. 
 
      
 
    “The Sentinel Battalion,” John replied, looking on with interest. “It’s the most elite unit in the Terran Federation. They guard the Citadel and members of High Command.” 
 
      
 
    A tall grey-haired man with a moustache entered the room, the distinctive Fleet Admiral’s uniform adding to his imposing air of authority. All eyes followed him as he walked across the stage and stood behind the lectern. The ticker tape banner updated to identify the speaker as Fleet Admiral Vincent Buckingham, the highest-ranking member of High Command and the de facto leader of the Terran Federation.  
 
      
 
    Buckingham looked out over the audience and paused for dramatic effect, before saying sternly, “I wanted to make a public statement today to address some of the wilder rumours circulating about events in the Dragon March. First, I want to state categorically that we are not in a state of war with the Kintark Empire. Rogue elements within that alien civilisation have initiated minor confrontations along the border, which we have responded to in a calm and measured manner. There is no cause for undue panic or alarm and the situation is completely under control.” 
 
      
 
    “Secondly, our borders are strong and well-defended by some of the Terran Federation’s finest ships and personnel. We have no desire for conflict with our neighbours, but we will not stand by and allow unprovoked aggression by alien empires. To protect the integrity of our borders, additional fleets have been diverted to the Dragon March, strictly as a precautionary measure. All Kintark encroachment into Federation territory has ceased and we are working with the Emperor’s diplomats to restore friendly relations between our two civilisations.”  
 
      
 
    The Fleet Admiral brushed a finger across his moustache as he looked out over the crowd. “Now, with that out of the way, I’m willing to take questions...” 
 
      
 
    There was a clamour from the reporters trying to get Buckingham’s attention and he nodded to the TFNN reporter sitting in the front row. The ticker tape identified the reporter as their Lead Anchor, Bill Armstrong. 
 
      
 
    The handsome, immaculately-groomed journalist cleared his throat and asked in his sonorous voice, “Fleet Admiral, will the border with the Kintark be reopened for trade in the near future? If so, when?” 
 
      
 
    Buckingham gave him a reassuring smile. “I’ve been assured that normal trade will resume shortly. Unfortunately, our R&D division hasn’t quite finished the prototype for a time machine, so I can’t tell you the precise date...” 
 
      
 
    The reporters laughed politely, then raised their hands to ask another question. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced up at John, her expression deeply sceptical. “Is it just me, or did all that sound like a bunch of bullshit to you?” 
 
      
 
    John waved a hand at the holo-interface, pausing the playback. “I’m pretty sure that was just a PR exercise to avoid any panic. Why would Calara’s father be so worried about us flying to the Dragon March if the border was secure?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, looking unsettled. “It’s so weird watching the news and knowing enough to realise that High Command is lying to everyone.” 
 
      
 
     He gave her a sympathetic smile. “Yeah, I remember the first time I realised that too. It makes you start questioning everything.”  
 
      
 
    She nodded and looked thoughtful as she settled down again. John ended the playback with another swipe of his hand and opened up the next from his list of search results. A beautiful dusky-hued reporter stood in a vast docking bay, one of the Terran Federation’s enormous grey-hulled battleships moored behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I recognise her!” Alyssa blurted out, flashing a smile at John. “Isn’t she the reporter that interviewed you after the Kirrix fight?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, his eyes drawn to the reporter’s long silky black mane that framed her lovely exotic face. “Yeah, her name was Jehanna...” 
 
      
 
    John did his best to ignore the twinkle of amusement in the blonde’s eyes and started the video. 
 
      
 
    “This is Jehanna Elani for TFNN, bringing you a special report from Olympus Shipyard!” the young woman said enthusiastically. “As you can see behind me, industrious Terran Federation personnel are working tirelessly to keep our fleets ready to defend humanity!” 
 
      
 
    She turned and began walking across the deck, the camera panning with her to cover the hive of activity in the docking bay. Munitions teams drove hover trucks towards the massive warship, each one loaded down with payloads of huge shells, the ordnance larger than the crewmen guiding the trucks inside the vessel. Scores of Navy personnel were returning to the ship and it was obvious that final preparations were being made to depart. In twenty-metre-tall illuminated lettering, the name “Demeter” was embossed on the hull of the huge battleship. 
 
      
 
    “I’m very fortunate to have been granted an interview with a hero of the Terran Federation!” Jehanna exclaimed, giving the camera a dazzling smile. She came to a halt next to a handsome sandy-haired officer wearing a Commodore’s battle-dress uniform. “This is Commodore Daniel Walker, commander of the Battleship Demeter. Thank you so much for speaking with me today, Commodore!” 
 
      
 
    He inclined his head politely, a twinkle in his blue eyes. “It’s my pleasure, Miss Elani. I must say, I’m a big fan of the show...” 
 
      
 
    She turned her thousand-megawatt smile on her guest. “That’s very kind of you to say, Commodore! It’s always rewarding to hear that gallant members of the military respect TFNN for accurately reporting the incredible work they do in keeping humanity safe. I’m sure our viewers will have heard of your fleet’s exploits keeping the Terran Federation border with the Drakkar secure from raids. What’s next for the illustrious commander and crew of the Demeter?” 
 
      
 
    Commodore Walker’s eyes tightened for a split-second before he replied, “With hostilities ending on the Kintark border, the defensive fleets there are being rotated back for routine maintenance. My fleet will be joining several others in travelling to the Dragon March to give those men and women a well-deserved rest.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re not expecting any trouble?” she asked, her eyes flicking pointedly to the stacks of huge cannon shells being loaded on the battleship. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and gave her a reassuring smile. “We just needed to restock on munitions after the pounding we gave the Drakkar. As the Fleet Admiral said, the raids from the Kintark rebel factions have ceased, so we’ll just be there on sentry duty for a few months.” 
 
      
 
    John paused the recording and shared another meaningful glance with Alyssa. The rest of the recordings he’d queued up told a similar story, with the public being reassured that hostilities were at an end and that the border was entirely secure. He spent the next couple of hours trawling through the Holonet trying to find out anything else about the situation in the Dragon March. Alyssa brought him some lunch at midday and he enjoyed his sandwich, while listening to the blonde discussing plans for the afternoon with Jade. They had some quite intriguing ideas about different ways to keep him occupied and were arguing the finer points when the comms-interface chimed to get their attention.  
 
      
 
    "We've got a high priority call coming in from Terran Federation Military," Calara said in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    "We'll be right there," John said, rising quickly from the sofa. He brushed the backs of his fingers against Jade’s and Alyssa’s cheeks and gave them an apologetic smile. "Sorry ladies, I'll have to hear closing arguments a bit later.” 
 
      
 
    The two girls gave him flirtatious glances and rose to accompany him out onto the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    John strode up the illuminated steps to the Command Podium and took his seat. "Thanks, Calara. Put me through please."  
 
      
 
    She accepted the incoming transmission and the view-screen crackled to life above the Bridge. The stern visage of a man in a Terran Federation Navy uniform filled the holographic display.  
 
      
 
    "This is Captain Maddox on the Medusa," he said in a firm voice. "You will soon be approaching the Dragon March. State your purpose and destination." 
 
      
 
    "This is Commander Blake on the Invictus," John replied. "We're visiting Port Medea, to conduct a crew transfer." 
 
      
 
    Captain Maddox's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Our sensors show your vessel is heavily modified from the standard assault cruiser specifications. You may continue on your present course while we verify your story, but prepare to be boarded and searched if it doesn't check out." he said ominously before closing the comms channel. 
 
      
 
    "Things must be a lot worse than I thought if they've set up picket ships to keep everyone out," John said, looking concerned. He turned towards Alyssa who sat beside him in the Executive Officer's chair. "Put me through to Charles Harris please, honey." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded and set up the call using her console, then waited while the powerful comms relay attempted to make a connection over the long distance to Olympus Shipyard. 
 
      
 
    "We're picking up the Medusa on our long-range sensors!" Calara exclaimed, turning in her chair to look up at John. "It's a Heavy Carrier!" 
 
      
 
    He hit a button on his console and the Sector Map appeared, displaying a dense cluster of sensor contacts, each tagged by their transponder codes. “What’ve they got?” 
 
      
 
    “A dozen cruisers, several light carriers and at least a score of destroyers," she informed him, having already studied the formation of Terran vessels. 
 
      
 
    "That's one hell of a reserve force," John muttered, his brow furrowing in alarm. "Something big must be happening." 
 
      
 
    "John, I've got through to Charles," Alyssa told him urgently. "Putting him on-screen." 
 
      
 
    The image of Vice Admiral Charles Harris filled the view-screen, the older man's face lined with worry since they last spoke to him. "It's great to hear from you John, but It's not a good time. What do you need?" he asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm looking to recruit a medical officer. She's fresh out of medical school, so not a huge loss to the Navy. I was hoping you could green-light a transfer under my command?" he asked, a flicker of a smile appearing on his face. 
 
      
 
    Charles noticed and his tension eased as he couldn’t help laughing. "Going by the rest of your crew, I can only imagine what she looks like. You're going to wreck fleet morale if you keep headhunting all the pretty girls. What's her name? I'll authorise it immediately." 
 
      
 
    "Her name's Rachel Voss, based on Port Medea," Alyssa interjected, smiling brightly at the Vice Admiral and giving him a cheeky wave. "And hello, Charles!"  
 
      
 
    "Hello Alyssa," Charles replied, with a bemused smile on his face. "I'll put the transfer through right now."  
 
      
 
    The blonde blew him a kiss. “You’re a star, thank you!” 
 
      
 
    "Wait a minute!" he gasped, looking at them in alarm. "Port Medea?! John, you're not heading into the Dragon March are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Is that a problem?" John asked archly.  
 
      
 
    Charles was about to say something, then froze and clenched his jaw tightly shut. He turned and entered a few quick commands on his desk console before turning back to them. "I've authorised a permanent transfer awaiting your confirmation, but you need to promise me you'll get in and out as fast as you can. Don't hang around, John..." he warned his old friend, no mistaking the ominous undertone. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Charles, I really appreciate it... and the warning," John replied, nodding respectfully to the older man. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful," Charles said, his worried face disappearing from the screen as he hit the button to end the call. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to John, looking as concerned as he felt. "Well, that didn't sound good." 
 
      
 
    "No, not good at all," John agreed, drumming his fingers on the armrest of his chair. 
 
      
 
    "If they've pulled in that large a force as a reserve, they must be anticipating a breakout deep into Terran Federation territory," Calara said speculatively, darting a pensive glance at John. 
 
      
 
    He nodded, in full agreement with her assessment. "The Kintark must be causing some real damage..."  
 
      
 
    "Didn't you say the two sides were pretty balanced?" Alyssa asked him with a curious frown. "Why would it suddenly be going so badly for our side?" 
 
      
 
    "It could be a whole host of reasons; an incompetent commander in a key position on our side, a strategic genius commanding their force, some kind of tech advantage, or the Kintark Empire throwing everything they've got at us. Without knowing more details, it could be anything," he replied with a helpless shrug. 
 
      
 
    "We've got Captain Maddox from the Medusa hailing us again," Calara informed them. 
 
      
 
    "Put him through," John ordered, turning his attention back to the view-screen.  
 
      
 
    The stern captain reappeared, a grudging frown on his face. "You may proceed, Commander Blake... But we'll be keeping an eye on you." 
 
      
 
    John didn't bother to respond to the impolite Captain and just ended the call, the other man's surprised face disappearing from the screen. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pressed a button displaying the sector map, which showed their current path in a green line. "We've got a while to go until we get to Port Medea," she said, as the Invictus raced across the map at incredible speed using its Tachyon drive. “Another six hours flight time.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm not seeing much on the long-range scans," Dana offered, gesturing to her Engineering console. "There's no civilian traffic anywhere." 
 
      
 
    "Any merchant shipping must have been warned off by the picket ships," Calara suggested while studying the map.  
 
      
 
    They stayed up on the Bridge, talking quietly together while keeping a careful eye on the Sector Map as the long-range sensors swept the route ahead. After several hours, Dana announced that she'd finished the interdiction automated response, and when John gave her the go ahead, she activated the new computer subsystems. She laughed when she saw the rest of the crew glancing warily around the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    "It's not much more complicated than the automation in the cleaning robots!" Dana exclaimed, rolling her eyes at their paranoia. "You aren't worried about them taking over the ship too, are you?" 
 
      
 
    They laughed nervously and she chuckled at their wariness. She was about to make another joke when Calara suddenly spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "We're picking up a large flotilla on the long range scans," the brunette warned them, sitting bolt-upright in her Tactical chair. “I’m seeing big contacts... they’ve got capital ships!” 
 
      
 
    "Ours or theirs?" John asked curtly. 
 
      
 
    "Just a few seconds longer," Calara said, waiting for the transponder information to be populated on the sector map. Information began to appear detailing their Terran Federation affiliation and configurations and she sighed with relief. "They're friendlies." 
 
      
 
    "It looks like they're leaving the Dragon March," Dana observed, noticing how quickly they were approaching the substantial convoy of vessels, which were clearly travelling deeper into Terran Federation territory. "But if there's lots of fighting going on, why would that many ships be leaving?" 
 
      
 
    "Alter our course slightly please, Alyssa... bring us in for a close flyby," John requested, intending to confirm his suspicions. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa dutifully made the course corrections, and the glistening black assault cruiser made a subtle directional shift, which would take them within a few dozen kilometres of the flotilla. They waited and watched the system map as they raced past the departing Terran Federation vessels, and detailed sensor information began to be displayed against each ship. 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit..." Dana muttered under her breath, saying what they were all feeling.  
 
      
 
    The flotilla was made up of scores of battle-damaged Terran vessels, ranging in size from corvettes, all the way up to a trio of battleships that had been brutally savaged by plasma fire. Each of the vessels told a similar tale of woe, with damage ranging from moderate through to critical... but all showed the trademark scarring from plasma attacks; the weapon of choice for the Kintark Empire. 
 
      
 
    "I can see why they’re retreating," Jade said quietly, as she stared at the battered ships. 
 
      
 
    "They're getting hammered!" Calara gasped in shock. "That's nearly a quadrant fleet right there."  
 
      
 
    John nodded, his expression grim. "And those are the survivors...” 
 
      
 
    "Is there any way we can help them?" Calara asked plaintively, turning in her chair to look up at John on the Command Podium. 
 
      
 
    "We're just one assault cruiser," John replied, shaking his head. "We pack a hell of a punch for a ship this size, but there's not much we can do in a straight fight against capital ships." 
 
      
 
    "Well, at least not yet," Dana corrected him, her eyes sparkling with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    "I think upgrading the Invictus that much is beyond even your incredible skills," John said, with an indulgent smile. 
 
      
 
    Not deterred in the slightest, the redhead just grinned. "We'll just have to see, won't we?" 
 
      
 
    John shook his head in amusement, and focused his attention back on the sector map. They all watched the sad convoy of wounded ships limp away, as the Invictus raced further on towards the Dragon March. When they were approximately thirty minutes from Port Medea, Calara began to highlight sensor readings on the holographic System Maps as they passed by stars along their route. 
 
      
 
    "Wreck sites," she said ominously. 
 
      
 
    "How can you tell?" Jade asked, squinting at the contacts. 
 
      
 
    "I spent hours poring over sensor readings when I was studying the sites of pirate attacks, then the Ashanath victims of the Drakkar raiders,” she replied soberly. “I recognise the debris patterning." 
 
      
 
    John frowned as he glanced at the scattered wrecks. "Military ships?" 
 
      
 
    "No, civilians I suspect,” Calara said, studying the sensor profile of the nearest solitary wreck. ”Probably lone merchant vessels that were picked off by long range probing attacks."  
 
      
 
    Dana grimaced and said in a hushed voice, "Well that explains the complete lack of civilian ships. It looks like everyone is staying the hell away from here.” 
 
      
 
    The sense of dread rose as they approached their destination, with Calara identifying the wrecks of military ships among the forlorn hulks of freighters. It came as a relief when the Invictus finally dropped out of hyper warp, arriving unscathed in the Iota-Leonis system, home of Port Medea.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa displayed the holographic System Map and the bright Class-O star at its centre cast a bright blue-white glow over the Bridge. Iota-Leonis had no habitable planets, but there were several gas giants orbiting the star, and according to the Tactical Overlay, these were heavily utilised by numerous gas mining facilities and refineries. Port Medea was a substantial Terran Federation starport and was in orbit around a volcanic planet in the fifth orbital path around the star. 
 
      
 
    Their sense of relief was immediately shattered, when the Tactical view suddenly exploded in an overwhelming kaleidoscope of sensor data. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is all that?" Dana asked in amazement, as she gazed up at dozens upon dozens of active ships in the system. 
 
      
 
    "We've arrived right in the middle of a major attack!" John called out in alarm. "Calara, I need a summary. Are we in any immediate danger?" 
 
      
 
    The brunette stared at the map, cataloguing and analysing the vast amounts of data being rapidly updated as more and more information was gathered by their sensors. Target vectors and flight paths from the combatants appeared and she began to ascertain the attack plans of the Kintark forces. 
 
      
 
    "It's a carrier-led strike force," she began, looking at the distant sensor readings at the edge of the map. "It looks like a heavy carrier, supported by a trio of cruiser class vessels and a few dozen destroyers. They've been engaged by the garrison ships from Port Medea, but it looks like the Terran Federation forces are outnumbered." 
 
      
 
    "What are they targeting?" John asked, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the map. 
 
      
 
    "The carrier launched two wings of bombers; the first group is going for the refineries, the other is chasing a group of Terran Heavy transports," Calara replied, pointing at the Kintark bomber wings on the tactical map. Her eyes widened as she added, "And there's a wing of dropships heading for the starport!" 
 
      
 
    John sat forward on his chair, staring at the dropships in alarm. "Why aren't the Port Medea CAP fighters intercepting them?" 
 
      
 
    "They're overwhelmed by the Kintark fighter wings," Calara replied, wringing her hands with worry. "There's too many for them to deal with. John, we have to help them!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s eyes narrowed as she did the calculations, then she shot John a pensive frown. "We won't be able to intercept all three groups in time.” 
 
      
 
    "I need cold unemotional analysis, Calara. Which targets have the most strategic value?" 
 
      
 
    The brunette's eyes darted across the map and she calculated the impact that losing each of the targets would have on the Terran Federation forces in the Dragon March. 
 
      
 
    "We can't lose Port Medea, it's the main medical station and staging site for the entire region. If we lose the refineries, refuelling our forces will be much harder and will have almost the same impact," she said, before glancing at the fleeing heavy transports, her eyes filling with remorse. She then looked up at John and said in a clear voice, "Only the transports have no significant strategic value." 
 
      
 
    John met the brunette's gaze and nodded, before turning to look at the blonde on his right. "Alyssa, bring us about on an intercept course against the bombers targeting the refineries. Once they're eliminated, we'll wipe out the dropships." 
 
      
 
    "What about the transports?!" Dana blurted out. "We’re going to help them too... right?” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, a warning light began to flash on Alyssa's console, indicating an incoming hail from the transports. She glanced at John and he nodded for her to accept the call. She pressed the button and the viewscreen flickered, a panicked naval officer appearing in front of them. 
 
      
 
    "Thank god you're here!" the transport commander gasped with relief. His voice was thick with fear and it was clear he was on the edge of panic. "We're evacuating the wounded from Port Medea! We’ve got hundreds of marines and naval personnel on board! You've got to protect us from those bombers!" 
 
      
 
    John darted a glance at Calara, who shook her head slightly, her face ashen. Despite the shocking news that there were hundreds of troops aboard the transports, it still didn't raise their strategic value above the other targets. His face took on a grim cast and he was about to respond to the transport captain when Jade spoke up.  
 
      
 
    "I can take out that bomber wing with the gunship," the nymph said confidently. 
 
      
 
    "If I make a slight course correction, Jade can make it in time to have a chance, but it's not going to leave us much time to intercept the dropships going for Port Medea," Alyssa cautioned him. 
 
      
 
    John looked at Jade, his face showing a flicker of worry before he hid the emotion and turned back to face the transport captain. "I'm sending a gunship to escort you to the jump point, Commander," he said in a firm voice. 
 
      
 
    "One gunship?! You can't be serious! There's six bombers on an intercept course, one gunship can't protect us from that many! You need to defend us with your cruiser too!" he pleaded desperately. 
 
      
 
    John's face turned into a steely mask as he replied, "Sorry Captain, we've got other problems we need to deal with. You're in good hands though, I'm sending an ace pilot in the gunship." 
 
      
 
    The transport captain began to object again, but after a glance from John to Alyssa, the view-screen went dark. Jade rose to her feet and strode purposefully up the ramp towards the grav-tube, but John moved faster, darting down the steps and pulling her into his arms. 
 
      
 
    "You better stay safe," he told her firmly. "I'll be a very disappointed master if anything happens to you. I have plans for us, remember?" 
 
      
 
    Jade stared up at him, her eyes flashing with excitement. "I won't let you down, I promise," she answered him vehemently. They shared a fierce kiss before he let her go and she dashed into the grav-tube, waving goodbye as she descended in the red glow. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, John turned and walked back up the steps to the Commander's chair. He could see on the System Map that the Invictus had altered course slightly and was now racing towards the bomber wing pursuing the heavy transports. Alyssa had powered up their massive engines to full power and the deadly assault cruiser closed the distance at impressive speed. A warning light appeared on his console, indicating that the hangar door was opening.  
 
      
 
    Jade contacted them a few seconds later, her face appearing as a holographic image above the Bridge. "Raptor clearing the Invictus hull in five seconds.” 
 
      
 
    "Take care, Jade!" Alyssa said in a worried voice. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I've got a promise to keep!" she said cheerfully, then the gunship roared away, flying on a direct intercept course towards the incoming bombers. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pressed a button to close the hangar bay door and swung the Invictus around in a tight turn to intercept the second bomber wing. "Two minutes until we're in range...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jade flipped up the safety switch on her flightstick and began cycling through the bombers, targeting each in turn with a glance, so that the optical-target-acquisition HUD could lock on and track them. The Raptor was much faster than the Invictus and now that the nimble gunship was free of the huge assault cruiser, Jade was able to rapidly close the distance on her targets. The targeting system displayed a zoomed-in view of the closest bomber and the sharply angular attack craft was coloured an iridescent green, the armour plating shimmering with an odd pearlescence.  
 
      
 
    As the Raptor closed within range, the targeting reticle flashed red and Jade pressed the thumb-button on the flightstick. The Laser Cannons opened fire, bright orange laser blasts tearing into the bomber and blowing it apart in a single shot. She rolled the gunship and pulled up to avoid the debris from her kill, while watching the rest of the bomber wing race past, the Kintark doggedly pursuing the slow-moving transports. Jade yanked back on the flightstick, making the Raptor execute an extremely tight turn, the retro-thrusters flaring to adjust her course. At the same time, she pulled the trigger on the stick and the six turreted Gatling Lasers opened fire. Streams of laser bolts cascaded out to strike the bombers, the turrets auto-tracking their targets as they swept past.  
 
      
 
    The bombers were too small to be equipped with shields and the laser fire ripped into their shimmering armour, gouging steaming scars through the plating. The armour seemed to be mildly reflective, but the sheer volume of fire from the Gatling Lasers took their toll, eventually melting through the plating and then scything through both bombers, causing each to explode. 
 
      
 
    Now that she was in the rear arc of the remaining three ships, aft mounted Plasma Guns opened up from the bombers, sending glowing pulses of virulent green plasma fire towards the Raptor. Plasma was highly effective against shields and the gunship’s shield strength began to decline rapidly, shifting colours from a healthy green to pale yellow. Jade began to dodge and weave, making it much harder for the bomber gunners to hit her ship with the searing plasma bolts. Unfortunately, all the wild evasive manoeuvres threw off the targeting computer’s aim, with orange laser bolts sailing harmlessly wide around the bombers. The few that did hit, created a scattered patchwork of impact craters over the rear armour plating of the bombers, but caused no significant damage. 
 
      
 
    Jade pressed a button, switching weapon fire to manual, then stopped her dodging and let rip with all six Gatling Lasers on the leftmost bomber. Seconds later the Kintark ship spiralled out of control as one of the engines was melted away by deadly laser bolts, making it yaw away to port. She began to duck and weave again, but her momentary pause had cost the shields dearly. A quick glance at the shield strength display, showed that they were now depicted as a murky orange, the strength down to 37%. Even more alarming was that the bombers were rapidly approaching torpedo launching range and there were still two left for her to eliminate. 
 
      
 
    Her Laser Cannons had cooled and were ready to fire again, so Jade repositioned the gunship to target the next bomber, carefully lining up her crosshairs. She thumbed the fire button and the shoulder-mounted energy weapons unleashed two sizzling orange laser blasts into the jinking Kintark ship. Her shots struck the bomber in the bulky fuselage, ripping through the armour plating and striking the torpedoes, which blew up in a bright explosion, scattering shimmering green debris in a wide radius.  
 
      
 
    Red warning lights began to flash on the Raptor’s console, signifying that her shields were out, having taken more hits while aiming at the previous bomber. Jade yanked the flight stick to the right which rolled the gunship to the side, completing two full rotations before she was lined up with the last bomber. She gritted her teeth as plasma bolts lashed into the Raptor, melting long burning gouges through her armour. Her gunship was rocked by an explosion as the starboard Gatling Laser was hit and blown apart, reducing her to five.  
 
      
 
    Jade did her best to ignore the damage as her quarry had opened its bay doors and was seconds away from launching one of the deadly torpedoes at the fleeing Terran transports. She opened fire with everything she had, her returning fire ploughing into the Kintark bomber’s rear armour and melting trenches through the plating.  The stream of laser fire cored through the bomber, breaching the cockpit and instantly killing the lizardman crew. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph slumped back in her chair and blew out a sigh of relief, a happy grin on her face. Jade was sure Dana wouldn't be happy about the damage to the gunship, but she was elated that she’d saved the transports and all those people onboard were now safe. She was about to contact the Terran vessels to tell them they were no longer in danger, when a warning claxon sounded out, alerting her to an enemy ship gaining a missile lock on her. She instinctively cranked the Raptor up to full speed and began to dodge, darting a frantic glance at her Tactical Map to see who was attacking her ship. 
 
      
 
    In her haste to engage the bombers, Jade hadn't noticed a wing of Kintark fighters that had raced to the bombers’ defence. The Raptor trembled from enemy weapon impacts, and she winced as damage control showed multiple plasma hits to the rear of the gunship. The enemy fighters might have got there too late to save the bombers, but Jade realised they were eager to get their revenge! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Invictus bore down on the last bomber wing, intercepting the six Kintark attack craft that had targeted the gas mining stations and refineries. With the change of positioning to launch the Raptor, they were coming in at a much steeper attack angle against the bombers and had much less time to take them down. 
 
      
 
    "We're only going to get one shot at this," Alyssa warned Calara. "Once we overshoot, by the time I bring us around to follow them, they'll be in firing range of the refineries." 
 
      
 
    "I've got it, don't worry," Calara said confidently, looking through the holographic targeting matrix at the wing of bombers.  
 
      
 
    The bombers were far too small a target for the targeting computer to be able to lock on with the massive Beam Lasers and a message declaring “No Target” flashed repeatedly. Calara was forced to aim them up manually, narrowing her eyes as she concentrated, before unleashing their devastating firepower. Three of the bombers were instantly vaporised by the coruscating orange beams and she immediately switched the fire selector to Laser Cannons while the Beam Lasers were cooling down. 
 
      
 
    Dana gaped at the Latina in astonishment as she obliterated the relatively-tiny bombers with the main laser batteries. "You shouldn't have been able to do that!"  
 
      
 
    "We're in a hurry, and it's faster this way," Calara replied, with a nonchalant shrug. 
 
      
 
    The brunette turned off the holographic targeting grid, deactivating the distracting warning message that kept flashing in protest. She manually fired the twelve front-facing Laser Cannons and a cascade of laser bolts ripped apart the remaining bombers, long before the Invictus had even closed within range to use the Gatling lasers. 
 
      
 
    "So much for needing the defence grid for bombers," Alyssa said with a smirk, as she brought the Invictus around to head off the dropships. Her smile died as she looked at the dropships and calculated how long it would take to intercept them. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?" John asked her, sensing her disquiet. 
 
      
 
    "The dropships have sped up, we aren't going to be able to catch them in time!" she blurted out in alarm. 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded, her expression grim. "They’re burning out their engines to get there before we catch them. I'll divert more power to our engines, but we can only do that for ten seconds, or we’ll fuck them up with a burnout." 
 
      
 
    "We can't afford to get stranded here, this warzone is too hot. Give us increased thrust for ten seconds!" John ordered the redhead. 
 
      
 
    "Done," she said as she flipped off the safeties on the energy distribution hologram and pushed more power to the main engines. The Invictus charged forward, as though desperate to get to grips with the marauding dropships. 
 
      
 
    The Kintark dropships were sharply angular craft, covered in the same green iridescent plating as the Bombers. They raced towards Port Medea, flying recklessly fast as their engines glowed white hot with the strain. When the dropships got within range, the Port Medea defence grid opened up, showering the enemy ships with a curtain of laser fire. Unfortunately, their armour plating was thick and their shields were strong, so only one of the incoming dropships was destroyed by the orange hail. Another dropship spontaneously exploded, the rippling detonation coming from the rear of the ship, as the overloaded engines finally ruptured under the strain. The rest of the dropships finally reached their target and split up, moving to board the space port from different entry points. 
 
      
 
    "We can't let that many land, the garrison troops will stand no chance. Calara, can you take any out?" John asked her urgently. 
 
      
 
    "I can't risk using Beam Lasers, they’ll punch through any dropship and hit the station," the brunette explained, darting a worried glance at Port Medea. "Head for the top of the spaceport, Alyssa! We'll have to give up on the others, but I might be able to get those top two before they dock." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded, and made a course correction that would bring them in on a beeline for the hangar bays at the top of the station. The hangars were the type that had no outer doors and were atmospherically sealed by force fields. The Kintark dropships raced in on their final approach, travelling far too quickly for a safe landing, but all caution was abandoned in their desperation to escape from the incoming assault cruiser.  
 
      
 
    Calara opened up with the battery of Laser Cannons, blowing apart one of the dropships in a shower of green metallic debris. Strafing her fire over the second, she managed to cripple its engines, the dropship barrelling out of control into the hangar. It slammed into the far wall, shearing in half against a protruding bulkhead and scattering debris throughout the hangar as the two ravaged chunks crashed to the deck. 
 
      
 
    "What now?" Alyssa asked, tearing her eyes from the devastation to look at John. 
 
      
 
    "We suit up and go rescue our interviewee; we've got a vacancy to fill," he replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Jade's in trouble!" Calara called out in alarm, staring intently at the Tactical Map. "She's got fighters all over her!" 
 
      
 
    That wiped out John’s smile and he lurched to his feet. "Dana, drop us off anywhere big enough for the Invictus to dock. As soon as we've disembarked, go rescue Jade!"  
 
      
 
    "You got it!" Dana declared, taking over flight control of the assault cruiser.  
 
      
 
    John vaulted over his console, landing lightly on the deck before running to the Briefing Room on the other side of the Bridge. Alyssa was hot on his tail and the two of them darted inside the adjoining armoury to get geared up for combat. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, look over there!" Calara exclaimed, pointing at the hologram of Port Medea. "There's a docking collar on that refuelling arm, we can easily fit the Invictus alongside that." 
 
      
 
    The redhead nodded eagerly, and brought the assault cruiser around to the middle of the spaceport. She nudged the ship closer with the careful use of retro-thrusters, until the ship's airlock was positioned against the docking collar. The docking clamps secured them in position, forming an unbroken seal between the Invictus and Port Medea. 
 
      
 
    John slammed a clip home in his railgun, then checked to make sure the ammo counter on the weapon read 250/50, indicating that the sabot magazine was securely in place as well. Satisfied that he was ready, he glanced at his blonde companion, who nodded as she slotted a magazine into her weapon. They strode out of the Briefing Room, now clad from head to toe in glistening black Phalanx armour and ready for combat. 
 
      
 
    As John jogged across the Bridge, he activated external audio using the suit’s optical GUI. "Put me through to Rachel please, then get clear as soon as we give the signal. It's up to you two to save Jade, but stay safe!" 
 
      
 
    "Please be careful!" Calara called after them as they rushed to the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    Dana watched them dive into the red anti-gravity field. "Try not to get hurt!"  
 
      
 
    John waved goodbye as they left the Command Deck, dropping down to Deck Nine. An image of Calara's beautiful face appeared in the top left of John's graphical interface inside his helmet.  
 
      
 
    "Putting you through now, John," she warned him, her face disappearing a moment later, to be replaced by a panic-stricken Rachel.  
 
      
 
    "Oh God! We're being boarded!" Rachel cried out in alarm, staring at the viewscreen with wide eyes. Behind her, terrified junior medics could be seen running past her bunk as they tried to get to safety. 
 
      
 
    "Stay calm, we're coming to rescue you," John informed her, his voice firm and decisive. "Where’s the medics’ dorm located?" 
 
      
 
    "Lower decks, near the centre," Rachel replied, darting a fearful glance over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "It's not safe for you there, get up to the top of the space station right now and hide,” he said curtly, as he and Alyssa jogged up to the airlock that separated the Invictus from Port Medea. “We'll be with you as soon as we can."  
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded, her pretty face taking on a determined cast. She darted away, not bothering to turn off the comm channel.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa activated their airlock using the DNA reader, which spiralled open with the hum of hydraulics. Once they had stepped inside, John attached his decryption device to the spaceport airlock, which made a heavy clunk as he overrode the security lock. He retrieved the device and then closed the Invictus airlock behind him, while Alyssa hit the button that closed the spaceport airlock as well.  
 
      
 
    John opened a channel to the Invictus bridge. "We're clear, Dana. Remember what I told you!" he said firmly as the image of the feisty redhead appeared in the GUI. 
 
      
 
    "Stay safe... yeah, we know," Dana replied with an affectionate smile. "We love you both!" 
 
      
 
    John blew her a kiss, then closed the comms channel. He started jogging down the corridor into Port Medea with Alyssa keeping pace at his side. "Let's see if we can link up with station defences and help repel the boarding action.” 
 
      
 
    "You got it," she replied without any hesitation, then quickly glanced at his back. "No sword today?" 
 
      
 
    "I promised a beautiful woman that I wouldn't use it again until I know what I’m doing," he replied with a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    "Well, let's just hope the Kintark don't love melee combat as much as the Drakkar did," she said with a wry grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jade jinked and weaved her gunship, but despite her phenomenal piloting skills, the Kintark fighters were just too nimble for her to shake. She glanced at the Tactical Map to make sure there was nothing else chasing the transports, then turned the Raptor so that she was racing away in the opposite direction from the fleeing Terran vessels. The entire wing of Kintark fighters looped around, unwavering in their pursuit of her damaged gunship. 
 
      
 
    The Raptor shuddered again as it was hit once more by incoming plasma fire. The shots didn't punch through her armour, but she didn't know how much longer it would hold out. The nymph reactivated the auto-targeting on the turrets and while she concentrated on dodging, the port and spinal Gatling Lasers opened fire, sending an unending stream of orange laser bolts at the pursuing fighters. The shots caught a Kintark fighter pilot by surprise and his fighter was slashed by laser fire, melting through the canopy and killing the lizard pilot in an explosive decompression. Unfortunately, his five wingmen were still eager for blood and Jade had to dodge frantically to avoid their returning fire. 
 
      
 
    The comms interface flashed, showing an incoming call from the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a bit busy at the moment," Jade said through gritted teeth, as she executed a series of extremely high-G turns. 
 
      
 
    "Come about on a heading of 040," Dana said urgently, "We're on our way!" 
 
      
 
    Jade nodded, too busy to reply and yanked the stick back to perform a course-changing Immelmann. She cursed when the Raptor got hit again as she pulled up, the Kintark pilot's carefully aimed shot stitching deadly plasma fire across the top of the gunship, disintegrating the upper spinal Gatling Laser turret. Down to only two turrets that could still fire back, her reduced laser fire still managed to clip a chasing fighter in the engine, slashing through the thinner armour at this unusual firing angle and punching deeper into vital components. There was a minor explosion and the fighter began to fall behind, black smoke gouting from the heat exchangers.  
 
      
 
    Jade levelled out the gunship and headed directly for the Invictus, which was racing to her rescue. Sirens blared in the cockpit, warning of an incoming missile and she savagely yanked the stick to the side, while flipping the switch to activate countermeasures. The missile slipped under the Raptor's hull, missing by less than a metre as it rocketed past, exploding a second later with a bright green detonation that was big enough to buffet the gunship. 
 
      
 
    "Let's just hope I can stay alive long enough for you to get here..." Jade muttered under her breath, as she focused on staying out of the fighters' gunsights. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John sprinted through the wide corridors into the deserted shopping district, with Alyssa following close behind. He could hear the unmistakable sound of combat from just up ahead, the staccato exchanges of gunfire echoing eerily down the corridor. He burst out into a much larger plaza and found himself standing on the second level with broad gantries sweeping around and above the open area beneath them, rows of shops built into the curving walls around the edge. The shooting was coming from down below, where one of the Kintark boarding parties had fought its way into this retail zone. 
 
      
 
    He approached the railing to get a better vantage point, and saw that he was overlooking a pitched battle between heavily armed and armoured Kintark marines, and a small group of station security. The Terran troops were seriously outgunned, only equipped with standard issue assault rifles and light tactical armour. They had been forced to hunker down for cover in a coffee shop, huddling behind overturned tables and the pockmarked granite counter.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa ducked down at his side behind the railing and took her first look at a Kintark warrior. *Hey! I thought you said they were only seven foot tall?* she asked in surprise, as she stared at the hulking Lizardmen below. *They’re a hell of a lot bigger than that!* 
 
      
 
    John shrugged helplessly, his eyes darting from one bulky Kintark warrior to another. They were fanning out now, attempting to flank the desperate group of Terran troopers who were fast approaching a last stand. A couple of the Lizardmen fired long bursts with their plasma guns, keeping the beleaguered defenders pinned behind cover. The bright green pulses of high-energy plasma blasted steaming gouges out of the coffee shop counter, forcing the Terrans to keep their heads down and preventing them from firing back at the rest of the approaching Kintark. 
 
      
 
    *They're dead unless we do something right now,* John thought to Alyssa, who simply nodded eagerly. *Start at the back and work forward... you take the left.* 
 
      
 
    As one, they leaned over the railing and aimed at the two Lizardmen at the back of the group, who were providing covering fire for their squad mates. John sighted the back of the Kintark warrior's mottled red head in his targeting reticle, the zoom on the scope allowing him to see the thick armoured scales that protected its cranium. He pulled the trigger and the railgun murmured "Prrrkow" as his three round burst slammed into the creature's head, splattering its brains all over the tree it was using for cover. 
 
      
 
    He switched targets to the next Lizardman on the right, lined up his shot and decapitated it with another well-aimed burst. He could hear the quiet purr of Alyssa's railgun to his side as she dispatched one hostile alien after another and they swept up the lines of advancing Kintark forces, silently devastating their squad before they even knew they were under attack.  
 
      
 
    After ten seconds with no supporting fire, one of the Lizardmen on the right turned to look behind to see what was happening and was stunned to see his squad mate's head explode right in front of him. He spotted the telltale muzzle flash from the pair of sinister black-armoured figures lurking on the balcony above them and began to fire back wildly.  
 
      
 
    The carefully planned flanking manoeuvre turned into complete chaos as the pinned Terran forces were emboldened by the halt in suppressing fire. The bravest of the troopers poked his head above the counter and spotted the approaching Kintark less than ten metres away. He yelled a panicked warning and the rest of his squad leapt up from cover, opening fire on the exposed Kintark warriors. A trooper who'd been huddled behind an overturned table, unloaded his auto-shotgun on a Lizardman at practically point-blank range, hitting the alien with dozens of rounds and sending it sprawling backwards from the gut-wrenching impacts.  
 
      
 
    "Eat that, you cold blooded bastard!" the man yelled in triumph as the Kintark sprawled across the floor. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, his shotgun rounds were designed for unarmoured opponents. Although the stunned Lizardman was knocked on his back, his lustrous green armour proved tough enough to protect him from injury. The remaining Kintark warriors darted for cover, hiding behind kiosks, hedgerows, and trees in the once pleasant plaza. They began to open fire on the Terran forces, not flanking them yet, but still exposing them to a deadly crossfire. One of the Lizardmen from the second group took careful aim and shot the shotgun-wielding defender in the back. Bright green fire seared through the man's torso, cutting off his scream as the super-heated plasma burned out his lungs. 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa pulled back from the balcony and split up, moving along the gallery on opposing sides. The Kintark warrior who had spotted them earlier lost sight of the deadly black-armoured executioners and shouted a frantic warning to his squad mates in a loud sibilant voice. They looked back to see what he was yelling about, but could see nothing on the balcony above and assumed their colleague had snapped under combat stress. 
 
      
 
    *Let's finish this up,* John thought to Alyssa, both of them reloading their magazines in preparation.  
 
      
 
    She mirrored his actions, leaning over the railings on the opposite side of the plaza and raking the remaining Kintark forces with unrelenting bursts of high-velocity rounds. The Kintark were caught completely out of cover by fire coming from directly above them, the accurate shooting ripping the squad apart. When the railgun magazines finally clicked as they ran dry, only a couple of Kintark soldiers still twitched and writhed below them, calling out in guttural cries of agony. After a quick reload, John and Alyssa finished any wounded Lizardmen with headshots, then moved at a rapid pace around the balcony to the ramps that would take them to the level below.  
 
      
 
    "Incoming friendlies," John shouted to the Terran forces, his voice amplified by the external speakers, so that it boomed across the site of the bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    The handful of Terran troopers poked their heads above cover, watching warily for any signs of the Kintark. They were astonished to see that the Lizardmen forces had been annihilated, thick yellow blood splattering the mangled corpses of their fallen enemies. Standing warily, the soldiers spotted the two black-armoured figures that boldly approached from opposite ends of the plaza. 
 
      
 
    One of the men stared at them with wide eyes. "Who are you two?" 
 
      
 
    "Commander Blake, Special Forces. I'm here to stop the Kintark boarding action. Who's in charge here?" John asked the men, his gaze sweeping over the motley group of survivors. 
 
      
 
    The Terran troopers turned to look at one another in confusion for a few moments before one of them cautiously raised his hand. "My name's Corporal Gibbons. We lost Lieutenant Cooper when we first engaged the Lizards, then Sergeant Deran ordered us to fall back here... but the bastards just killed him," he said sadly, nodding at the dead shotgun wielder. 
 
      
 
    "Any reports on where the other boarding force is at the moment?" John asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    Corporal Gibbons gave him a helpless shrug. "Things went to shit pretty fast. We were ordered to engage this lot and got our asses handed to us. I haven't heard anything from Central Command for the last couple of minutes," he replied, tapping the headset he wore for emphasis. 
 
      
 
    "You men hang tight, we'll head to the upper levels and clear out the rest of the Kintark," John said looking around the plaza. He spotted a staircase on the left side of the open area behind the devastated coffee shop. 
 
      
 
    “No, take the elevator,” Gibbons said with a quick shake of his head, when he saw where John was looking. Pointing off to the right, he added, “It’ll get you there much faster!” 
 
      
 
    John acknowledged him with a grateful nod, then jogged across the plaza with Alyssa falling in beside him. The Terran troops watched them leave in amazement, their mysterious black-clad saviours departing as quickly as they had arrived. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The gunship shuddered violently as the relentless Kintark fighters strafed a storm of plasma bolts across the rear, the flight stick jerking in Jade’s hand. She flicked a frightened glance at the damage control hologram and gasped when she saw that the rear end of the Raptor was flashing bright red. The starboard engine had been blown apart, halving the gunship’s top speed and leaving her at the mercy of the Kintark pursuers. The Nymph threw a desperate glance at the Tactical Map, but even though the Invictus was racing directly towards her, the Kintark ships were still out of range of the defence grid. Jade’s heart sunk as she realised it was all over and she braced herself for the final coup de grace. 
 
      
 
    "Pull up, now!" Dana suddenly yelled over the comm. 
 
      
 
    Jade didn’t hesitate and jerked the flightstick back sharply so that the nose of the Raptor pulled straight up, the g-forces in that manoeuvre making it impossible for the Kintark pilots to follow. An instant later, the Invictus’ Beam Lasers lanced out, the six throbbing beams of amber energy fired at the extreme edge of their range. They just missed the Raptor as Jade pulled the gunship clear, incinerating the pursuing fighters in a blistering blast of power. When the beams winked out again a few seconds later, all that was left was a tiny amount of glowing debris, the rest of the Kintark ships completely vaporised. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get you back on board," Dana said with a sigh of relief. She winced as she added, "But we better not let John see the Raptor till I've patched it up, he won't be happy with how close that was." 
 
      
 
    Jade's answering laughter had a slightly hysterical edge to it, as she realised she'd been only seconds away from total disaster and revelled in the pleasure of simply being alive. The Nymph brought the battered gunship around to face the slowing assault cruiser and when the hangar bay door opened up, she landed the Raptor in the centre of the big hangar. Finally safe and sound once more, the nymph slumped back in the pilot's chair and closed her eyes as she thanked her lucky stars. She took a big breath, then rose to rejoin the other girls, so that she could thank them properly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The elevator let out a jaunty chime as they arrived at the Administration level and the doors opened to reveal a scene of destruction. Lights flickered intermittently, briefly illuminating the devastated office area, before plunging them into darkness once more. There had been a pitched battle here and the shattered windows, overturned desks, and crazed mosaic of impact craters on the walls, attested to the ferocity of the fighting. The defending forces had accounted for themselves well, with several Kintark corpses sprawled on the ground in big pools of yellow blood, their bodies riddled with dozens of small exit wounds from armour-piercing rounds. 
 
      
 
    *Switch to infra-red,* John thought to Alyssa, as he changed his own scope settings. The room was then painted in shades of blue, with only the overhead lighting and plasma scarring on the walls showing any residual heat.  
 
      
 
    They pushed further into the admin complex, reaching the defensive line where the Terran troops had stood their ground. John's face set in stone when he saw the charred corpses of the slain Terran soldiers, the brave men horrifically burned by plasma fire. There were dozens of spent magazines discarded on the floor, telling their own tale of the valiant efforts to repel the invaders. His sharp ears heard the distinctive sound of further gunfire from up ahead and he broke into a loping run as he closed the distance, with Alyssa sticking right by his side. 
 
      
 
    The Terran forces had fallen back and were retreating up a broad staircase, whilst being relentlessly pursued by the Kintark warriors. The lights were almost completely out in this section, with only the sporadic bursts of assault rifles, or the green glow of plasma fire, offering any real illumination in the room. The light from the gunfire cast frightening shadows across the fiery hellscape, while the burning plasma lit a fel green hue over the desperate battle. One of the troopers sprinting up the stairs was hit by a couple of plasma bolts and although miraculously the man survived, his clothing caught fire and he staggered into the railings before toppling over them in a verdant blaze. His harrowing death screams echoed around the room, before they came to an abrupt and merciful end.  
 
      
 
    John brought his railgun up to a firing position as they moved deeper into the administration area and swept from left to right looking for targets. Despite the dead shotgun-wielder's assertion that the Kintark were cold-blooded, the alien soldiers seemed to be running very hot indeed, showing up in the thermal scope as bright red silhouettes. As before, John and Alyssa started with the stragglers and worked forwards, silently executing one hulking Lizardman warrior after another with precise headshots, as they stalked invisibly through the blackness like vengeful wraiths. They scythed through the Kintark forces, wiping them out to a man without the lead warriors even realising they were under attack, right up until their heads were blown apart by hypervelocity railgun rounds. 
 
      
 
    John reloaded his weapon as he ran up the stairs, seeing no more sign of Kintark forces as he reached the top, only the backs of fleeing troopers. "Incoming friendlies!" he called out in warning, his voice booming down the hallway, amplified by the external audio in the Phalanx armour.  
 
      
 
    The running troopers ducked behind cover, be it a vending machine, or a series of Holo-net booths, and peered fearfully back down the corridor to see who was shouting. John and Alyssa ascended the tops of the staircase, and the glow from the plasma impact craters illuminated their glimmering black armour in an ethereal green aura. One of the troopers who was terrified out of his mind, fired his assault rifle down the corridor at John, but the rounds were deflected harmlessly with an odd whumping sound.  
 
      
 
    "Cease fire, or we'll be forced to neutralise you," John warned him sternly, raising his weapon as he approached.  
 
      
 
    One of the man's more coherent squad mates slugged the trooper, knocking him to the ground, preferring him not to be killed by their rescuers. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?!" a trooper stammered fearfully. 
 
      
 
    "Commander John Blake, Special Forces. We've eliminated both groups of Kintark warriors, and we're looking for the doctors who evacuated up here. Have you seen them?" he asked in a no-nonsense tone. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I saw them. They ran past us a few minutes before the Kintark attacked," another trooper volunteered, cautiously stepping out from behind a vending machine he'd been using for cover. 
 
      
 
    "Where did they go?" John asked brusquely. 
 
      
 
    "Towards Central Command, but we lost contact with them a while ago," the man replied. Pointing down the corridor, he added helpfully, "Back down the steps, then take a right." 
 
      
 
    John nodded his thanks, then turned and sprinted back down the corridor, catching up with Alyssa who was leaping down the stairs three at a time. 
 
      
 
    *We wiped out both squads from the dropships,* she thought to him, as they darted to the right and ran full-tilt down the corridor. *Where did this lot that attacked Central Command come from?* 
 
      
 
    Before John could reply, they stumbled upon a slain trooper. It looked like he'd been dead for a while, as the fatal wound from the plasma gun that killed him was no longer glowing. The fallen soldier had been shot walking across an intersection, which was helpfully signposted with bold lettering on the walls, with arrows pointing to different destinations. Directly ahead was "Hydroponics", to their right the corridor was labelled "Central Command", while to the left, the signs read, "Cargo Loading" and "Passenger Processing".  
 
      
 
    *Survivors from the crashed dropship,* John reasoned, as they took the right turn to find out what had happened to Central Command. 
 
      
 
    *How could anything have survived that?* Alyssa asked dubiously, remembering how the ravaged dropship had careened into the hangar before breaking in two. 
 
      
 
    *I'm not sure, but any Kintark squads boarding from the lower decks would have had to fight past those defending troopers and they broke just before we arrived,* he answered her logically. 
 
      
 
    *Makes sense,* she agreed, slotting in another full magazine. 
 
      
 
    They ran down the corridor until they reached a security checkpoint and found that the guardsmen had been gunned down by plasma fire. Far more alarming was the fact that the huge heavily-reinforced doors had been ripped off their hinges.  
 
      
 
    *Uh-oh,* Alyssa's thought to John, as she stared at the crumpled and battered steel doors that had been tossed aside. 
 
      
 
    *Having second thoughts about not letting me bring the sword?* he asked her with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    *No, not at all! I wouldn't want you tempted to charge anything that could do... that,* she replied, shivering involuntarily. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were more cautious as they proceeded, checking warily around corners as they moved into Central Command. Dead Terran troopers and command staff lay slumped along their path, most of whom had been killed by plasma weaponry, their bodies badly burned. One unfortunate trooper had been ripped in half, savage claw marks apparent on the dismembered corpse. John and Alyssa shared a worried glance and couldn’t help wondering what could have caused such terrible injuries as they examined the body in silence.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara narrowed her eyes as she stared at the next wave of Kintark bombers heading towards the refineries. She squeezed the trigger on her weapon control and the Invictus’ Laser Cannon batteries opened up, pouring a relentless hail of orange laser blasts into the lumbering strike craft. The green vessels tried to evade, but they had neither the manoeuvrability or the skill to escape her inexorable aim. One by one they were blown to pieces, guns that were designed to melt through capital ship armour making short work of the bombers. 
 
      
 
    “That heavy carrier’s launching another wave of dropships!” Dana called out in warning, her hands gripping the armrests of her chair. 
 
      
 
    The Latina flicked a glance at the Tactical Map. “I see them. Bring us about on an intercept course.”  
 
      
 
    “On it,” the redhead replied, turning the assault cruiser to deal with the latest threat. “I can’t believe how many strike craft they’ve got... but at least the Terran cruisers are winning!” 
 
      
 
    Calara’s expression was grave as she turned her focus to the capital ship battle raging between the two forces. One of the Kintark cruisers had already been blown to pieces, leaving a battered hulk drifting dark and silent in space. Likewise, all the Kintark destroyers had been obliterated, their shattered hulls surrounded by a sea of debris. 
 
      
 
    She watched as the quartet of Terran cruisers lashed one of the two surviving Kintark cruisers with Beam Lasers, a forest of orange columns of energy finally scything through its shields and bringing them down. The grey hulls of the Federation ships seemed to light up with a ripple of bright flashes, as they fired a broadside of Heavy Cannon shells at the vulnerable vessel. A moment later the Kintark ship shuddered as it was pounded by that barrage, armour plating buckling and exploding outwards in razor-sharp shards. Superstructure was exposed and the ship’s atmosphere vented into space as the shells penetrated deep into the hull, stricken Kintark crewmembers hurled out into the vacuum to die a horrible death.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Dana cheered, watching the huge green cruiser being battered by the Terran ships. “The Kintark are getting their asses kicked and our cruisers haven’t even taken a scratch!” 
 
      
 
    Calara watched as the unscathed Kintark cruiser lit up the last squadron of Terran destroyers with a Plasma Cannon salvo. The green bolts slammed into the 200-metre-long ships, overwhelming their shields and splashing virulent plasma across their hull. One exploded an instant later, the plasma bolts punching straight through the armour and touching off a magazine, the subsequent detonation ripping the ship into a million pieces. Out of the 24 destroyers that had been guarding the Iota-Leonis system, only two were left, their hulls set ablaze with green fire that was melting its way through titanium plating. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, she turned to look fearfully at the waves of Kintark bombers bearing down on the exposed Terran capital ships. “They sacrificed themselves to clear the destroyer screen for the bombers...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As John and Alyssa moved deeper into Central Command, the sound of rhythmic thumping began to reach the audio pickups in their armour. The deep bass rumble of two heavy objects repeatedly colliding together reverberated down the corridor, making the hair on the back of John's neck stand on end. 
 
      
 
    *What the hell is that?* Alyssa's muted voice sound warily in his mind. 
 
      
 
    *I have a feeling we probably won't want to find out,* John replied, as he stepped over yet another deceased trooper. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at another intersection, they found a dead Kintark Warrior sprawled across the corridor, its body riddled with the small exit wounds of armour-piercing rounds. The trooper who shot the Lizardman was slumped against the wall opposite, killed as he had tried to reload his weapon with a fresh magazine of armour-piercing ammo. The corridors were marked with more signs on the walls, indicating what lay in each direction. To the left was system flight control, the barracks was to the right, and directly ahead was the armoury. The booming crashes were louder now, angrier somehow, and coming from the corridor directly opposite.  
 
      
 
    *The armoury it is then,* John's murmured, taking the lead. 
 
      
 
    It looked like the rest of the troops based in Central Command had made their last stand here, using the reinforced security desk for cover. They had accounted for themselves admirably, having killed another four Kintark warriors and leaving the corridor beyond sprayed liberally with thick yellow blood. Sadly, they had then been overwhelmed and the six remaining soldiers were ripped apart with a savagery that almost defied belief. Dismembered body parts were scattered with abandon around the room, the interior painted red with blood and ichor. There were two Gatling Laser turrets here as well, but the power cuts that seemed to be affecting this whole level had rendered them inoperable. Their barrels hung low, as though mourning the slain troopers before them. 
 
      
 
    There was an upper level to this room, which overlooked the charnel house at ground level. Green-armoured figures could just be seen moving around up there, with the hissing sibilant speech of the Kintark echoing down to John and Alyssa from the room above. There was an open-sided loading lift to the side of the room, but as John glanced that way, it wasn't the lift that held his attention. Huge rents had been gouged out of the metal walls; long deep furrows in sets of three, that made it look like something had clawed its way up, and then jumped onto the floor above. 
 
      
 
    *We can't activate the lift, we'll lose the element of surprise.* Alyssa cautioned John as he studied the wall.  
 
      
 
    *I was thinking of something a little more unorthodox*, he replied, before moving over to the wall swiftly and silently.  
 
      
 
    He lifted an armoured boot, and placed it on the wall, activating the magnetic field in the sole via a command in his optical HUD. He leaned into the raised leg then moved awkwardly to place his other foot on the wall, the strong magnets holding him in place. John straightened up and began to slowly walk up the wall, the magnets in his boots keeping him secured against the surface. Alyssa darted over to join him and after a few tentative steps, she was standing by his side, looking like her feet were glued to the metal surface. 
 
      
 
    *Well, this feels weird,* she said with amusement, before they cautiously walked up the wall to get a better vantage point.  
 
      
 
    It took a little getting used to, looking at the room sideways, but they could see five Kintark warriors waiting around idly, looking at a massive reinforced bulkhead. The cause of all the mighty crashes now came into view and Alyssa gasped as they saw it for the first time. The creature was huge, at least fifteen-feet-long, with four muscular legs, a sturdy tail, and a body covered in thick red scales, looking like a massive, heavily-armoured prehistoric beast. It was battering the heavy door by rearing up on its hind legs then slamming its scaled, blocky head into the trembling portal with a booming crash. There was a jagged scar across the creature's back, its scales splattered with dried yellow blood. It looked at a glance like the wound had sealed over as the armour plating was still intact. 
 
      
 
    *What the fuck is that?!* Alyssa swore in alarm. 
 
      
 
    *I have no idea,* John replied. *We have to act quickly though, that door isn't going to last much longer.* 
 
      
 
    They raised their railguns and took careful aim at the Kintark warriors. The next time the huge lizard slammed into the door, causing an enormous boom, John and Alyssa opened fire. Allocating targets instantly by telepathic communication, they efficiently dispatched the Lizardmen with rapid bursts from their weapons. The surprised Kintark didn't have time to even shout a warning before they were all gunned down in a matter of seconds. John and Alyssa swung their weapons onto the Lizard and opened up, the high-velocity rounds pounding unerringly into the hulking creature. To their shock, the storm of hollow point bullets deflected away harmlessly from the incredibly thick and resilient scales, until the ominous click of empty magazines reached their ears. 
 
      
 
    The Lizard swung around and looked at them with furious eyes, the dark glimmer of otherworldly intelligence quite apparent in the way it studied them. It let out a ferocious roar and charged towards the edge of the platform leaping out with scythe-like claws outstretched. Alyssa released the magnets in her boots and dropped the ten feet to land like a cat on the floor, narrowly avoiding the claw swipe in her direction. She tumbled away in an acrobatic roll, before running back the way they had arrived.  
 
      
 
    John was still secured to the wall and the massive lizard clung to him, clawing and biting at his armoured torso. He hung there for a moment until Alyssa was clear, then released the magnetic fields in his boots, so that he and the lizard fell to the floor in a deafening crash. The huge reptile clawed and gouged at him, but his armour was extremely durable after Alyssa's psychic manipulations and the beast was unable to penetrate the Invictium plating. 
 
      
 
    The two combatants, man and beast, fought desperately as they thrashed around, locked in mortal combat. John was stronger than the enormous scaled creature, but he lacked the huge sharp claws that the Lizard was using to great effect. While he grabbed it by the scaly throat to stop being bitten, and restrained another fore-claw with his other hand, he was powerless to prevent the lizard from scratching and tearing at his armour with its free fore-claw and equally dangerous back legs. His armour was proving to be incredibly resilient, but even so, the razor-sharp claws were taking their toll, rending huge furrows in his shoulder and leg plating. 
 
      
 
    The lizard rolled over, managing to pin John under its heavy bulk, and its hideous reptilian visage sneered down at him with contempt. "Pitiful Terran! I'll dessstroy you jussst like I did all the other pathetic troopersss who dared to face me!" the Lizard snarled in a deep sibilant voice. "Witnesss the might of the Royal Guard!" 
 
      
 
    John was stunned that the creature was not only intelligent, but apparently sentient and quite capable of speech. He wrestled with the creature, trying to throw it off him, but it was difficult to get leverage against so big a foe. It reared back with a free foreclaw raised to deliver a killing strike, its huge reptilian eyes glinting with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    *Stay down!* Alyssa ordered as she charged back into the room. She held the magazine that she had just retrieved from the dead trooper in the corridor and slammed the armour-piercing ammo into her railgun.  
 
      
 
    The monstrous Kintark reptile looked up at her when she ran into the room and let out a hissing, barking laugh. "Take your bessst shot, Terran!" it goaded her, supremely confident in the impregnability of its scaly hide.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa brought the railgun up to her shoulder and fired on full auto, raking the huge beast with high-velocity rounds. The reptile stared down in shock as the armour piercing rounds slammed into its chest, punching straight through and drilling into the wall behind it. Thick yellow blood spurted out from the perforated creature and it writhed in agony as she emptied her entire clip into its torso. 
 
      
 
    "How was that, good enough?" she asked the Kintark beast with a grin, as it toppled over on its side. 
 
      
 
    The creature tried to reply, but just gurgled instead, its eyes rolling up as it collapsed on the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Perfect timing, honey," John said with a smile, as he pushed the dead lizard's arm off his chest. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa tipped an imaginary hat in his direction and the pair began to laugh with relief as he clambered to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Dana did warn us that AP rounds could stop a tank. I never thought I'd be using them to hunt overgrown lizards!" she exclaimed, shaking her head.  
 
      
 
    "These Kintark are nothing like the ones I met during my days as a trader," John said, carefully lifting the felled beast’s forearm which had covered its face, so that he could study it more clearly. "The Kintark merchants I met were about seven-feet-tall and had fairly slim builds. These guys must be some kind of elite troops." 
 
      
 
    "We seem to have an uncanny knack for finding hideous space monsters to fight with." Alyssa noted wryly. 
 
      
 
    "That we do," John agreed, as he reloaded his weapon. "Now, let's see if we can do a bit of rescuing too." 
 
      
 
    They walked over to the loading lift and pressed the button that brought the platform down to the ground floor. They stepped onto the square platform and it ascended to the upper level, the battered reinforced bulkhead coming slowly into view. John walked up to the door and examined the huge indentations in the steel that the enormous Kintark lizard had caved in with its head.  
 
      
 
    "The doors have been badly warped," he said, looking at the buckled doorframe. "I don't think this will open normally anymore." 
 
      
 
    "Have at it then, Hercules." Alyssa replied, using Dana's apt nickname for her lover. 
 
      
 
    John propped his railgun against the wall and approached the reinforced armoury entrance, studying it carefully. He saw that the thick steel door had started to come away from the frame at the top right, so he took careful hold and began to pull. He concentrated intently on the heavy steel portal, his muscles bulging as he tugged and strained. With a grinding tortured shriek, the metal door began to bend backwards, allowing him to readjust his grip and apply more of his strength. When he savagely ripped the mangled, armoured steel away from the opening, terrified screams from inside the vault reached his ears.  
 
      
 
    "It's okay, we're here to rescue you," he called out to calm the people cowering within.  
 
      
 
    Now that the door was out of the way, they could see that there were at least fifty people huddled inside the armoury vault for safety. The group consisted of an eclectic mix of civilians, a few starbase personnel, and a handful of doctors, the medics identifiable by their white coats. Alyssa took off her helmet and walked over to stand at John's side. When the people in the room saw it was a beautiful woman in the sinister black armour, their faces began to light up with hope, the fear and worry falling away. John was just about to speak, when the survivors' faces suddenly twisted in terror and they began to scream once more. 
 
      
 
    "What's the ma-," Alyssa began to ask them, before the grating sound of scrabbling claws reached their ears, causing them to whirl around. 
 
      
 
    "Thanksss for opening up their bolthole, I'll deal with them later!" The Kintark Royal Guard gloated as it clawed its way up onto the platform. It glared at Alyssa and snarled, "And to anssswer your quessstion... That wasssn't good enough! Not even clossse, Terran!" 
 
      
 
    John looked on in amazement, as the dozens of yellow-spattered impact wounds on the creature's torso finished closing up, the armoured scales reforming when they touched together. 
 
      
 
    *I’m out of AP rounds!* Alyssa thought to him in an instant. 
 
      
 
    The huge Kintark beast swayed for a moment, it's long tail balancing behind it, before it pulled itself completely over the ledge and back onto the upper level. Not wasting any time, John sprinted full-tilt at the hideous reptile and barrelled straight into it, causing it to stagger backwards and scrabble for purchase as it tottered on the edge. John had landed in a crouch when he'd slammed into the creature's chest and he wound up a huge uppercut that he launched straight into the beast's surprised face. The punch smashed into its jaw with a gut-wrenching crunch and it tipped over backwards, flailing wildly as it fell. The Royal Guard landed with a huge crash, sprawling on its back as it dropped down to the lower level once more.  
 
      
 
    John leaped fearlessly off the ledge after it and dropped down onto the Kintark's torso, causing it to hiss in pain as his armoured body landed heavily on its chest, snapping ribs with a sharp crack. It reached up with its long claws, trying to flay him alive through his armour, but John used his superhuman strength to brush aside the bladed foreclaws and leaned in to grab the Lizards head. It thrashed around and tried to bite him, so he seized the opportunity to grab its open jaws with his gauntlets. When he had a good grip, he began to heave them apart and the reptile's angry expression turned into one of fear, as it began to writhe desperately to escape his grasp. He wrenched the creature's mouth unnaturally wide and with a final surge of strength, there was a sickening crack as he broke its lower jaw in half, causing the creature to howl in agony. 
 
      
 
    "John! Catch!" Alyssa called out to him, tossing his railgun over the edge of the platform. Snatching the weapon out of the air, he brought it around, and shoved it unceremoniously into the Kintark's mouth.  
 
      
 
    "Try regenerating this..." he said grimly, as the hulking lizard stared up at him with wild eyes.  
 
      
 
    He pulled the trigger and the hollow point caseless rounds smashed through the soft tissue in the roof of the creature's mouth, blasting a huge hole in the back of its head and splattering its reptilian brains all over the floor. John rose slowly, carefully watching the creature, but its head lolled emptily and it looked utterly lifeless. He strode up the wall using his magnetic boots, then hopped off to land lightly on the upper level next to Alyssa.  
 
      
 
    "Nice moves, handsome," she said with a sparkling smile. 
 
      
 
    John removed his own helmet and grinned back at her. "Couldn't have done it without you, beautiful." 
 
      
 
    They kissed briefly, before turning around to face the astonished crowd of Port Medea survivors.  
 
      
 
    "Is Rachel Voss here?" John asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    The shocked brunette stepped forward from the back of the group. "John, is that really you?" Rachel asked in stunned disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "You said you were interested in an interview?" he asked her, with a disarming smile. 
 
      
 
    "And a hug!" Alyssa chipped in, a twinkle in her cerulean eyes. 
 
      
 
    The incredulous young doctor began to laugh, not quite believing what she had just witnessed. 
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    Alyssa walked towards Rachel with open arms, then paused and looked down at her glistening black Phalanx suit. "Maybe this would be more inviting if I wasn't wearing all this armour." 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and ran over to the blonde, giving her a hug regardless. "I've never been so relieved to see anyone!" she exclaimed, tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "We flew all this way to see you," John said with a smile. "It was rude of the Kintark to interrupt our interview process." 
 
      
 
    The brunette laughed, then abruptly stopped and stared at him, as she remembered what she had just seen. "You ripped the door off its hinges!" she gasped in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, yeah... It's incredible what you can do in this new power armour," John said awkwardly, darting a nervous glance at his blonde companion. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa leaned in close, whispering in the brunette's ear, "We'll explain later." 
 
      
 
    Rachel turned and stared at Alyssa, seeing that those piercing cerulean eyes hid a wealth of mysteries. She nodded tentatively as she gazed at the blonde and Alyssa's beautiful face lit up with a dazzling smile. 
 
      
 
    "We better get moving," John said to Alyssa, ejecting the spent magazine from his railgun and slotting in another clip of caseless ammo. 
 
      
 
    "What about us?" one of the Central Command staff asked tentatively. 
 
      
 
    "I'm Commander John Blake, Special Forces. Are you the senior officer here?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes Sir, my name's Lieutenant Commander Mortensen. I think I'm the only one left out of the Command staff," the man replied, badly shaken by that realisation. 
 
      
 
    "We wiped out two squads of Kintark Warriors before we fought this last group,” John said, glancing back at the mangled remains of the Royal Guard. “Based on the troop capacities of the dropships that landed, you should probably be safe from boarding parties now.” 
 
      
 
    "Probably?" Mortensen asked, looking nervous. 
 
      
 
    "There's a squad of troopers we saved back at the entrance to Central Command. I'll ask them to come back here and link up with you. Your first priority should be to get the power back on up here," John advised the man firmly. 
 
      
 
    Nodding his agreement, Mortensen stopped John with a hand on his arm as he turned to leave. "Thank you, Commander, you saved our lives," he said, with sincere gratitude. 
 
      
 
    John gave the officer a friendly salute. "You're welcome. It’s all part of the service."  
 
      
 
    Rachel accompanied John and Alyssa as they strode over to the loading lift, with a chorus of "Thank you, Commander!" following in their wake from the grateful survivors. After waving goodbye, they descended to the ground floor, then approached the corpse of the Kintark Royal Guard. 
 
      
 
    "I can't see any signs of regeneration," John said cautiously, as he studied the huge reptilian body. He prodded its head with an armoured boot and it flopped lifelessly to the side, a massive gaping hole still yawning at the back of its cranium. 
 
      
 
    "Thank God for that!" Alyssa said with a relieved laugh. "Killing that thing twice was bad enough!" 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe you charged that monster," Rachel murmured to John, shaking her head. "It was the most terrifying thing I've ever seen!" 
 
      
 
    "He's full of surprises," Alyssa noted. "You get used to it after a while." 
 
      
 
    "I couldn't risk fighting up on the platform, it was too dangerous with all the people up there," John explained, seeing no sign of life in the dead Royal Guard. 
 
      
 
    "But you just ran up and punched it in the face," the brunette said in awe. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, about that...” Alyssa said raising an eyebrow. “It looks like me banning you from using your sword has encouraged you to start brawling with monsters instead. That wasn’t really what I had in mind."  
 
      
 
    John grinned and shrugged, before glancing up to see that the big crowd of survivors were watching them in wide-eyed amazement from up on the level above. 
 
      
 
    *We have an audience,* he thought to Alyssa. *Let's get moving.* 
 
      
 
    He gave the crowd a friendly wave and they broke into a spontaneous round of applause. The sound of cheering echoed around them as they walked away down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    "Where to now?" Alyssa asked, as she and Rachel fell into step with him. 
 
      
 
    John grinned wickedly as they headed back to the Admin complex. "Dana would be upset if we didn't bring her back a present..."  
 
      
 
    "And what kind of gift did you have in mind?" Alyssa enquired. 
 
      
 
    "I was thinking about something along the lines of a Kintark dropship," John suggested airily. 
 
      
 
    The blonde laughed and nodded. "It's just what she's always wanted.” 
 
      
 
    "Rachel, we're going to be leaving the station in a few minutes. Is there anything you want to bring with you from the medics’ dorm?" he asked the dazed brunette. 
 
      
 
    She blinked for a moment, then tentatively replied, "Nothing I'm too attached to, but if I’m leaving with you, I’ll need some spare clothes.” 
 
      
 
    "I'd offer to lend you some of mine, but they won't quite fit you yet," Alyssa mused, eyeing the shorter brunette. 
 
      
 
    "Yet? What do you mean?" Rachel asked, her brow furrowing in confusion. 
 
      
 
    *Alyssa...* John warned her, sensing the blonde girl's amusement. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, nothing.” Alyssa turned to look at him and asked innocently, “We could probably swing by the dorm on the way to the hangar bays, right John?"  
 
      
 
    "Sure, that's no problem," he agreed, as they walked past the dead troopers and base personnel that had fallen defending Central Command. 
 
      
 
    "What about my contract with the military?" Rachel asked, looking up at him. "I've still got nearly five years to serve before I can leave." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about that," John replied with a reassuring smile. "I've pulled a few strings, and assuming you want the job as our chief medical officer, you can stay with us for as long as you want." 
 
      
 
    "But I've only just graduated from medical school," Rachel protested, looking at him incredulously. "Why are you even considering me for the vacancy? If I were you, I'd be looking for a medic with at least five years’ experience." 
 
      
 
    "I think you'll fit in just fine," Alyssa replied, putting her arm around the brunette’s shoulder and giving her a reassuring sideways hug. 
 
      
 
    John led them down the corridor, keeping a wary eye open in case any Kintark survived their initial assault. "Don't worry about it for the moment. We'll get you to safety aboard the Invictus, then we can discuss everything in much more detail.” 
 
      
 
    *Alyssa! We need you back here soon, things aren't looking good...* Calara's worried voice sounded clearly in the blonde girl's mind. 
 
      
 
    *What's the matter?* Alyssa replied, sensing concern from all three of the girls back on the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    *The Federation forces are losing the battle, they won't last much longer!* the Latina exclaimed. *All the Terran strike craft and destroyers are gone, and the Kintark bombers are taking out the cruisers with torpedoes!* 
 
      
 
    "We need to move fast, John, they need us back on the ship," Alyssa said out loud for Rachel's benefit. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked at Rachel. "We have to get back immediately, so I’m afraid we won't have time to collect your gear. Let us know if we're going too fast for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to keep up,” the brunette said, squaring her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    They broke into a loping run, clearing the last of the Central Command area, where they met the squad of troopers they had encountered earlier. 
 
      
 
    "We rescued survivors in Central Command," John called out to them as they jogged past, "Regroup with them, and get power restored up here." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sir!" one of the older soldiers replied, snapping off a hasty salute. He turned to his squadmates and yelled, "You heard the Commander, let's move out!" 
 
      
 
    John heard their booted feet disappearing into the distance behind him, the Terran soldiers jogging back to the command centre. As John and the girls sprinted through the administration complex, Rachel darted shocked glances at the headless Kintark corpses that John and Alyssa had neatly dispatched. They slowed to a jog to avoid any mishaps with the treacherous footing in such a darkly lit area, and as they were passing one of the dead lizardmen, Alyssa reached down to scoop up one of the plasma rifles and slung it over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    *Dana will think I don't love her any more if I don't pick her up a present too,* she joked to John. 
 
      
 
    They eventually made it to the elevator and the lift descended smoothly to the shopping district. The elevator emitted a jaunty chime when they reached their destination and the doors swished open onto the bloodbath in the plaza, making Rachel blanch at the carnage. The soldiers here had lost their senior officers and were no longer receiving orders from the rest of the Chain of Command, but the corporal they spoke to earlier had organised the survivors. The wounded had been given emergency first aid and the rest of the men were busy collecting plasma weapons from the dead Kintark marines.  
 
      
 
    "Corporal Gibbons!" John yelled across the plaza to the ransacked coffee shop, as he jogged over to the troopers.  
 
      
 
    One of the men turned and looked around pensively to see who was calling him, but his face relaxed when he saw it was John. "Yes Commander, what can I do for you?" the trooper replied respectfully. 
 
      
 
    "What's the fastest way down to the lower hangar bays?" John asked in a rush. 
 
      
 
    "There's a security elevator on the other side of the plaza, it’ll take you straight down there. Here, you can take my keyfob," he offered, producing a blue plastic card marked with a number of indentations. 
 
      
 
    "Much appreciated, Corporal!" John thanked him gratefully. "We eliminated all the Kintark boarding parties. The garrison forces are regrouping in Central Command, so lead your men up there to link up with them." 
 
      
 
    Corporal Gibbons saluted, then began barking orders at the rest of the squad who hurried to obey his commands.  
 
      
 
    "I've seen the security elevator he was talking about," Rachel said helpfully. "I can lead you to it." 
 
      
 
    They followed after the brunette, her white doctor's coat billowing out behind her as she led them across the retail zone, to a solid-looking security door. The doorframe was marked in yellow and black chevrons, and there was a device set into the wall that looked like it was designed to take the keyfob. Sure enough, it slotted smoothly into place, and the robust security doors hummed as they opened to reveal the elevator within. The trio stepped inside and once Alyssa had hit the button for Deck Nineteen, the doors slid shut and the elevator began to descend. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived, the elevator door opened to reveal a long corridor flanked by massive doors, the one on the right already open. A quick glance inside revealed two Kintark dropships in the middle of the enormous open space. Unfortunately, the vessels had not been abandoned and there were a handful of green-armoured Kintark warriors standing nearby. Their hissing, unsettling voices could be heard echoing across the massive open space as the creatures chattered to each other in their own tongue. 
 
      
 
    "Stay back, Rachel," John warned her, as he put his helmet back on and crouched by the doorway. 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa took careful aim, then their railguns purred as caseless bullets rocketed across the hangar to slam into the unsuspecting group of Kintark soldiers. The first two died instantly, their heads exploding in a fountain of yellow gore that splattered their stunned compatriots with brain fragments. The other two Lizardmen raised their weapons and began to search frantically for their silent attackers, only to be shot a second later. The first was cleanly decapitated, while the other hit in the torso, the force behind the railgun round flinging him backwards. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go catch a ride," John said, as he led them in a darting run over to the dropships. 
 
      
 
    The first one had greasy smoke pouring out from the burned-out engines, but the second seemed to still be fully intact. It was a big transport, almost the same size as the Raptor, but this vessel was designed purely for troop movement, rather than combat. The loading ramp into the iridescent green ship was down, so John and the girls crept on board, trying not to make a sound.  
 
      
 
    They found a big empty troop compartment at the rear of the vessel, ending with a sturdy door that led further inside. The door at the back of the compartment was sealed, so John placed his hand into the Kintark hand-shaped indentation on the wall, squeezing his middle two fingers together, to make his hand fit into the four-digit space. Nothing happened until he pushed, then the rounded panel depressed into the wall, activating the door which rose up into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    A Kintark called out to them in its hissing native tongue from deeper within the ship, so John strode through the next room and barged into the cockpit, where he found himself face-to-face with a shocked Kintark pilot. Recovering quickly from the surprise, the armoured Lizardman went for the plasma pistol at his belt, so John grabbed the alien's head and twisted it savagely, breaking its neck with an unsettling crack. 
 
      
 
    "We're clear, let's get back to the Invictus," he called back to Alyssa, as he let the Kintark slump to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa had followed him through the dropship and she paused to look around the armoury behind the cockpit. The Kintark troopers had emptied nearly all the racks when they disembarked, but there were still several plasma rifles hooked up on the wall.  
 
      
 
    "It looks like a few people had the same gift idea for Dana," Alyssa said with a smile, unslinging the weapon from her shoulder, and placing it on the racks. 
 
      
 
    "Who's Dana?" Rachel asked as she followed behind Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "Our Chief Engineer," John explained, stepping aside for the blonde. "She's great fun, I think you'll like her." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled at him as she brushed past, then moved to sit in the pilot's chair. A long focused glance at the controls told her all she needed to know and she pressed a button that was covered in Kintark script, powering up the engines. 
 
      
 
    "Can you read Kintark?" Rachel asked Alyssa in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "No, just a lucky guess," the blonde replied with a sly grin. 
 
      
 
    *How did you know?* John asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    *It... felt like the place to start,* Alyssa said cryptically, as she grasped the flightstick. She increased the throttle and the dropship began to lift off from the deck, pivoting slightly as the new pilot experimented with the flight controls. 
 
      
 
    Once Alyssa looked comfortable flying the vessel, John returned to the troop compartment at the back and placed his gauntlet in the hand-shaped slot on the wall next to the loading ramp. When he pushed, the ramp slowly closed and he smiled to himself with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "There they are!" Jade said urgently, pointing towards the Kintark dropship that swept out of the Port Medea hangar bay. 
 
      
 
    "I'll bring us around," Dana said, turning the Invictus towards the departing green-hulled vessel. 
 
      
 
    She hit the button that opened up the Cargo Bay’s huge hull door and the girls on the Bridge used the internal security cameras to watch Alyssa bring the Kintark dropship in for a perfect landing. A few moments later, John, Alyssa and Rachel strode down the ramp at the rear, and began to jog towards the grav-tubes. 
 
      
 
    Dana double-checked that her friends were safely aboard and closed the Cargo Bay doors. "Shall I take us out of here?"  
 
      
 
    "No, John needs to make that call," Calara said firmly, as she gazed up at the Tactical Map. 
 
      
 
    "What call might that be?" John asked with a grin as he stepped onto the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    Jade, Calara and Dana were delighted to see him, turning to dart relieved smiles his way. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pointed at a free seat for Rachel to take, while whispering to her quietly, "I'll make all the introductions later."  
 
      
 
    The brunette nodded while walking over to the unlit station, then settled into the comfortable seat and looked around the Bridge in wonder. Alyssa jogged over to the Briefing Room and disappeared inside to remove her body armour. 
 
      
 
    "Port Medea isn't out of danger yet, Commander," Calara said, dampening down her urge to run over and give him a hug, such was the urgency of the news she needed to deliver. 
 
      
 
    "Explain, Lieutenant," John replied, as he strode purposefully up the illuminated steps to the Command Podium.  
 
      
 
    Calara turned in her tactical chair to face him. "There were several Terran Federation cruisers and two-dozen destroyers based here as a garrison force, along with the CAP fighters launched from Port Medea. They would have been an even match with the Kintark fleet, if it weren't for that heavy carrier, and the sheer number of fighters and bombers it's launched into the fray," she explained in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    "What have we got left?" John asked grimly, looking up at the tactical map. 
 
      
 
    "The Cruiser Hermes is seriously damaged and attempting to retreat, while the last two destroyers are providing cover. All other ships, destroyed." Calara said in a sombre tone. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, and what about the Kintark?" he asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    "They've lost all their destroyers and a lot of their strike craft. They have their undamaged heavy carrier, a lightly damaged cruiser, and a few wings of fighters and bombers, which are all in pursuit of what's left of our forces," Calara informed him grimly. "Once they destroy the Hermes, then this system and all its assets will be finished." 
 
      
 
    "Well we didn't go through all that trouble to save Port Medea and the refineries, only for them to get blown up now! Plot an intercept course, Alyssa," he said to the blonde who rushed up the steps to sit in the Executive Officer's chair. 
 
      
 
    "Will do," she replied, using retro-thrusters to turn the Invictus around to face the combatants and powering up the engines. 
 
      
 
    John turned to the redhead who was staring up at the dramatic battle on the Tactical Map. "Dana, please open a wide-beam broadcast to all the Kintark ships." 
 
      
 
    "You got it, John!" she said eagerly, turning back to her console. Dana paused a moment, unsure how to open a comms channel to only the Kintark vessels, then shrugged and just broadcast to everyone in the system. 
 
      
 
    "This is John Blake on the Invictus. The Terrans in the Iota-Leonis system are under my personal protection. Kintark forces, I give you this one chance to flee like cowards, or I'll rip you apart, just like I crushed the rest of your pitiful band," he declared, his voice laden with contempt. 
 
      
 
    After a nod Dana's way, she ended the transmission, then looked up at him in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "That ought to get their attention," he said, winking at her. 
 
      
 
    "All Kintark forces moving to engage us," Calara called out in warning.  
 
      
 
    The heavy carrier and cruiser were adjusting course to engage the Invictus, with the bomber and fighter wings turning away from the Terran ships to race towards the new threat. 
 
      
 
    "Good," John nodded with satisfaction, "We need to give the Hermes time to withdraw." 
 
      
 
    "Aren't we biting off a bit more than we can chew?" Jade asked, looking up at him in alarm, remembering just how deadly the Kintark ships could be. 
 
      
 
    "I have every confidence in my Tactical Officer’s expert marksmanship," John said, meeting Calara’s worried gaze and giving her an encouraging smile. 
 
      
 
    The Latina cracked her knuckles and took a firm grip on the weapon controls, not bothering to reactivate the holographic targeting matrix. Everyone on the bridge watched in tense silence as the Kintark strike craft drew closer. There were three wings of fighters charging towards them, followed by two wings of bombers, with the Kintark cruiser some distance behind. The much larger heavy carrier turned ponderously, then moved into position at the rear of the elongated Kintark formation. 
 
      
 
    The enemy fighters reached the extreme edge of the assault cruiser's Beam Laser range and Calara opened fire, the pulsing orange beams lancing out to disintegrate four of the eighteen fighters. The Kintark ships raced on regardless, so she switched to laser cannons, raking the wings of ships with uncannily accurate laser blasts.  
 
      
 
    The Invictus surged forward, making a beeline for the Kintark cruiser, which brought the enemy bombers closer at an alarming rate. Calara quickly switched to the mass drivers and the Invictus trembled as the two-hundred-metre-long railguns accelerated their shells to hyper-warp. The blue tachyon trails from the shells lit up the map, then a tremendous explosion enveloped the hapless bombers as the barrage detonated. When the bright flare from the blast faded away, they could see that the bomber wings had been devastated, with seven of the twelve ships blown to pieces by the explosions and the concussive forces they had unleashed. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa could read John's thoughts and plans like a book, so she turned the Invictus to port, flying perpendicular to their previous course. They were now flying in the opposite direction to the fleeing Terran cruiser and its flanking destroyers, which were hurriedly evacuating to the jump point. 
 
      
 
    Calara activated the defence grid, setting it to automatic fire, then switched weapon control back to the Laser Cannons. As the Kintark fighters raced in, finally in range to fire at them with their plasma weaponry, they were enveloped in a bright orange sheet of Gatling Laser bolts. The plasma weapons began to chip away at the Invictus' shields, but the storm of laser fire took a far heavier toll on the Kintark, energy bolts shredding through the fighters’ armour and cutting them to pieces. As the wings of enemy strike craft swept past to turn for another run, only five had survived that deadly gauntlet.  
 
      
 
    The bombers finally closed to within Torpedo launching range, but Calara had rained a blistering salvo of Laser Cannon blasts on the lumbering vessels and there were only two of them remaining. The attack craft shuddered as they released their anti-ship missiles, but the Latina had taken manual control of the defence grid in anticipation of such an attack.  The torpedoes barely cleared the launch bays when they were hit by unrelenting streams of orange fire from the Gatling Lasers. The first was cut in half by the laser bolts and disintegrated harmlessly, but the second was hit in the warhead, and a colossal green plasma explosion enveloped the bomber that had launched it.  
 
      
 
    The five remaining fighters swung around and peppered the Invictus with plasma gun hits, causing the shields to flare with green pulses after every impact. Calara flipped the defence grid back to automatic fire, then manually targeted the remaining attack craft with the laser cannons. Despite the frantic evasive manoeuvres by the desperate Kintark pilots, the fighters and bomber were shot to pieces, scattering glowing debris around the assault cruiser as their vessels were destroyed. 
 
      
 
    "All strike craft eliminated, Commander," Calara said with grim satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    John nodded in admiration. "Nice work, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    "Shields at 87% and recharging. We'll be back at full shield strength in just under a minute," Dana informed him helpfully. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa twisted in her seat to look at John. "Shall we turn and engage the cruiser?" 
 
      
 
    "Only if they go after the Hermes,” he replied, a cunning smile on his face. “Let's get back up to full shield strength first.” 
 
      
 
    They led the cruiser and the heavy carrier further away from the fleeing Terran vessels, the Kintark intent on hunting down this new threat. As soon as Dana confirmed that their shields were fully recharged, Alyssa turned the Invictus to charge headlong into battle once more. The carrier began to launch fresh waves of fighters and the green angular attack craft could be seen roaring out of the launch bays like angry hornets from a riled nest. 
 
      
 
    "We'll reach beam weapon range on the cruiser and the fresh waves of fighters at the same time," Calara informed him as she focused intently on the Tactical Map. 
 
      
 
    "Ignore the fighters this time, let the defence grid take care of them. I want you to hit that cruiser with everything we've got," John ordered, staring intently at the dangerous alien ship. 
 
      
 
    "Performing active scans," Dana informed him, as they closed the distance with the Kintark cruiser.  
 
      
 
    The enemy ship was approximately the same size as the Invictus, but its thick armour plating was an opalescent green like the rest of the Kintark vessels. Its shimmering armour was marred by long melted gouges from duelling with the Hermes, and although the cruiser didn't seem to have sustained any serious damage, the battle scars were ample evidence that their shields had been knocked out recently. The angular and efficiently designed cruiser was equipped with a main battery of stubby Heavy Plasma Cannons, that were all trained on the Invictus as though eager to begin firing. 
 
      
 
    "Displaying scan results!" Dana exclaimed, as detailed information from the active sensors showed energy spikes in the bottom-right section of the Kintark cruiser. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at his Tactical Officer who was staring unblinking at the alien vessel. "We've got the range advantage with our Beam Lasers and the Mass Drivers, so make those shots count, Calara.” 
 
      
 
    "Weapons in range in five seconds," Alyssa called out in warning. 
 
      
 
    Calara had reactivated the holographic targeting matrix and as soon as the targeting computer confirmed that they were in range, she caressed the weapon control trigger with her right hand. The six orange beams slashed across the front of the Kintark cruiser, with five of the beams absorbed by the shields, causing brightly rippling circles over the surface of the protective field. Unfortunately for the Kintark, this was enough to knock out their partially regenerated shields once more, letting the sixth beam cut a searing crevasse in the front armour plating. 
 
      
 
    "Firing main guns," Calara murmured, falling back to Terran Federation protocol as she concentrated intently on her target. 
 
      
 
    The Invictus trembled as the Mass Drivers unloaded their deadly cargo, the four shells pounding into the front of the Kintark ship, hitting low on the starboard side. Armour plating was rent asunder by the awesome penetrating power of the tachyon waves carrying the ordnance and the shells plunged deep inside the enemy hull, before erupting a second later in a cluster of savage explosions. One of the detonations ripped apart their main power converter and primary power guttered out a few seconds later, leaving the once proud Kintark vessel a drifting hulk. 
 
      
 
    "Open up a comm channel to the heavy carrier!" John demanded abruptly. 
 
      
 
    "Done," Dana replied a moment later. 
 
      
 
    "Kintark Carrier, if you don't wish to share the same fate, stand down and surrender immediately!" John ordered them sternly. "Failure to comply will mean your imminent destruction." 
 
      
 
    There was deathly silence for ten long seconds, as the Kintark fighters, the heavy carrier and the Invictus all closed within firing range... but no-one made the first move to attack. With a sudden crackle, the viewscreen displayed the image of a reptilian visage and the Kintark leader began to speak. 
 
      
 
    "My name isss Prelate Jarganth in command of the carrier Karlan'toh. It appearsss that your power greatly exceedsss our own, John Blake. We have no desssire to die at your hand and we accept your offer, requesssting only that you adhere to Galactic League termsss of sssurrender," the Kintark commander said morosely, his hissing voice filled with regret.  
 
      
 
    "I accept your terms Prelate Jarganth. Power down your weapons, shields, and engines, and recall your fighters. We will arrange for Terran forces to assume control of your ship and take your men into custody as prisoners of war." John replied with a respectful nod. 
 
      
 
    "We will follow your commandsss to the letter, John Blake." Jarganth nodded, as he slumped into his command chair, resigned to his fate. 
 
      
 
    John leaned forward and pressed a button on his console, ending the call. He looked around the bridge, and all the young women assembled there stared up at him in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "We did it!" he exclaimed, a huge grin on his face. The girls went wild, whooping and cheering in celebration. 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe they just surrendered!" Dana gasped, shaking her head with a huge grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    Jade sighed with relief, then turned to smile at John. "That carrier is massive! I thought we had no chance against it."  
 
      
 
    "It's a big vessel, but it's no battleship," Calara explained, her own face lit up with excitement. "Most of a carrier is taken up with flight decks and launch bays, so it probably only had about the same firepower as the cruiser." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave him a look of admiration. "That was amazing. You knew that Calara taking out their cruiser in seconds would scare that carrier Captain shitless!"  
 
      
 
    John dipped his head, acknowledging her praise. "I have to bring my A-game to keep up with you girls.” 
 
      
 
    The women on the bridge laughed as he rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Now all that's over with, maybe I can spare a moment to remove this armour," John said with a chuckle, looking down at his ripped and shredded Phalanx armour. "Alyssa, can you open a channel to Charles please, while I stow away my combat gear." 
 
      
 
    "Sure thing," the blonde agreed, pressing buttons on her console to activate the communications relay on the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    John strode down the Command Podium’s illuminated steps and headed towards the Briefing Room, but paused when he was about to pass Rachel, who was sitting quietly, staring up at him in wonder. She suddenly sat upright with a start when she realised his attention was focused on her and looked up at him apprehensively. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry we've been so rude and ignored you,” John apologised with a frown. “You've caught us at a bad time."  
 
      
 
    Rachel burst into laughter and gave him a warm smile. "I was mortified at the lack of courtesy, but I’m inclined to forgive you just this once... after all, you did save my life today.” 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for being so understanding," John said playfully, then disappeared into the briefing room to store his gear. He returned to the Bridge a few moments later, having removed his armour and put away his railgun in the weapon rack. 
 
      
 
    "We're being hailed by the cruiser Hermes," Alyssa informed him as he strode back up the steps to the Command Podium.  
 
      
 
    "Put them through," John replied as he sat down in the Command Chair. 
 
      
 
    The viewscreen flickered and the image of a man in a Terran Federation Navy uniform appeared in the centre of the bridge. 
 
      
 
    "This is Captain Harding on the cruiser Hermes," he began, his relieved face sporting a wide smile. "We heard your broadcast, Mr. Blake. Thank you from everyone on the Hermes, you saved a great many lives with your actions here today!" 
 
      
 
    John shot a glance at Dana, who shrugged and grinned at him. "You're welcome Captain, it was our pleasure to assist." he replied with a nod. "Are you still evacuating for repairs?" 
 
      
 
    "No, we'll stay in-system until a relief force arrives," the cruiser Captain replied. 
 
      
 
    "John, I've got Charles on the comm," Alyssa quietly informed him. 
 
      
 
    "Apologies Captain, I've got another call I need to make. We'll stay in the system until help gets here," John volunteered, throwing a wary glance at the Kintark heavy carrier. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, I appreciate it," Captain Harding replied, then ended the call. 
 
      
 
    His image on the viewscreen was almost instantly replaced by the face of Vice Admiral Charles Harris, the older officer’s expression fraught with worry. 
 
      
 
    "John? Thank goodness you called! I'm sorry I couldn't give you more information earlier, but executive orders be damned, this is too important!” Charles blurted out, his eyes narrowing with determination. “I'm getting reports of a fleet engagement at Port Medea! You have to turn around now, it's much too dangerous for you to go to Iota-Leonis!" 
 
      
 
    "That's what I'm calling you about, Charles. We were caught up in the battle, but we manag-" John began, before being abruptly cut off. 
 
      
 
    "John, this isn't time for jokes!” The grey-haired man said, his face deadly serious. “You called me from the Epsilon-Eridani system yesterday and it's at least a five-day trip from the core worlds to the Dragon March. You've got several days before you arrive, and I'm urging you not to go to Port Medea. Trust me... it's far too dangerous to head that way at the moment."  
 
      
 
    "I'm not joking, Charles. Just look at where this call originates from," John replied, his tone measured and patient. 
 
      
 
    Charles looked at the call details on his comm interface and his mouth dropped open in shock. "That's impossible!" he protested incredulously. "Nothing moves that fast!" 
 
      
 
    "We gave the Invictus a bit of a tune up, or more specifically, the Ashanath did," John clarified with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    "But..." the grey-haired man stammered, his eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    "Charles, that isn't important right now, just listen to me for a moment. We arrived at Iota-Leonis as a Kintark heavy carrier task force began an attack on Port Medea. We managed to fight off the bomber waves to protect the facilities here, but the garrison forces have taken a pounding. We need reinforcements to help secure the heavy carrier we've captured." 
 
      
 
    Charles stared at him, completely bewildered, stunned by one revelation after another. 
 
      
 
    "If you need verification, speak to Captain Harding in command of the Hermes,” John explained. “We managed to save his cruiser from the Kintark forces and he's staying in-system until relief arrives,"  
 
      
 
    Charles just blinked at him in response, until a soft beep sounded from the computer built into his desk. He looked down and away from John on the viewscreen, to see an emergency update on the battle in Iota-Leonis, filed by a Captain Leonard Harding, commanding officer in-situ. His eyes quickly scanned through the data, then he looked up at John and let out an astonished chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know how you did it, but that's one hell of a prize you captured! We've got reinforcements inbound, but they aren't due to arrive for another hour. If you can help hold the fort until then, I'd appreciate it," Charles said, finally pulling himself together. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, that's no problem," John replied agreeably. 
 
      
 
    "You mentioned going to visit the Maliri next, but you must come and see me at Olympus shipyard before you leave. I'll need to debrief you on your recent exploits," the vice admiral insisted. 
 
      
 
    John nodded. "We'll depart as soon as the relief fleet arrives. We should be with you in about a day and a half." 
 
      
 
    Charles laughed again and shook his head in amazement. "I'll look forward to seeing you then," he said with a broad smile, then ended the call. 
 
      
 
    John rose from his chair and Alyssa accompanied him as he walked down the steps from the command podium to join Rachel. "You must be exhausted after a day like today," he said with sympathy. "Introductions and interviews can wait until tomorrow when we've all rested. If you'd like to follow us, we'll show you to your quarters, and you can settle in for the night." 
 
      
 
    Rachel waved a shy goodbye to the rest of the bridge crew who returned it with welcoming smiles. She accompanied John and Alyssa in walking over to the grav-tube, where the blonde clasped her hand and gave it a friendly squeeze. Alyssa and Rachel stepped into the red glow of the grav-tube and sank down to the deck below. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be back shortly, but just let me know if there's any trouble," John told the girls who were remaining on the Bridge. They nodded to him, with earnest assurances that they had everything well in hand. 
 
      
 
    He followed the blonde and brunette into the grav-tube, descending to Deck Two where he strode after them to catch up. They had walked a little way down the corridor and Alyssa had come to a halt by the now open doorway into one of the empty officer's quarters. The room she had chosen for their guest was two doors away from the Commander’s Quarters on the right-hand-side, adjacent to the one allocated to Dana. 
 
      
 
    "This’ll be your room if you decide to join us as Chief Medical Officer," Alyssa said warmly. "You might as well use it until you decide either way.” 
 
      
 
    "It’s huge!" Rachel gasped in amazement as she looked around the spacious quarters. "I've been sharing a dorm room for the last few weeks... you've no idea how roomy this feels!” 
 
      
 
    "Well, make yourself at home," John said in a friendly tone. "We'd like you to feel comfortable here." 
 
      
 
    Rachel turned to look up at him and was going to make a light-hearted comment, when her lower lip began to tremble and her eyes filled up with tears. John opened his arms to her and the overwhelmed young woman fell into his protective embrace, her shoulders trembling as she began to cry against his chest. He stroked Rachel’s back as he tried to comfort her and made eye contact with Alyssa over the brunette’s tawny-brown hair, his face a mask of surprise and concern. 
 
      
 
    *The adrenalin must be wearing off. I think she's finally reacting to the shock of the attack,* Alyssa thought to him, as she hugged the upset young woman from behind. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, you're safe now,” she said softly to the brunette. “We'll look after you."  
 
      
 
    Rachel let out a little laugh and looked up at them both. "I barely know either of you, and here I am, sobbing into your arms," she said and took a big sigh, pulling herself together. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be embarrassed, you’ve had a harrowing day,” John said, as he released her. “I'm guessing this was your first experience of combat?" 
 
      
 
    "How can you tell?" she replied with a self-deprecating chuckle, brushing away her tears with the back of her hand. "I must be making an amazing impression...” 
 
      
 
    John ducked down to look into her lowered eyes and said earnestly, "You handled yourself well today. You followed my orders and got to safety, giving us time to reach you. You did exactly what we needed you to do." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," the brunette murmured, her worries temporarily forgotten as she looked at him with a captivated expression on her face. This was the closest Rachel had been to him so far, and she stared in fascination at the pointed tips to his ears.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm not entirely human," he said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    She adjusted her glasses and turned to look in his eyes again. "I never noticed when we first met back on Gravitus.” 
 
      
 
    "You were a little distracted at the time," Alyssa said with a coy smile, which matched the one teasing Rachel’s lips. 
 
      
 
    The brunette brought her attention back to John, a hint of a blush colouring her cheeks. "I’m sorry, I must seem terribly rude, staring at you like that. I’ve always been fascinated by alien species.” 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it, it's human nature to be curious," John said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "Besides, if you like meeting aliens, you're in the right place," Alyssa added with a disarming smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked at each of them in turn, her expression growing more serious. "I don't know why you'd come all this way to see me, but I'm extremely grateful you did. Thank you again for saving me from the Kintark.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stepped forward and wrapped the brunette in a hug. "You're very welcome.”  
 
      
 
    “I’m just relieved we got there in time,” John said, patting her on the shoulder. “Besides, we're bound to end up in more battles in the future; if you become our doctor, soon we'll be the ones thanking you for saving our lives." 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled at his attempt to lighten the mood, and when Alyssa stepped back, the brunette let out a big yawn before quickly covering her mouth. "I'm so sorry! I'm used to Port Medean time, and it's about three in the morning for me right now.” 
 
      
 
    "Don’t worry about it,” Alyssa said, looking at her with sympathy. “The Invictus is on Terran standard time and it’s nearly midnight, so we'll all be heading to bed soon anyway."  
 
      
 
    "We'll hand over that heavy carrier to the Terran reinforcements, then call it a night," John explained, leaning against the doorframe. “You should get some rest; we can speak again first thing tomorrow.”  
 
      
 
    "We're just down at the end of the corridor in the Commander's Quarters,” Alyssa said with a friendly smile, gesturing towards their bedroom. “If you need anything at all, no matter what time it is, just come and find me.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel stifled another yawn, then gave them a grateful nod. “Thanks for being so understanding.” 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa left her to settle into her room, closing the door behind them. Walking hand in hand, they strolled back to the grav-tube and stepped inside, enveloped in a soft blue glow as they ascended to the Command Deck. 
 
      
 
    "Anything interesting happened so far?" John asked the girls when he reached the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    "We got a hail from Captain Harding on the Hermes. Apparently, the reinforcement group should be here within a few minutes," Dana informed him. 
 
      
 
    "If we hadn't been here, the Kintark would have had enough time to destroy everything in the system and jump out before the reinforcements even arrived," Calara said with a smile of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    "Now that it's just us, I think it's time for a group hug," John said, beckoning the girls over.  
 
      
 
    Dana, Calara, and Jade, laughed happily as they darted up the slope to join him and Alyssa. John encircled them in his arms, feeling a huge sense of relief that none of them had been injured in the protracted battle.  
 
      
 
    "You were all amazing today," he said quietly, looking at each of them in turn so they could see the pride in his eyes. "We saved hundreds, if not thousands of people, and our intervention here will save many more throughout the Dragon March." 
 
      
 
    "You didn't do too bad yourself," Alyssa said, giving him a loving look in return. "Although, no more wrestling giant lizards please, I'm not sure my heart can take it!" 
 
      
 
    "Is that what happened to my Phalanx armour?" Dana asked with a disapproving frown. "It looked like you hugged a TBM!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed at that, but the others all looked confused.  
 
      
 
    "What's a TBM?" Jade asked. 
 
      
 
    "A Tunnel Boring Machine," Dana explained patiently. "They're big, and have lots of sharp bits." 
 
      
 
    "You actually aren't far off," John said with a chuckle, remembering the huge reptile that had savaged his body armour. 
 
      
 
    A chime on the console indicated an incoming hail, and numerous new sensor signals began appearing on the tactical map. John and the girls moved swiftly back to their seats, while the transponders on the newly arrived ships identified that they were Terran vessels. It was the relief force, led by a colossal Terran battleship, tagged as the Artemis. 
 
      
 
    John sat in his command chair and pressed the button on his console to accept the incoming call. The viewscreen flickered to life and the image of an older Asian woman in a Navy Officer's uniform appeared in front of them. 
 
      
 
    "This is Commodore Sasaki on the Battleship Artemis, please identify yourself, assault cruiser," she requested formally. 
 
      
 
    "This is Commander John Blake on the Invictus. I'm glad to see you Commodore," John replied, keeping his tone polite and friendly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure why,” she said with a wry smile. “If these reports I'm reading aren't some fairy tale, you seem to have things well under control.” 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have places to go, people to see. We can't stick around to babysit a Kintark heavy carrier all day long," John replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Commodore Sasaki let out a loud laugh at that, her eyes sparkling as she appraised him. "I'm just glad you were here. According to Captain Harding, we would have lost everything in the system if you hadn't intervened.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm just happy to do my part, Commodore," John said graciously. 
 
      
 
    "Well consider yourself relieved. Safe travels, Commander," Sasaki said with a respectful salute, before closing the comms channel. 
 
      
 
    John glanced to his right at Alyssa. "Plot a course for Olympus please, honey,"  
 
      
 
    "Already laid in," she said with an impish smile, powering up the Tachyon drive.  
 
      
 
    Moments later the Invictus leapt into hyper-warp and they raced away from the Iota-Leonis system, following the course she had plotted that would take them to Olympus shipyard. 
 
      
 
    "Do we want to leave someone on watch, until we're a good distance from the Dragon March?" Calara asked, worried about possible encounters with Kintark forces. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, we’ll be fine,” Dana said with a confident shake her head. "The Interdiction automated response will give us loads of time to react.” 
 
      
 
    "Assuming it doesn't kill us all in our sleep," John teased her, the girls laughing as Dana rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Talking of dead things, we've got a Lizardman corpse in the Kintark dropship we swiped," Alyssa reminded John with a grin. "We need to move that to cold storage in the Medical Bay while it’s still... fresh.” 
 
      
 
    "Well remembered. Let's sort that out before we call it a night, it should only take a few minutes to stash the body," he agreed. 
 
      
 
    They all rose and walked over to the grav-tube, stepping inside and sinking down in the red glow as a group. When they reached Deck Nine, they strode out into the corridor, passing the hidden defences as they arrived at the double doors into the cargo bay. Dana and Jade exchanged shifty looks as they glanced at the Hangar Bay door, and Alyssa paused as she was about to hit the button to the Cargo Bay, then turned abruptly and glided over to the double doors opposite. She shot them a disapproving frown while waiting for the doors to slide open.  
 
      
 
    "Holy shit!" John exclaimed in shock when he saw the gunship.  
 
      
 
    He walked into the hangar, looking up at the Raptor in disbelief, astonished at the damage it had sustained. The first thing he noticed was that the starboard and upper-spinal Gatling Laser turrets had been completely destroyed, leaving ugly craters in the side and top of the gunship. The front of the vessel was also marred by a number of impacts, where the superheated plasma had gouged the Invictium armour plating. As John circled the Raptor in silence, he shook his head when he saw the terrible damage the rear half of the gunship had sustained. The armour plating was hit in dozens of places, leaving a pockmarked mosaic of battle scars all over the aft of the Raptor, but the worst damage was to the starboard engine. It had been blown to pieces by the Kintark fighters and was little more than a blackened charred mess. 
 
      
 
    "You never said how close that was," John said with a stern frown, as he came back to the group, the girls watching him intently. 
 
      
 
    "You were busy, and I thought it best not to worry you," Dana admitted, before darting an anxious glance at the Nymph. 
 
      
 
    John turned to gaze into Jade's emerald eyes. "You saved a lot of lives today and I'm very proud of what you achieved... But if I knew just how dangerous it was going to be, I'd never have let you risk yourself like that." 
 
      
 
    Jade looked up at him as he stood in front of her, then reached up to cup his face tenderly. He returned the gesture as he stared back at the beautiful green-skinned woman, his heart lurching at the thought of anything happening to her.  
 
      
 
    "The same applies to all of you," he continued, looking around the group. "I don't want to even think about losing any of you." 
 
      
 
    They gathered around him and he held them protectively in his arms, as though trying to ward them from any possible danger. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, let's get wrapped up here quickly,” Alyssa said with an alluring smile. “We can continue this conversation in bed...” 
 
      
 
    They laughed while nodding their agreement, leaving the hangar with the battle-damaged Raptor and moving into the Cargo Bay. 
 
      
 
    "Do you like your present?" John asked Dana with a broad grin on his face, as the doors opened to reveal the Kintark dropship they had appropriated. 
 
      
 
    "Oh John, you shouldn't have!" the redhead gushed, then skipped over to the Kintark vessel, letting out happy little gasps of excitement as she looked over her gift. 
 
      
 
    John smiled indulgently, delighted by her ecstatic reaction as she revelled in the opportunity to study more alien technology. He watched her for a few minutes, while Alyssa went aboard to retrieve the plasma rifles. She emerged a little while later with two slung over each shoulder and the last held cradled in her arms, along with a bundle of plasma clips. 
 
      
 
    "Wow! Are those for me too?!" Dana exclaimed, bouncing up and down when she saw her friend reappear.  
 
      
 
    Dana cautiously took the plasma rifle out of Alyssa's hands, being careful not to cause her to drop the clips. Calara and Jade hurried over to help carry the weaponry, the girls followed the distracted redhead as she walked over to the loading lift that led to her workshop. She studied the plasma weapon in fascination, examining it with the appraising eye of a master gunsmith. It didn’t take long before plans for potential upgrades began to flash through her mind and she was eager to reverse engineer the tech to find ways to improve it. 
 
      
 
    John watched the girls depart, then walked into the dropship to collect the Kintark pilot's corpse. He found the body where they had left it a couple of hours earlier and dragged the armoured cadaver out of the back of the dropship into the Cargo Bay. He looked over at the loading lift, but couldn't be bothered to wait for it to slowly descend again, so he effortlessly hauled the body over his shoulder and strode out to the grav-tubes. John carefully placed the corpse on the floor inside the blue lit side of the anti-gravity tube, then stepped in afterwards as it began to rise in the air, as though reanimated by some twisted necromancer. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out onto deck seven, John grabbed the dead Lizardman's scaly foot, pulling the body out of the grav-tube and back over his shoulder once again. It was only a quick walk to Medical from there and once he had gone inside the medical facilities, he walked over to the cryo-tubes. The cylindrical devices were intended to keep a critically-injured patient alive in suspended animation, the frozen state keeping the patient stable until more advanced medical facilities could be reached. Two of the eight tubes were already occupied, filled with the hulking corpses of Drakkar raiders who had drowned while attempting to board the Invictus. He stuffed the Kintark corpse into the next cryo-tube, being careful not to damage the body, before sealing the pod shut and activating the cryo-stasis that would keep it perfectly preserved. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of girlish laughter reached his sharp ears, coming from the corridor outside Medical. He strode quickly out of the room to see what the girls were up to. 
 
      
 
    "You look like you're in a hurry,” Dana teased him. “Big date tonight?"  
 
      
 
    "Yes, with four beautiful women actually," John replied with a broad grin. 
 
      
 
    "Four!" Alyssa gasped in mock surprise. "You must have incredible stamina to satisfy that many girls in one night..." 
 
      
 
    Calara trailed her fingers over John’s biceps. "I've heard he never disappoints...” 
 
      
 
    "They sound like very lucky girls to me," Jade purred, her eyes sparkling lustily. 
 
      
 
    John accompanied them to the grav-tube, then gallantly stood aside to let the girls go first.  
 
      
 
    Calara gave him a flirtatious smile. "Why, what lovely manners you have, Sir." 
 
      
 
    "Manners have nothing to do with it," Alyssa smirked, as she ascended in the grav-tube. "He just wants to watch us walk to his bedroom." 
 
      
 
    "It's such a spectacular view," John agreed, watching the girls sashay down the corridor with an extra swing to their hips.  
 
      
 
    The tight, rounded little spheres of their asscheeks rolled and flexed enticingly as they sauntered ahead of him. Each girl glanced back over her shoulder, enjoying seeing the unvarnished lust in his eyes as he openly admired their spectacular figures. They all crept quietly past Rachel's closed door, being careful not to disturb the exhausted young woman, then entered their bedroom with John closing the door behind them.  
 
      
 
    Jade giggled as she watched him. "Oh no! Now we're trapped in here with this rampant beast!" 
 
      
 
    "That's right little girl, there's no escape! Not until I have my wicked way with you!" John said in a theatrical villain's voice. "Now, off to the shower with all of you!" 
 
      
 
    They laughed and went into the bathroom, clothes discarded in a flurry along the way. John was the last to enter and the girls watched him from inside the shower cubicle as he stripped off the last of his clothes, then stepped into the roomy shower with them. The girls surrounded him and began to wash his body as the hot water cascaded over the five of them. He closed his eyes as they began to massage him, enjoying the wonderful feeling of eight eager hands stroking and teasing his muscles. The Terran teenagers had all been tutored by Jade and he could feel the difference, their skilled caresses driving him wild. 
 
      
 
    "You seemed to particularly enjoy the sight of our bottoms this evening," Calara noted with a mischievous glint in her brown eyes. "The last time I saw that look, I lost the fastest ever sparring match I've ever fought."  
 
      
 
    "Is that what you fancy tonight, some tight teenage ass?" Dana asked, her cheeks flushing with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "The idea of making you squeal does sound very appealing," John replied, gathering the auburn-haired girl in his arms.  
 
      
 
    He dropped his hands to her pert behind and squeezed the toned cheeks, drawing a gasp from the redhead. Dana practically panted with lust as she stared up at him and he saw her pupils dilate widely with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly it was Alyssa who objected to the plan. "That does sound like fun and I like getting my ass stretched as much as the next girl, but I think we should do something different tonight...” 
 
      
 
    John turned towards Alyssa as she stepped forward to replace Dana in his arms. "What did you have in mind?" 
 
      
 
    "I think we've all been very naughty girls and let you do most of the work so far," Alyssa said, her expression an artful picture of remorse. "You're always the one that fucks us senseless... we need to return the favour to show you how much we love you." 
 
      
 
    Her teasing declaration was followed by sincere apologies from the other three girls, who brushed their hands over his body as they rubbed up against him. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds like an excellent idea," John agreed with a playful frown. "It must be pretty obvious that I've been disappointed with my sex life over the last few months.” 
 
      
 
    "We'll make it up to you, I promise," Alyssa purred seductively, as Jade, Calara and Dana all nodded their heartfelt agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Shall we take this through to the bedroom then?" John suggested, eager to be buried in those beautiful girls. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, but one last thing before we start," Alyssa said, drawing all their attention once more. "If things work out with Rachel and she agrees to join the crew, you'll be packing her belly full of cum morning, noon, and night for the next couple of weeks. I think you should hold off from coming as long as you can tonight, then make sure we're all well fed to tide us over...” 
 
      
 
    "You come up with the best plans," John told her approvingly, before looking around at the faces of the excited young women gathered around him. "What do you girls think? Does that sound like a good idea to you?" 
 
      
 
    They licked their full lips suggestively, while slender fingers traced enticing circles over their toned stomachs. 
 
      
 
    "See, they can hardly wait to carry your cum," Alyssa whispered, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    John couldn’t help grinning like a man who'd just won life's jackpot and the girls giggled with delight at his blatant arousal. They left the shower one after the other, then dried themselves off quickly, and used the moisture evaporators to blow-dry their hair in seconds. He followed their perfectly sculpted athletic figures as they swayed alluringly into the bedroom, the girls leading him over to the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Lie down in the middle please," Alyssa requested, pointing imperiously at the huge bed.  
 
      
 
    He climbed onto the covers and moved into the middle, before lying back with his hands folded behind his head. 
 
      
 
    "We better make sure he's nice and hard for us," Dana advised them, looking at John's painfully erect cock. 
 
      
 
    "That's an excellent idea, thanks Dana," Alyssa agreed, nodding as she prowled towards him. 
 
      
 
    The girls glided gracefully onto the bed, moving in perfect synchronisation as they followed the blonde's telepathic instructions. They knelt two to either flank, then leaned forward to brush their velvety smooth tongues over his length. The feeling of four girls lapping at him with teasing little licks was indescribable and John arched his back, as though desperate to plunge his cock into one of their hot little mouths. The girls gazed lovingly at one another over his cock as they worked as a team, each sliding their tongues up and down the four quarters of his shaft. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of this delicious torture, they eased back and made room for Calara, who pivoted so that she was facing him. She lifted her athletic thighs over his and Jade held his cock upright, so that the brunette could sink down on him nice and smoothly. John groaned as his throbbing head pushed deep into her pussy, then moaned with pleasure as her olive-skinned buttocks brushed his taut quad. Calara rocked back and forth, putting into practice everything that Jade her taught her as she undulated with a smooth sensual motion.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa moved up beside John and lovingly kissed his ear. With her lips brushed up against him, she began to whisper to him, to test his willpower. "She looks so exotic and beautiful," the blonde said, admiring Calara's toned physique. "And the way she's learned to move her body to please you is breathtaking. Do you think she'll still be able to move that way with your baby in her belly?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll never be able to last if you keep that up," John groaned, revelling in the wonderful sensations around his cock as the brunette stroked him with her supple muscles. 
 
      
 
    Calara leaned forward and gently pressed her pliant breasts against his chest. "You made love to me spectacularly well after the visit to Jericho, so I'll let the other girls have some fun. I'll make it up to you the next time you beat me in a sparring match," she promised, giving him a loving kiss before sliding off his pulsing cock.  
 
      
 
    Dana was next and she eased her way down his slippery length, her passage lubricated by Calara's wetness. She shuddered as she sank down on every inch of him, his blunt head pushing into her womb.  
 
      
 
    *Thank you so much for rescuing my friend and inviting her to live with us,* Alyssa murmured to John, sharing her thoughts with Dana too. *We did so much as a pair growing up together; it seems only right that you’re going to knock us both up at the same time...*  
 
      
 
    Dana gasped as she heard Alyssa's debauched commentary, gyrating on his cock as her hips moved rhythmically. 
 
      
 
    *She loves that idea, don't you little sister?* Alyssa asked the redhead, trailing her fingertips along a well-muscled thigh.  
 
      
 
    Dana nodded eagerly as she stared into John's eyes and he moved his hands up to squeeze her firm breasts, teasing her nipples in time with the gliding motion of her hips. 
 
      
 
    *And now, you want to marry us both too!* Alyssa exclaimed, then paused as if thinking of something. *What if we were to combine the events? That way we could both be sporting heavily pregnant bellies in our white wedding dresses!* 
 
      
 
    Dana slumped forward and whimpered into John's other ear as she came explosively around his cock. Her clenching pussy seemed desperate for his cum, and he didn't need to be telepathic to know what she was thinking about as she climaxed. He gritted his teeth and managed to fight off the urge to fill up the beautiful young woman who was gasping and writhing on his cock. 
 
      
 
    *I thought white was just for virgin brides?* John replied, desperate to think of anything except Dana, who moaned breathily as she crested through her orgasm. 
 
      
 
    *Well you were the first man to take my ass,* Alyssa replied, as if pondering his question. *And you got to break in every one of Dana's holes... so I'm sure that counts.* 
 
      
 
    Dana just whimpered as she heard this, climaxing again as she lay impaled on John's cock. He ran his hands up and down the luscious contours of her body, feeling her shiver as she was overcome with pleasure. Eventually she was done, and Jade moved lithely to take her place on his lap, her cool skin a wonderful contrast to the steamy redhead. 
 
      
 
    *I overheard your conversation in the kitchen the other day,* Alyssa began, maintaining eye contact with Jade as the Nymph began to rock expertly on John's lap.  
 
      
 
    *Did you like what you heard?* Jade replied with a teasing smile. 
 
      
 
    *Oh yes, very much so,* Alyssa replied, seeing the challenge in Jade's emerald eyes. *But not as much as John. I wish you could feel how ecstatically happy he is with you, and how urgently he wants to put a beautiful green baby in your belly. He wants to show the world how he owns you and that you belong only to him.* 
 
      
 
    Hearing this, Jade mewled and whimpered, her body heating up dramatically as Alyssa told her everything she desperately yearned for. Her sensual, rhythmic motions were thrown off-stride and the Nymph stared down at John, a loving expression of pure joy on her face as she rode him erratically. 
 
      
 
    *You won't have to wait long Jade. Before you know it, you'll be showing us all what a wonderful mother you'll be,* Alyssa's loving thoughts echoed through the girl's mind, and Jade cried out wordlessly as she climaxed. 
 
      
 
    John held the nymph's incredible body against him as she rode him through one intense orgasm after another. Her pussy was massaging him and sucking on him as though craving his cum, and he groaned as he tried to hold off on joining her with his release. Eventually she wound down from her intense climax and he helped her slide limply off his body, letting her sprawl out on the bed, panting for breath. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sat up from where she lay at his side and pretended to frown. "Naughty girls, you were supposed to make him feel good and you just used his hard cock for your own pleasure," she chastised them. "Well apart from you, Calara... you were a good girl." 
 
      
 
    The brunette laughed at Alyssa's antics and pulled her closer, the two teenagers kissing each other across John's chest and losing themselves in the passionate embrace. John watched enthralled by the beautiful sight, his cock throbbing in the air as if trying to join in. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry John," Alyssa apologised, straddling him and sinking down on his length. "You should be buried in a willing girl while you watch us perform for you." 
 
      
 
    "Is that what you are? My willing girl?" he asked, as she began to kiss Calara lovingly once more. 
 
      
 
    *Of course,* she stated emphatically. *You could do anything you like with me... anything... and I'd love you all the more for it.* 
 
      
 
    When Calara and Alyssa stopped their sensual kissing for a moment, John reached up to grasp the startled blonde girl and pulled her down to his chest, so that her eyes were only inches from his own. 
 
      
 
    *I want you to open up to me now, Alyssa,* he thought to her as he stared into her bright blue eyes. *No more games, I want to 'know' you, find out your most heartfelt desires...* 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's pupils dilated fully and she gasped as she gazed adoringly at him. He began to share her thoughts and emotions, but this time felt different, more profound somehow. It was as though she was sharing every private part of her soul, opening herself fully to him, so he could experience every nuance of her personality. Overriding everything was her absolute desire to please him, to help him achieve his goals and dreams, and to be unerringly at his side for whatever purpose he chose for her. He was astonished at the depth of her devotion to him, so absolute in fact, that it made Jade's desire for John to be her master seem almost like a whimsical flight of fancy. 
 
      
 
    Under that layer was a driving need to protect and nurture the beautiful young women that she was bringing into their expanding family. To help keep them safe and help them grow into the "tools" that John might require to meet his goals. Finally, at the very centre of her being, was a nebulous swirl of emotions that desired nothing more than to be a part of a family, to feel protected and cared for by the man she loved. 
 
      
 
    Shocked by the overwhelming surge of such intense emotions, John blinked, breaking their connection. Alyssa glanced at him shyly, looking vulnerable after sharing herself so completely, as she waited to see how he would react. He wrapped his arms around her protectively, and stared into her eyes once more, reopening their connection.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa let out an ecstatic sigh, as John embraced both her body and mind, holding both tightly to him. She leaned down to give him a tender kiss, gazing back at him with unblinking eyes as they strengthened their unbreakable bond with one another. They lost track of time locked together like that, and when they finally became conscious of the outside world once more, they realised that Calara, Dana and Jade were lying around them on the bed, quite spellbound by the whole encounter. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry girls, we got a bit distracted," John said quietly, awed by the experience. "How long were we like that?" 
 
      
 
    "Just over an hour," Calara replied, kneeling at their side. "Are you both okay?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sighed blissfully as she sat up and stretched, giving John a spectacular view of her firm, youthful breasts. "I've never felt more at peace."  
 
      
 
    Despite feeling the profound connection of what he had just shared with the beautiful blonde, he was still buried inside her and she still turned him on immensely. His cock twitched reflexively where he was buried up to the balls in her pussy and Alyssa looked down at him affectionately. 
 
      
 
    "We've teased you long enough," she said lovingly, as she gently dismounted him and then knelt at his side, with the other three girls scurrying into place as well. She took the head of his cock in her mouth and then began to suck on him insistently, with only one purpose in mind.  
 
      
 
    John groaned helplessly as the other three girls began to lick him eagerly too and he writhed under their loving caresses. There was no teasing now, there was an air of quiet determination about the four young women as they brought him ever closer to climax. He couldn't last long, not under their four-tongued onslaught, especially after being teased to distraction. His back arched as he came and roared with his release, his taut quad sent his cum rocketing up his shaft. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's mouth was filled with each long surge and she swallowed repeatedly, drinking down his cum like it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted. She stopped sucking for a moment and he felt another hot little mouth move smoothly in place to drink down more of his cum. The girls all took their turns, drinking down his sperm and filling up their stomachs with his seed. Eventually he was tapped out and he had to reach out to Jade to urge her to relent. 
 
      
 
    "You've drained me dry," he groaned, his emptied balls aching after pumping out such a huge load. 
 
      
 
    "You can't blame us, you're just so tasty!" Dana said with a grin, licking her lips to get every last drop. 
 
      
 
    The other girls laughed merrily, and he marvelled at the beautiful sound of their chorus of feminine delight. They curled up around him, moving into their usual places at his side, and he knew what Alyssa meant earlier; he'd never felt more at peace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John enjoyed a deep and relaxing sleep, and when he awoke the next morning, he felt gloriously refreshed. He wanted to spring out of bed, ready to start the day, but with the girls draped over him, he restricted himself to a languorous stretch. Glancing down to make sure he hadn't disturbed his nubile bedmates, he was surprised to see they were already awake, the quartet looking up at him with bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I feel on top of the world this morning!" he exclaimed with great exuberance. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded a brilliant smile on her face. "We know, we've been feeling the same way.” 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the chronometer and saw that it was eight in the morning. "We should probably get up. Rachel might already be awake and I wouldn't want her to feel awkward and alone." 
 
      
 
    "That's very considerate," Alyssa said, leaning in to give him a kiss, her smile widening. "Maybe that's why I love you so much!" 
 
      
 
    The other girls grinned and waited patiently for their own kisses. They managed to eventually get moving without losing too much time and showered together before separating to go and get dressed for the day. They met up in the corridor outside their rooms as they all finished getting ready, with Calara carrying a stack of folded clothing as she left her quarters to join them. 
 
      
 
    “These are some of my old clothes. It didn't look like Rachel brought any luggage with her and I thought she might appreciate a fresh set of clothing,” the Latina explained, handing over the stack of clothing. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled affectionately at the Latina. "That's very kind, thanks gorgeous."  
 
      
 
    John glanced at the pile of clothes. "We'll go make breakfast while you check on Rachel."  
 
      
 
    “If sleeping beauty needs a kiss to wake up, let me know!” Dana said with a cheeky grin, before following John, Calara, and Jade towards the Officers’ Lounge. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa waved goodbye to her friends, then knocked lightly on the door to Rachel’s room. She didn't have to wait long before the doors swished open, revealing a tousled looking brunette wrapped up in a white bathrobe.  
 
      
 
    "Good morning!" Alyssa said breezily, "I hope you slept well?" 
 
      
 
    "I was out like a light," Rachel admitted, with a self-conscious smile. "My head had barely touched the pillow before I was fast asleep." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad, you obviously needed the rest," Alyssa said with sympathy. "May I come in?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, of course!" Rachel blurted out, stepping aside so the lithesome blonde could glide into her room like a catwalk model. 
 
      
 
    "One of the girls had some spare outfits they thought you might like to borrow," Alyssa said as she carefully placed the stack of clothing on the end of the bed. "I'm really sorry we weren't able to collect your own things before we left Port Medea, it was all a bit of a rush." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you so much," Rachel said, glancing guiltily at her doctor's coat and the rest of her clothes, which lay discarded in a jumble on the floor. “I just stripped off and collapsed into bed last night. It looks like my clothes suffered for it.” 
 
      
 
    "I'll get those washed for you if you'd like," Alyssa offered, and when Rachel nodded, she collected the errant clothing in a pile in her arms. "John and the girls are making you breakfast, and I'll take you to see them whenever you're ready. There's no rush though, so take your time.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded and smiled gratefully at the blonde. "I really appreciate you making me feel so welcome... thank you.” 
 
      
 
    "We all want you to feel at home. Just give me a call whenever you're ready," she replied, returning the girl's smile with a sparkling one of her own. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded and Alyssa left the room, carrying the pile of laundry with her. The blonde headed into her bedroom and called the cleaning robots using the wall-mounted control panel. When they dutifully arrived a few minutes later, she gave them Rachel's clothing to clean, then lounged on the bed so she could listen to John flirting and chatting to the other girls in the kitchen. Being party to both sides of a conversation at once, along with all that person's accompanying emotions and thoughts, was proving to be a fascinating experience. She hadn't been waiting too long before she heard a door open in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    "I'm ready, Alyssa..." Rachel called out tentatively. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa got up and walked out to meet the brunette, greeting her with a warm smile. Rachel was wearing some of Calara's old casual clothes, having picked out a pair of black tailored trousers and a long teal-coloured top that she had drawn in at the waist with a belt, accentuating her slender figure.   
 
      
 
    "Very nice... casual yet sophisticated," Alyssa said with an approving nod. Her lips quirked into a grin as she added, "Not tempted by Calara's old combat trousers?" 
 
      
 
    Rachel hesitated for a second, then tactfully replied, "I didn't think they were quite my look.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed in agreement, then gestured for the brunette to join her in walking along the corridor towards the Officers' Lounge. Rachel matched her pace and darted occasional glances at her companion, marvelling at the blonde's grace and poise as she strode along beside her. 
 
      
 
    "Well, you've got a big day ahead of you today. An important interview, I hear?" Alyssa teased her playfully. 
 
      
 
    "I feel woefully ill-prepared for it, truth be told," Rachel said, playing along. "I'm not even sure what they're looking for exactly." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I'm sure they have their reasons for headhunting you,” Alyssa said, coming to a halt by the double-doors at the end of the corridor. “You must have done very well in your finals; scores in the top tenth percentile to have piqued their interest I'd wager.” 
 
      
 
    "How did you kno-" Rachel blurted out, then stopped abruptly when she saw the blonde's coy smile. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pressed the button on the wall and the doors swung open, revealing the huge room within. She led the brunette past the comfy sofas and the bar, heading towards the dining area with the long table surrounded by high-backed chairs. Someone had set three place settings at one end of the table and as they arrived, John appeared through the door to the adjacent kitchen, accompanied by the girls carrying a wide selection of breakfast dishes. 
 
      
 
    "We weren't sure what you liked, so I cooked a few different things," he explained, as they put down the serving dishes at the table. 
 
      
 
    "You didn't have to go to so much trouble," Rachel protested, but her grumbling stomach begged to differ. 
 
      
 
    "John and I will join you for breakfast, but the girls have eaten already. You can get to know them all later, but for now, let me give you a brief introduction," Alyssa said, turning to face her three friends. "This is Calara, our Tactical Officer; Dana, our Chief Engineer; and Jade, our gunship pilot." 
 
      
 
    The three girls greeted their guest with welcoming smiles, then waved goodbye and strolled out of the Officers' Lounge chattering away happily amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
    Rachel couldn’t keep her eyes off the lovely dark-green Nymph as she crossed the room. "What species is Jade? I've never seen an alien like her before, she's absolutely beautiful!" 
 
      
 
    "She's a Lenarran, or a 'Nymph' as they're more commonly known," John replied with a fond smile. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't they stay to chat?" Rachel asked, trying not to sound too disappointed.  
 
      
 
    "We thought it might be a bit intimidating getting bombarded with questions by everyone,” John explained, before gesturing at the plates of food. “Let's have some breakfast first, then we'll take you on a tour of the ship.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel sat down and they tucked into the food. John had made waffles which proved to be a big hit and the brunette groaned with pleasure as she took another bite. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God! Just these waffles alone would convince me to join your crew!" she gushed with a sigh of delight. Looking at John in fascination, she continued, "And you do all the cooking?" 
 
      
 
    "I've got several trainee chefs under my tutelage, but yes, pretty much," John replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    They finished off breakfast and Alyssa volunteered to clear the table, leaving John and Rachel to begin their tour. The first stop was Deck Seven, which contained the Medical Bay. John hit the button next to the door and ushered the young woman into the large well-equipped room.  
 
      
 
    "Wow! Your Med-Bay is huge," she gasped in amazement, looking around and feeling a little overwhelmed by the sheer size of it. "It looks like this facility was intended to treat scores of seriously injured people at any one time." 
 
      
 
    "That's very true. The Invictus is an assault cruiser and it used to transport 300 marines into battle. The ship's medical team needed a large facility in case a mission went badly... and it sometimes did," he ruefully explained, remembering the Med-Bay echoing with the harrowing cries of critically-injured soldiers. 
 
      
 
    "You used to serve on this ship?" Rachel asked perceptively, recognising the thousand-yard stare that she had sometimes seen with other veterans. She walked over to stand beside him, and placed a comforting hand on his arm. 
 
      
 
    "That's right. I was a marine Commander and I served on the Invictus for ten years before retiring from the military. I eventually had the opportunity to buy her when she was decommissioned," he said with a smile, rousing himself from his memories.  
 
      
 
    "You didn't look very retired back on Port Medea," she said quietly, remembering the terrifying fight with the Royal Guard. She smiled as she added, “Much to my eternal gratitude...” 
 
      
 
    "I heard there was a damsel in distress. If that isn't a good reason to come out of retirement, I'm not sure what is," he joked. 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, then turned to look around the Med-Bay once more. She glanced at all the medical equipment, before walking over to study the devices in more detail.  
 
      
 
    "This equipment is state of the art," she remarked, looking pleased as she studied the cryo-stasis tubes, inspecting the control panels at their base more carefully. "You even hav-," she began, before letting out a startled shriek as she looked up, coming face-to-face with a Drakkar through the glass panel at the front. 
 
      
 
    "That's a Drakkar raider; he boarded our ship while we were in Ashanath territory a few weeks ago. Dana drowned that particular one," John explained with a dry chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "It's hideous," Rachel said, riding a fine line between revulsion and fascination, as she looked closely at the lime green alien. Her gaze swept over its hammer-shaped head and bulging black eyes. "Why are you storing them here?" 
 
      
 
    "It was Dana's idea. She's been examining any equipment we acquire, then researching alien technology and using her findings to upgrade our combat gear. Perhaps she thought she could learn something from studying their anatomy," he guessed with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "And what happened to this one?" Rachel asked, as she moved along the cryo-stasis tubes to look at the Kintark pilot. 
 
      
 
    John was about to reply, but he hesitated, unsure if it was wise to tell her the truth just yet. Rachel sensed his reluctance to answer and after watching him for a long moment, she walked over to a nearby medical cabinet and rifled through its contents. She retrieved a small container from the shelves, came back to stand next to him, then reached for his hand expectantly, which he gave to her with a quizzical expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "There," she said with satisfaction, as she stuck a band-aid onto the back of his hand. "All better now..." 
 
      
 
    John gave her a quizzical smile. "I didn't know I was injured.” 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes... it was life threatening," she told him, her expression artfully sombre as she gazed into his eyes. "But I'm your physician now, which means I’m bound by doctor-patient confidentiality. Now you can talk to me about anything and I won't be able to reveal it to a soul." 
 
      
 
    He studied the gentle smile on her pretty face, before turning to look at the Kintark pilot once again. "You asked what happened to him... Well, I snapped his neck like a toothpick," he said grimly, facing her once more. 
 
      
 
    "Ripping that reinforced door off the hinges like that... it had nothing to do with your power armour. It was all you, wasn't it?" Rachel whispered, gazing at him in wonder.  
 
      
 
    John nodded as he looked into her grey eyes, gauging how she would react to this startling information. 
 
      
 
    "Just how strong are you?" she asked, reaching out to touch his arms, but pausing with her fingers inches away. "May I?" 
 
      
 
    "I suppose I'll have to get used to you giving me a physical if you decide to stay with us," he said with a smile, nodding his permission. 
 
      
 
    Rachel brushed her fingers over his biceps, feeling the muscles beneath. "You don't have anywhere near the body mass or musculature that would indicate that kind of phenomenal strength," she said speculatively as her hands manipulated the muscles in his arms, exploring his physique. 
 
      
 
    He frowned, pretending to be offended. "Are you saying I'm out of shape?" 
 
      
 
    "Not at all, you're in excellent shape for a man in his... early thirties?" she asked, her curious gaze flicking to his face. 
 
      
 
    "I just turned forty actually, but thanks for the compliment," he replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    She turned her attention to his pointed ears. "I’ve never met anyone quite like you before. Just what species are you exactly?"  
 
      
 
    *Haven't you two finished in there yet?* Alyssa's voice asked him impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "We can discuss that later,” John replied to the brunette, gesturing towards the door. “Let's finish the tour of the ship and visit the crew. I think Alyssa is probably waiting outside for us too.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded reluctantly, still wanting an answer to her question, but she followed him outside nonetheless. They walked out of the Medical Bay and sure enough, the blonde girl was waiting for them in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you just come in?" Rachel asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a big fan of combat hospitals," Alyssa replied, a flicker of sadness crossing her face. 
 
      
 
    "Some bad memories?" the brunette asked. 
 
      
 
    "In a manner of speaking, yes," Alyssa replied cryptically. 
 
      
 
    "Let's pop in and see Jade next," John suggested, changing the subject for the blonde. 
 
      
 
    The girls nodded their agreement and followed in his wake as he led them to the gym. They peered inside and found Jade swimming in the pool, scything through the water like some kind of fearsome aquatic predator. 
 
      
 
    *We've brought Rachel to see you,* Alyssa thought to the green skinned girl and Jade raced over to join them at the water’s edge. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Rachel!" Jade said cheerfully, folding her arms on the poolside and looking up at the young woman. "It's lovely to see you. I hope you enjoyed breakfast." 
 
      
 
    "It was delicious, thanks very much," the brunette replied, staring at Jade with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, you're welcome," Jade beamed at her, revealing a sparkling white set of perfect teeth. 
 
      
 
    "I don't mean to be rude, but are those fins?" Rachel asked, sounding amazed. 
 
      
 
    "That's right," Jade nodded excitedly, raising a slender arm and turning it slightly to show the other girl the delicate aquamarine fins. "I grew them one day when John was teaching me to swim." 
 
      
 
    "You grew them?!" Rachel asked in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    "Jade is a Nymph," John explained, smiling affectionately at the green-skinned girl. "Her species are shape shifters, which has saved our hides on more than one occasion.” 
 
      
 
    "Is this your natural shape?" Rachel asked inquisitively, her eyes roaming over Jade’s statuesque body.  
 
      
 
    "Hmm, kind of. There's another form that's more comfortable for me to assume, but that causes a little... confusion," Jade replied, a playful twinkle in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, go ahead and show her," Alyssa said, keeping a wary distance from the pool. 
 
      
 
    Jade concentrated for a moment and her body began to shimmer in a verdant haze. When her form was solid once more, she appeared to be a perfect copy of the blonde standing beside John. Jade let out a contented little sigh, then looked up at the brunette with sparkling cerulean eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, wow!" Rachel exclaimed, rapidly turning her head back and forth between the two of them. "You're completely identical!" 
 
      
 
    "You can see why it gets a little confusing," Alyssa said, smiling at her beautiful doppelganger.  
 
      
 
    John slipped his arm around Alyssa and gave her a sideways hug. "We better continue the tour, Rachel. The other girls will be eager to meet you too." 
 
      
 
    "Bye Jade, it was wonderful to meet you," Rachel said, squatting down by the water and offering her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Likewise, I really hope you choose to join us," Jade said earnestly, ignoring the hand and rising out of the water to give the brunette a light kiss on the cheek. She grinned then dived backwards into the pool, splashing playfully in the water as she waved goodbye. 
 
      
 
    John led Alyssa and Rachel out of the gym into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Jade’s amazing!” the young doctor gushed, thrilled to meet such an exotic alien. “Her ability to shapeshift is absolutely fascinating!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all very fond of her,” John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I can see why, she seems like a lovely person too,” the brunette agreed. “So where are we going next?” 
 
      
 
    "We have a well-stocked Pharmacy, the Firing Range, and the Engineering Bay on this level. I was going to take you to see Dana next if that's okay?" he asked, pleased to see how much their guest was enjoying the tour so far. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to take a quick look at the Pharmacy first, then I’d love to meet her," Rachel replied. 
 
      
 
    They strolled down the corridor to the ship's Pharmacy and when John pressed the button to open the door, Rachel wasted no time walking inside.  
 
      
 
    "You weren't kidding!" she gasped, as she scrolled through the pharmacy's inventory computer set into the wall. "Tamarnathol, Benza-strinate, Colnerum; you've got huge supplies of all the major pharmaceuticals." 
 
      
 
    "I must admit, this is the first time we've properly looked in here," John admitted with an embarrassed grin.  
 
      
 
    "With all the fighting you guys have done, there must have been injuries?" Rachel asked, glancing his way over her the top of her glasses. 
 
      
 
    "There have been one or two scrapes," John admitted cagily. 
 
      
 
    "But we've managed to get by," Alyssa replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Why do I constantly keep getting the feeling you're both hiding something significant from me?" Rachel asked, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    "We are, but I promise we'll be completely honest with you soon," John replied, sharing a quick glance with Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I suppose you've already done more than enough to justify my trust,” Rachel said with a rueful smile. “So lead on, I'm in your hands."  
 
      
 
    John nodded, then they walked down the corridor past the Firing Range and entered the Engineering Bay. Dana was carefully studying a multi-ridged ribbon, which was spooled on one of the levitating platforms that hovered above her workbench. The redhead was completely absorbed in her work and didn't notice them until they were practically standing beside her.  
 
      
 
    "Hey, Dana," John called out as they approached. 
 
      
 
    She jumped slightly, breaking her intense focus, then turned around to look at them. "Oh, hey guys!" she exclaimed, her expression brightening. 
 
      
 
    "We're just giving Rachel the tour," John explained, smiling at the redhead.  
 
      
 
    "What do you think of the Invictus so far?" Dana asked, leaning back against her workbench. “Pretty badass, right?” 
 
      
 
    "It's very impressive," Rachel said in admiration. "I heard you've made a lot of enhancements to it already." 
 
      
 
    "I like to look after my ship." Dana said with a grin, patting the workbench fondly. 
 
      
 
    "What are you working on?" John asked the eager young woman, smiling at her possessiveness of the Invictus. “It looked like it had piqued your interest.” 
 
      
 
    "I've been taking apart the plasma rifles you guys brought back. These things are awesome!" she gasped, her blue eyes glinting with excitement.  
 
      
 
    "Found anything you think we can use?" he asked, her exuberance infectious. 
 
      
 
    "The heatsinks the Kintark use are incredibly complex," Dana replied, glancing at the multi-ridged component on the workbench. "I've taken that one to bits to see how it works and once I've figured it out, we're going to see some pretty tasty upgrades!" 
 
      
 
    "What are these heatsinks used for?" Rachel asked, stepping closer and studying the alien technology. 
 
      
 
    "Plasma weaponry generates an enormous amount of heat. If I stuck some standard Terran heatsinks into this rifle, it’d explode in your face as soon as you fired it! The Kintark heatsinks seem to smooth out the temperature gradient over the entire heatsink almost instantly, then rapidly disperse the heat without any adverse side-effects," Dana explained, shaking her head in admiration. “It’s real state-of-the-art tech.” 
 
      
 
    "So what are the practical benefits we’ll get from using them?" John asked her. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have two options really. We can feed more power into our laser weaponry, making those guns cause more damage without worrying about them melting. Alternatively, I could keep the existing power levels the same, so we wouldn't have to wait as long for the guns to cool down... If we choose that option, it’d improve our firing rate," she said eagerly. 
 
      
 
    John grinned at the redhead. "More damage.” 
 
      
 
    "I thought you'd say that!" Dana gushed, returning his grin. 
 
      
 
    "Speak to Calara first, but I think she'll have the same opinion,” John said, mulling it over. “It's only really the Beam Lasers that have long cooldown periods and even then, it's only about a ten second wait." 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded her agreement. "You got it, boss!” 
 
      
 
    "Dana, may I ask you a question?" Rachel enquired politely. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, go ahead,” their Chief Engineer replied, toying with a strand of her dark-auburn hair. 
 
      
 
    Rachel raised an eyebrow as she asked, "Why did you store the Drakkar corpses in the Medical Bay?" 
 
      
 
    "I thought I could study them and find their weak spots; maybe give John and Alyssa places to aim at, that kind of thing.” She winced, wrinkling her nose in distaste. “Dissection isn't really my forte though, so I've been putting it off.” 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps that's something I could help out with?" Rachel offered, smiling at the young woman. "I lost my squeamishness during my first year at medical school." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that would be awesome, thanks!" Dana said gratefully, with a huge sigh of relief. "If you ever need any kind of equipment in your lab, just let me know. I'm sure I'll be able to put together whatever you want." 
 
      
 
    "That's very kind, thank you!" Rachel exclaimed, an excited grin appearing on her face. 
 
      
 
    "It's no trouble at all," Dana enthused. She paused for a moment and her face suddenly took a more serious turn as she gazed at the brunette, studying her intently. "You seem really nice and I think you'll fit in here brilliantly. I know we've only just met, but if you're still unsure about joining us, let me just say this: The best decision I've ever made in my whole life was to join John and Alyssa on this ship." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, that sounds like good advice," Rachel said with a smile.    
 
      
 
    John placed a hand on Rachel’s shoulder to get her attention. "Sorry to interrupt, but we better go and introduce you to Calara; she’s expecting us. You ladies will have plenty of time to get to know each other later." 
 
      
 
    They left the Engineering Bay, with Dana waving goodbye before turning her attention back to the plasma rifle. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who was so friendly and enthusiastic," Rachel said with a smile as they walked down the corridor to the grav-tube. “She really was quite adorable.” 
 
      
 
    "I've known Sparks for years now," Alyssa said fondly. "We grew up together as orphans on a mining asteroid." 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Rachel remarked in surprise, her eyes narrowing as she studied the blonde again. "Neither of you look like you came from a mining colony." 
 
      
 
    "No, we certainly don't. At least not anymore," Alyssa replied, the mischievous twinkle back in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Well, you do have me intrigued with all these enigmatic little comments, I'll give you that," Rachel said with a light-hearted laugh. 
 
      
 
    They stepped into the blue glow of the grav-tube and ascended in the gravity field all the way up to the Command Deck. John led the way, walking out onto the Bridge and down the ramp to join Calara at her Tactical Station. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Calara," he called out to her warmly. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, yourself," the Latina said with delight, rising from her chair to greet them and smiling warmly at the brunette. "I hope you haven't started feeling too overwhelmed yet." 
 
      
 
    "I'm coping so far," Rachel replied, smiling back. "What were you doing when we interrupted you?" 
 
      
 
    "Just exploring a theory," Calara replied cagily, darting a cautious glance at John. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, you can go ahead and explain," he said, nodding his permission. 
 
      
 
    Calara turned to look up at the Sector Map she had been studying. "That Kintark heavy carrier penetrated deep into the Dragon March and I’m investigating how a force that size could slip through the Terran Federation lines."  
 
      
 
    "Perhaps there was a major attack that acted as a diversion and they got in while the Terran forces were distracted?" John suggested, studying the possible flight path for the Kintark strike force that Calara had projected on the holographic map. 
 
      
 
    "I'm still investigating at the moment and I need access to some classified data, but I have a few working theories. Your diversion hypothesis is one of them, but there are other more... worrying possibilities," she said grimly. 
 
      
 
    "Collusion from someone on our side?" John said, realising what had Calara so concerned. 
 
      
 
    "Who would betray the Terran Federation like that?!" Rachel gasped in shock. 
 
      
 
    "Given enough time and data, I'll be able to find out." the Latina said confidently. "Like I said though, it's just a theory. I could be worrying about nothing." 
 
      
 
    "Based on your previous track record, this sounds pretty ominous. Keep me appraised, Lieutenant," John said, patting her on the shoulder and giving her an encouraging smile. 
 
      
 
    "You know I will, Commander." Calara smiled back at him affectionately, before turning to look at Rachel again. "Sorry this took a bit of a sinister turn, I was hoping to keep things light." 
 
      
 
    "No problem, I understand you must be worried. I’ve always believed that it's better to know the facts rather than be kept in the dark," Rachel replied, looking at John and Alyssa pointedly. 
 
      
 
    "We have something in common by the way," Calara said to the shorter brunette. 
 
      
 
    "Really? What's that?" Rachel asked, looking intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "These two saved my life as well," Calara replied, her affectionate gaze turning to John and Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "So much for keeping things light!" Alyssa said with a merry laugh.  
 
      
 
    "We'll let you get back to it," John said to the Latina. "Sorry to interrupt you." 
 
      
 
    "No problem at all. I'm glad you stopped by, it was lovely to see you again, Rachel," Calara said, smiling warmly. 
 
      
 
    "You too," Rachel replied, returning the smile. 
 
      
 
    They left Calara to settle back at her Tactical Station and entered the Briefing Room at the corner of the Bridge. Alyssa glided around the table to sit down and John pulled out the chair opposite for Rachel, waiting for her to take a seat before sitting down himself at the head of the table.  
 
      
 
    "What's all that?" Rachel asked, turning to look at the Phalanx armour suits in the equipping frames against the walls. 
 
      
 
    "More of Dana's inventions," Alyssa explained. "The robotic arms can equip you in full armour in a few seconds. Here, I'll show you." 
 
      
 
    The blonde rose from her chair and walked towards one of the equipping frames, pausing for a moment to step out of her high-heeled shoes. She stepped inside the armoured boots, while slipping her hands into the gauntlets and a few seconds later, the armour settled into place around her, fitted in place by the robotic arms. Alyssa walked out of the frame fully equipped, then did a graceful pirouette to prove that she was now wearing a complete suit of Phalanx armour. 
 
      
 
    Rachel gazed at her in awe. "Dana must be a genius to come up with all these inventions.” 
 
      
 
    "She's a very gifted young woman," John agreed, with no small amount of pride for the redhead. "All of my crew are quite exceptional." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, handsome," Alyssa said, removing the armour again. She slipped on her heels once more, then sashayed around the table to return to her seat. 
 
      
 
    "But I'm not even in the same league as them!" Rachel said with a despairing sigh, as she watched the gloriously graceful blonde sit in the chair opposite with perfect poise. "These girls are all stunningly beautiful and incredibly talented. How could you possibly want me to join them?" 
 
      
 
    "Well before we get into all that, would you still be interested in joining us if we offered you the position as Chief Medical Officer?" John asked, studying the dejected brunette. 
 
      
 
    Rachel blinked in surprise, then nodded eagerly. "Are you kidding? I'd leap at the chance!" 
 
      
 
    John studied her earnest and hopeful expression, before glancing at Alyssa. "In that case, it's probably time for us to be completely honest with you then," he said, hoping they weren't about to make a terrible mistake. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 35 – The hard sell 
 
      
 
    "So where do I begin?" John wondered, blowing out the breath he'd been holding. 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you let me start you off?" Alyssa volunteered, as she rose and glided across the room to pick up the remote for the holo-projector. 
 
      
 
    She returned to her seat and pressed a few buttons on the remote, displaying several images in the centre of the table. 
 
      
 
    *The girls are all okay with this?* John asked Alyssa, having a good guess what she was just about to show their guest. 
 
      
 
    *Of course, I asked them a few minutes ago,* she replied, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, I've got it from here." John said, before turning to look at the three images hovering in the air. "Now no doubt, you'll recognise the trio of lovely women aboard this ship." 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked up at the happy, beaming faces of Alyssa, Calara, and Dana, then nodded with confusion, not sure what he was leading up to. 
 
      
 
    "How about these girls, do you recognise them?" he asked quietly, as Alyssa used the remote to change the floating holographs. 
 
      
 
    The new images were all close-up pictures of the three girls, but as they appeared when they had first met John. Calara had black eyes, a broken, swollen nose, and was looking haggard and exhausted. Alyssa and Dana were both ghostly pale, with Alyssa painfully thin, while Dana had a horrific red burn scar disfiguring the side of her face and neck. Even though John knew exactly who they were, he found it difficult to recognise them as the lovely women in his crew. 
 
      
 
    Rachel was visibly moved by the sight, her grey eyes flicking from one picture to the other with concern. "Those poor girls! Who are they and what happened to them?" 
 
      
 
    "You just met them all. They joined my crew over the last few months," John said, his voice quiet and composed. 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed politely, thinking this was some kind of strange off-colour joke where she had missed the punch-line. She looked at John and Alyssa, noting their sombre expressions, and realised they weren't joking. 
 
      
 
    "You can't possibly be serious?!" she protested, whirling around to stare at the pictures of the girls, examining them intently. She began to notice the similarities in the shape of their faces, the curve of their lips and the colours of their eyes. "Calara I can just about see, but I can’t believe that’s Alyssa, and if that really was Dana, her burn scars are horrific..."  
 
      
 
    "We're telling you the truth. That was me a couple of months ago," Alyssa said, her expression sombre as she gazed at the image of her ghostly pale face.  
 
      
 
    She pressed another couple of buttons on the remote and the images zoomed out, showing each of the girls without clothes as they appeared when they joined the crew. Another set of images sprang into being alongside them, showing each of the Terran girls as they were now, gloriously nude, their stunning athletic figures posed seductively. The pictures were all sized at the same scale, so their pronounced change in height was unmistakable too. 
 
      
 
    Rachel gasped in shock at the images above the desk and leaned forward, taking her glasses out of her pocket and putting them on so she could examine them more carefully. 
 
      
 
    "It just isn't possible, unless all of you underwent full body-sculpture procedures," Rachel said out loud, her mind whirring. "But that can't be right either, the recovery time for a change that dramatic would span months... and when I met you the first time, it must have been only a few weeks after this supposed transformation." 
 
      
 
    "That's right, about three weeks after," Alyssa quietly confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Rachel stared at them both, looking from one to the other in turn and studying their faces. "The rational part of my mind tells me you must be lying, but I can feel that you're telling me the truth," she said in frustration. 
 
      
 
    "Why don't I show you Dana's changes as they occurred,” Alyssa suggested with an understanding smile. “The ship has security cameras all over the place and I was able to assemble a montage for you.” 
 
      
 
    "Okay, go ahead," Rachel agreed, looking up at the pictures again. 
 
      
 
    The holographic images of the three girls disappeared, leaving a nude full body image of Dana as she originally looked; pale, thin and much shorter, with a crop of short spiky ginger hair. Alyssa progressed through the images, time-stamped over a two-week period, with Dana growing six inches taller as her body filled out, until she had the perfectly-toned figure of a professional athlete. Her skin gained more colour, going from ghostly white, to a light pink, before darkening to the lovely sun-kissed bronzed tan that made her look so healthy.  
 
      
 
    Dana’s breasts swelled dramatically until they sat proud and pert on her chest, going from a non-existent 28A to a gravity-defying 32D. Her ginger spiky hair grew thick and lustrous until it was tumbling in flowing waves around her shoulders, darkening to a beautiful rich auburn. The final images showed her before and after the burn scar tissue had completely healed and been washed away.  
 
      
 
    "How is that even possible?!" Rachel gasped, staring at the images in awe. 
 
      
 
    "It's all his doing," Alyssa said, looking at John affectionately. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?!" Rachel demanded, desperate to understand the miraculous transformation the girls had undergone. “Please just tell me the truth!” 
 
      
 
    "You asked about my species earlier,” John began quietly. “My mother was human, but she went missing just after I was born. I never knew anything about my father, at least until a week ago, when I formed an alliance with the Ashanath, who claimed to know something about my mysterious parentage. After we saved them from a group of Drakkar raiders, they finally revealed what they knew."  
 
      
 
    "Which was what, exactly?" Rachel asked, her eyes burning with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    "They believe I'm from a species called the 'Progenitors', who haven't been seen around our galaxy for nearly ten thousand years. We think my mother must have run into one, because everything they showed us corroborated their story," he said with a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    "What did they show you?" the brunette asked, transfixed by his tale. 
 
      
 
    "Stone monoliths, with ancient pictographs depicting pointy-eared humanoids surrounded by women," Alyssa interjected. "The Ashanath collected them from dozens of worlds and have them all stored on their homeworld." 
 
      
 
    "The Progenitors were a race of tyrants who conquered and subjugated planets, taking hundreds of women as slaves," John said, his expression bleak. 
 
      
 
    "But that must just be pure coincidence, you're nothing like that!" Rachel protested. "You're so heroic! You saved all those people back at Port Medea and besides that, you're... nice.” 
 
      
 
    John laughed and Alyssa giggled too. "Thanks, I appreciate the vote of confidence," he said, the mood lightening a little. 
 
      
 
    "But I don't understand, what has any of that got anything to do with the transformations the girls supposedly underwent?" Rachel asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "It was John that triggered the changes in all of us," Alyssa said. "We changed after..." she paused and glanced at him lovingly, while Rachel waited on tenterhooks.  
 
      
 
    "After what?!" Rachel asked impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "Swallowing his cum," Alyssa said coyly, gazing into her probing grey eyes. 
 
      
 
    Rachel paused for a moment then burst into laughter. "Oh man, you had me there! Ancient civilisations, miraculous healing... you guys really had me going," she said good spiritedly, with a broad grin on her pretty face. 
 
      
 
    "We aren't playing a trick on you," John said patiently. "It sounds preposterous, but it's true." 
 
      
 
    "You mean all three girls have been..." Rachel faltered, her eyes widening. 
 
      
 
    "And Jade too," Alyssa added with a mischievous smile. "She's a shape-shifter though, so his cum worked differently... and even more dramatically on her." 
 
      
 
    "So if I was to join your crew, I'd have to do the same?" Rachel said in shock. 
 
      
 
    "No, of course not," Alyssa replied with a laugh. "But you'd be missing out on an awful lot of fun if you don't. There are also other benefits as well, so it's not just a beauty makeover." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" the brunette asked bewildered. 
 
      
 
    "We're all stronger, more agile, and have faster reflexes due to the improvements to our bodies. Mentally, we've changed too. Dana was always exceptionally smart and had a natural gift with machines, but now she's a genius. She invented a new alloy in a matter of hours, that was well beyond anything the Ashanath were able to come up with," Alyssa said, proud of her friend. 
 
      
 
    "You've already seen Calara in action, her accuracy with the Invictus' weaponry is practically supernatural. She’s developed mentally too; I’ve never known anyone remotely close to being as perceptive and insightful as she's become," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "What about you?" Rachel said tentatively, looking at Alyssa in fascination. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a telepath," Alyssa replied with an impish grin. 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed in disbelief. "Come on, this is becoming absurd! There's no record of anyone in Terran history having psychic powers, you can't expect me to swallow that one too!" she exclaimed, then flushed with embarrassment at the inadvertent double entendre. 
 
      
 
    "It's true, she can read my mind," John said, his tone matter-of-fact. 
 
      
 
    "You can test me if you like," Alyssa offered with an impish smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel narrowed her eyes suspiciously as she looked at the blonde. "Okay, what did you have in mind?" 
 
      
 
    "I read your military personnel file and it said you were an emancipated minor, that you left your parents at the age of sixteen. I’ll step out, you tell John the reason and I'll repeat back everything you say to him," Alyssa said, as she appraised the brunette carefully. 
 
      
 
    "There could be hidden mics in here," Rachel said, looking around the room. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa considered that for a moment. "Whisper it to him then. I'll leave the door open and stay in your line of sight; that way you can see I'm not listening to any receivers.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded cautiously, then watched Alyssa glide out of the room and stand some distance away on the Bridge, staying visible through the doorway. The brunette moved to stand on the other side of the desk where John was sitting, so that she could still keep an eye on the blonde.  
 
      
 
    "Hello," John said with a smile, as she stepped up to his side, her body tantalisingly close. 
 
      
 
    "Hello," she replied with a shy smile, before leaning in even closer to place her lips next to his pointed ear. 
 
      
 
    "My father and step-mother didn't approve of my youthful indiscretions. Apparently, I was 'bringing disgrace to the family name' and he threatened to cut me off. I beat him to the punch." she whispered, her voice tinged with anger. 
 
      
 
    John looked into her eyes when she stepped back from him. He reached out to take her hand and squeezed it gently. "I'm sorry."  
 
      
 
    Rachel looked down at him in surprise, and was about to reply when Alyssa walked purposefully back into the room. 
 
      
 
    The blonde girl had a compassionate expression on her face, as she began to repeat Rachel's words, matching her cadence exactly. "My father and step-mother didn't approve of my youthf-," she began before Rachel cut her off. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, enough! I believe you," the brunette said as she waved her hand in the air to get Alyssa to stop.  
 
      
 
    She sighed for a moment, shrugging off the bad memories, before she looked at them again. Rachel appraised them with her smoky grey eyes, looking from John to Alyssa and then back again, as she made her decision.  
 
      
 
    "As surprising as all this is, I freely admit I'm attracted to you both, so I'm not completely opposed to the idea," she said with a flirtatious smile, remembering the intimate dress fitting during her first meeting with Alyssa and her acceptance of their invitation to dine together afterwards. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at John and flashed him a big smile. "So does that mean you're still interested?" she asked the brunette eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm struggling to believe what you're telling me, but I can't deny how sincere you both are," Rachel replied. "It all sounds far too good to be true though." 
 
      
 
    "Well there are some downsides," John began cautiously. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa walked back to the long table and sat down again next to the brunette. "Remember how we said John is one of the Progenitors? As kind and lovely as he is, he still has that instinctive need to be dominant. If you were to join us properly, you would experience some changes to your personality..." she explained, brushing the backs of her fingers down the young woman’s arm. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds more ominous. What do you mean, exactly?" Rachel asked, looking at John warily now. 
 
      
 
    "He's attracted to smart and capable girls, which we think is why we've all experienced such dramatic mental enhancements. The flipside, is that he's dominant in the bedroom and likes submissive, compliant, bisexual young women," Alyssa said with a impish grin. 
 
      
 
    Rachel relaxed and darted a teasing glance at John. "What man doesn't?"  
 
      
 
    "So you don't have a problem with that?" Alyssa asked with delight. 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all. I've played around with domination and submission, and being a little submissive has always been a big turn on. You already know I find girls attractive too," the brunette admitted, shamelessly admiring Alyssa's stunning figure. 
 
      
 
    "I think Alyssa's slightly downplaying this a little," John said cautiously. "It's not just that it's something that I enjoy. We think that going through these changes makes the girl adapt, so that she likes that too." 
 
      
 
    "I could live with that, if you're man enough to tame me," Rachel replied, challenging him with a defiant stare. 
 
      
 
    John looked into her stormy grey eyes, seeing the excitement glinting within. "I'm sure that won't be a problem," he replied confidently, causing the brunette to flush with arousal. 
 
      
 
    "Now we're finally talking about sex, I was curious what you meant when you mentioned the 'youthful indiscretions'?" Alyssa asked with a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    "Okay we might as well get all the cards on the table," Rachel said with a weary sigh. "My dad is rich. I don't just mean well off, he's extremely wealthy. He made a lot of money with his interstellar banking business; you've probably heard of the Voss Exchange?" 
 
      
 
    "You're Henry Voss's daughter?!" John blurted out in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that's me. All my life I had to be a good girl; no outbursts in front of the media, everything to maintain the family image. Finally, I just couldn't take it anymore. I was being groomed as the heir apparent to the 'Voss Legacy', but I've got no interest in galactic finance and making money just for the sake of it. I started 'acting out' and having some fun," she said with a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    "That sounds intriguing, what do you mean?" Alyssa asked, leaning forward in her seat as a wicked grin appeared on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Well I seduced the headmaster at my prep school," Rachel said, as she giggled at the memory. "It turned out he had all sorts of naughty thoughts about the girls under his charge." 
 
      
 
    John blinked in surprise. "How old were you at the time?"  
 
      
 
    "Fifteen," Rachel smirked. "Then I had a series of lovers, which drove my dad crazy. That hover-biker was the best though; the distinguished Henry Voss nearly had an aneurysm when I brought Axel home." 
 
      
 
    John couldn’t help laughing at that thought. "It sounds like you went pretty wild." 
 
      
 
    "My dad and his trophy wife weren't exactly happy together, and I didn't want to grow up to lead that kind of existence. I just want to experience life, see what the galaxy has to offer, and help people along the way!" Rachel said passionately. 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you became a doctor?" John asked the surprising young woman. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that's right. I dropped out of the business academy I was enrolled in, cut my ties with my father and joined up with the military to fund my training through medical school. I was working in that boutique on Gravitus to help make ends meet. The commission I earned from your shopping bonanza help fund me through the last term, so thanks for that," she said, grinning at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "John paid for it all, so you should probably be thanking him instead," Alyssa said, returning her smile. 
 
      
 
    "It sounds like I will be," Rachel said, winking at John flirtatiously. 
 
      
 
    "So you're still interested?" John asked, surprised and pleased at how well she was handling these revelations. 
 
      
 
    "Well you and the girls are lovely, and you certainly lead exciting lives. If I can help save as many people as you just did, simply by assisting you and your team, I don't think I could ask for a more rewarding life," she replied, her voice earnest and sincere. 
 
      
 
    "Yay!" Alyssa exclaimed in delight, as she wrapped her arms around the brunette in an affectionate hug.  
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and hugged her back, before standing to accept a welcoming embrace from John as well. "So how do we move this along? I'd like to join the team properly.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gently encircled the brunette in her arms, then leaned down to softly kiss the smooth skin on Rachel's neck. "We can start right now, if you're feeling hungry," she purred, suggestively rubbing her hands over the brunette’s slim stomach. 
 
      
 
    Rachel shivered with excitement and nodded, looking up at John with sparkling eyes. She suddenly shook her head as if to clear away the lustful thoughts. "Sorry to kill the mood, but I'd really like to fully document any physical changes I might go through. I think it could be really interesting to see what happens on a biological level." 
 
      
 
    "It's one of the reasons we brought you on the team, Doctor," he said with an indulgent smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to give myself a full physical workup, including a full body scan, before we start,” she said, looking excited now. “That way I'll have a normal Terran female's results to use as a baseline for comparison.” 
 
      
 
    "That makes sense, but you seem quite exceptional to me. I don't think there's much normal about you at all," John said, smiling as he flattered her. 
 
      
 
    "Are you trying to charm me into bed, Commander Blake?" Rachel asked him with a come-hither look. 
 
      
 
    "I can see there's going to be no fooling you, Doctor Voss," John replied, as he brushed a lock of her tawny brown hair from her face. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa released the brunette from her arms and Rachel looked up at John, her lips parting invitingly. He held her again and kissed her, gently at first as he explored her soft lips with his own, then more fiercely as she moaned into his mouth. They finally broke apart after spending several minutes in a passionate kiss and Rachel let out a breathy sigh as she gazed into his eyes. She turned in surprise when she realised they had company, seeing that Calara, Dana and Jade had joined them in the briefing room too. 
 
      
 
    "He's a great kisser, isn't he?" Dana said with a beaming smile on her face. "I'm so glad you decided to join us!" 
 
      
 
    They each came over to give the brunette a hug, with Jade and Calara warmly welcoming her to the crew of the Invictus as well. 
 
      
 
    "Rachel wanted to take a recording of her current physical state before she starts going through the changes," Alyssa explained. "That way she can track exactly what happens when she absorbs John's cum." 
 
      
 
    "That's a brilliant idea!" Dana said exuberantly. "I'm really curious about that myself. Would you like some company down to the Medical Bay?" 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded at the excited redhead and when Dana offered her hand for the brunette to take, she slipped her fingers into the girl's warm grasp. "We'll meet you back in your room when we're done," Dana told John with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Dana led the young doctor out of the room and they could be heard talking excitedly together as they headed through the Bridge to the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    "She seems really nice," Calara said, smiling at John and Alyssa as the two teenagers left the room. 
 
      
 
    "I like her too," Jade agreed.  
 
      
 
    "You do seem to have a knack for finding amazing young women," John said to the blonde, nodding in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "If she turns out anything like these two, I'll be a happy girl," Alyssa said, stroking Jade's and Calara's arms lovingly. 
 
      
 
    "We love you too," Calara said, slipping her arms around the blonde and gently kissing her cheek. 
 
      
 
    "Rachel seems really interested in alien species," Jade observed. "I think you and I might be in for some tests in the future, John.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and nodded. "I wouldn't be surprised.” 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you have me change into a tiger earlier?" Jade asked him curiously. "I would have thought she'd have loved to see that." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure she would have, but I didn't know if she was going to say yes then. I didn't want to reveal too much about what you can do, at least until we knew for sure. Everyone knows Nymphs can change their appearance, but your ability to change into a nine-hundred-pound tiger could attract some unwanted attention if that news got out," he said, explaining his reasoning. 
 
      
 
    Jade glided over to cuddle him. "I love that you're so protective, Master..."  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara stepped in to join in the hug, and John held the appreciative young women in his arms, enjoying their warm embrace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rachel walked alongside Dana as the redhead led her into the Medical Bay, stealing glances at her guide as they entered the room. She marvelled at the redhead’s flawless beauty and her remarkable grace as she walked beside her. Dana was chattering excitedly about the latest projects she was working on, but a lot of what she was saying was too advanced for Rachel to keep up with. The brunette couldn’t help laughing and Dana stopped talking for a moment to look at her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "What's so funny?" Dana asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. I'm just having trouble reconciling your obviously brilliant mind, with the exceptionally gorgeous woman standing in front of me. You look like you should be a swimsuit model, not a starship engineer," Rachel explained, her eyes roaming over the redhead’s spectacular figure. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't always look this way," Dana said with a wistful smile. "Did Alyssa show you what I looked like before?" 
 
      
 
    "She did. Those burns must have been excruciatingly painful," Rachel replied, her expression filled with sympathy. "What caused those scars? If you don't mind my asking." 
 
      
 
    "I got caught in a generator explosion when I was eight. I saw there was a problem, but it blew up before I could fix it in time," Dana said, gazing into the distance as she remembered that terrible day. 
 
      
 
    Rachel stepped closer and looked up at the taller redhead. At five foot nine inches, Dana was several inches taller than her. "May I?" she asked softly, raising her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Dana replied with a warm smile.  
 
      
 
    She stood still, watching the young Doctor as she stepped closer and began a careful examination of the skin on Dana's face. Rachel brushed her fingers over Dana's cheek and traced the slender contours of her neck.  
 
      
 
    Dana’s breath caught as the brunette caressed her. "Is everything okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Your skin is absolutely flawless," Rachel marvelled, her touch gentle and caring. "I can't see a single blemish; no moles, scars, or imperfections of any kind..." 
 
      
 
    "If you ask me nicely, you can check out the rest of me too," Dana whispered, staring into Rachel's smoky grey eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'd love to see more of you...” Rachel murmured, gazing back into the redhead’s sky-blue eyes. She swallowed as she quickly added, “So I can check to see what the rest of you looks like after you were healed, of course...” 
 
      
 
    "Of course... Doctor," Dana said with a playful smile.  
 
      
 
    Dana unzipped the figure-hugging blue jumpsuit that she was wearing, revealing an ample expanse of cleavage. Maintaining eye contact with the brunette, she slipped the material off her shoulders, and let it fall to her waist, freeing her impressive breasts. Rachel reached out and let her fingertips glide down the redhead's neck, then over her spectacular chest, following the path where she had been horribly scarred.  
 
      
 
    "Amazing... it's like the scarring never happened," Rachel said in a hushed voice, staring at Dana’s perfect body. Her fingers brushed over a sensitive pink nipple and it stiffened in response. "You're really quite beautiful." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Rachel," Dana replied, smiling coyly at the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," Rachel started in surprise, pulling her hand away, "I'm being terribly unprofessional." 
 
      
 
    "I have a feeling we'll be far more unprofessional than that before long," Dana said, reaching out to hold the brunette's hand in her own and squeezing it gently. "But we better get started with these tests, I'm sure John's impatient to see you again." 
 
      
 
    Rachel returned her heated look, then grinned as she said, "I can’t wait!" 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed and slipped her arms back into the jumpsuit, zipping it up. "So, where do we start?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll take some blood samples, run a few tests then give myself a CT scan. We can then compare any changes after a few days," Rachel replied, reaching for a hypo-injector. 
 
      
 
    The redhead watched her for a moment, then asked quietly, "Rachel... could I ask a favour?” 
 
      
 
    "Sure, ask away.” 
 
      
 
    "Would you mind if I keep you company for the next few weeks? I was the last Terran girl that John's been with, so I've not really seen the changes in action before and I'm really curious to watch what happens. Jade is a shapeshifter, so she just changed instantly to the form you've seen her in now."  
 
      
 
    Rachel paused as though thinking it over. "Hmm... I’ll agree, but only if it means us spending lots of time in bed together.” 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed with delight. "Thinking of being unprofessional again?"  
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, definitely," Rachel agreed with a flirtatious smile, unable to take her eyes off the redhead’s magnificent body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa left Jade and Calara chatting on the Bridge as they headed down to deck two. They walked down the corridor and John seemed to have an extra spring in his step. 
 
      
 
    "You look very pleased with yourself," Alyssa teased him, laughing as he turned to grin at her. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you can't blame me, surely?" 
 
      
 
    "It does you good to have some variety," Alyssa said with a great deal of satisfaction. "And she's really pretty!" 
 
      
 
    "I still can't believe I'm having this kind of conversation with you," John said, watching her in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "You know I only want what you want," Alyssa said with a bewitching smile. "Besides, I'm looking forward to getting better acquainted with her myself..." 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to stay as well?" John asked, as they strolled into the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked thoughtful for a moment, before she replied mysteriously, "Only to keep you entertained until Rachel gets here. It looks like she's found herself a new friend who wants to help her adjust to life on this ship." 
 
      
 
    John swept the beautiful blonde up in his arms and carried her over to the bed, before gently placing her down in the middle. He lay next to her and studied her face as she gazed up at him. 
 
      
 
    "I'm at a loss for words to describe how much you mean to me," he admitted with a self-conscious smile. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I know," Alyssa replied, staring into his eyes. She crossed her wrists behind his neck and pulled him down to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    They stayed entwined together like that, losing track of time as they kissed, and it was only when Dana coughed politely that they broke their tender embrace. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, we got a bit distracted," John apologised, leaning up on an elbow as Alyssa slid off the bed and walked around to greet Rachel and Dana. 
 
      
 
    "All ready?" Alyssa asked the brunette with an encouraging smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded eagerly and glanced at the redhead by her side. "Dana asked if she could stay too, is that alright?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Alyssa agreed, before leaning in to give the brunette a gentle kiss on the lips. "And welcome to the family," she added with a charming smile, before gliding out of the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    John got up as well and walked over to join them. "Why don't we have a shower together first, to break the ice a bit?" 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a great idea!" Dana said enthusiastically, unzipping her jumpsuit and stripping it off before striding into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Rachel watched the other girl's nude body as she disappeared from view, then looked up at John and grinned. "I must admit, I'm curious to see what a 'Progenitor' looks like naked...” 
 
      
 
    John laughed and pulled his long-sleeved top over his head. Rachel stepped closer by and ran her warm soft hands over the muscles in his chest, murmuring her appreciation.  
 
      
 
    "Are you ready for the rest?" he asked her playfully. 
 
      
 
    The brunette nodded and bit her lip as she watched him step out of his shoes and unbuckle his belt. When he dropped his trousers, she gasped in shock. "Holy shit!" 
 
      
 
    "What do you think?" he asked, watching her face for any sign of doubts. 
 
      
 
    "You're so much bigger than anyone I've been with before," she said dubiously, as she knelt down to examine him more closely. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, Alyssa was quite a bit smaller than you, and that worked out fine," he said with a reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel’s eyes turned to saucers. "You've got four testicles!" she exclaimed, noticing his taut quad for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "It means I cum a lot," he said in a sweeping understatement. 
 
      
 
    Rachel reached out to gently cup his balls, feeling the weight in her hands. They were firm and round, like four oranges in his sack.  
 
      
 
    "Hurry up, I'm getting lonely in here!" Dana called to them from the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    John smiled at Rachel, and offered her his hand, helping her rise to her feet. "I think it's my turn to see you now.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel had a brazen look in her eyes as she undid the belt around her waist, before pulling the teal coloured top over her head. She unclipped her bra and freed her breasts, revealing them to him for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "You're very beautiful," John told her as he admired her firm breasts, reaching out to cup them in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not quite as big as the other girls, I'm just a 32C," Rachel said looking down at her chest, where he gently caressed her boobs. "Alyssa was a large 32D if I remember right and the others all look about the same." 
 
      
 
    "Variety is the spice of life," John said with a smile, gently brushing his thumb over her nipples and making them harden to his touch. 
 
      
 
    Rachel returned his smile, then removed her trousers after stepping out of her shoes, uncovering her slender young body for his viewing pleasure. She was slimmer than the other girls, whose athletic thighs were more muscular, but she was beautiful nonetheless. Her pubic hair was neatly trimmed into a small triangle and her skin felt smooth to the touch when he ran his fingertips over her tummy. He noticed a bright flash of colour on her lower belly and another on her ankle. 
 
      
 
    "Tattoos?" he asked her curiously, sinking to his haunches to take a closer look 
 
      
 
    "Axel's influence," Rachel admitted with a wistful smile.  
 
      
 
    The tattoo on her belly was of a brightly coloured bird; blue around the head, orange around the beak and neck, with a white chest and grey wings. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of bird is that?" John asked her inquisitively. 
 
      
 
    "It's a Swallow," Rachel said with a wry smile. "He was a man after your own heart." 
 
      
 
    John leaned in to plant a tender kiss on her svelte stomach, looking up at her as his lips brushed the tattoo.  
 
      
 
    "I'm looking forward to it," she purred as she looked down at him, running her fingers through his hair. 
 
      
 
    "What's the other one on your ankle?" he asked her as he glanced down.  
 
      
 
    Rachel placed her foot on his knee, turning to the side so that he could see it more clearly. It was a chain-link tattoo that curved around her ankle, with two hearts intertwined on the side. The letters "R" and "A" could be seen in the centre of each heart. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that was stupid," she said, rolling her eyes. "I just haven't got around to getting it removed yet." 
 
      
 
    John smiled up at her as he admired her shapely leg and reached out to stroke her skin, feeling her youthful flesh under his fingertips. 
 
      
 
    "You've got a lovely touch,” she said approvingly. “You’re gentle, but there's a strength there too.” 
 
      
 
    "I've had a lot of practice at handling beautiful young women recently," John replied. "Don't worry, you're in good hands." 
 
      
 
    Rachel stared at him with unvarnished lust and the skin on her arms prickled with goose bumps as adrenalin coursed through her body. "You must be good to keep four beautiful girls so happy," she said, her eyes flashing with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "I intend to keep you very happy too," John smiled, and was about to rise, when Rachel placed her hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I've got one other tattoo," she said, as she turned in place to show him her back. She had a heart with wings tramp-stamp across her lower back, just above her compactly rounded bottom. 
 
      
 
    "Lovely," John said, as he reached out to take hold of her pert cheeks, then squeezed them in his firm grasp. 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked at him over her shoulder and gasped as he spread her cheeks apart, revealing the tight pucker of her ass to his hungry gaze. 
 
      
 
    "He likes to stretch us out back there too," Dana said with a smile as she walked over to them, her skin glistening wetly from the shower. "Have you been fucked in the ass before, Rachel?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh-huh," the aroused brunette confirmed with a nod. "But not by anyone remotely as big." 
 
      
 
    "You'll be fine, we'll take good care of you," Dana said soothingly, leaning in to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    John stood and watched entranced as the beautiful young women kissed, their soft lips moving together as their tongues darted out teasingly to flicker against each other. With Dana slightly taller, she took the role of dominant partner, cupping the brunette's head and neck in her hands as she leaned down to kiss her. They had their eyes closed as they kissed and were fully absorbed in the sensations as their bodies pressed together. Rachel gasped when she felt Dana's cool wet skin against her own and her eyes shot open with the shock. 
 
      
 
    "I'm very wet," Dana apologised with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Now I am too," Rachel panted, staring into the redhead's eyes. 
 
      
 
    "We can continue this later. I'm anxious to see you get started," Dana said gently, glancing at John with a feverish gleam in her eyes. When he nodded, she took Rachel by the hand and led her into the bathroom, with John following behind them. 
 
      
 
    Dana turned on the shower again and stepped inside, leading the brunette in after her. Rachel sighed as the warm water cascaded over her, letting out a soft moan as Dana gently caressed her pert breasts. John washed himself thoroughly, then reached out to gather some more soap from the dispenser. He squatted down to run his hands over Rachel's legs, massaging her thighs and calves with his strong hands. They got her spotlessly clean, without any overtly sexual activity, keeping the girl primed in a state of readiness.  
 
      
 
    "Come on, it's time for lunch," Dana purred, leading Rachel out of the shower. 
 
      
 
    Rachel shot a lusty glance at John as she passed him, but no one spoke a word as they dried themselves off, the lingering glances speaking volumes. Finally, it was time to return to the bedroom and Dana led the other girl out to the huge four-poster bed. John followed and moved to join them, lying down next to Rachel.  
 
      
 
    "Would anyone object if I ate first?" Dana said with a cheeky grin, gently applying pressure with her hands to coax Rachel to spread her legs.  
 
      
 
    The brunette gasped as Dana kissed her inner thighs, trailing kisses as she moved higher, with her tongue darting out from time to time to taste the young woman's skin. Rachel started panting as she got more excited and when John leaned down to kiss her lips which were swollen with arousal, the brunette grabbed him and kissed him fiercely. She moaned into his mouth as she clung to him, her body quivering with pleasure.  
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" the brunette suddenly cried out, her eyes going wide, as Dana began to greedily lap away at her soaking wet pussy. 
 
      
 
    John held the quaking young woman in his arms as she rapidly reached the point of release, but Dana held her on that precipice, making Rachel groan with a desperate desire to cum. Eventually, Dana took pity on the girl, and lashed her clit with flurried movements of her velvety tongue. Rachel screamed, her back arching as she exploded in orgasm, her stormy grey eyes staring at the ceiling as she cried out in ecstasy. The redhead pulled back and smiled at John with satisfaction, taking great pleasure in the explosive climax she had just coaxed out of the brunette. Dana gracefully prowled up the bed to lie beside Rachel, who watched her with a look of amazement on her pretty face. 
 
      
 
    "How was that, beautiful?" Dana asked her with a playful grin 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed in delight and hugged the other girl. "That was amazing! No one’s ever eaten me like that before!" she exclaimed with a wide grin. Turning to look at John, she continued, "Why did you bother with the interview? You should have just asked Dana to go down on me; I would have agreed to join you in a heartbeat!" 
 
      
 
    John and Dana laughed heartily, and Rachel smiled as she watched them. 
 
      
 
    "You tasted delicious, I was happy to oblige," Dana said with a coy smile. She traced circles over Rachel's slim stomach with her fingertips. "But I think it's your turn now...” 
 
      
 
    "Are you looking forward to feeding me your cum for the first time?" Rachel asked John seductively, a knowing look in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Very much so," he agreed, his cock throbbing excitedly at the thought. "When a new girl joins us, she normally gets three big meals a day for the next two weeks." 
 
      
 
    "So I'll just be living off your cum for all that time?" Rachel replied, her breath catching at the thought. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa had him on her own for nearly a month before Calara joined them," Dana said enviously. She let out a wistful sigh as she continued, "I only had two weeks, but they were amazing...” 
 
      
 
    "Having second thoughts?" John asked, watching the brunette for any sign she might have changed her mind. 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all. The thought of surviving by feeding off your semen feels deliciously naughty," Rachel said, thrilled at the debauched idea. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get started, I can't wait to see!" Dana blurted out eagerly. 
 
      
 
    John grinned at the girls and moved into the middle of the bed, with Rachel kneeling between his legs. She looked up at him excitedly, then took hold of his heavy cock.  
 
      
 
    "I don't know how this is going to fit," she murmured, struggling to encircle his pulsating length with her fingers. 
 
      
 
    Dana moved to her side and whispered, "You'll be fine, just lick the head for a while... you'll be surprised at how great he tastes!" 
 
      
 
    Rachel leaned and gently swirled her tongue over the head of John's cock. "It tastes sweet!" she gasped, as his pre-cum washed over her taste buds. 
 
      
 
    "Try some more," Dana urged her, and the brunette began to lap away, savouring the sweet-tasting liquid that his balls were eagerly feeding her. 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, Rachel's eyelids grew heavy as John’s pre-cum began to affect her. She swallowed down a nice mouthful that she’d been enthusiastically lapping up, then spread her lips wide to envelop his whole head in her mouth. Her smoky grey eyes began to glaze over as she repeatedly swallowed down all the pre-cum he was feeding her, then she began to move back and forth, taking him deeper into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    "This is so hot!" Dana exclaimed, as she stared at the entranced brunette. "Did I look like that too?"  
 
      
 
    "You all did," John confirmed, watching as Rachel began to brush the head of his cock against the entrance to her throat, his spurting pre-cum helping with her goal. 
 
      
 
    Dana moved to John's side and she leaned in to kiss him. He could taste Rachel on Dana's lips, which made his cock throb excitedly in the brunette's mouth. They eventually broke apart, just as Rachel leaned forward, swallowed hard and sank his broad head into her throat. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck that feels good!" John exclaimed, as he pushed his way into this new girl for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "Her throat is bulging out with your cock shoved in there," Dana gasped as she gently stroked the brunette's neck.  
 
      
 
    Rachel sank all the way down, taking his cock to the root, before gently easing back so that she could take a big breath of air. She leaned in again and deep throated him for a second time, her already widened throat yielding to his girth. 
 
      
 
    Dana stroked Rachel's head affectionately, then sat next to John and curled up at his side. She pressed her breasts into his chest and gazed up at him. John watched her sky-blue eyes, but darted occasional glances at the brunette that was kneeling before him. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to add another nubile young woman to your growing harem?" Dana purred at him excitedly. "She's so eager for it. You'll be fucking her teenage pussy, and stretching out her tight little ass in no time." 
 
      
 
    John groaned as Rachel bobbed up and down, massaging his cock with her throat. "You sound just like Alyssa did," he said, while staring at her with lust-filled eyes. 
 
      
 
    "When you broke me in for the first time?" Dana asked, her eyes sparkling. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, she was thanking me for taking you in and talking about this being the first time of many that I'd be feeding you my cum," he groaned as Rachel sucked on him purposefully. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, she was so right! I've lost count of the number of times you've fucked me or filled my belly," Dana moaned, squirming with excitement. "Rachel will be like us soon, ready and willing whenever you want to take her." 
 
      
 
    John gritted his teeth to stop himself from coming and he stared down at the pretty brunette, who was insistently gliding up and down his length with her elastic throat gripping his shaft. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you holding back?" Dana asked him. "I want to see her belly bloated with your sperm. It will be like a preview of what she'll look like when you get her pregnant as well...” 
 
      
 
    "Ah, fuck!" John groaned, his cock lurching at the thought. 
 
      
 
    His four balls convulsed as he was overwhelmed by a powerful orgasm, cum shooting up his shaft and down Rachel's throat, filling her stomach with strong, steady blasts of his cream. He held her head gently in position in his lap, as he pumped her full of his spunk for the first time. 
 
      
 
    Dana watched with delirious excitement as the lovely young brunette knelt submissively in front of her lover, suckling eagerly on his cock. She could see her slim tummy bowing outwards as the hefty load filled her to the brim. Finally, John shuddered as his orgasm petered out and he sank back, his shaft slowly slithering out of Rachel's welcoming mouth.  
 
      
 
    Rachel sat up and took a big breath, then began to rub her cum-packed belly, with a drowsy, contented look on her pretty face. Dana helped the young woman manoeuvre her enormously swollen abdomen, so that she could lie down comfortably on her side. John curled up behind the brunette and encircled her in his arms, then he began to stroke the girl's bloated belly. Dana pulled the covers over them both and snuggled in beside Rachel, placing her hand on top of John's where it rested possessively over his new woman. 
 
      
 
    "That was amazing... it was so exciting to see you with her for the first time," Dana said with a dreamy sigh. 
 
      
 
    "You were lovely with her. Thanks for making such an effort to make Rachel feel welcome.” 
 
      
 
    "I like her a lot. I'm so glad you decided to ask her to join us," Dana said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    "No feelings of jealousy?" John asked, gazing into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I wish it was going to be me on my knees for the next two weeks," she replied, her expression full of longing at the thought. "But no, I'm delighted she's here." 
 
      
 
    "You're such a good girl. I'm very lucky to have you," John told her with an appreciative smile. 
 
      
 
    Dana shivered with delight, thrilled by his praise. She gazed lovingly into his eyes as she joined John in caressing the brunette who was sleeping peacefully between them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sighed with satisfaction as she listened to John’s thoughts, eavesdropping on the conversation in the adjacent bedroom. "It's done, Rachel's sleeping off her first load," she told Calara and Jade, who were lying nude on either side of her in the big bed in the Latina’s quarters. 
 
      
 
    "Shall we go and join them?" Jade asked eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "In a little while," Alyssa replied in a mellow voice. "I'm enjoying having some time with you girls.” 
 
      
 
    "You were very enthusiastic," Calara said with an appreciative smile, as she ran her fingers over the blonde girl's deliciously smooth stomach, feeling the slight sheen of perspiration from their energetic lovemaking. 
 
      
 
    "That was lots of fun, but I do miss John's cock," Jade said longingly. 
 
      
 
    "He screwed your brains out just last night!" Calara said with a chuckle, remembering the epic session they had all enjoyed together. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I know what you mean," Alyssa said, giving the Nymph a reassuring squeeze. "There's nothing quite like getting a good pounding and a full tummy afterwards." 
 
      
 
    There was a chorus of wistful sighs from the trio, then they glanced at each other and burst into fits of giggles. 
 
      
 
    When the laughter died out, Jade looked at her two bedmates. "What do you think of Rachel?”  
 
      
 
    "I liked her from the first time we met her on Gravitus. She was kind, friendly, and I could sense there was an attraction between us almost straight away," Alyssa replied, smiling at the memories. "Dana and Rachel are getting on very well together too, which is a pleasant surprise." 
 
      
 
    "Jealous about losing your BFF status?" Calara teased the blonde playfully. 
 
      
 
    "Not when I have you two beauties to play with!" Alyssa said with a happy grin, leaning down to kiss first the Latina, then the Nymph affectionately. 
 
      
 
    Calara snuggled into the blonde, then looked across her ample chest at Jade. “What are your first impressions of Rachel?” 
 
      
 
    “She seems very warm and friendly,” the Nymph replied, looking thoughtful. “I think she'll feel like part of the family in no time and she’ll make a wonderful mother for John’s children..." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara went quiet at the thought, sharing a look of heartfelt longing. The three of them cuddled up together, but Jade didn't seem to be able to settle, her eyes subconsciously darting to the door every few minutes. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, let's go and rejoin the others," Alyssa said with an indulgent smile at the Nymph. "I don't think Jade will be able to last much longer." 
 
      
 
    "I can't help it, I love being in bed with him," Jade said, giving them a dazzling smile before she leapt out of bed.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara laughed at Jade’s enthusiasm as she darted out of the door, rushing to rejoin John in his bedroom. The blonde turned towards Calara and caught the Latina as she was about to rise, pulling her down so that she was lying over her. Calara smiled wickedly and straddled her friend, rubbing her breasts against the other teenager's pert chest. 
 
      
 
    "I'm devoted to John, but I'm so glad you're here," Alyssa said to the brunette earnestly, looking up into her deep brown eyes.  
 
      
 
    "I know exactly what you mean," Calara replied, leaning down to lovingly kiss the beautiful blonde beneath her. 
 
      
 
    They kissed each other tenderly, neither seeking to escalate their embrace to the passionate lovemaking from earlier, but simply for the pleasure of tasting each other's lips and communicating their feelings for one another. Alyssa suddenly paused as a thought came to her. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Calara whispered, planting gentle kisses on her lover’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    "I've been feeling closer to you over the last few weeks... it just reminded me of a conversation I had with John a while ago. I was listening to his thoughts and he was enjoying the idea of us being lovers, then 'straightening us out' when we join him in bed," she explained, lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, that sounds like fun," Calara purred as she began to nibble the blonde's ear. 
 
      
 
    "I was just wondering if me falling for you is natural, or if it's John's influence," Alyssa mused, her eyes drinking in the brunette’s beautiful features. 
 
      
 
    Calara stopped her kisses and stared down at the blonde girl beneath her. "You're falling for me?" she asked her friend, touched and elated.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded shyly, her bold confidence abandoning her. "I love you," she whispered, cupping the brunette’s face in her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I love you too..." Calara replied in a breathless moan, kissing her blonde lover passionately. 
 
      
 
    The beautiful young women moved as one, brushing against each other with gentle sighs and moans as they explored another set of full, yielding lips. They writhed against each other, enjoying the soft, feminine sensuality of their embrace; such a stark contrast to the raw physicality of being taken by John. They could feel each other's emotions and thoughts across the bond, finding it comforting and wonderfully familiar to share that sensation with another girl. They eventually stopped their kisses and just hugged each other tightly, both luxuriating in the loving feelings shared across their telepathic connection.  
 
      
 
    "We should probably go and join the others," Alyssa said gently, as she stroked the brunette's hair, running her fingers through the thick dark-brown tresses.  
 
      
 
    "Did you make your mind up, whether this was natural or John's influence?" Calara asked her playfully. 
 
      
 
    "I decided it doesn't really matter," Alyssa replied with a broad grin. "I love feeling this close to you and being fucked senseless by John is always going to feel incredible. If it turns him on knowing that we're growing closer as lovers, then it's one more trick at our disposal to blow his mind!" 
 
      
 
    "I can hardly wait for the next time we perform for him," Calara gushed, her eyes flashing with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "We're going to need some serious straightening out," Alyssa agreed, her own eyes glinting with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John smiled as he watched Jade dart back into his bedroom and slip under the covers. She sighed contentedly as she wrapped herself around him from behind, moulding her cool flesh against the contours of his body. Her arm snaked around his waist, before reaching out to the girl who lay in front of him and stroked Rachel's swollen belly. 
 
      
 
    "I love that you've taken another mate," she purred in his ear. "A man of your stature deserves to be served by lots of beautiful young women."  
 
      
 
    John turned around so that he could face Jade, being careful not to disturb Rachel as he moved. "All the other girls serve me quite voluntarily, but you're special. I own you, don't I?" he asked her solemnly, using language he knew would excite her.  
 
      
 
    The Nymph shivered and stared at him transfixed, her cat-like eyes dilating with her arousal. "Completely!" she affirmed for him wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
    "You're such a good girl. Two weeks seems like such a long time without being able to take you. Maybe I should make love to you sometime, then you can feed Rachel for me. Would you like that?" he asked her enticingly, and Jade could only nod in reply, struck mute in her eagerness.  
 
      
 
    John smiled at her as he held her in his arms, murmuring all the things he'd like to do to her, which had the Nymph quivering with anticipation. Alyssa and Calara entered the room a little while later, with Alyssa grinning slyly at John, having heard all the things he had whispered to Jade. The green-skinned girl gazed at him in adoration and John gave her one last kiss, before looking at the two girls who just sat at the end of the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Rachel looks adorable, sleeping like that," Calara said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "If it works the same with her as it did everyone else, she'll be asleep for nearly fourteen hours," Alyssa murmured, admiring the rounded curve of Rachel's cum swollen belly. 
 
      
 
    "Let's not risk disturbing her," John whispered to the girls, nodding towards the shower. 
 
      
 
    They got up carefully, leaving Rachel fast asleep in the centre of the bed as they all walked into the bathroom. Dana closed the door behind them, and they entered the shower to clean up after their energetic morning. 
 
      
 
    "So what's everyone's plans for today?" John asked as they washed themselves in the lovely hot shower. 
 
      
 
    "I've got more analysis I'd like to do," Calara said, her brow furrowing pensively. "I'd like to be well prepared before we reach Olympus." 
 
      
 
    "We need to repair your Phalanx armour suit," Dana reminded him. She threw a cautionary glance at Alyssa and continued, "I'm not sure the Psi-shaper can take anything too strenuous though." 
 
      
 
    "I guess that's my afternoon planned for me then," Alyssa said with a dry chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "You seem much less reluctant than last time," John observed, as he washed the blonde girl's back. 
 
      
 
    "To be honest, I found it much easier than the first time," Alyssa agreed, enjoying the firm movements of his strong hands. "Maybe it's just getting some practice that's helping." 
 
      
 
    "How about you two?" John asked Dana and Jade, who were smiling coyly at one another, as they made sure their breasts were spotlessly clean. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to keep an eye on Rachel to make sure she's okay, but I should probably come along to help with the armour repairs," Dana said reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    "I can keep an eye on her for you," Jade offered with a bright smile. "I love being able to look after John's mates." 
 
      
 
    "Don't you mean your little kittens?" Calara said playfully, and Jade laughed as the three teenagers made cute meowing noises. 
 
      
 
    They finished in the shower and split up to get dressed, before reconvening in the Officer's Quarters for lunch. Everyone was eager to get on with their tasks for the afternoon, so after grabbing a quick bite to eat they waved goodbye at the grav-tubes. Jade headed back to their bedroom to look after Rachel, while Calara headed up to the Command Deck, accompanied by John who was going to collect the ravaged Phalanx armour. Dana and Alyssa went straight down to the Cargo Bay, and were busy scrutinising the Psi-shaper when he finally rejoined them, fully dressed in the damaged body armour and holding the helmet in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, this isn't looking too good at all," Dana said, rubbing her chin as she examined the gaping fissure along the crane arm of the psi-shaper. "It seems to have begun stress fracturing with the strain, but I don't understand enough about Ashanath technology to fix it properly.” 
 
      
 
    "We can just detach the outer Invictium plates manually," John suggested, as he looked down at the ripped and gouged plating on his body armour. "Then Alyssa could forge some new double-shaped plating and we can fit that on the way we did with all the female variants of the amour. The Psi-shaper seemed to handle that without any problems." 
 
      
 
    "That seems like a good plan," Dana agreed, darting a worried glance at Alyssa. "Just take it easy, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey, I'm an old hand at this now," Alyssa said with a confident grin. "We completed several suits after the Psi-shaper got damaged, so I'll only use the same amount of focus as I did before." 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I trust you," Dana said, nodding as she agreed with the plan. 
 
      
 
    John walked over to stand by the redhead, who produced a multi-tool from her belt then began to swiftly and skilfully detach the glistening black outer plating from the body armour. Dana dropped the ruined armour plates in a pile as she removed each one and Alyssa reached down to pick up the right shoulder plate. It had several long deep gouges carved through it, where the huge Kintark Royal Guard had attempted to rip John to shreds. 
 
      
 
    "It's annoying that I damaged the Psi-shaper, but it seems like a small price to pay after looking at this..." Alyssa held up the plate and looked at Dana through the hole torn in it. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, thank God you triple-shaped it! We needed every last bit of extra toughness," Dana agreed, before turning to John and frowning in disapproval. "The inner shell of the Phalanx armour is undamaged, but that lizard would have got through if you'd let it continue any longer.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I'll take better care of my toys in the future," he promised her with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "You'd better!" Dana chastised him with a grin on her face, then stood on tip-toe to give him an affectionate kiss. 
 
      
 
    After a couple more minutes, the Phalanx armour was stripped completely bare. John put his helmet back on and strolled over to the nearby crates to pick up a block of Invictium ore. He carried it underneath the looming crane arm of the Psi-shaper and looked up at the emitters, making sure he was positioned directly below it. He placed the Invictium block down on the deck and nodded to the blonde that he was ready.  
 
      
 
    "Relax, I'll be very gentle," Alyssa teased Dana, who was looking up at the frail Ashanath equipment and biting her thumbnail with worry. 
 
      
 
    The redhead laughed nervously at the blonde and waved at her to continue. Alyssa smiled confidently, then looked at the Psi-shaper as she gently gathered her will, before directing it at the sensors, putting in the same amount of mental effort as she'd done the last time. 
 
      
 
    The sensors and emitters on the Psi-shaper flashed a bright pink, and with a shrieking groan, the long metal arm snapped cleanly in two. 
 
      
 
    "Look out!" Dana screamed, as the long, heavy arm of the Psi-shaper tipped over... falling directly on John, who was standing underneath it. 
 
      
 
    John braced himself and caught the huge round disc that housed the psychic emitters, letting out a groan as he struggled under its weight. He staggered slightly, trying to keep the unstable Psi-shaper arm steady, the long metallic beam wavering in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Get clear!" he yelled at the girls, who darted backwards out of danger.  
 
      
 
    As soon as they were far enough away, John let the thirty-foot-long arm topple over and it landed with a deafening crash on the cargo bay floor. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa ran to his side, her heart hammering in her chest. "John! Are you alright?!"  
 
      
 
    Dana threw herself into his arms before he could reply. “I thought you were going to be crushed!” 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine," he reassured them, removing his helmet to take a deep breath of air and gingerly stretching his back. "It just came as a bit of a surprise!" 
 
      
 
    Dana and Alyssa hugged him fiercely, and he held them close. "There's no harm done, don't worry," John told them both soothingly. He glanced at the broken wreckage that used to be the Psi-Shaper. "Well at least not to me..." 
 
      
 
    "I thought you were going to be careful!" Dana said in an accusatory voice, frowning at the blonde. 
 
      
 
    "I was, I promise!" Alyssa protested, "The Psi-shaper must have been weaker than it looked! I used exactly the same amount of effort as when I double-shaped the Invictium last time." 
 
      
 
    "Well it sure didn't look like it," Dana grumbled. "The psychic sensors and emitters lit up like a fucking supernova!" 
 
      
 
    "No fighting please, ladies," John said firmly. "Dana, you know Alyssa wouldn't deliberately do anything to damage your equipment, especially something that would put me at risk." 
 
      
 
    The redhead looked suitably chastened and she glanced remorsefully at her friend. "I'm sorry Alyssa, it was just the shock of seeing it break... then watching it tip over on John." 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I understand," Alyssa replied, forgiving her friend immediately. She threw a playful glance at John and added, "We better kiss and make-up though.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed as Dana nodded eagerly. The two girls turned to embrace one another and leaned in for a tender kiss. They had been best friends for years and the love and affection they felt for each other was shining in their eyes as they deepened their kiss. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, enough," John protested with a smile, as the girls started to really get into it. "If you keep that up, I'm going to have to join in and I'm supposed to be feeding Rachel remember?" 
 
      
 
    The girls grinned at him slyly, then moved apart. They both suddenly looked thoughtful, with Dana studying Alyssa and the blonde girl looking carefully at the broken Psi-shaper arm. 
 
      
 
    "How much do you think that section of the Psi-shaper weighs?" Alyssa asked her friend. 
 
      
 
    "At least fifteen-hundred-pounds," Dana guessed as she glanced at the twisted metal. "It's made of steel, not the Etherium alloy they use for everything else." 
 
      
 
    "Well it looks like you've broken your previous lifting record," Alyssa congratulated John with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't too much of a strain, just very unwieldy," John replied, thinking back. "I'm sure I could lift more if I had to." 
 
      
 
    "I think you might have got stronger too," Dana said to the blonde girl. "You used the same amount of effort as before, but if you've become more powerful, then the psychic energy you were pumping into the Psi-shaper would have increased too. That must be what overloaded it." 
 
      
 
    "That makes sense," John agreed, as he studied Alyssa. "You have been pushing your limits recently, what with the expanded telepathy range and creating stronger bonds with the girls." 
 
      
 
    "True... and the last time we tried Psi-shaping, it definitely felt a lot easier," the psychic blonde agreed, nodding as she mulled that thought over. 
 
      
 
    "I guess I'll just have to take this thing apart and see what makes it tick," Dana said with a gleam in her eyes, as she looked at the Psi-shaper. "Until I can put together a replacement, you'll just have to use your backup Phalanx suit." 
 
      
 
    "I don't like the idea of John not being able to have the best armour we can make for him though," Alyssa said with a frown, as she looked at his stripped-down Phalanx body armour. 
 
      
 
    "I want you in the best protection too," John protested. "It feels wrong putting extra effort into upgrading my gear and leaving the rest of you more vulnerable." 
 
      
 
    "We've got to fix the Raptor too," Dana said soberly. "We can't risk taking that into combat with the state that armour is in." 
 
      
 
    "Well, it looks like I'm going to have to hang up my psychic-armoursmithing hat for the moment," Alyssa said with a sigh of regret. "At least until Dana can repair the old Psi-shaper, or build a new one." 
 
      
 
    They stood quietly for a moment, looking at the shattered Ashanath equipment. 
 
      
 
    "We might not have to!" Dana suddenly exclaimed, breaking the tense silence. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" John asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "The Psi-shaper is just a tool. It enhances the psychic abilities of an Ashanath engineer and lets them manipulate psychically receptive material. In their case they use Etherium, which is an Etherite/Aluminium alloy, and in ours we're shaping Invictium which is an Etherite/Titanium/Onyxium alloy," Dana patiently explained. 
 
      
 
    "I remember all that from your show and tell," John said, nudging her with an elbow. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned and leaned in to give him a kiss. "Sorry, I forgot you were a good boy and paid attention."  
 
      
 
    "So what are you getting at?" Alyssa asked her, looking puzzled. 
 
      
 
    "Well we're using psionic energy to manipulate an Etherite based material and the Psi-shaper is just a tool to let a relatively weak Ashanath engineer have enough Psionic strength to do so. You were already getting so strong you practically broke the Psi-shaper in the first place and the Ashanath confirmed you're way more powerful than any of them. Maybe you just don't need it anymore?" Dana suggested excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "You probably didn't need it in the first place,” John said, nodding his agreement. He gave the blonde an encouraging smile. “What do you think, honey? Ready for the training wheels to come off?" 
 
      
 
    "You're normally the one asking us to be cautious," Alyssa replied, narrowing her eyes at him suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    John gathered her in his arms, and leaned her back for a soul-searing kiss that left the beautiful blonde breathless. He stared into her eyes as she gazed up at him adoringly, and when he saw that he had her undivided attention, he spoke to her softly, "I've seen how much stronger you're becoming. You're a truly exceptional young woman, Alyssa. Why don't you show me what you can do, and make me proud." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's face took on a look of steely determination as she stepped back from John, then she turned to face the block of Invictium ore that was sitting untouched on the cargo bay floor. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then extended her hand out towards the square metallic block, her fingers upraised as though urging it to lift off the ground. The block of Invictium ore began to glow with a soft pink aura and when she opened her eyes again, it lifted gently off the ground, drawing a startled gasp from Dana. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa focused intently on the cube of metal, and it began to lose its hard edges, rolling back in on itself as it turned into a rotating sphere of liquid metal. The glistening black sphere suddenly seemed to pick up a long thin streak of white that spun lazily in the viscous orb, as though someone had poured in a long stream of white paint. They watched entranced as the streak of white slowly spread throughout the sphere, the strip growing wider, until it edged out and obliterated all traces of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Dana and John looked on in awe, as the Invictium responded to her psychokinetic guidance and began to smoothly reshape itself into a long section of armoured hull plating for the Invictus. The fully formed armour plate rotated smoothly in the air, before settling down to land on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "You were right," Alyssa said with a wry smile. "I have outgrown the Psi-shaper." 
 
      
 
    "That was totally awesome!" Dana exclaimed in delight, torn between running over to give her friend a congratulatory hug and examining the new section of armour plating. The hug option won out and she embraced her friend, before eagerly studying the newly forged armour with a big grin on her beautiful face. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to John and looked up at him expectantly. "Did I make you proud?" she asked with a playful smile, but there was an underlying yearning in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "So many times, I've lost count," he said sincerely, gathering her in his arms once more. "But that was truly outstanding." 
 
      
 
    They kissed and Alyssa sighed happily as their lips moved together. She could feel the depth of his admiration and love for her through their bond, her heart fluttering as her mind thrilled at his telepathic touch. 
 
      
 
    "It's perfectly formed!" Dana exclaimed in astonishment, staring at the holo-display on her hand held scanner. "There's no trace of bubbling or warping! You did an outstanding job, Alyssa!" 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa separated with one last affectionate smile, and looked towards the redhead who had skipped over to join them. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, step back. I'll reshape it again and form it around your armour," Alyssa said with growing confidence. 
 
      
 
    "Hang on!" John and Dana said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    "You go first," Dana said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "How difficult did you find that compared to using the Psi-shaper? Any adverse effects afterwards?" he asked the blonde girl with concern. 
 
      
 
    "No, I feel fine actually. It didn't feel any more difficult than before," Alyssa replied, assuaging his worries. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps your increase in psychic power counterbalanced the loss of assistance you were getting from the device?" Dana mused, as she contemplated the lack of a discernible increase in difficulty. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe," Alyssa said with a shrug. She held her hand out towards the glossy white armour plate once again, an eager look of anticipation on her face. “That means I should be able to triple shape with no problem..."  
 
      
 
    "Wait, I haven't had my turn yet!" Dana protested. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed and nodded. "Sorry, go ahead. Why did you want me to stop?" 
 
      
 
    "Can you leave that armour plate for the Invictus as it is please? The same with the damaged triple-shaped black Invictium plating over there," Dana asked, pointing towards the shredded remains of John's Phalanx armour plating. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, but why?" the blonde asked, bewildered by the redhead’s request. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to run some tests on the triple-shaped Invictium; I want to see how much stronger and reflective it is than the single-shaped variety. I’d like to test this new white stuff too and see if it's any different. Oh... and why did it change colour?" Dana asked them both. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe it's because you're so pure and innocent?" John teased Alyssa playfully. 
 
      
 
    "That boat sailed a few months ago, when you hopelessly corrupted me," Alyssa retorted with a grin.  
 
      
 
    "He is a very naughty Progenitor," Dana agreed, making John laugh, which had both girls grinning. 
 
      
 
    When his laughter had subsided, Alyssa asked politely, "Could you get me another block of Invictium please, handsome? I want to patch up your armour." 
 
      
 
    John nodded and walked over to the ore containers before collecting another cube of Invictium ore. He carried it back comfortably under one arm, stopping a few paces from Alyssa where he placed it on the ground. She smiled mischievously at him, then reached her hand out towards the block of ore and focused her will on it. Like before, the block glowed with a gentle pink and rose in the air, slowly turning into a liquid. Alyssa let it roll in place as the white streak appeared and filled the globe, turning it a brilliant glossy white. Once the transformation was complete, the orb began to form into an elongated shape, that eventually became more distinct as the silhouette of a slender, beautiful woman, until it had formed rigidly in place.  
 
      
 
    Dana laughed at the sight, but looked disappointed as the shape folded in on itself, turning liquid once more. Alyssa winked at the redhead and the tumbling orb of Invictium formed itself into the image of a girl's face, the details becoming clearer as it solidified. The image was clearly that of Dana, but it was how she looked in the throes of passion, her eyes closed and her mouth open as she climaxed. 
 
      
 
    "I recognise her," John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Dana couldn’t help flushing with an adorable mix of embarrassment and arousal. 
 
      
 
    "Put your helmet back on, please," Alyssa requested politely and John did just that. 
 
      
 
    With a slight frown of concentration, Alyssa melted the bright white metallic representation of Dana into a glowing sphere of Invictium. She turned it into long white tendrils that reached out towards John and following the direction of her guiding hand, they wrapped around and embraced him, forming the outer armour plating of the Phalanx suit. 
 
      
 
    "Seeing you do that without any assisting devices looks so cool," Dana said with an appreciative sigh. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed and darted a grin at her friend. "I'm glad you’re enjoying the show.” 
 
      
 
    "Is it okay to take this helmet off again?" John asked the girls, lifting his hands but making no move to touch the plating. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it looks solid now," Dana agreed, as Alyssa nodded. 
 
      
 
    John removed his helmet. "Any adverse effects after that?"  
 
      
 
    "Nope, I feel fine," Alyssa replied with a relaxed smile. 
 
      
 
    "Do you feel up to re-plating the Raptor?" Dana asked her friend tentatively. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, I'm up for that," Alyssa said with confidence. 
 
      
 
    John smiled and turned to head to the hangar bay. "Okay, let's go then."  
 
      
 
    "Hold up a second," Dana called to him. "Can you bring a couple of blocks of Invictium ore with you please? We can reshape the damaged pieces, but we'll need more to plug the gaps." 
 
      
 
    "Sure, that's no problem," John said, handing the Phalanx armour helmet over to Dana, then strolling over to collect a couple more cubes of ore. He stacked them on top of each other and carried them out effortlessly, following after the girls as they walked through to the Hangar Bay. 
 
      
 
    They approached the severely damaged Raptor and while John placed the cubes of Invictium ore on the ground, the girls circled the gunship, looking over the scarred armour plating. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't made these kinds of plates before. Do you have design schematics for the armour I'll need to create?" Alyssa asked Dana, as she eyed the Raptor speculatively. 
 
      
 
    "The technical readouts came with the gunship when the Terran Federation gave it to us. I can upload them to the holo-reader, then you can use that as a guide," Dana suggested, tapping a finger on her chin. 
 
      
 
    "That would be perfect, thanks," Alyssa said appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, can you go and get the holo-reader? It's on the central podium in my workshop, you can't miss it," Dana asked her friend. "I'll upload the instructions from the Raptor's central computer." 
 
      
 
    "And while you two ladies do that, I'll go remove this armour," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Catch!" Dana said with a giggle, throwing the Phalanx helmet to him, as she jogged up the ramp into the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    John waved them goodbye and left the Hangar Bay as he headed to the grav-tube. He stepped inside the glowing blue light, rising smoothly and effortlessly all the way up to the Command Deck, where he stepped out onto the Bridge. Calara was engrossed in the Sector Map and not wanting to disturb her concentration, John walked down the ramp towards the Briefing Room.  Calara didn't realise he had arrived on the Bridge until she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye and jumped with a start as he appeared right beside her at her Tactical Station. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry, honey!" John apologised. "I didn't mean to scare you." 
 
      
 
    Calara laughed and placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart hammering away. "It's okay, there's no need to apologise. I was just totally wrapped up in this analysis.” 
 
      
 
    "Find anything interesting?" he asked her curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but first of all, what happened with your armour?" she asked, standing up and running her hands over the glossy white armour plating. She looked closely and the light seemed to reflect off it, giving the bright white armour a sparkling finish. 
 
      
 
    "We broke the Psi-shaper. It seems Alyssa's got too powerful to use it, so she plated this body armour just using her mind," John said, marvelling at the enormity of that statement. 
 
      
 
    "She's an amazing girl," Calara said with a blissful sigh, the sparkling white smile matching the brilliant gleam of his armour. 
 
      
 
    "She certainly is," John agreed. "To answer your question though, we've no idea why it changed colour. Perhaps it's something to do with Alyssa manipulating the Invictium directly, instead of using the Psi-shaper, but that's just a wild guess." 
 
      
 
    "Well you look much less sinister," Calara said, nodding her approval. She laughed as she added, "But I'm not sure how practical that's going to be, unless you're fighting in the snow.” 
 
      
 
    "Hopefully it'll cut down on the friendly fire incidents," John replied, grimacing at the brilliant gleam of the armour plating. "In any event, Alyssa's going to fix the Raptor now. It's impressive to watch, so you might want to come with me and see her in action, if you're at a good place to stop?" 
 
      
 
    "I've learnt as much as I can for now," Calara replied with an exasperated sigh. "If I had full access to Terran Federation fleet movements and an audit log of orders in the Dragon March, I would have finished ages ago. Unfortunately, everything is locked up tight, high security clearance only." 
 
      
 
    "What have you found out so far?" John asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "I can't verify this for certain until I have full access to the secured data, but it definitely looks like there's a traitor in the Terran Federation... and high up in the Chain of Command," Calara said grimly. 
 
      
 
    "I was bracing myself for this, as soon as you mentioned you had your suspicions. After seeing your mind at work, I trust your hunches as though it was a definitive report by a team of top analysts," John said, nodding his understanding. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence," she said gratefully, looking up at him with her big brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It's well earned. You're quite brilliant, did you know that?" he asked, leaning in to give her a kiss. He stopped for a moment, looking down at his full body armour with a self-conscious grin. 
 
      
 
    Calara grinned back at him. "It's fine, I like it. You look like a heroic knight from some chivalrous tale."  
 
      
 
    "Would the fair maiden bestow on me the great honour of a kiss?" 
 
      
 
    Calara threw her arms around his neck and kissed him fiercely, sighing into his mouth as he held her close.  
 
      
 
    "You're making all my childhood dreams come true," she said with delight. "Rescued by a heroic knight!" 
 
      
 
    "Maybe that's one to roleplay later?" John suggested with a flirtatious smile. 
 
      
 
    Calara bit her bottom lip, giving him a smouldering look before groaning in frustration. "This is going to be the longest two weeks of my life!" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry," he told her soothingly, "Perhaps you can help me feed Rachel at some point, too?" 
 
      
 
    The Latina writhed excitedly in his grasp, looking even more turned on. She paused and raised an eyebrow, looking at him curiously. "Too?"  
 
      
 
    "Jade volunteered her services earlier," John explained. 
 
      
 
    "She's such a helpful girl," Calara said with an affectionate smile. "Okay, enough teasing for now! I don't think I can handle any more. I'll start tearing that armour off you in a minute and that would be a shame after Alyssa made it look so nice." 
 
      
 
    John nodded and went into the Briefing Room, removing his armour in a few seconds with the aid of the robotic arms on the equipping frame. He strode out to rejoin Calara, who was waiting at the Tactical Station. He took her hand and was about to walk with her up the ramp to the grav-tube when she stopped him. 
 
      
 
    "You'll need to be very careful when we're back at Olympus," she warned him, an ominous undercurrent to her voice. "Until we can identify who the traitor, or even traitors are, everyone will be under suspicion." 
 
      
 
    "You can't mean-" John began, before she interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, even Charles too. I know he's an old friend, but we can't afford to take any chances.” 
 
      
 
    John's face twisted up in a grimace as he pondered the idea of his old commanding officer, Vice Admiral Charles Harris, being a traitor. One glance at Calara calmed his mind however and he nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    "I trust you with my life," he told her without a flicker of doubt. "If someone as gifted as you advises caution, I'd be a fool to ignore it." 
 
      
 
    Calara looked ambivalent for a moment and was about to say something, but remained quiet. 
 
      
 
    "What were you about to say?" he asked, gazing into her eyes. "You know you can always tell me anything." 
 
      
 
    "I was going to warn you that if you make any more comments like that, Rachel's going to miss out on dinner... But it seemed horribly inappropriate considering the topic at hand," she admitted with a rueful smile. 
 
      
 
    "We better get going then," John said with a chuckle. "If we stay up here alone, I'm not going to be able to stop complimenting you." 
 
      
 
    "Lead on, Sir Knight," Calara said with a grin, and they stepped into the grav-tube hand in hand. 
 
      
 
    When they walked out into the Hangar Bay, Dana was holding up the holo-reader and Alyssa was leaning over, carefully examining the technical specifications of the armour plating.  
 
      
 
    "Hey guys!" Dana called out to John and Calara as they walked over to join the two girls. 
 
      
 
    "I'm nearly done," Alyssa muttered, flicking through the images of the various sections of armour plating that were appearing in the holographic display. 
 
      
 
    "Did you find out anything with your analysis?" Dana asked the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but if it's okay with you, I'll go through it with everyone later when Rachel wakes up. It'll save me repeating myself," Calara replied with an apologetic frown. 
 
      
 
    Dana smiled as she shrugged. "Sure, I don't mind waiting." 
 
      
 
    "Okay, done!" Alyssa exclaimed with relief as she scanned through the last image.  
 
      
 
    John glanced at the blocks of black metal. "Have you got enough Invictium ore?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that should be plenty, thanks. Now... step back everyone," she cautioned them. 
 
      
 
    "Do you still need the holo-reader?" Dana asked, waving it in her direction. 
 
      
 
    "No, I've committed all the images to memory," Alyssa replied confidently, as she turned towards the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    She held out her left hand towards the blocks of Invictium ore and they glowed an ethereal pink before lifting off the floor, melting together almost instantly into a large liquid orb. Alyssa waited for the white streaks to appear and once they had enveloped the sphere, she formed the liquid Invictium into an image of John's smiling face. 
 
      
 
    "Just matching it up with the current armour; now it’s single shaped," Alyssa remarked with a grin, before she dissolved the image into liquid form once more. 
 
      
 
    The Invictium sphere revolved lazily in the air as she held her left hand upraised, as though supporting it with her fingertips. She then turned her attention back to the gunship, reaching out with her right hand towards the front armour plating around the cockpit. Making a beckoning motion with her fingers, the black metal began to dissolve and streamed through the air into a smaller orb, rotating as if in orbit around the first. Once the lines of white had appeared and overcome the black, she began to funnel a tiny stream of liquid metal from the bigger globe to the smaller one. 
 
      
 
    "That should be enough to fill in the bits that were missing. I'm only going to double shape the gunship's armour for the moment, just in case I start to get tired," she explained, unfurling the fingers of her right hand and sending streams of flowing white Invictium back to encase the hull of the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa walked slowly around the gunship and repeated the process, replacing each piece of tattered armour on the various armoured sections of the hull. Gradually the ball of white Invictium she held in place with her left hand grew smaller and smaller, as she used it to replace all the missing pieces of damaged armour plating. Once she had completed a full rotation of the vessel, the ball of liquid white Invictium was tiny, no bigger than a fist. Alyssa split it in half by making a grabbing motion with her right hand, so she had two small spheres rotating in front of her. The one on the left she flattened out and then shaped into a tiny representation of Dana's smiling face, which she floated over to the redhead and dropped neatly into her upraised palm. 
 
      
 
    "A souvenir," Alyssa said with a smile at Dana. "You can use that to test the properties of double shaped Invictium." 
 
      
 
    She then focused her attention on the tiny white globe above her right palm. It flattened out into a blank disc before hardening, and once Alyssa was confident that it had been shaped three times, she melted it into a roiling ball once more. She narrowed her eyes this time and gritted her teeth as she stared at the ball, watching it grow longer into the shape of a tiny dagger that bore more than a passing resemblance to John's sword.  
 
      
 
    "Just checking," she said as she floated that over to Dana as well. "There’s some Quadruple-shaped Invictium for your tests.” 
 
      
 
    John, Calara and Dana clapped after her impressive performance, and Alyssa took a theatrical bow with a broad smile on her lovely face. 
 
      
 
    "That was amazing!" Calara exclaimed, who had remained silently enthralled throughout the entire display. "It was like you were performing magic!" 
 
      
 
    "Why did you do the hand gestures?" John asked Alyssa curiously. "If this is done by using your psychic ability, surely they aren't necessary." 
 
      
 
    "A magician doesn't reveal her secrets," Alyssa said airily, before her pious expression transformed into her usual warm and friendly one. "I don't know to be honest, but it felt instinctive somehow. I think it helps me focus.” 
 
      
 
    Dana rolled her eyes. "I think you just like the showmanship.” 
 
      
 
    "You're a fine one to talk!" Alyssa snorted with a laugh. "Don’t forget, I've sat through all your presentations!" 
 
      
 
    Chattering away happily, they left the hangar bay and headed back to the grav-tube. Dana promised she'd meet them for dinner, then stepped out of the blue glow on Deck Seven, to start running tests on the various Invictium pieces she now had in her possession.   
 
      
 
    John, Calara, and Alyssa rose up to the Command Deck, so that they could re-forge the armour plating on the Phalanx armour stored in the Briefing Room. While they were striding across the Bridge, John glanced up at the Sector Map that hovered above them and spotted a convoy of battered Terran Federation ships on the long-range scans. With the incredible speed of their Tachyon drive, the Invictus had managed to catch up with the flotilla of damaged vessels despite the huge lead they had when they had passed them yesterday.  
 
      
 
    The girls continued on to the briefing room, but he stopped and watched the vessels for a while, pondering the troubling advice that Calara had given him earlier. He still found it hard to accept that someone would turn on the Terran Federation so heinously, but after uncovering the way Rupert Grant had literally sold out the lives of the men under his command, he knew he shouldn't be surprised by anything anymore. Besides, after watching Calara in action identifying the Drakkar base for the Ashanath, he felt certain she was correct. He just hoped that his old friend Charles had nothing to do with it, but the thought of confronting the man if that scenario came to pass left John with a heavy heart. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," Alyssa said gently, jolting him from his reverie as she slid her arm around his. "We're finished with the armour up here." 
 
      
 
    Calara slipped her arm around him too and with a cheerful young woman on either side, his dark mood evaporated as quickly as it arrived.  
 
      
 
    "Let's finish off the rest of the armour, then we can work on my sword," he said eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smirked and glanced down at his trousers. “I haven’t heard you call it that before...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s his love sword,” Calara said sagely, before the two girls dissolved into giggles. 
 
      
 
    They visited the various locations where their Phalanx armour was stored, starting with the Firing Range, then moving on to the Engineering Bay where Dana was hard at work running tests on the Invictium samples. The redhead was pleased to see them, but she was deeply immersed in her work, so Alyssa upgraded the two Phalanx suits there before they left Dana in peace. After that, they headed up to the Commander's Quarters to upgrade the plating of the his-and-hers body armour in the walk in wardrobe.  
 
      
 
    Jade was still snuggled up with Rachel on the bed, watching protectively over the brunette, who lay with her hands cradling the gentle curve of her belly. The Nymph turned to greet John and the girls with a friendly wave as they walked through the bedroom and entered the wardrobe. Alyssa wasted no time upgrading the last two suits of body armour, which left only one piece of equipment to enhance.  
 
      
 
    John walked over to the weapons rack and picked up the glimmering black sword in his right hand. "Let's take it through to the bedroom, then Jade can watch you in action.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded her agreement and they returned to the huge bedroom, bringing the sword with them. John removed the magnetic bands from the hilt that allowed him to sheath the weapon across the back of his armour and carefully placed the black sword on the floor. Jade checked on Rachel, then slid off the bed to join John and the girls, her face burning with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa has been able to upgrade our gear without having to use the Psi-shaper," John revealed to the Nymph. "She's just enhanced all our armour and now she's going to upgrade my sword too." 
 
      
 
    Jade’s emerald eyes glinted with excitement. "I can't wait to see!" 
 
      
 
    The blonde concentrated on the glistening black blade that was lying on the floor, focusing her will and projecting it towards the sword. The weapon rose smoothly into the air, rotated a couple of times, then started to melt into liquid Invictium, which coalesced into a lustrous black orb. White streaks began to appear, growing wider until they joined up, eventually obliterating all traces of darkness from the spinning globe.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa formed an image in her mind; that of a five-foot-long sword, with the quillons on the crossguard curving back into dagger like claws that ran along each side of the razor-sharp blade. Taking a deep breath, she frowned in concentration and held out her hand towards the sphere as she began to apply her will. The orb began to stretch out and lengthen, sluggishly forming the exact shape that she had envisioned. After what seemed like an eternity, the psychic-shaping was finally complete, resulting in a white blade that sparkled majestically in the dim lighting of the bedroom.  
 
      
 
    John reached out and grasped the sword that hovered in front of him, feeling its reassuring weight as his hand fit perfectly on the hilt. With a wry grin, he appreciated the extent his psychic-weaponsmith had gone to in making sure the sword was customised specifically for him. A quick glance at Alyssa's indulgent smile confirmed it. He took a couple of tentative swings and marvelled at the perfect balance of the blade, which made the weapon feel like a seamless extension of his arm. 
 
      
 
    "The craftsmanship is incredible," he said to Alyssa in awe. "You're not just getting more powerful, your technique is improving too." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s answering smile was dazzling, the blonde delighted to see how thrilled he was with the new weapon. 
 
      
 
    "I love how happy you are with it, but don’t forget you still need training," she cautioned him, her brow furrowing with concern.  
 
      
 
    "Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten. I'll try and arrange something very soon," John promised her, returning to the wardrobe.  
 
      
 
    He re-attached the metal bands on the hilt and carefully replaced the sword on the weapon rack, then walked out to rejoin the others. Dana had returned to the bedroom and was sitting beside Rachel quietly watching her sleep.  
 
      
 
    "Has she been okay?" Dana asked, stroking the brunette’s arm. 
 
      
 
    "She's been sleeping peacefully," Jade said with a reassuring smile.  
 
      
 
    "Rachel isn’t going to wake up for several more hours," Alyssa said, glancing at the ship's chronometer and noting it was nearly eight o'clock.  
 
      
 
    “What time are we arriving at Olympus?” Dana asked, glancing at the blonde. 
 
      
 
    "Not until tomorrow, around midday," Alyssa replied, gently brushing a stray lock of hair from Rachel’s face. 
 
      
 
    "I’ll make us some dinner, then we can have an early night," John said, with Calara and Alyssa immediately volunteering to help.  
 
      
 
    "Go and join them," Dana said considerately to Jade. "I’ll keep Rachel company for the last part." 
 
      
 
    Jade smiled at the redhead then fell into step beside John and the girls as they headed off to the Officers' Lounge. It didn’t take John long to prepare a beef stroganoff for everyone and they sat around the table enjoying the tasty dish, savouring the delicious vegetables and thick cut chips he had made to accompany the meal. Everyone was curious how Rachel was going to react when she awoke and they talked about little else during the meal. Calara took some food along to Dana and when the Latina returned with the empty dishes, they all finished the clean-up before settling down on the sofas to relax together. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa explained everything that had happened with the Psi-shaper to Jade and the Nymph was excited to see what the Raptor looked like now. After relaxing comfortably together for an hour, they decided to retire for an early night, eagerly looking forward to speaking to their newest recruit in just a few hours. 
 
      
 
    Bedtime posed an interesting conundrum with the sleeping arrangements, now they had to accommodate the tawny-haired brunette who was still fast asleep in the centre. The bed was still big enough for them all to fit, but they were rapidly running out of spare space. 
 
      
 
    "I'll take the middle," John suggested, climbing onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    He cuddled in behind Rachel, slipping his hand around her instinctively to stroke her stomach, finding it slim and flat once more, her body having absorbed the heavy load he had fed her earlier. Dana lay down opposite him on the other side of Rachel, with Alyssa curled up behind her, and Jade snuggling in behind him. That left Calara, who wrapped herself around the green-skinned Nymph for a change. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for a fun day, ladies," John said appreciatively, having thoroughly enjoyed flirting with them all. 
 
      
 
    There was a quiet chorus of happy replies, then they rested quietly together, awaiting the sweet embrace of sleep. John listened to the young women surrounding him with his sharp ears, smiling contentedly as one after another their breathing deepened and they began to slumber. Eventually only Alyssa was left awake, her blue eyes sparkling at him even in the darkened bedroom, the only illumination coming from a thin band of light that lit the bathroom door. 
 
      
 
    *Making sure your flock are safely tucked away before letting yourself sleep?* she asked him playfully. 
 
      
 
    *That's what my beautiful shepherdess is for. My job is to protect her too.* 
 
      
 
    *I love you,* Alyssa murmured, her surging emotions pouring over their empathic bond. 
 
      
 
    *I love you too,* he replied reflexively, before continuing to send his thoughts. *You were incredible today; kind and gentle with Rachel, so tender with Calara, a good friend to Dana and Jade, then so impressive with your psychic gifts. You never cease to amaze me, you wonderful girl,* he told her lovingly. 
 
      
 
    He could almost feel her heart lifting with his praise, before she suddenly sat upright in the bed and stared at him apprehensively. *You heard the whole conversation with Calara?* she asked him, sounding a little nervous. *I didn’t realise I was sharing that with you...* 
 
      
 
    *It's okay, I'm not upset,* he calmed her, reaching across Rachel to stroke Alyssa’s arm. He couldn’t help smiling as he added, *In fact, I think it's incredibly sexy.* 
 
      
 
    *You know I'm absolutely devoted to you, though, don't you?* she asked him, already sounding relieved. 
 
      
 
    *I know. You shared yourself completely with me, remember? Just relax and enjoy this growing relationship with Calara. I want to see you completely fulfilled and happy too.*  
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded to him in the darkness and settled back down on the bed. He could feel the waves of delight and gratitude radiating off the beautiful blonde as she drifted off into sleep. Happy that all his girls were at peace, John closed his own eyes, falling into a restful, dreamless slumber himself.  
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    John slept for a few hours, until a slight movement next to his body woke him up. He quickly shook off his initial drowsiness and looked down to see that Rachel was stirring from her long sleep. Alyssa had woken up as well and she climbed out of bed, then glided silently over to the water dispenser in the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, sleeping beauty, how are you feeling?" John asked the tousled haired brunette who was lying in his arms. 
 
      
 
    "Thirsty..." Rachel replied groggily.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa appeared a moment later with a big glass of chilled water and the brunette sat up, gratefully accepting the drink and gulping it down as though parched. After handing back the empty glass to Alyssa, who took it with a smile, Rachel lay down again to stare up at John. 
 
      
 
    "We've taken care of thirsty, so how do you feel now?" he asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled up at his caring face, and adopted an exaggerated expression of being thoughtful. "Well, in all honesty, I feel like I've just woken up after a one-night stand. I’m a little disorientated to be in an unusual bedroom and self-conscious at being naked with you when I don't know you all that well... But on a more positive note, I’m thrilled to be experiencing something new and feeling deliciously relaxed after such a wonderful orgasm last night," she replied, glancing affectionately at the redhead beside her.   
 
      
 
    Dana had woken up too and she gave the brunette a warm smile. "I hope you plan on staying for much longer than one night!" 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and noticed that Alyssa was sitting up behind Dana, watching them chatting together with particular interest. The brunette couldn't stop herself from lowering her gaze to admire the spectacular breasts that sat proudly on the blonde girl's chest. 
 
      
 
    "I hope you slept well," Alyssa said gently, noting Rachel's appreciative glance and arching her back to improve her view. "We kept an eye on you while you were resting and you seemed very peaceful." 
 
      
 
    "Who's 'we'?" Rachel asked, glancing around the cluster of friendly faces. 
 
      
 
    "Mostly Jade and Dana," John explained. "The rest of us needed to make some repairs to our equipment after the battles with the Kintark." 
 
      
 
    Jade greeted her with a dazzling smile. "Hello! It’s lovely to see you awake."  
 
      
 
    "Hello to you too," Rachel said, starting to feel more self-conscious at being nude in front of so many people. She struggled with an overwhelming urge to hide under the covers. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright, just relax," John said soothingly, stroking her arm. "Everyone just wants to see you settle in okay." 
 
      
 
    "You have a very comforting voice. You would have made a good doctor," Rachel said, looking impressed as she watched his face.  
 
      
 
    Calara was awake now too and she smiled at the brunette when Rachel noticed the statuesque Latina watching with interest. 
 
      
 
    "I guess you're all curious to get a good look at the new girl," Rachel said as she sat up boldly, untangling herself from her covers. 
 
      
 
    Following her lead, the other girls climbed out of the covers and fanned out into a semi-circle. Rachel looked to her right at Dana, then took her time admiring each of the nude girls sitting around the bed. Impressed by her confidence, the girls posed with welcoming smiles as she checked them out. 
 
      
 
    "You're all so beautiful..." Rachel murmured with a wistful sigh as she studied each of them in turn.  
 
      
 
    "So are you," John said sincerely and the girls chorused their agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, you're in far better shape than the rest of us were when we joined the team," Alyssa said, her eyes roaming over Rachel’s lovely figure. "I'm guessing your transformation to look like we do will probably be much faster than it was for us. Well, Jade being the obvious exception of course." 
 
      
 
    "I cheated," Jade admitted with a giggle. She shimmered briefly as she changed into a copy of Alyssa, then again as she reverted back to her Nymph shape. 
 
      
 
    "You've developed in many other wonderful ways since then," John declared, and there was no mistaking how proud he was of her. "And I'm not just talking about the Tiger!" 
 
      
 
    The Nymph gazed at him adoringly and when he winked at Jade, her face lit up with a beaming smile. 
 
      
 
    "Tiger?" Rachel asked in fascination. 
 
      
 
    "It's one of Jade's more exotic talents,” he explained carefully. “I’m sure she'll be glad to show you later.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait!” the brunette enthused, sharing a smile with the Nymph. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the ship’s chronometer and saw that it was 2:30 in the morning. “Alright everyone, it’s still the middle of the night. Let’s get some more sleep so we’re fresh for the meeting with Charles tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked at him in surprise. “Aren’t you going to feed me your cum again? I can quickly run some tests to see if there’s been any physical changes so far, then we can proceed with the second dosage.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no rush,” he replied, giving her a reassuring smile. “Nothing permanent will happen until the third time, so I suggest you sleep on it and make absolutely sure you’re happy to proceed. That’ll also give you more time to do a thorough job with your tests to make sure you’ve recorded everything. We won’t get another opportunity like this to really analyse what happens to a girl when she joins us.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave him a coy smile. “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that...” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shook his head at the incorrigible blonde, before returning his focus to Rachel. “Does that sound like a reasonable plan?” 
 
      
 
    She raised an eyebrow and replied, “I’m not sure if I should feel offended. That’s the first time someone has turned me down.” 
 
      
 
    John gently guided her down to the bed again and brushed his fingers in a circle around her navel. “You’re a very beautiful woman, Rachel. I’d love to be with you again, but I don’t want you to have any regrets about the decision to join us.” 
 
      
 
    Her long eyelashes fluttered as she responded to his gentle caress. “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m making the right choice...” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes and flopped down on the bed. “He’s being all noble now; nothing short of begging will make him rush this...” 
 
      
 
    Rachel gave John a wicked smile. “Would it turn you on if I begged you to feed me your cum?” 
 
      
 
    He swallowed at the intriguing thought, then broke into a chuckle when he saw the look of delight on Rachel’s face. “Yes it would, but me being turned on by you isn’t the problem right now. Get some sleep, Doctor Voss. We can continue this discussion tomorrow.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander,” she replied in a seductive purr, then snuggled into him, resting her head on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the girls returned to bed, with Dana lying down beside their newest bedmate. “Is this okay?” she asked, tentatively embracing the brunette from behind. 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not just ‘okay’... it’s wonderful,” Rachel replied, looking over her shoulder into the redhead’s eyes and giving her an enchanting smile. 
 
      
 
    Dana kissed her on the shoulder, then wriggled in closer, spooning with the smaller brunette. Alyssa took the empty spot beside John, with Calara and Jade rejoining them under the covers. It didn’t take long for everyone to start falling asleep again and John watched them drop off one-by-one before joining them in a restful slumber. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John woke the next morning and smiled as he felt two girls snuggled up against him. He glanced down to see Calara’s chestnut mane spread out across one shoulder, Jade’s black hair covering the other, the low light picking up the green highlights. He saw Alyssa’s smiling face appear from behind Calara, the blonde looking bright and alert, obviously having woken up a while ago. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said, greeting him with a peck on the lips. 
 
      
 
     “Good morning to you too,” he replied, stretching and darting a glance at the ship’s chronometer. “It’s eleven! Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged nonchalantly. “You obviously needed the rest, so I thought I’d let you enjoy a lie-in.” 
 
      
 
    “Is Rachel okay this morning?” he asked with concern, seeing no sign of the brunette. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shook her head, her face falling. “She’s quite distraught... she was hoping to start her day with a tummy full of cum.” 
 
      
 
    John had started sitting up in alarm, then groaned as he realised the blonde was teasing him. “You had me going there!” he exclaimed, grabbing Alyssa and tickling her without mercy, as she giggled and writhed in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist,” she panted when he released her, a broad smile on her face. “Don’t worry about Rachel, she’s fine. She woke up early and headed down to the Med-Lab with Dana to do a bunch of tests.”  
 
      
 
    Calara and Jade had woken to the sound of Alyssa’s laughter and they greeted John with a smile.  
 
      
 
    “Morning, ladies,” he said, embracing the pair. “Sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    The Nymph nodded as she cuddled him, but Calara hesitated and shook her head. “I woke up a few times... I had a lot on my mind.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked her back, having a good idea what was worrying her. “We’ll hunt down the traitors as soon as we can, honey.” 
 
      
 
    Dana and Rachel strolled back into the room before the Latina could reply, and they wasted no time shedding their clothes as they got back into bed.  
 
      
 
    “Did you finish all your tests?” John asked their newest recruit. 
 
      
 
    Rachel shook her head. “Not quite. Dana said that you’d woken up, so we came right back.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling this morning?” he asked, looking into her sharp grey eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Really great, thank you,” she marvelled, taking a deep breath and exhaling with a smile. “I’d love to do a detailed analysis of your semen. I wouldn’t be surprised if the chemical composition included some form of amphetamine; I feel absolutely fantastic this morning, although that might be down to the delightful company.” 
 
      
 
    John glanced at Dana and said, “Thanks for looking after our guest.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s awesome! It was totally my pleasure!” the redhead gushed. 
 
      
 
    Rachel darted a smile at Dana before looking at John again. “I’ve been getting the hard sell on how amazing it is living here on the Invictus with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well it is,” the redhead said with an eager grin. “Are you going to feed her now? We totally need Rachel to join us!” 
 
      
 
    John hesitated before replying, “There’s a few things I wanted to discuss first. We'll be arriving at the Olympus shipyard in about an hour and I've got an important meeting to attend. I'll need Alyssa and Calara to accompany me, but I’d like the rest of you to stay aboard the ship." 
 
      
 
    The blonde, the brunette, and the Nymph all acknowledged his orders with a nod, but Dana frowned in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "Why do we need to stay with the ship?" she asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Partly to look after Rachel when she’s sleeping off breakfast, but also because I'm worried about everyone's safety at the shipyard," he replied with a pensive frown. 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked as bemused as Dana. “We should be safe on Olympus, shouldn't we?"  
 
      
 
    John sighed and shook his head. "Calara, now might be a good time to explain your findings.” 
 
      
 
    The gorgeous brunette took a deep breath, then calmly went over the results of her analysis. She explained that she couldn't confirm it for them yet, at least until she had access to more data, but her initial conclusion was that there were one or more traitors high up within Terran Federation's Chain of Command. This announcement was met with deathly silence, the girls looking at each other and John in shock. 
 
      
 
    "I'm still struggling to believe it," Rachel said in a hushed voice, interrupting the silence. "How could someone betray their own species like that?" 
 
      
 
    "We've seen it before," John replied, his expression bleak. "Terran pirates selling slaves to the Kirrix." 
 
      
 
    "That's appalling!" Rachel gasped, a look of revulsion on her pretty face. "Didn't they know what the Kirrix do to people?!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, they knew alright, they just didn't care as long as they got paid," John said grimly, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    Calara’s eyes narrowed in anger. "They started to care when we stepped in and wiped them out!” 
 
      
 
    "Good!" Rachel agreed vehemently. "People that sick don't deserve any mercy." 
 
      
 
    "I'm liking her even more now," Calara said with a feral grin. 
 
      
 
    "We're getting a bit sidetracked," John intervened, putting his arm around Calara and giving her a sympathetic hug. "Until I know for sure who I can and can't trust, I want to minimise everyone's exposure to danger. I need Alyssa with me for her psychic abilities and I want Calara there for the debrief because of her perceptiveness, otherwise I'd go alone." 
 
      
 
    This was met by a storm of heated protest, until he raised his hands to restore order. "Okay, I wanted to go alone, but I knew you girls wouldn't let me," he corrected himself with a rueful smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel watched with wide eyes, as the girls relaxed, mollified by that admission. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the brunette and he could see there was something she desperately wanted to talk to him about. He also had a hunch it was something that she didn't want the girls to overhear. 
 
      
 
    "We'll be arriving at Olympus Shipyard shortly, so this would be a perfect opportunity for you to depart our company if you’re having second thoughts," John said gently to Rachel. "I'd love for you to stay and I'm guessing the girls would too..." 
 
      
 
    "You can’t go!” Dana protested. “I've been loving getting to know you!” 
 
      
 
    "I think you're lovely," Jade gushed, hugging the brunette. "And I'm looking forward to showing you everything I can do." 
 
      
 
    Calara gave her a warm smile. "We've had a few close calls recently and we could really use your services as a doctor. I also think you're a perfect fit for the team.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stroked Rachel’s shoulder. "I wouldn't have asked you to join us if I didn't think you were an ideal candidate.” 
 
      
 
    "Okay, it's unanimous then,” John said, smiling at Rachel. “We all really like you and want you to stay, but it is your decision. There'll be no hard feelings if you turn us down, I'd only ask that you keep what we've revealed to you a secret."  
 
      
 
    Rachel looked around at each of them in turn. "I think you're all amazing people and I’ve been astonished at everything you’ve managed to achieve working together like this. I still can't quite believe you've picked me to join you, but I’m very keen to become part of your crew.”  
 
      
 
    The girls all cheered in delight and Rachel soon found herself at the centre of a group hug. She looked a little overwhelmed by everybody’s disarming friendliness, obviously unused to such open acceptance. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, hugging them back. “You’ve all been so welcoming... it’s been amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek and said, "If you've decided you're definitely staying, then you're going to need another full tummy to continue the change.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel shot a coy glance at John, then her expression twisted in confusion. "I remember most of what happened last night, but it all turned into a bit of a blur after I started going down on you...” 
 
      
 
    "That happened to all of us,” Alyssa said reassuringly. “Don't worry, it's totally expected."  
 
      
 
    "I cum a lot and the results can be a little shocking the first time," John explained, with a degree of caution. "The memory loss is probably to stop girls from realising I'm so different on a one-night stand, but that's just a guess. I don't know why for sure." 
 
      
 
    "How often does this memory loss happen?" Rachel asked, her curiosity piqued. "I'm assuming it wears off eventually?" 
 
      
 
    "After the third time, you’ll remember everything. That's basically the point of no return," Alyssa said in an ominous voice, before flashing the other girl a disarming grin. 
 
      
 
    "Well I better finish off the battery of tests before we start, to make sure we track everything as it happens!" Rachel said, her face lighting up with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "Would you like me to keep you company?" John asked her, checking to see if his hunch about her needing to speak with him was correct. 
 
      
 
    "That would be lovely, thank you," Rachel said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    "Okay ladies, if you can get us ready for the arrival at the shipyard, I'll look after Rachel then join you afterwards," John requested, looking around at the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    The girls immediately followed his orders and Rachel watched them spring out of bed, the four of them quickly getting dressed before waving goodbye as they headed out of the quarters. 
 
      
 
    "Have fun!" Dana said with a cheeky wave as she departed. 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and returned the wave, then waited until the girls had all left. "How did you know I wanted to talk to you alone?" she asked John, obviously impressed. 
 
      
 
    John shrugged and laughed. "I'm living with four women. I guess I've just got better at reading female body language. Come on, let's get dressed, then we can get started on those tests." 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded and had a quick hunt around for her clothes. John found her bra discarded on the floor and handed it over. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," she said with a twinkle in her eyes, taking it from his outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
    John watched brazenly as she covered her lovely breasts with the soft material and fastened it behind her back. "You're very welcome.” 
 
      
 
    "Well, living with four girls has certainly made you confident," Rachel said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "Five girls," John corrected her, looking her way with a flirtatious smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel giggled and blushed, before getting a hold of herself. "This is ridiculous! I'm behaving like a pre-teen with an adolescent crush," she exclaimed, shaking her head as she continued to get dressed. 
 
      
 
    "It probably isn't just down to you, I've seen Dana react a similar way," John said, remembering the redhead in her early days aboard the ship. "Although she described herself as a 'giddy schoolgirl'...” 
 
      
 
    "Let me guess... you had some fun with that, didn't you?" Rachel said with a wicked laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Seeing her squeezed into her naughty schoolgirl outfit was an incredible sight, I'll freely admit," John replied, before studying the brunette appraisingly. "Of course, that outfit will fit you very soon, too." 
 
      
 
    Rachel flushed, before averting her eyes and looking down shyly. It took her a moment to compose herself and she studied his face, looking quite fascinated. "Whether this is natural or not, you have a brazen masculinity about you that's quite intoxicating.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the compliment... I think," John said with a chuckle, as he finished dressing.  
 
      
 
    He held out his hand and when Rachel had eased on her last errant shoe, she slipped her hand into his. They left the bedroom, with Rachel stealing glances at him from time to time as they progressed down the corridor and stepped into the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    "These grav-tubes are amazing," she marvelled, floating down in the soft red glow. "I never realised just how annoying it was, having to wait for a lift to arrive." 
 
      
 
    "Another of Dana's upgrades," John explained with a fond smile. 
 
      
 
    "She really is quite brilliant," Rachel remarked. "What she's accomplished at such a young age is astounding." 
 
      
 
    "People will be saying the same about you as well," John said seriously, as he glanced at the young woman. "You already have a sharp and agile mind; I can't wait to see what you'll be like in a few weeks' time." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, you're very kind," Rachel said quietly. She looked up at him with a myriad of questions in her smoky grey eyes, as they stepped out of the grav-tube on Deck Seven. 
 
      
 
    "Let's talk in the Medical Bay. It's nice and private in there, so you can be as open and honest with me as you'd like," he said putting her at ease. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded and they walked down the corridor to Medical, where he hit the button to open the door and politely gestured for her to enter ahead of him. He watched her stride inside and followed, closing the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    "So, what's on your mind, Doctor?" he asked as he leaned against one of the hospital beds. 
 
      
 
    "The girls are totally devoted to you, aren't they?" she asked him bluntly. "You really weren't kidding when you said there were mental changes too. They practically worship you!" 
 
      
 
    John nodded and replied honestly, "Yes, that's correct. I feel exactly the same way about them too." 
 
      
 
    Rachel shook her head in amazement. "Your setup here goes against everything I was taught was healthy in a relationship, but it seems to work for all of you... flawlessly in fact. You play the role of Alpha male and the girls seem to work as a perfect team, centred around you." 
 
      
 
    "We weren't aware of the subtle personality changes the girls underwent until fairly recently," John explained, a flicker of regret crossing his face. "Now that we are though, I'm absolutely determined to make sure that you won't feel like we're tricking you into joining us in any way." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, I appreciate it," Rachel said gratefully as she looked up at him, before she hesitated, trying to pick her next words with care. "Do you think any of the girls might have regretted joining you, if they weren't... conditioned... to be so dedicated to you?" 
 
      
 
    John stopped and paused for a moment, thinking long and hard about each of the girls. "Honestly, no, I don't think so. I worried about it a lot when we first found out, and as you said, if they've been 'modified' to love being with me, then their opinion would be compromised. However, they've all sworn blind that they would make the same decision again in a heartbeat and they've been extremely convincing in their arguments." 
 
      
 
    "How much of a personality change do you think I'm going to go through?" Rachel asked, as she took a blood sample from her left arm. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know you well enough yet to say for sure; but from what I've seen, I don't think much at all. You're already sexually and socially confident, slightly submissive and openly bisexual," he said with a smile. "I already find you extremely attractive."  
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said with a flirtatious look under her lashes. "As we're being completely open here, I feel the same...” 
 
      
 
    John brushed a finger down her arm. "That's good to know.” 
 
      
 
    "Is there anything else you can think of to do with the change, that you haven't mentioned before?" the brunette asked, as she walked over to the full-body scanner. 
 
      
 
    John offered her his hand and she hopped up to sit on the table, before lying down and carefully positioning her head between the sensors at the end of the scanner. 
 
      
 
    "I think we've covered everything," he said, pausing to think. "Oh! There's one other thing.” 
 
      
 
    "What's that?" Rachel asked, her eyes locked on his face, intrigued to find out what other surprises were in store. 
 
      
 
    "How do you feel about having children?" he asked her gently. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like some eventually," Rachel replied without hesitation. "Why do you ask?" 
 
      
 
    "All the girls have been eager to start a family, which I can only guess is being artificially triggered in them somehow. Any talk about getting them pregnant is a sure-fire way to get them turned on," he said with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think I'll feel the same way in a few days?" Rachel asked him in a quiet voice. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure, but I suspect you might.” He looked into her eyes. “How do you feel about that?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't think that would be so bad," she said softly with a tentative smile. 
 
      
 
    John reached over and stroked her slim stomach, letting his fingertips trace over the soft cotton of her top. Rachel gave him a lovely smile and rested her hand on his, holding it in place over her belly. She shivered with excitement as she thrilled to his touch, making eye contact with him as they enjoyed that intimate moment, their thoughts turning to the future and the possibilities it would bring. 
 
      
 
    "I think my ovaries just jumped for joy," Rachel whispered, before the doe-eyed look on her face suddenly turned incredulous. "This is crazy! I've only been with you less than a day, and now we're talking about having kids together." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. These are the kinds of changes I've been talking about,” he said sympathetically. “I fully understand if you want to back out; it must be terrifying to think of your personality being changed."  
 
      
 
    “Terrifying is much too strong a word... a little unsettling is more accurate,” Rachel said quietly, feeling the reassuring weight of his hand where it still rested on her slim tummy. "You say the other girls are like this too?"  
 
      
 
    "They've all been pushing to start a family as soon as possible, but I've been holding back," he admitted, as he looked down, studying her face. 
 
      
 
    "Why? If you don't mind me asking? You've been with them for a while now. They're all beautiful, lovely women, and I think you'd make a good father," Rachel told him, gently squeezing his hand. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure, but I feel like I have unfinished business that I need to attend to first," he replied, his brow furrowing as he frowned. 
 
      
 
    He removed his hand as the scan began and Rachel was bathed in a soft blue glow as the machine took a detailed picture of her whole body. A holographic image appeared above the console, showing her anatomy in detail. With a quiet beep, the full scanner let them know that it had completed its task and the blue glow faded away. 
 
      
 
    Rachel sat up and studied him from her perch on the table. "This really is a life changing decision isn't it?" she asked softly as she stared into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it is. I don't want you to go further with it unless you're absolutely certain. Can I be completely blunt with you?" he asked her seriously. 
 
      
 
    "Please do, I really appreciate your honesty. It's a good indicator of the kind of person you are," she replied. 
 
      
 
    John smiled and stepped close to the table, so that Rachel was forced to part her legs to allow him to stand by the edge. The symbolism of her spreading her legs for him wasn't lost on her and she flushed with excitement as she stared into his eyes. John placed his hands on her thighs, which made her gasp at the intimate touch. 
 
      
 
    "What I'm offering you seems like an incredible gift. If we do this, you’ll go through some dramatic physical changes, becoming stronger, faster, and more agile. You’ll even experience some minor healing; any scars or blemishes you have will be completely gone by the time the transformation is complete. The changes won’t just be physical, you’ll also be greatly enhanced mentally; for someone as clever as you, 'genius' will seem like a woefully inadequate term to describe your intellect. You'll be able to help the girls and I achieve some great things together, probably saving many more lives than you would otherwise, even as a doctor in a busy hospital," he said in a steady, even tone. 
 
      
 
    "That all sounds wonderful, like a dream in fact," Rachel murmured with a wistful sigh. 
 
      
 
    "Then there's the flipside," John continued, his strong voice taking on a more dangerous edge. "I expect I'll be able to take you whenever I like. The other four girls are obedient and eager to please, and I have no doubt you'll be that way too. I'll enjoy seeing you be intimate with all the other girls here, as well as any more I choose to add to the group, pleasuring each other as you'll pleasure me. We'll be able to give you more intensely satisfying sex than you've ever experienced up until now, and it won't be too long before I see the same look of adoration in your eyes, that I enjoy seeing from the other girls on a daily basis."  
 
      
 
    The brunette shivered and continued to stare into his eyes, her own a stormy grey as they flashed with arousal. "That all sounds wonderful, like a dream in fact," she repeated, but this time in a throaty purr. 
 
      
 
    John laughed, the dark edge to his voice disappearing. "Well, I've tried to scare you off and that obviously didn't seem to work. Either that first load of cum already did a number on you, or you're ideally suited to join our little family.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel relaxed and gave him a grateful smile. "Thank you. I really do appreciate your dedication to ensuring I'm making an informed choice.” 
 
      
 
    "There's one last thing and it's very important that you to know this," he said, his voice turning sombre. 
 
      
 
    "Please tell me," she said, studying his face intently. 
 
      
 
    John cupped her beautiful face in his hand. "If you do join us, I promise I’ll take care of you and protect you, just like all the other women I love aboard this ship.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel stared at him with wide eyes, her pupils heavily dilated. "The broodiness is kicking in again," she whispered, nuzzling into his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Good," John said simply, brushing the backs of his fingers across her slender stomach, causing her to let out a quiet moan. "Are you finished with your tests? If so, I'd like to see you on your knees please, Doctor." 
 
      
 
    Rachel darted an excited look at him and she smiled knowingly. "Of course, Commander," she replied obediently, slipping off the table and on to the floor in front of him. She sank to her knees, and moaned with arousal as he began to unbuckle his trousers. “Please feed me your cum, John... I want it so much.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, remembering their conversation earlier that morning. "You’ll need to prove you deserve a place serving me.” 
 
      
 
    When he pulled out his heavy cock, she groaned at the sight. Rachel took it in both her hands, moving them up and down, and savouring the throbbing heat of his shaft. 
 
      
 
    "You're so big, I can't believe this will fit inside me," she murmured, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "You're going to love it," he said confidently. "Enough talking now. My balls are full and I'm eager to see you swallow it all down." 
 
      
 
    Rachel quivered as she gazed up at him and obediently opened her mouth then guided his swollen head inside. It was a tight fit, but she soon had her lips wrapped around his shaft as she engulfed inch after inch. 
 
      
 
    "Good girl," he praised her. "You're eager for it, aren't you?" 
 
      
 
    The brunette nodded, finding it difficult to move with so much of his cock in her mouth, then began to suck insistently. Sensing a compliant young woman desperate for their seed, his quad flexed and began to send long spurts of pre-cum up his shaft, filling the young doctor's mouth. Rachel stared into his eyes and took a long, deliberate swallow, letting the mouthful of pre-cum slide down her throat and into her stomach. Her eyes immediately began to glaze over, her eyelids growing heavy, and John felt a twinge of disappointment as she began to move as though on autopilot, working to take his length into her throat. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's gentle voice appeared in his mind. *You really like her, don't you?*  
 
      
 
    *She's a wonderful girl. My XO excelled herself with her latest bit of recruitment,* John replied gratefully. 
 
      
 
    *I'm delighted you approve,* Alyssa said with amusement. *Don't worry, you only have to feed her once more then she'll be an active participant.* 
 
      
 
    *I'm looking forward to it,* John agreed, cupping the brunette's head in his hands. She swallowed repeatedly and gulped his cock down into her throat. 
 
      
 
    *Don't hold back,* Alyssa urged him. *The sooner you feed Rachel, the sooner you'll be able to hear her crying out your name as you fuck her senseless.* 
 
      
 
    *Oh God, you're amazing,* John replied, as he groaned with lust.  
 
      
 
    Rachel swallowed more of his cock and soon she was gliding down his shaft, deep-throating him smoothly as though it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    *It won't be long until you can do as you please with her body. Knowing you, you'll probably have Dana licking her clit as you fill Rachel’s womb for the first time. I'm looking forward to going down on her too, so maybe I can do that when you decide to push your cock up her ass. I've been there while you've buggered the rest of the crew, so it seems only right,* Alyssa purred, her voice taut with lust. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the blonde appeared at his side, her slender hands massaging his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "You look so powerful with a girl on her knees in front of you!" she gasped in his ear. "It just looks so fitting somehow.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel pulled back and took a deep breath, then she slid down all the way to his base and just sucked on him eagerly. He began to rock his hips, pushing into the welcoming grip of her snug throat, which she accepted without the slightest hint of discomfort. 
 
      
 
    "Show me you approve of my latest choice of ripe teenager and fill her belly with your cum," Alyssa whispered lovingly in his ear. 
 
      
 
    John cried out and thrust forward as his balls convulsed powerfully. Long streams of cum raced down his shaft and into the compliant girl's tummy, rapidly blowing it up as her stomach quickly filled to capacity.  
 
      
 
    "Good boy," Alyssa crooned in his ear. "You remember what happens next? She'll wake up in a few hours and find she's still got a big belly full of your sperm. I can't wait to see how she's going to react." 
 
      
 
    John's cock lurched as he rapidly emptied his balls down Rachel's throat, groaning with pleasure all the while. She sucked and swallowed hungrily, milking his quad with her vibrating throat. Finally, he was done and gingerly pulled out his cock, being careful not to just jerk it out. After heaving a contented sigh of relief, he squatted down by the young woman who was now carrying his load, checking to see if she was alright. Rachel had a dreamy smile on her face, cradling her bloated belly in a blissful daze. 
 
      
 
    "She looks absolutely fine," Alyssa said with a smile, while brushing her fingers through Rachel’s hair. "One step closer to joining us permanently...” 
 
      
 
    John did up his trousers, then scooped up the comatose young brunette in his strong arms. "Let's get her back to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stepped closer and gently stroked the girl's engorged stomach. "I heard everything you said," she told John when she eventually looked up into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "And did you agree with everything I said?" he asked her curiously. "Still no regrets?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, of course not, don't be silly," Alyssa said as she rolled her eyes, waving a hand dismissively. "I was just going to say that I was impressed by how much effort you’re going to, trying to make sure she's certain about her decision."  
 
      
 
    "You know I worry about that," he said, carrying Rachel out of the Medical Bay and along the corridor to the grav-tubes. 
 
      
 
    "I know, it's very sweet," Alyssa said with an affectionate smile. "But I'm hoping that after Rachel, this will put your mind to rest about it forever." 
 
      
 
    "Really? Why's that?" 
 
      
 
    "She's a beautiful, healthy girl, with a promising career ahead of her and a ludicrously wealthy family she could probably return to if she felt like it. She's got more in her life than any of the rest of us had, and if someone like Rachel is willing to join you of her own free will, I hope you'll believe the rest of us when we tell you that we never regretted the choice for a moment," Alyssa explained, making sure he understood her sincerity. 
 
      
 
    "This is really important to you, isn't it?" John asked, studying the pensive young woman. 
 
      
 
    "Seeing you torturing yourself with guilt about us joining you was horrible. I never want you to feel that way again.” 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to give you a big hug about now, but..." John paused and glanced down at the sleeping girl in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's musical laughter surrounded them as they stepped into the cool blue glow of the grav-tube and began to ascend up the decks. "She beat me to it?" the blonde asked, while smiling at him fondly. 
 
      
 
    "Afraid so," John replied with a grin, as they stepped out into the corridor on Deck Two. 
 
      
 
    "On another topic entirely, we've arrived at Alpha-Centauri,” Alyssa said, walking at his side. “I plotted a course to Olympus Shipyard and Dana's taking us in. We should land in just a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    "What would I ever do without you?" John said with a dry chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "You'll never have to find out," Alyssa said with an alluring smile, as she glided ahead of him into their bedroom. 
 
      
 
    John walked in after her and carefully placed Rachel in the centre of the bed. He brought the covers up around her shoulders and stroked her hair gently, watching her sleep. 
 
      
 
    "Jade's on her way," Alyssa whispered, slipping her hand into his. 
 
      
 
    "We've come a long way since you were in her position a few months ago," John said softly, keeping his voice low, so that he wouldn't disturb the sleeping girl lying peacefully on the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have any regrets?" Alyssa asked him as she turned to study his face. 
 
      
 
    "A few," he replied, causing her to raise an eyebrow. "But long in the past. About you, and everything that's happened since I found you on the Fool's Gold? None whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    She bumped her shoulder into his, lightly and playfully, causing him to turn to look at her. "I knew that already, but it does you good to realise it too sometimes," she said, flashing him an endearing smile. 
 
      
 
    He was about to respond when Jade bounded into the room and immediately began to strip off. 
 
      
 
    "What are you up to?" John asked her with a bemused smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to cuddle up with Rachel and have a nap, but I don't want her getting too hot... so I'll be nude," the Nymph replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.  
 
      
 
    She slipped under the covers and blew him a kiss, before rolling over to snuggle up with the sleeping brunette. He chuckled at her answer and headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. Alyssa followed and they had only been in there for a couple of minutes, when a nude Calara opened the shower door and came in to join them. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you two," she said with a wide smile, standing with them under the deliciously hot water. 
 
      
 
    "That was a nice coincidence," John said, happy to see her and returning her smile. 
 
      
 
    Calara laughed and glanced at Alyssa. "Oh, it wasn't a coincidence, I was summoned."  
 
      
 
    "I sometimes forget about the special bond between you girls," John said, his sentence loaded with meaning as he glanced between them. 
 
      
 
    "Come here, gorgeous, he's been wanting to see us together since our little chat earlier," Alyssa purred seductively to the brunette. 
 
      
 
    Calara flashed him a lusty grin then moved to stand directly in front of her blonde lover. The two girls embraced, their arms sliding over glistening skin to rest lightly on each other's hips, as they stared intently into each other’s eyes. They slowly and deliberately came together, sighing with contentment as their plush lips brushed ever so softly against each other. The shower room soon began to fill with their breathy moans as they exchanged loving kisses, their eager tongues darting out to lick a full lip or flicker against a playful tongue. Eventually the beautiful young women ended the kiss and turned to look at John, excitement flashing in their eyes as they waited to see his reaction. 
 
      
 
    "That was incredible," John said quietly, as though reluctant to disturb the intimate moment. 
 
      
 
    "Wait until you see us make love," Calara said, a smouldering invitation in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    John let out a rueful sigh. "I'm sure you'll look spectacular..."  
 
      
 
    "But, we have some other rather pressing business to attend to first?" Alyssa asked with a smile.  
 
      
 
    "That's right. While I have you both here, we'd better have a quick chat about how we'll handle the meeting with Charles," John replied, thoughts of the Dragon March traitor ruining the mood. 
 
      
 
    "Go in guns blazing, then I tear all the secrets from his mind?" Alyssa asked with a playful grin.  
 
      
 
    "Alyssa! This is serious," Calara admonished her lover. She paused, looking at her curiously. "You can really do that?" 
 
      
 
    "You know I'm only kidding. I like Charles, he's a really nice guy,” Alyssa said with a bright smile. “I don't think for one moment that he's involved in any of this." 
 
      
 
    "You were able to hear Seb's thoughts on Karron. Do you remember when he was plotting to kill us?" John said, recalling how she had tipped him off about the mine owner's murderous plans. 
 
      
 
    "True... and I overheard that Pirate Captain as well, when he was going to kill you with that robot aboard the Stalingrad,” Alyssa replied, lost in thought. “But in both cases, I just overheard their thoughts, I wasn't actively trying to read their minds or anything.” 
 
      
 
    "Well we better be careful just in case," John said, looking at the two girls in turn. "At the very least we should keep quiet about our suspicions, until we can make certain who our friends are." 
 
      
 
    "When you and Charles get together, us girls usually let you chat and catch up anyway. We'll just keep you company, look pretty, and let you do the talking," Alyssa said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "I was planning to just watch and listen,” Calara agreed. “If I notice something particularly suspicious, I'll let you know.”  
 
      
 
    "Looks like we have our plan then. Let's get dressed and meet back in the bedroom as soon as we're ready," John said with a decisive nod. 
 
      
 
    They left the shower and dried off quickly, then split up to get ready. John and Alyssa headed into their walk-in wardrobe, while Calara scooped up her discarded clothes, leaving to get dressed in her own quarters. John put on a smartly tailored black suit and completed his outfit with a striking blue tie. He finished dressing first and watched entranced as his stunning blonde companion slowly inched a stocking up her toned thigh before clipping it onto a suspender belt. She gave him a seductive smile as she stepped into a light grey pencil skirt, which perfectly accentuated her shapely figure and hugged her pert bottom. She put on the accompanying light-grey jacket over her white blouse, slipped her feet into some high heels, then struck an alluring pose. 
 
      
 
    "Do you approve of my outfit... Sir?" she asked him, nothing but respect in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "You look amazing in everything you wear, but there's something special about seeing you in more formal-clothing," John said appreciatively, shaking his head in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I did sign a strictly binding contract when I came into your employ. I believe it granted you full rights to do whatever you pleased with my body?" she teased, tilting her head as if struggling to remember the exact wording of the contract Dana had showed her during their roleplay. “If you want to take advantage of your nubile assistant, I’m hardly in a position to object...” 
 
      
 
    John chuckled as he admired her. "Come on, my sultry seductress. Let's get our business on Olympus resolved first, then you can tease me to distraction later.” 
 
      
 
    "Oh, you can count on it," Alyssa replied as she sashayed out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Dana was waiting for them in the bedroom and she smiled when they joined her. "We've landed at the shipyard. It looks like Charles' assistant is waiting to meet you." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Dana," John said. "You're in charge until we get back. Anything you want to ask before we head out?" 
 
      
 
    "We’re running low on fuel after all the running around recently. I’ll get us topped up on LH2 while you’re having a chat with Charles,” the redhead informed him. “Can you authorise the payment?” 
 
      
 
    John nodded and walked over to the holo-interface by the bed, where he brought up his account information. With a few swipes, he searched through the list of payment options and connected to Olympus Fuel Control. “There you go. It should debit automatically when the liquid hydrogen transfer is complete.” 
 
      
 
    Dana’s eyes were like saucers as she stared at the nine-figure account balance. “Goddamn... I keep forgetting just how much cash you’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    John looked curiously at his account balance, which was considerably higher than he remembered. He decided to check the account history as soon as he had some free time to find out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “A paltry sum compared to the wealth of love in my heart,” he declared, holding his hand over his chest. He gave the two girls a self-effacing grin. “Too much? I understand if you need to run for a sick bag.” 
 
      
 
    He got a brief glimpse of the two Terran girls swooning, before he was grabbed from behind and pulled onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    “My heart is full of love too, Master!” Jade gasped, showering him with kisses. 
 
      
 
    She was quickly joined by Dana and Alyssa, who proved to be just as affectionate. 
 
      
 
    John laughed and gave them a hug. “Alright girls, thanks for all the kisses.” He looked up at Dana and raised an eyebrow. “Anything else you need, beautiful?” 
 
      
 
    “Aside from the afternoon in bed?” she asked him longingly, her luscious lips flushed with arousal. 
 
      
 
    “Afraid so,” he replied, stroking her cheek. 
 
      
 
    She sat up and thought about it for a second, then gave him an optimistic grin. “Maybe see if you can get Charles to give us a new engine for the Raptor? I could fabricate a replacement, but it would take a little while." 
 
      
 
    "I'll see what I can do," John replied fondly, giving her a quick kiss goodbye.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked equally thoughtful. “We need to refit the Raptor’s cabin too. It’s got those nasty bunkbeds at the moment, but I’m sure we could make it much more cosy.” 
 
      
 
    “You can be in charge of refurbishing it,” John said with an indulgent smile. “When we get back, order whatever you like.” 
 
      
 
    The blonde grinned as she glanced at his account balance. “If I cut a few corners, that should be enough...” 
 
      
 
    John faked a groan of despair which provoked giggles from the girls, then rose from the bed when they released him. After offering Alyssa a hand, they headed out of the bedroom, waving goodbye to Jade and Dana before they left. Calara was waiting in the corridor wearing her military dress uniform and she fell into step beside them.  
 
      
 
    "Looking very smart, Lieutenant," John said with an approving nod. 
 
      
 
    "You too, Commander," Calara said with a smile. She glanced at Alyssa and her eyes lingered over the blonde in her alluring outfit. "How do you do that?" she asked the girl in awe. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the brunette in confusion. "Do what?" 
 
      
 
    "Turn what's supposed to be professional business attire into something that looks so sexy," the Latina said openly-admiring her friend. 
 
      
 
    "Attitude and confidence," Alyssa replied in a moment of uncharacteristic seriousness. "I'd be delighted to show you, later." 
 
      
 
    Calara nodded gratefully, then turned back to John as they stepped into the grav-tube. "I know it'll be tricky without showing your hand, but see if you can identify the commanding officers in the Dragon March. If we can confirm names in the command structure, trawling through the data will be a little easier.” 
 
      
 
    "I'll do my best," John said, and a few moments later they stepped out of the grav-tube, before strolling down the corridor to the airlock. 
 
      
 
    He placed his hand on the DNA reader and the airlock spiralled open in front of them.  
 
      
 
    "I'm sure Rachel has been checking for alterations to her DNA, but we must remind her about the problem we noticed with the DNA reader," Alyssa said, studying the wall-mounted panel. 
 
      
 
    "Hopefully, she'll be able to shed some light on a few of our recent mysteries. I'm looking forward to hearing the results of her tests," John said, as he nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    They stepped through the airlock, leaving the Invictus as they walked out into the Olympus Shipyard docking bay. Like all the other bays they had docked at previously, this one was vast, even managing to make the 500 metre assault cruiser look small. An enthusiastic naval officer strode over to greet them and John recognised the young man as Charles' assistant. 
 
      
 
    "The Vice Admiral sends his apologies Commander Blake, he's on a call at the moment," the lieutenant said, with a sharp salute. His eyes inadvertently flickered to Alyssa and Calara, before he controlled himself and concentrated intently on John. "I'll take you to his office immediately." 
 
      
 
    "This is the third time we've met but I'm afraid I’ve forgotten your name," John said with a frown of apology. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! I'm Lieutenant Victor Adams, Sir," the young man replied with a start. 
 
      
 
    "Well, thank you for coming to meet us, Lieutenant. Please lead on," John said in a friendly tone. 
 
      
 
    The eager young assistant turned, and gestured for them to follow him. He led them out of the big hangar bay and into the broad corridors beyond that were bustling with activity. 
 
      
 
    "How have things been around here since we last visited?" John asked their guide. 
 
      
 
    "The Vice Admiral's been extremely busy, what with the shipbuilding program going on at Olympus," Lieutenant Adams said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "And if Charles is busy, that means you're even busier, right?" John chuckled with a wink. "He was my C.O. for several years, so I remember what it was like."  
 
      
 
    The young man laughed and nodded his agreement. "Admiral Cartwright likes to keep us on our toes! If it's not progress reports, it's productivity forecasts, or budget forecasts, or one of a hundred other different things." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, really? I would have thought Admiral Cartwright might have become more directly involved with the Dragon March? What with the escalating tensions over there," John asked offhandedly. 
 
      
 
    "No, he's strictly in charge of logistics and ship-building. It's Admirals Lynton, Norwood, and Santini running the show in the Dragon March, but they're making a right mess of things," Adams said conspiratorially, before looking abashed and darting a worried glance at John. 
 
      
 
    "I can't wait to see Charles again!" Alyssa gushed excitedly, hanging on to John's arm as she bounced along beside him. 
 
      
 
    *Use me as a distraction,* she thought to John in a heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it will be great to see him and catch up on old times... but no excessive flirting this time!" John agreed with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa giggled brainlessly. "It's not my fault, the girls like the attention!" she replied, thrusting out her chest to emphasise her impressive cleavage.  
 
      
 
    John turned to the young assistant. "Sorry Victor, please forgive my XO. You were saying?" 
 
      
 
    Victor's wide eyes were drawn like magnets to Alyssa's gravity defying figure as she bounced along at his side and when he looked at John again he flushed with embarrassment. "Oh, err... nothing Commander!" he stammered, before he recovered quickly and attempted to cover his earlier slip-up. "Erm... The Vice Admiral's been looking forward to seeing you again too. He's been talking of little else since yesterday." 
 
      
 
    "He probably wants to make sure I'm taking good care of his old ship," John joked with the lieutenant. *Nice work, honey,* John added, his voice echoing in Alyssa's mind. She squeezed his arm in response as they strolled along together.  
 
      
 
    They went up an elevator to the top level of the shipyard and after strolling along a few busy corridors full of naval personnel going about their business, they eventually arrived at the Commanding Officer's Suite. It was the same office they had visited a couple of months ago, but it had just been John and Alyssa that time, on their first visit here. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Adams ushered them inside and gestured for them to sit on some comfortable sofas in an expanded waiting area. He then went behind his desk and hit the intercom, before speaking quietly into it, letting the Vice Admiral know that his guests had arrived. 
 
      
 
    "He'll be with you shortly," Victor told them with a smile. "Would you like a drink? Tea, or coffee perhaps?" 
 
      
 
    Before they could reply, the door to the main office swung open and Vice Admiral Charles Harris strode out. He was an older man in his late fifties, with an impressive bushy grey moustache that twitched as he grinned. However, Charles looked tired since they'd seen him last and a few more worry lines creased his brow. 
 
      
 
    "If I know my old friend, you'll be wanting a whisky to toast your resounding victory!" Charles said exuberantly. 
 
      
 
    "Charles! It's great to see you again," John said with a grin, standing up to greet his friend. "I must admit a whisky would be very nice about now." 
 
      
 
    Charles looked towards his assistant, who nodded immediately. "I'll bring them through, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    "We'll have vodka, lime, and soda instead please," Alyssa said to Victor with a cheeky grin, as she hooked her arm through Calara's. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, Miss," Victor replied, trying not to stare at the beautiful young women. 
 
      
 
    Charles rolled his eyes and beckoned them into his office, John and the girls following in his wake as they entered the other room. When John walked inside, he whistled appreciatively, looking around the greatly extended office space. The office had been doubled in size, the wall to the adjacent room having been knocked through. Now there were two huge windows overlooking the traffic in and out of the shipyard, and the girls stood by them to watch the massive Terran Federation ships making their ponderous way to the Nav Beacon. 
 
      
 
    John smiled as he waved a hand at the room. "Very nice, Charles! You said your old offices were being refurbished, but this is very impressive.” 
 
      
 
    "I certainly can't complain," the older man replied with a grin. He waved his guests over to the plush sofas arranged around the window. "But enough about me, let's talk about you."  
 
      
 
    "You might want to check this out first," John replied, throwing a small storage device over to his old friend, as he walked over to one of the sofas.  
 
      
 
    Charles caught it deftly and moved behind his desk, inserting the device into the storage slot. "Ah, I wondered when I was going to see your After-Action-Report," he said to John with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "I figured we were seeing you soon anyway and with everyone so cagey about what's happening in the Dragon March, I thought it might be prudent to just hand it over in person," John replied, as he sat down on the sofa. 
 
      
 
    Charles' eyes darted to John at that and he paused for a long moment, before shifting his focus to the monitors built into the desk. He scanned through the report, pausing briefly half-way through. 
 
      
 
    "Corporal Gibbons?" he asked with a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "He and his men fought bravely against the Kintark, while outnumbered and outgunned," John explained, glancing at Alyssa, who nodded and smiled at him fondly. 
 
      
 
    Charles continued reading through the rest of the report, until he had finally finished. He stood up and walked around his desk to join them, just as Lieutenant Adams appeared with the tray full of beverages. The girls gratefully accepted the tall glasses of vodka, and looked out over the vista of space from the window, sipping their drinks as they watched the colossal ships drifting by. The older man waited until they all had their drinks, and his assistant had left the room, before he began to speak once more. 
 
      
 
    "Your AAR corroborates everything I've read from the other officers who were involved in the battle," Charles began as he stared at the amber coloured liquid in his glass. "I can hardly believe what you managed to accomplish, John.” 
 
      
 
    "Well, I like to help out where I can," John said magnanimously. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, while we're on the subject of defying belief, I'm intrigued to know more about how you got all the way to the Dragon March from the Core Worlds in not much more than a day," Charles said, studying him carefully. 
 
      
 
    "We helped out the Ashanath, and they upgraded the ship," John said cagily. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone knows they build the best FTL drives, but the best we've seen is double the speed of our fastest military drive. We acquired a couple, but we can't easily replicate them," Charles said, his eyes burning acquisitively. "We'd pay an awful lot to take that drive off your hands." 
 
      
 
    "Afraid it's not for sale, sorry," John said with an apologetic shrug. "We put blood, sweat and tears into that little job, and I like being able to get around nice and fast. Besides, my Chief Engineer would kill me if I even thought about selling it."  
 
      
 
    Charles looked like he was going to push him again, but when he saw the determined look on John's face, he clenched his jaw in frustration. With a sigh he gave up, and changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    "Well let's get back to the main reason I asked you to come here," Charles said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'm all ears," John said wryly, as he adopted a disarming smile. 
 
      
 
    "You did an amazing thing stepping in and saving Port Medea like that. I read the reports from both Captain Harding and Lieutenant Commander Mortensen. I would have dismissed it all as some fanciful tale, if I hadn't already heard all about your exploits against the Kirrix and that group of pirates," Charles said, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "Like I said, I was happy to assist. I'm sure R&D will appreciate being able to take a look at the Kintark heavy carrier," John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "That they will. Those Kintark crew will be invaluable for prisoner exchanges as well," Charles agreed, then paused as he looked thoughtful. "Oh, that reminds me. As you're officially a civilian, the Terran Federation has decided to reward you with a bounty for your efforts. Two hundred million credits have been transferred to your account in gratitude for your phenomenal work in capturing that carrier, as well as defending the Spaceport, the refineries, and our ships in the system.” 
 
      
 
    "I can always find a good use for credits," John said with a cheerful grin, raising his glass in gratitude before taking a sip. 
 
      
 
    "High Command would also like to award you and your crew a medal, in honour of your heroic defence of the Iota-Leonis system,” Charles said with a broad smile. “If you can stick around for a couple of days, we'll arrange an award ceremony."  
 
      
 
    Calara and Alyssa exchanged jubilant smiles, barely reining in their urge to rush to John for a celebratory hug. 
 
      
 
    "Unofficially, we're promoting you as well. You'll still be listed as a retired Commander, but anyone in the military who looks up your personnel record will see your new rank. Congratulations, Commodore Blake," Charles said with a dry chuckle.  
 
      
 
    This was too much for the girls and they squealed with delight as they dashed over to John, bouncing up and down with excitement as they hugged him. Charles shook his head with equal parts amusement and envy, while John laughed, embracing an overexcited young woman in each arm. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations, Commodore!" Calara gushed breathily, draping herself over him on the sofa. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant," John said, as he grinned back at her fondly. 
 
      
 
    "I don't even know how the ranks work, but I'm guessing that's good?" Alyssa bubbled excitedly as she joined him on the sofa. 
 
      
 
    "Commander, Captain, Commodore," Calara supplied helpfully, her eyes sparkling with admiration for John. 
 
      
 
    *Okay, nice work at appearing young and naive, but you and Calara can dial it down a bit. Charles knows how capable you both are,* John thought to Alyssa, trying not to laugh. 
 
      
 
    *Who says we're faking?* Alyssa replied chirpily, before her voice suddenly took on a sharp and cunning edge. *You'd be surprised at how quickly a beautiful but ditzy young woman can be dismissed as harmless, even by men who should know better.*  
 
      
 
    John turned his attention back to the older man opposite him, who was watching the three of them in amusement.  
 
      
 
    "Bumping me up two ranks?" John asked with a raised eyebrow and a big grin, as he glanced over at Charles. "Someone must be very happy with me right now." 
 
      
 
    "If we'd lost the Iota-Leonis system, the situation in the Dragon March would have dramatically deteriorated and there would have been significant repercussions," Charles said sombrely. "We haven't officially declared war with the Kintark Empire yet, but in order to mobilise enough forces to repel them, we would have had to. The bloody nose you gave them will let us keep this as a controlled border skirmish for a while to come." 
 
      
 
    "It didn't look like a border skirmish to me... and there was nothing controlled about it," John said grimly. "We also passed a flotilla of ships returning to Olympus for repairs; the damage they’d taken told a very different story." 
 
      
 
    Charles said nothing and watched him again, his eyes narrowing. "Yes, well let's not get into all that, shall we? It would be for the best if you kept that little observation just between us for the time being. Oh, and unless you have any more pressing business in the Dragon March you haven't told me about, I'm going to have to insist you stay well clear of that whole sector.” 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you say, Charles," John replied amiably. 
 
      
 
    The Vice-Admiral studied John and the girls for a long moment, his face stern, before he looked away to stare out of the huge window. When he finally turned back to them, he wore a smile on his face, his mood much lighter as he changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    "If you're still feeling helpful, we'd appreciate it if you could do another media interview? The last one you gave was some phenomenal PR; High Command's approval rating actually went up 3 points," the Vice Admiral remarked dryly.  
 
      
 
    "That isn't a problem.” John took another sip of his whisky. “Is there any particular line you want me to take?" 
 
      
 
    "We could certainly use another popularity boost with the public, so more of the same would be greatly appreciated," Charles explained. 
 
      
 
    "Well, if you're still feeling in a generous mood, the Raptor that Admiral Cartwright gave us got pretty dinged up in the fight against the Kintark. We've fixed the armour, but we could use a replacement starboard engine and a couple of Gatling lasers," John requested with a smile. "Dana could fabricate some new ones, but it will take some time and I'd rather the gunship was in fighting shape as soon as possible." 
 
      
 
    "Certainly, I'll request the parts you need right now," Charles said agreeably, rising and walking over to his desk to place the order.  
 
      
 
    He sat down and rapidly authorised the requisition of the equipment to be sent to the hangar bay housing the Invictus. Once he had completed the order, he looked up and spoke to John, "There, the parts will be delivered first thing tomorrow morning." 
 
      
 
    "Great, thanks a lot," John said appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    "So you're off to see the Maliri now, aren't you?" the older man asked, as he rose and walked around his desk to lean against it. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's the plan. But first, I think we've earned ourselves a little vacation time.” John kept his expression neutral as he casually added, “I thought we might take a little detour to Oceanus on the way.” 
 
      
 
    Charles laughed again, but for the first time in this meeting it seemed unforced. "The civilian life has certainly been good to you, you rascal!" 
 
      
 
    "I can't complain," John agreed, joining in his laughter and hugging the girls tightly. 
 
      
 
    Sensing the meeting was near an end, John, Calara, and Alyssa stood up to depart. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, one last thing, John," Charles said with a frown. "I seem to recall your next stop on your little jaunt around the galaxy, is to visit the Trankarans after the Maliri. Is that right?" 
 
      
 
    "It probably won't be for a while, but yeah, I want to upgrade the ship's engines and thrusters. As you know, they make the best," John confirmed. 
 
      
 
    "I've been reading some really strange reports coming from the Trankaran border. The Trankarans have been randomly attacking merchant shipping and I've even heard that they've been firing on their own ships as well. Something very odd is happening there, so you might want to rethink those plans," Charles cautioned him. 
 
      
 
    "We've never had any trouble with the Trankarans before," John said with a puzzled look on his face. "What could have got them all riled up?" 
 
      
 
    "No idea, but I just thought I'd mention it," Charles said, as he walked with them to the door of his office. "I'll get the media to make contact with you tomorrow and you can discuss the interview with them." 
 
      
 
    "I appreciate you making time to meet with us,” John said gratefully. “I thought it important to get in contact straight away." 
 
      
 
    “No problem, I’m very glad you headed straight to Olympus,” the vice admiral said, looking pleased. “The interview and award ceremony will be a godsend for High Command; if you’re trying to make friends in the Admiralty, you’re going the right way about it.” 
 
      
 
    "It was good to see you, Charles," John said warmly. "You might think about taking a vacation yourself, you're looking tired." 
 
      
 
    "If I had such lovely company, I wouldn't think twice," Charles grinned, his moustache twitching with his amusement.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara stood flanking John, and they flashed flirtatious smiles at the older officer. 
 
      
 
    "All joking aside, it's not a good time right now, but I appreciate the concern. It was good to see you again John, you too Alyssa, Calara," he added, nodding to each of them in turn. 
 
      
 
    They waved goodbye and strolled out through the reception area, with Alyssa glancing back over her shoulder at Lieutenant Adams and winking at him as he watched in awe as they departed. 
 
      
 
    *He's obviously hiding something,* Alyssa thought to John as they left the office, her voice sounding grim. *Calara feels exactly the same way.* 
 
      
 
    *Okay, keep it light, we're probably being watched,* John cautioned her. *We'll discuss this back on the ship.* 
 
      
 
    "So, what's this Oceanus place?" Alyssa gushed, her cerulean eyes sparkling with excitement. "I've never heard of it before!" 
 
      
 
    "It's a resort world, terraformed to make it a perfect place for your vacation," John replied, grinning at the exuberant young woman as he played along with her diversion. 
 
      
 
    "And ludicrously expensive!" Calara gasped, clinging to John’s arm. "I could barely believe my ears when you said that; I've always wanted to go there." 
 
      
 
    "What use is money if you can't spend it on deserving young women?" John joked, lowering his hands to cup a firm cheek in each one. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, we'll be very deserving," Alyssa purred seductively. 
 
      
 
    John laughed heartily and they kept up the flirty banter all the way back to the docking bay housing the Invictus. When they re-entered the vast room, they paused for a moment and looked up at the assault cruiser. Loading arms had been deployed, the enormous cranes containing massive hoses that jetted liquid hydrogen into the ship’s fuel tanks. 
 
      
 
    "We must find the time and a good location, to give the Invictus a makeover," Alyssa said offhandedly, as they stared up at the glistening black warship. 
 
      
 
    "Something in white?" Calara asked with a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I think that would look much nicer. Far less sinister," Alyssa agreed, nodded her approval. 
 
      
 
    "I must admit, I did quite like the black look," John said with a rueful sigh, thinking about the newly plated Phalanx armour. "It felt less... ostentatious... and more stealthy." 
 
      
 
    "Well it's not like it matters in space anyway. Sneaking around out there is a question of energy signatures," Calara reminded him. 
 
      
 
    "I know, but it still doesn't feel right," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Just be thankful, it could have ended up being pink!" Alyssa giggled, as she imagined the fearsome assault cruiser in the same bright pink they'd seen glowing around the Invictium ore. 
 
      
 
    John laughed with a theatrical shudder. "Just... don't even go there."  
 
      
 
    They walked up to the ship and John placed his hand on the DNA reader by the airlock. The door spiralled open and he gestured for the girls to go in first. Once they were inside the ship and the airlock door had closed behind them, the jovial banter ended. 
 
      
 
    "Charles is definitely hiding something," Calara said with a concerned frown, as they walked down to the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe he'd be involved in this," Alyssa said sadly. "He's always been so nice." 
 
      
 
    "Well, hold on for a second," John replied, leaping to the defence of his old friend. "I agree he was very cagey about what's happening in the Dragon March, but that doesn't necessarily mean he's a traitor." 
 
      
 
    "That's very true," Calara agreed. "Unless we have definitive proof either way, we don't know what he's trying to cover up. Unfortunately, we'll still have to treat him as though he's a suspect until we know for sure.” 
 
      
 
    "I know, it makes sense to be careful," John agreed with a heavy sigh, as they stepped out of the grav-tube onto Deck Two. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa clasped his hand and rubbed her thumb against his, as she looked at him sympathetically. She could sense his worry and doubts about Charles, and although her immediate instinct was to distract John from any emotional pain, she knew they still needed to update the other two girls. 
 
      
 
    They walked up to the Commander's Quarters and Calara smiled when they reached the sign. "Maybe we need to update that," she suggested, darting a proud look at John. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I've got lots of fond memories of the room as the 'Commander's Quarters'," John replied, brushing his fingers across the embossed nameplate. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you say, Commodore," the Latina replied, slipping her arm around him and giving him a hug. 
 
      
 
    "Commodore? What do you mean?" Dana called out to them from the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    John, Alyssa, and Calara walked inside, to find a nude Jade and Dana flanking a sleeping Rachel. It had only been a couple of hours since she'd been fed, so the tawny haired brunette was still curled around a hugely swollen belly. 
 
      
 
    "It's probably best to explain it all later, when Rachel's awake as well," John replied, smiling at Jade in greeting, seeing that the Nymph had awoken too. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, I don't mind waiting. Did you manage to get my parts from Charles?" Dana asked looking excited. 
 
      
 
    "They'll be here first thing tomorrow morning," John replied, as he smiled at her affectionately. 
 
      
 
    "Yay!" Dana squealed, a beaming grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    John returned her smile as he leaned against the bedpost. “Are you girls hungry? I thought I might make some lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow and stroked Rachel’s swollen stomach, a hungry gleam in her eyes. “Mmm, yes please!” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “Not that kind of lunch... the regular kind.” 
 
      
 
    “Boo,” the redhead said with a pout. She sighed and peeled back the covers. “I suppose I better get up anyway. I need to continue my analysis of the new white metal that Alyssa created.” 
 
      
 
    John offered her a hand. “Have lunch with us first. You can start your research after you’ve eaten.” 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and climbed out of bed, quickly getting dressed.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay and look after Rachel,” Jade volunteered, gently running her fingers through the brunette’s tawny hair.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, honey,” John said with a smile, then headed for the wardrobe door. “I’ll just change out of my suit.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you in the kitchen,” Calara said, plucking at the lapel of her naval uniform. “I better get changed first too.” 
 
      
 
    John waved goodbye and started peeling off his suit. One of the cleaning bots had followed them into the bedroom and it waited patiently for him to place his clothes in the hopper on its back before it turned to face Alyssa expectantly. 
 
      
 
    The blonde raised an eyebrow and struck a pose. “Want me to go casual, handsome?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes roamed over her mouth-watering figure poured into the business suit. “You stay exactly as you are. You won’t need to get messy in the kitchen, I can handle lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s lips twitched into a seductive smile. “I don’t mind getting messy for you... Sir.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and turned to the cleaning bot. “That’s all. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    It turned and whirred out of the wardrobe, its tiny tracks making quiet clicks on the metal deck. It didn’t take John long to put on a top and trousers, making him feel more relaxed again as he walked hand-in-hand with Alyssa to the Officers’ Lounge. Dana got there first and had already set up the chopping boards by the time her friends arrived. 
 
      
 
    “So... what’s for lunch?” the redhead asked with interest. 
 
      
 
    “How about... baked mushrooms and polenta?” John suggested, which was met by enthusiastic nods from the Karron girls. He paused and looked at the pair. “If either of you ever decide you want to try something specific, you only have to ask. I know you had very limited food choices growing up, so I’ll be happy to learn some new recipes if you ask for something I don’t already know how to cook.” 
 
      
 
    Their expressions softened and both girls moved to embrace him. 
 
      
 
    “I like you choosing what to put in my tummy,” Dana whispered, giving him a tender kiss on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded her agreement, a loving smile lighting up her face. “You’ve been feeding us from the start... and done a wonderful job satisfying our appetites.” Her soft lips brushed his cheek as she looked at him under her long lashes. 
 
      
 
    John shook his head in amazement. “You two are just...” 
 
      
 
    “Incredibly sexy?” Dana offered with a sultry smile. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to say ‘perfect’, but that works too,” he said, stroking their backs. 
 
      
 
    That was why Calara found John being showered with kisses when she finally joined them in the kitchen. “What did I miss?” she asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “John thinks we’re perfect!” Dana called over her shoulder. “We’re just saying thanks!” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa grinned at the brunette. “He feels the same way about you too.” 
 
      
 
    “Room for one more?” Calara purred as she sauntered over to join them. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, gazing into her smouldering brown eyes. “Absolutely...” 
 
      
 
    After the lengthy session of mutual appreciation, they got to work on lunch, with John showing Dana and Calara how to make thick creamy polenta and garlic butter roasted mushrooms. Alyssa’s job was to set the table, so she swished in and out of the kitchen with glasses and cutlery, the click of her four-inch heels announcing each entrance. It didn’t take long to finish making lunch then John carried the aromatic dishes out to the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take a plate to Jade,” Alyssa volunteered. “I won’t be long, feel free to start without me.” 
 
      
 
    He watched the enticing sway of her hips as she crossed the Officers’ lounge, his gaze lingering on her long stocking-clad legs and the pencil skirt that clung to her deliciously firm ass. Alyssa turned to give him a knowing smile, then left through the double doors. 
 
      
 
    “John...” Dana asked quietly. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
      
 
    Turning his attention back to the redhead, he blushed when he saw that both Dana and Calara were watching him in fascination. “Sorry girls, I didn’t mean to be rude... I got a bit distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Calara said with an understanding smile. “Alyssa’s gorgeous... we were watching her performance too.” 
 
      
 
    He squeezed her hand in gratitude, then turned to Dana. “What did you want to ask?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you like us in formal clothes so much?” she asked curiously. “Wouldn’t lingerie or something skimpy be sexier?” 
 
      
 
    Caught by surprise, he leaned back in his chair as he mulled over her question. “I suppose it’s because you all look so elegant and refined in dresses and smart business outfits. Then my mind starts running wild imagining what you look like underneath those clothes...” 
 
      
 
    “But why? You’ve seen us all naked a million times,” Dana asked in confusion.  
 
      
 
    John gave her a helpless shrug. “I didn’t say it made sense.” 
 
      
 
    Calara brushed her fingertips over the back of his hand. “It’s okay, I know what you mean. Seeing you wearing your uniform gets me going every time...” 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled and nodded. “Alright, that’s true. You do look super-hot wearing that.” 
 
      
 
    “Authoritative, commanding... a man not to be trifled with...” Calara murmured, gently biting her lower lip as she let out a quiet moan. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! I wouldn’t mind trying trifle sometime!” Dana suggested with a bright smile. 
 
      
 
    John and Calara laughed, then the three of them started their lunch, with Alyssa joining a few minutes later. The mushrooms and polenta were a hit, with all three girls making appreciative noises as they savoured the tasty food. When they were finished, John offered to clean up, knowing that the girls had pressing business to attend to. They thanked him with kisses, then left together, chattering away as they discussed their plans for the afternoon. Calara wanted to search for more information on the Dragon March admirals, Dana planned to continue her analysis of the white metal, and Alyssa wanted to refurbish the Raptor’s cabin. 
 
      
 
    He watched them leave, then piled up the plates and brought them to the kitchen, slotting the cutlery and crockery into the dishwasher. As John cleaned the worktops, he enjoyed a rare moment of quiet, with Alyssa staying out of his mind too. That wasn’t to say that he didn’t love being surrounded by delightful female company every minute of his day, but it was such a dramatic difference to the solitary life he’d led as a trader for over a decade. 
 
      
 
    Making himself a coffee, he strolled back into the lounge and took a seat facing the huge windows that lined the room. From this angle, he could just make out the interstellar shipping travelling to and from Olympus, the shipyard busy catering to both merchant and military vessels. He lost himself in thought for a while, remembering those long lonely voyagers criss-crossing Terran Federation territory, visiting scores of bordering alien worlds. The thought of doing that on his own now sent a shiver up his spine and he couldn’t even imagine being away from the girls. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Calara, Dana, and Jade... the four women had enriched his life in a way he could never have anticipated. Rather than having to hide his non-Terran nature from them, the girls had fully embraced all his idiosyncrasies, revelling in every aspect of his personality and physical attributes. It was wonderfully liberating to be that open with them after a lifetime of concealing his nature. For years he’d been convinced that he’d never get to experience a normal relationship; not that sleeping with four women could exactly be classed as normal. John knew his grandparents would have been shocked and disapproving of him effectively running a harem, but he wasn’t just indulging some adolescent fantasy; being with the girls felt right in a way that resonated down to his bones. 
 
      
 
    And now he was thinking of adding yet another beautiful young woman to his crew... 
 
      
 
    John sipped his coffee while thinking about Rachel. She was beautiful, charming, confident, and very bright; her exceptional intelligence had been as surprising as it was attractive. He had no doubts at all that he wanted her to join them and she seemed equally sure of that decision... but morally was this the right thing to do? They’d already discovered some unsettling mental changes the other girls had gone through when they’d decided to join him, was it fair to expose Rachel to the change when they still didn’t know what it fully entailed? 
 
      
 
    However, they never would find that out without Rachel’s help... and they needed someone to go through those changes so that she could track and record what was happening. John rubbed at his temple, feeling truly conflicted about the best course of action.  
 
      
 
    *I think the final decision should be Rachel’s,* Alyssa said quietly. *We’ve pointed out all the risks and benefits, but she’s still eager to join us. If Rachel changes her mind when she wakes up, then we can wish her well and say goodbye, but she seems quite certain to me. I like her, you like her, all the girls think she’s lovely... why make it any more complicated than that?* 
 
      
 
    *What if there’s something more sinister involved with the psychic connections we’ve built between us?* John asked, his expression pensive. *Just because we haven’t discovered anything really nasty yet, doesn’t mean that it’s safe. I’m worried about you and the girls... should I expose Rachel to that risk too?* 
 
      
 
    *Be honest with yourself for a moment,* she urged him. *Can you ever see a scenario where you’d actually try to hurt any of us?* 
 
      
 
    John grimaced in distaste. *No, of course not, but-* 
 
      
 
    *This all started with you,* Alyssa gently reminded him. *If you hate the idea of anything bad happening to any of us girls, why do you think it’s even remotely a possibility?* 
 
      
 
    He considered that for a moment, then sighed when he couldn’t come up with a convincing reason. *You’re right, I suppose.* 
 
      
 
    *You suppose? I think I’m right, period,* Alyssa teased him playfully. After John’s laughter subsided, she continued in a more serious tone, *If there are some hidden consequences we’re not aware of yet, Rachel would be the best person we’ve met so far to help us find a solution. She’s aware of the risks but sees how enriched her life will be when she joins us... and we need her as a medic... so it’s a perfect match.* 
 
      
 
    John nodded and put down the empty cup. *Rachel’s smart enough to make up her own mind and be sure about her choices,* he conceded. *We’ll see how she feels when she wakes up and let her make the final decision.* 
 
      
 
    *I think that’s the right move,* Alyssa agreed. *Sorry to disturb you, I know you were enjoying a bit of peace and quiet. You can go back to your brooding introspection now.* 
 
      
 
    *Thanks,* John replied with a wry smile.  
 
      
 
    He felt her amusement over their connection, but she stayed true to her word and left him to spend some time in quiet contemplation.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John’s watch chimed as the alarm he’d set warned him that the four hours since he’d fed Rachel a second time were nearly up. He strolled out of the Officers’ Lounge and down the corridor, returning to his bedroom. The girls had switched while he’d been preoccupied and Rachel was now being watched over by Dana and Alyssa.  
 
      
 
    “Hey you two,” he greeted them with a smile. “Rachel hasn’t stirred yet?” 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head. “We only got here five minutes ago, but Jade said she was out like a light.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pulled back the covers, revealing her gloriously nude body, and slid aside to make room for him. “Strip off and join us. Then Rachel won’t feel self-conscious about being naked.” 
 
      
 
    John pulled off his top. “Is that the only reason?” he asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Why, John, whatever do you mean?” the blonde asked innocently. 
 
      
 
    He removed the last of his clothes and climbed into bed, giving her a hug, then leaning over Rachel’s slumbering form to give Dana a kiss. He snuggled up behind the brunette and the girls settled into their places on the bed, everyone waiting patiently for the possible newest addition to their crew to wake up. 
 
      
 
    Precisely four hours after John had filled Rachel’s stomach with his cum, she stirred from a deep and restful slumber, and was momentarily surprised to feel a man's arms gently holding her. After a startled second, she remembered who owned those arms, and snuggled back into John's protective embrace with a contented sigh. She opened her eyes and found herself staring at Dana's beautiful face, the redhead lying with her head on the next pillow. 
 
      
 
    “Hello again,” Dana whispered, giving her a dazzling smile. 
 
      
 
    “Hello to you too,” Rachel replied, returning the smile. 
 
      
 
    The brunette felt amazing and sighed with delight at the way her body seemed to be full of energy, tingling pleasantly from the hair on her head to the tips of her toes. She stretched, while trying to be careful not to hit John in the face. Rachel grinned as she rolled over onto her back, but was surprised to feel a heavy weight settling around her waist. She looked down and her eyes opened wide with shock as she saw her still heavily rounded abdomen, making her look like she was several months pregnant. Her brain processed the information, reminding her of recent events, but hearing about something and experiencing it for the first time, was something else entirely. She tentatively ran her fingers over the tautly stretched skin around her expanded waistline. 
 
      
 
    "Hello Rachel," John said with a warm smile, as he raised himself up on an elbow to look down at her. "How are you feeling?" 
 
      
 
    "Hello," Rachel murmured, still reeling from the shock. 
 
      
 
    "It must be quite the surprise to find yourself like this?" John asked her sympathetically. 
 
      
 
    "You could say that, yes," she replied wryly, glancing down at her rounded stomach. "You gave me plenty of warning, but that’s different to actually experiencing this. I’ve always wondered what it must be like to be pregnant, but I guess now I know." 
 
      
 
    "It feels wonderful, doesn't it?" Dana gushed, copying John by propping herself up on her elbow so that she could look down at the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "It's not the worst thing in the world," Rachel replied with a coy smile, her fingers cradling her swollen abdomen. 
 
      
 
    "You were huge earlier," Dana informed her with a grin, as she reached out to lovingly stroke the brunette's belly. "But your body has already absorbed a lot of that load." 
 
      
 
    "I was a lot bigger?" Rachel asked with wide eyes, studying her rounded stomach carefully. "I don't see any stretch marks..." 
 
      
 
    "I've never had any and John's blown me up like a balloon before. He stuffed me so full of his spunk my belly-button popped out!" Dana exclaimed, then sighed wistfully at the memory. "Knowing I was carrying that much of his sperm inside me just about blew my mind." 
 
      
 
    "I can see why your cum triggers memory loss," Rachel told John as she looked up at him. "I know you all warned me beforehand, but seeing it with my own eyes is something else. This is a lot to take in..." She couldn’t help blushing at the inadvertent double entendre. 
 
      
 
    "Having second thoughts?" John asked her gently. 
 
      
 
    "Well no, not exactly. It's just that a part of me thought you were exaggerating. It's bizarre to see it in the flesh, so-to-speak," she explained carefully, her expression revealing her disquiet. 
 
      
 
    "You should shake off the memory loss next time," Alyssa said as she sat up. She shivered with pleasure at the pleasant thought. "Then you'll be able to feel what it's like getting your stomach filled with cum."  
 
      
 
    "And I'll be feeding off only your cum, for the next two weeks?" Rachel asked, looking up at John with increasingly wild eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, you won't feel hungry, his cum's very filling," Dana replied soothingly, throwing John a loving glance. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, that's enough girls,” John said considerately. “I think Rachel needs a little time to adjust."  
 
      
 
    Dana and Alyssa nodded, then lay back in bed and watched them quietly. 
 
      
 
    John looked down at the startled young woman and spoke to her soothingly, "Just relax, no-one is going to force you to do anything you don't want to do. It's certainly not too late to back out now, so take your time and don't feel overwhelmed." 
 
      
 
    Rachel took in a big breath and gazed at him with wonder in her eyes. "It's amazing, I feel almost instantly calmer," she marvelled, appearing to be at peace once again. "Your voice is better than an intravenous sedative!" 
 
      
 
    "Feeling better?" John asked, looking concerned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, much, thank you," Rachel replied with a grateful smile. "It was just a bit of a shock, but I'm over that now." 
 
      
 
    "I meant what I said earlier, you can always change your mind," he told her gently. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "No, I'm still eager to join you guys... unless you're bored of me already?" she added, her eyes sparkling as she teased him. 
 
      
 
    "Not in the slightest. I find you to be quite the intriguing young woman," John replied with a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down to give her a tender kiss, with Rachel responding slowly at first, as if savouring the feeling of his lips, then passionately as she got more turned on. After several minutes of his attention, she was moaning excitedly in his mouth, before she pulled back slightly and stared up at him with her stormy grey eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to kill the mood, but I should probably run some more tests before we... you know," she said with a glance at her belly. 
 
      
 
    "So you still want to... you know?" John teased her as he gently caressed her rounded stomach, his fingers drifting over the bulge in her tummy. 
 
      
 
    "I can hardly think of anything else right now," she told him honestly. 
 
      
 
    His hand stopped over the tattoo of a Swallow on her lower belly and he circled it suggestively. Rachel stared up at him with fire in her eyes and she licked her lips in anticipation. Her thighs squeezed together and she writhed with arousal, her body responding to his gentle touch and what he was implying. 
 
      
 
    "You better run those tests, then we can continue where we left off," John said, smiling down at the panting girl, who was quivering at his touch. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded eagerly, giving him a lingering kiss before she got up, with Dana getting up as well to give her room to get off the bed. The tawny haired brunette reached for her slim-fitting top, then paused and smirked as she looked at her rounded belly. Dana darted into the walk-in-wardrobe and returned a moment later with a couple of John's white shirts. She grinned at him and he nodded affectionately as the impish redhead handed one over to Rachel. 
 
      
 
    "I practically lived in these for a certain couple of weeks," Dana told the brunette as she slipped one of the shirts over her nubile form. 
 
      
 
    Rachel put on the other shirt, but it was comically large on her. Dana smiled, then helped her roll up the sleeves. 
 
      
 
    "It's still a little bit big," Rachel said, glancing down at the soft white cotton. 
 
      
 
    "You'll grow into it, don't worry," Dana said knowingly, as she reached out to gently caress the brunette's rounded stomach. 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and followed after the redhead, the two of them padding out of the bedroom on bare feet. John watched them leave, then opened his arms to Alyssa who eagerly accepted the loving embrace. She cuddled up against him, resting her head on his chest, each enjoying the intimacy as they waited for the two teenagers to return. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dana strolled alongside Rachel as they approached the Medical Bay, with the brunette deep in thought. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry if I freaked you out a little bit back there," Dana apologised sincerely. "I get a bit... enthusiastic... about being with John sometimes. It must be a bit disconcerting." 
 
      
 
    "There's no need to apologise, it's quite obvious how much you love him. All of you girls in fact," Rachel said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you're a bit quiet right now?" Dana asked her curiously, as they reached the Medical Bay. She hit the button to open the door. 
 
      
 
    The brunette stopped and studied the statuesque redhead for a moment. "Well, yes... kind of..." Rachel replied haltingly, then laughed and rolled her eyes. "Sorry, I don't know why I'm trying to be diplomatic, you all seem to really appreciate directness." 
 
      
 
    "It avoids misunderstandings," Dana agreed with an encouraging smile, then gestured for Rachel to enter the room. 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled back and walked inside, before moving over to one of the medical machines to begin checking her heart rate and blood pressure. She turned to look at Dana, her eyes studying the young woman's beautiful features, before gazing into her sky-blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I was wondering more about the personality changes. The physical changes you've undergone are all dramatic and quite obvious, but mental changes are so much harder to define. If my personality changes dramatically, am I still really me?" she asked, her brow furrowing with a pensive frown. 
 
      
 
    "That's a very good question," Dana replied. "I can see why John likes you so much; you're super smart already.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, you're very kind to say so. Especially coming from someone as gifted as you," Rachel replied, flattered by the compliment. 
 
      
 
    "Us clever girls need to stick together," Dana said with a smile, then looked into Rachel's misty grey eyes. "It was actually me that noticed the personality changes we'd all undergone." 
 
      
 
    "Really, what happened?" Rachel asked intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "John freaked out at the thought of having modified our personalities just to suit his tastes. It coincided with us being attacked by the Drakkar," Dana replied, glancing at the Drakkar raider suspended in the cryo-stasis tube. "It was a bad time. We finally managed to talk him round, but it took a lot of convincing." 
 
      
 
    "He seems to be bending over backwards to make sure I'm certain I want to join you," Rachel said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "John's a good man," Dana replied simply. "The rest of his species seem to be a bunch of really evil bastards, but he's not like that at all. He just wants to make sure you really understand the changes you’ll go through by being with him and that’s definitely what you want." 
 
      
 
    "Do you think I'll still be the same person?" Rachel asked her bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Dana replied with conviction. "It'll probably be easier for me to explain, if I tell you what it was like when I met up with Alyssa again after she had changed. I'd grown up with her and she was my best friend, so I know her better than anyone else I've ever met. The physical changes were glaring and obvious, but the personality changes were there too. They were subtle, but still noticeable." 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't that mean she changed into a different person?" Rachel asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "Well it was like all the best bits of her that I really liked had been enhanced; her kindness, warmth, and friendliness. She'd also grown leaps and bounds in confidence, with all self-doubt and anxiety gone. It was like she was the best possible version of Alyssa, but the core personality that was my best friend was still there," Dana explained, looking thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded her understanding then looked at Dana in fascination. "How about you, have you changed much?"  
 
      
 
    "Yes, loads. I think I've probably gone through the biggest personality changes to be honest. I was a shy, lonely, introverted girl, who had got used to being ignored or rejected because of the way I looked. I like to think that the way I am now, is how I'd have been if I had the same kind of loving upbringing that Calara had, for example," the redhead said, her eyes looking sad for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stir up bad memories,” Rachel apologised, clasping Dana’s hand.  
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Dana said, “It’s okay.” She perked up again and continued, "I get the impression that Calara's changed the least, perhaps just growing more confident and outgoing. Her family seemed impressed with the new version of her, but she didn't freak them out or anything. I don't think you'll change much either, because you're already lovely... and very similar to the personality type that John finds most appealing." 
 
      
 
    "Well I think the person you are now is quite wonderful," Rachel told her fondly. "I liked you immediately, and you've been nothing but kind and attentive since I got here." 
 
      
 
    Dana beamed a big grin at the smaller girl and opened her arms wide for a hug. Rachel stepped close and they embraced each other tightly, inadvertently squeezing their breasts against each other through John's white shirts. They drew apart so their faces were only inches apart and flashed coy smiles at each other. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, that's one other dramatic thing that changed for me," Dana said, stroking Rachel’s arm. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, they're very impressive," Rachel said, glancing down at the redhead’s spectacular cleavage. 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled cutely at that, before she looked into the brunette's eyes. "Thanks, but no, that's not what I meant. I was completely straight before. I'd never once thought about being with a girl, but since I joined up with John, I've had a dramatic change of heart." 
 
      
 
    "Well, isn't that lucky," Rachel purred, as she leaned forward and gently kissed the redhead's full lips. 
 
      
 
    When they finally broke apart, Dana let out a happy sigh. "I know John keeps telling you that you can change your mind at any time, but please don't! I think you're awesome, and really want you to stay!" 
 
      
 
    "You're pretty awesome yourself," Rachel said with a flirtatious smile. 
 
      
 
    They separated and the brunette lay down on the scanner. Dana leaned over to press a button on the console and the machine began to build up a holographic image of the young woman's body. 
 
      
 
    "No obvious changes yet," Dana said with a smile, as she glanced at Rachel's face and body, "But it's very early days." 
 
      
 
    After the scan was complete, Rachel sat up and looked at the hologram, reaching up instinctively for her glasses which she usually kept perched on her head. When she realised they weren't there, she shrugged with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'll have to wait until later, I'll need my glasses to examine the hologram in detail," she explained. 
 
      
 
    Dana gave her a wry smile. "Not for much longer...” 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked startled for a moment, then grinned back at the other girl.  
 
      
 
    "This is all so crazy. I can't wait to see how my body changes over the next few weeks!" the brunette exclaimed, looking excited at the prospect. 
 
      
 
    "The changes we've experienced seem to have a 'masking' effect to them, that prevents you from realising what's happening. It probably won't be like that for you, as we've spelled it all out so clearly. It’s powerful though... you've seen the incredibly dramatic change I underwent, but I was completely oblivious until Alyssa showed me the results after two weeks," Dana explained, shaking her head with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "That must have been mind-blowing,” Rachel said sympathetically. “Looking into a mirror and seeing practically a different person staring back at you... I can’t even imagine how surreal that must have been."  
 
      
 
    "It was, but in a good way," Dana replied softly. "My burn scars had defined me for most of my life, so to see them suddenly gone and me looking like this..." she added, indicating her body with her hands, "was like my greatest wish coming true." 
 
      
 
    Rachel opened her arms and Dana gladly moved in for another hug, leaning against the scanner table as she embraced the other girl. "I'm happy you got everything you wanted," the brunette said with a smile, when the redhead drew back. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that wasn't everything I'd wanted, just the main thing. I got all the rest over the next few weeks," Dana replied, sighing blissfully. 
 
      
 
    Rachel’s lips twitched into a teasing smile. "You mean John?"  
 
      
 
    "Well yeah, he's amazing!" the redhead replied with a wide grin. "But that's only part of it..." 
 
      
 
    Rachel listened attentively as she asked, "Really? What else?" 
 
      
 
    "A whole bunch of things! I'm Chief Engineer on the Invictus, so I get to upgrade and maintain this badass starship!" Dana replied, her light blue eyes sparkling with excitement. "I get to research cool new tech from alien races and build awesome gear to protect my friends. We've been able to save a load of people and that's a satisfying feeling, knowing that you’re really making a difference. There's one other thing that's better than all of that though..." she added before trailing off. 
 
      
 
    Rachel slid off the scanner table and took Dana's hand, while looking into the face of the exuberant young woman. "What was the most important thing for you?" 
 
      
 
    "Being part of a family," the redhead sighed with deep satisfaction. "I was an orphan growing up and I never ever met my parents. To have these girls as my sisters, John as my lover, and know exactly how much they love me, feels more amazing than I can describe." 
 
      
 
    "How can you know 'exactly'?" Rachel asked, picking up on Dana’s unusual phrasing. 
 
      
 
    "See, you really are smart," Dana told her affectionately. "Now, promise you won't freak out..." 
 
      
 
    "I'll try really hard," Rachel said, her expression sombre as she nodded. 
 
      
 
    "We're psychically linked with Alyssa. I can conduct telepathic conversations with her and we can feel each other's emotions," Dana explained carefully.  
 
      
 
    Rachel stared at her in astonishment, then let out a dry chuckle. "Well, that certainly sounds utterly implausible, but I suppose it’s just one more thing to add to the list.” 
 
      
 
    "It took a while before we made the 'bond', as Alyssa likes to call it, but me, Calara and Jade are all linked to her now. She already built up that bond with John, then sort of extended it to the rest of us," Dana said, struggling to explain how it worked.  
 
      
 
    "Is it weird having her thoughts in your head?" Rachel asked, gently caressing Dana’s temple. 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all. You’ve seen how lovely Alyssa is, so having her sending loving thoughts and emotions to you feels totally amazing," Dana said with a grin. "In all honesty, I don't know what I'd do without her now. Truly knowing how much someone else cares for you is a wonderful thing to experience." 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked thoughtful, then smiled at the redhead. "I'll try and keep an open mind..." 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled at her pun, then watched the brunette finish off the last of her tests. 
 
      
 
    "I guess this is the moment of truth then," Rachel said, turning to face her host. 
 
      
 
    "I hope I didn't put you off with anything I said?" Dana asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all. Quite the opposite in fact," Rachel said as she looked affectionately at the redhead. "I can't imagine anyone I'd rather have as my 'sister'." 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed with delight and wrapped the brunette in an enthusiastic embrace. Rachel hugged her back, feeling a surge of affection for the lovely young woman who had been so friendly and caring. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, let's go get John to make it official!" Dana exclaimed, clasping Rachel’s hand and leading her out of the Medical Bay to head back to the Commander's Quarters. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John awoke to the sound of Dana whispering in his ear. "John, time to wake up, Rachel is ready for you...” 
 
      
 
    He looked up at Dana, who grinned at him, before leaning in to give him a fierce kiss. When she finally sat back, he looked up at her in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "That was lovely, but what did I do to deserve that?" he asked, laughing lightly. 
 
      
 
    "It was to say thanks!" Dana chirped. She beamed a dazzling smile at Rachel who sat waiting patiently on the end of the bed. "You always bring me the best presents!"  
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed and smiled fondly back at the redhead. Calara and Jade reappeared in the bedroom at that moment, smiling as they overheard the end of the playful banter. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, don't be greedy! I've told you before about having to share," Alyssa said to Dana, smiling flirtatiously at Rachel, who returned the seductive look. 
 
      
 
    "So you've finally made up your mind for sure?" John asked Rachel cautiously. "The third time seems to be the significant one for some reason. Once we do this a third time... you’ll be part of our family." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm ready," Rachel replied decisively. She looked at him and raised an eyebrow. "How about you, though? I know you had some doubts before... are you certain you’d like me to join?" 
 
      
 
    John cupped her face in his hand and quietly replied, “You’re a beautiful woman, Rachel, but it wasn’t until I got to know you that I realised how much I wanted you to join us. The doubts I was feeling are all about the psychic connection we share and the extent of the changes you’ll undergo by being with me... they were never a reflection on how I feel about you personally.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel knelt in front of him and gave him a sensual kiss, conveying her strength of feeling for him and letting John know that the attraction was reciprocated.  
 
      
 
    Dana sat behind them and gently stroked Rachel’s shoulder. "Do you want us to give you some privacy for this?" 
 
      
 
    "It would be rude to kick you girls out of bed, especially after how welcoming you've all been," Rachel said, turning to give Dana an affectionate kiss. "Besides, I'm not shy, and I've got a feeling I'll be getting to know all of you a lot more intimately very soon..." 
 
      
 
    The other girls chuckled at this, before Rachel glanced down at her rounded stomach with a dubious look. 
 
      
 
    "Do you want to wait until you've fully absorbed that first?" John asked, stroking the gentle curves. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm eager to be a part of your team," Rachel replied, before studying his face as she smiled at him seductively. "Or part of your harem, to be more exact." 
 
      
 
    John pulled back the covers, revealing his weighty cock, which was throbbing in readiness. His quad had refilled and looked swollen, full with another heavy load. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, your body will expand to hold it all," Dana murmured, as she stroked Rachel’s back to soothe her friend. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not worried, I know you'll look after me," Rachel replied, sharing a look with the redhead. 
 
      
 
    She then turned and leaned forward to kiss John passionately, her gently rounded belly brushing against his pulsating shaft. She could feel the urgent heat in his cock as she pressed up against it and she moaned at the thought of him stretching her pussy.  
 
      
 
    "I wish we could fuck right now," she said breathily.  
 
      
 
    "We won't have to wait long, but I'm eager for you to swallow another load," John told her firmly, as he placed his hands on her hips and moved her so that she was rubbing the rounded bulge in her abdomen against his shaft. "You're already carrying my cum in your belly, but I think we should fill you up to the brim, just to make sure." 
 
      
 
    "Sure of what?" she panted, as he writhed against him. 
 
      
 
    "That you'll be permanently mine," he told her, his eyes flashing with lust.  
 
      
 
    Rachel gave him one last kiss, before moving back to kneel submissively in front of him. She glanced up at his face a final time, before leaning down to start licking at the engorged head of his cock. As she lapped up his pre-cum and swallowed down the first sweet-tasting mouthful, her eyes began to glaze over. 
 
      
 
    "Stay with us Rachel," John said to her softly, brushing her hair away from her face. 
 
      
 
    The brunette leaned back, taking her mouth off his cock, and shook her head as if waking up from a dream. She looked up at him in delight as he smiled back at her. 
 
      
 
    "Good girl," John told her proudly. He guided her back to his cock again. "Now, see what your body has learned how to do...” 
 
      
 
    Rachel moved with his gentle guidance and opened her mouth obediently, parting her glistening lips to accept him inside. As if working on autopilot, she began to suck him as she tilted forward and swallowed to ease his passage. With a smooth, fluid motion, she sank forward until her lips were encircling the base of his shaft, his entire length was buried in the warm tight confines of her throat. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes reflected her shock and John removed his hands from her head so that she could pull back, withdrawing his shaft from her body completely. When his swollen red crown cleared her lips, Rachel stared at his cock in amazement, gazing at its broad girth and daunting length. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck!" she exclaimed. "How is that even possible?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm hoping that's something you'll be able to tell us eventually," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "That’s amazing," the brunette marvelled, reaching up with her left hand to feel her slender neck, while keeping her right wrapped around his pulsating cock. "Deep throating you like that felt effortless and there was no pain or discomfort at all.” 
 
      
 
    "That's good to hear," John said with relief, as he watched her reaction. 
 
      
 
    "That's because you've already started to be customised for him," Dana told her gently. "John's all about pleasure, not pain, thank goodness." 
 
      
 
     "You're a very considerate Progenitor, aren't you?" Rachel said with a playful smile, as her hand moved up and down his cock, feeling the hardness. 
 
      
 
    "John is, but his cock looks annoyed. It was inside the hot, tight embrace of your lovely body, just waiting to fill you with cum... and now it's having to wait," Dana said softly, prompting the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," Rachel apologised, leaning forward to kiss the head lovingly, before opening her mouth again to take it inside. Her lips twitched in a smile as she experimented with deep-throating him again, her stormy grey eyes flaring with excitement as she pushed him past her tonsils once more. 
 
      
 
    "You're doing so well," Dana told her proudly, as Rachel sank down the full length. The redhead brushed her hand through the other girl’s light brown hair, sweeping it out of her eyes so that Rachel could stare up at John. 
 
      
 
    "She's a very good girl," John said approvingly, which made Rachel shiver with delight.  
 
      
 
    The other girls fanned out to join them, with Calara joining Dana to kneel on the other side of the prostrate brunette, who was sucking eagerly on John's cock. Alyssa and Jade grinned at each other, then moved to flank John, who encircled them in his arms as they pressed up against him. All four girls then leaned in to whisper in John's and Rachel's ears, providing a debauched commentary on the blowjob before them. 
 
      
 
    "You're such a lovely, beautiful girl," Calara whispered to Rachel, as she ran her hands over the young woman's smooth back. "You look so sexy kneeling submissively for John like this, I can't wait to explore your body later." 
 
      
 
    "I'm so proud of you," Dana said happily from the other side, watching the bulge in the brunette's neck as she slid her throat up and down John's cock, massaging his length and coaxing him to unload. "You're going to be so happy here with us and I'm going to personally make sure you love every minute of it!" 
 
      
 
    Rachel moaned with excitement as the big cock sawed in and out of her mouth, her lips spread wide to allow him easy passage down her throat. She glanced down, noticing John's four swollen balls beneath his shaft, and trembled with lust when she realised that she would soon be carrying their massive load in her stomach. 
 
      
 
    "She's a real beauty," Jade said to John, loud enough for Rachel to overhear too. "And such a lovely girl as well. She'll make a perfect mate for you.” 
 
      
 
    John gazed down at Rachel and made eye contact with her, the two of them sharing a look filled with passion. He loved seeing her so aroused and knowing that she was eager to be with him forever was thrilling. 
 
      
 
    "She wants to join us so much and we all want her too,” Alyssa crooned in his ear. “Show Rachel how wonderful it feels to have her tummy stuffed full of your cum... it’ll be like a preview of her carrying your baby." 
 
      
 
    John's eyes rolled back and he cried out in ecstasy as his quad sent a long blast of cum rocketing up his shaft and straight down Rachel's throat. He held her head gently in place with his hands, but Rachel had no intention of going anywhere; her lips were pressed up against his groin as his throbbing cock began to rapidly refill her stomach with his spunk. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, keep sucking," Dana urged her, caressing the bulge in Rachel’s throat. "It makes it feel better for John and he'll pump even more sperm into your tummy." 
 
      
 
    "You're doing so well," Calara praised the kneeling girl, as she reached down to gently massage her rapidly growing stomach. "Spread your legs a little... give yourself some room to grow." 
 
      
 
    Rachel followed the Latina's advice and moved her knees apart, providing more space for her bloated belly. She continued to suck relentlessly, enjoying the sounds of pleasure from John as he fed her a huge load. His cum felt thick and hot as it splashed down in her stomach, and she supported herself with her left arm, while reaching down to place a tentative hand on her expanding abdomen. 
 
      
 
    John's quad was finally done and he sagged backwards, with Alyssa and Jade whispering loving things in his ears. Rachel stopped her suction and eased him out of her throat, letting his wilting cock slip out of her mouth. She reached up to hold his shaft with her right hand before he completely withdrew and planted a loving kiss on the sensitive head. Releasing him, she carefully straightened up and looked down in amazement at her hugely expanded stomach. 
 
      
 
    Her belly was taut and rounded, the skin stretched tight to accommodate the huge amount of cum that now sloshed inside her. She shivered with excitement at the thought of being stuffed full of so much sperm and the thought that she was going to be entirely dependent on the content of John's balls for sustenance over the next couple of weeks, was now proving to be a huge turn on. Calara and Dana both smiled at her lovingly, as they reached out and gently massaged her bloated abdomen, making Rachel sigh with contentment at their soothing touch. 
 
      
 
    "This feels so sexy," Rachel said in awe, as she cradled her overloaded stomach in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Your bellybutton popped out!” Dana gasped with glee, stroking her navel. 
 
      
 
    "You look so beautiful," Jade said approvingly, moving behind Rachel so that she could wrap her in a hug from behind. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa joined them too and leaned in to give Rachel a tender kiss. "Welcome to our family," she said warmly, gazing into her misty grey eyes. 
 
      
 
    John sat up, scooted back on the bed and leaned against the headboard, smiling as he watched the girls fussing over the young woman at their centre. He caught Rachel’s eye to check she was alright, and she beamed back at him, obviously enjoying the attention. Eventually he held out his arms for her and the girls helped her waddle over to him, unbalanced by the massive load she was carrying. He moved his legs apart, and Rachel carefully turned around, sitting down between his legs so that she could lean back against his chest. With a blissful sigh, Rachel snuggled into his embrace, relishing the heavy weight of his hands that rested possessively on her rounded stomach. 
 
      
 
    "That was fantastic, thank you," John said as he looked down at her.  
 
      
 
    The brunette leaned to one side and looked up with a happy little smile. He kissed her briefly before she settled back against him once more. "I can see that sex with you is going to be quite the unique experience," Rachel said with a delighted giggle. 
 
      
 
    The other four girls laughed and nodded, before gathering around them in a semi-circle. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, let's catch everyone up on events," John said, looking around at the attentive group of girls. "We had the meeting with Charles. The bad news, is that he's obviously hiding something, but we don't know what exactly. We also managed to find out the names of the three admirals who are running the campaign in the Dragon March and any of them could be involved.” 
 
      
 
    "Admirals Lynton, Norwood, and Santini," Calara interjected helpfully. "I'll continue my analysis and see if I can see anything suspicious that involves any of them, that hasn't been classified." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, honey," John said with a smile at the Latina. 
 
      
 
    Calara grinned as she saluted him. "You're welcome, Commodore."  
 
      
 
    "Which neatly leads me on to the good news. As our gorgeous young Tactical Officer just revealed, I've been promoted, skipping 'Captain', and I'm now at 'Commodore' rank," he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    The girls all cheered in celebration, until Dana eventually paused to give him a curious look. "What does that actually mean, though?" 
 
      
 
    "Well odious little shits like Captain Maddox will have to be more respectful, right John?" Alyssa asked him with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    He laughed, remembering the irritating reserve force Captain. "Yes, that’s true. However, I'm not the only one being recognised for our efforts in Iota-Leonis. They want to award all of us with a medal!" he informed them with a proud smile. 
 
      
 
    Jade and Dana looked at him with wide-eyed amazement, while Calara and Alyssa returned his smile, having been there for Charles’ announcement. 
 
      
 
    "There's going to be an award ceremony in the next couple of days, so while we're here anyway, you might as well go shopping in Gravitus for something appropriate. They gave me a big chunk of cash as a bounty for the capture of the heavy carrier, so feel free to go wild. Money's no object!" he told them indulgently. 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed with delight, and began to chatter away about outfits they were thinking about getting. 
 
      
 
    "That goes for you too," John said as he looked down at Rachel. "I'm sure the girls would be more than happy to model anything for you in their size, so go with them and buy yourself an extensive wardrobe." 
 
      
 
    This was met with a chorus of eager agreement from the girls, as they each volunteered to assist. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you so much," Rachel said gratefully to the girls, before she looked up at John with a broad grin on her face. "That's very generous, John. Thank you." 
 
      
 
    "You're very welcome," John said with a grin, then he glanced back at the others. "And don't forget to pick up bikinis. We're going on a beach vacation after this... to Oceanus!" 
 
      
 
    Jade looked ecstatically happy and the level of excited female squeals and chattering rose a few more decibels. 
 
      
 
    "Wow! You must have got a serious bonus to be able to afford that," Rachel remarked with surprise. "They customise an island for you, don't they?" 
 
      
 
     "It's not cheap, but what the hell, I can afford it! I promised Jade an aquatic based vacation, so she can really have fun with her swimming, but I've got other plans as well. While we spend a couple of weeks there, I've got some training I need to do, to keep a promise to a beautiful girl," he said with a wry smile, as he made eye contact with Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    The blonde smiled back at him happily, before returning to her excited conversation with Calara. 
 
      
 
    "A couple of weeks? That sounds strangely coincidental," Rachel observed with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, you're going to be a busy girl," he replied, gently running his fingers over her swollen tummy. "I wanted to go somewhere nice, where we can focus on you without any interruptions." 
 
      
 
    She grinned at him in delight. "That's very thoughtful, but I don't think 'nice' adequately describes Oceanus. Not if it lives up to its reputation!"  
 
      
 
    John returned the grin, before looking around at the other girls, who quietened down almost instantly as he focused on them. "It’s nearly five o’clock so I’ll make us some dinner in a few minutes, then we can relax together this evening. We should get an early night and make sure we're well rested for tomorrow. You've got a shopping extravaganza to plan for and I've got another interview with the media lined up." 
 
      
 
    "Don't go giving me all the credit this time," Calara told him with a frown. "The battle around Port Medea really was a team effort from everyone." 
 
      
 
    "I know. I'll make sure everyone knows who's responsible for saving them," he replied as he looked at Alyssa, Calara, Dana, and Jade with admiration.  
 
      
 
    They were touched by the obvious pride in his eyes and took it in turns giving him hugs.  
 
      
 
    When the girls had all settled down again, John said, “Why don’t you stay and get to know Rachel a bit better? I’m sure you must be eager to tell her all my secrets. I’ll whip up something tasty and let Alyssa know when it’s ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want one of us to help?” Alyssa asked, warring between her desire to join him and gossip with the newest addition to their family. 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shook his head as he got out of bed. “You girls have fun. Don’t forget about the shopping trip tomorrow too; you’ll probably want to plan that out.” 
 
      
 
    That comment ended the temporary lull in chatter and he smiled as they all began to talk at once. John got dressed and waved goodbye, then headed down the corridor to the Officers’ Lounge. 
 
      
 
    *Thank you for the shopping trip and the holiday. The girls are all so excited,* Alyssa told him, her voice full of gratitude.  
 
      
 
    *Really? I’d never have guessed,* he replied with a grin as he strode towards the kitchen and could sense her amusement over their empathic connection.  
 
      
 
    John took his time preparing dinner, giving the girls plenty of time to chat amongst themselves without him around. He knew they’d help make Rachel feel very welcome and he wanted her to come to think of the Invictus as her new home. After their conversation at lunchtime, John decided to prepare chicken and artichoke ravioli for the girls, as he knew that neither Alyssa or Dana would have tried that before.  
 
      
 
    Making homemade pasta for the ravioli took a good hour, but he knew it would be well worth it for the lovely flavours. By the time he’d finished it was nearly seven and the girls were hungry for dinner when they all arrived at the table. As he’d expected, Rachel was still stuffed and regretfully turned down a portion despite how good it looked and smelled. The rest of the girls loved it though, gushing about how tasty dinner was as they relaxed together afterwards with a glass of wine. 
 
      
 
    After a very pleasant evening, they decided to go to bed for an early night. Rachel still hadn’t absorbed her last feeding, leaving her with a slightly-rounded tummy, which John took great pleasure in topping up again. He settled down in bed with a very contented, cum-stuffed brunette in his arms, the rest of the girls slipping under the covers and making themselves comfortable. Rachel intertwined her fingers with his, as they rested on her rounded curves, and he felt her relax as she fell into a deep sleep. It had been an eventful day, what with adding the lovely brunette to their crew, and John’s contented smile matched Rachel’s as he drifted off. 
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    When John closed his eyes, he was lulled into a deep sleep by the rhythmic breathing of the young women on either side of him. Just as it did every night, the featureless darkness of the void gently embraced him, as his mind slipped into a restful slumber. Before he could surrender completely to its siren call, this time a faint light appeared, growing brighter and illuminating undefined shapes that lurked in his peripheral vision. With mounting dread, he realised he was experiencing another dream, and upon that realisation the dim half-light disappeared in a flash, as he lurched into the surreal reality of the dreamworld. 
 
      
 
    Defeated enemies lay broken and ruined around him; a hulking cyborg, an enormous four-armed Drakkar, and a huge reptilian beast, all evidence of his might and prowess in combat. He felt a surging sense of pride and gloated at his victory over his stricken adversaries, revelling in his growing power.  
 
      
 
    As he looked beyond the immediate destruction at his feet, he saw that he was on a vast plain, strewn with the corpses of the foes he had mercilessly slaughtered. Men, Kirrix, Drakkar, Kintark... all those who had foolishly attempted to challenge him and had fallen to his fearsome wrath. Above that desolate expanse of butchery, the endless night sky yawned wide, the dozens of stars that flecked that blackness twinkling with a malevolent light. 
 
      
 
    He suddenly felt an itching in his mind, as though he was being watched by some predatory figure that lurked just out of sight. He looked to both his left and right, before becoming aware of a vast eldritch presence that was scrutinising his every move. It seemed to be taking an obscene delight in observing his reactions to the scene of carnage and he could sense its gloating satisfaction as he relished his gory handiwork. With a shocking moment of clarity, he realised that the dozens of stars were malignant eyes, watching him like a man might observe the antics of a bug. His mind shrank back from the hideous immensity of the abyssal horror, desperately trying to shy away, as if instinctively comprehending that attempting to confront this titanic monstrosity would lead to madness and despair. 
 
      
 
    As unspeakable dread threatened to overwhelm him, a glowing nimbus of light began to pool at his feet, before swiftly surging upwards to encase him in a brightly glowing sphere. Fortified by the radiance, his terror was banished, and he looked about him once more. Instead of broken corpses, he saw the thousands of people that he had saved, all turned to face him on that vast plain. Huge crowds of men and women raised their voices in a wordless cheer of gratitude, while great numbers of Ashanath joined a psychic chorus of praise to his name.  
 
      
 
    His heart bolstered by the sincere gratitude of the souls he’d saved, John faced the stygian abomination with steely determination. He could sense its smug satisfaction turning to disgust and loathing, and with an incomprehensible roar of rage, the lurking presence lashed out at him from the impenetrable darkness. Colossal writhing tentacles, tipped with sickeningly sharp barbs, coiled and undulated as they surged towards him, seeking to rend him asunder. At the last possible moment, they were deflected away harmlessly by the glowing nimbus of light that swathed him, leaving them to lash in the air, thwarted from their lethal purpose. The sickening ethereal behemoth shook the plane with a bellowing roar and the dreamworld collapsed, unceremoniously dumping him from the cloying grasp of the nightmare. 
 
      
 
    John was brought back to consciousness in an instant and he stifled the urge to cry out, as he was suddenly and shockingly wide awake once more. He could feel his heart hammering away, as though desperate to escape the confines of his chest, his breathing ragged with fear. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, desperate to calm himself, but knowing that achieving a state of focus couldn't be rushed. He closed his eyes to help him concentrate and after a long moment, his breathing returned to normal, as he felt at peace once again. 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes again, but calmly this time, and felt movement behind him. He turned away from Rachel's slumbering form, to see Alyssa sitting bolt upright and staring at him in shock, her eyes wide with terror. 
 
      
 
    *What the fuck was that?!* 
 
      
 
    *I've been having dreams. That wasn't the first,* he told her grimly. 
 
      
 
    “No telepathy, I want to hear your voice,” she told him, sounding small and scared. 
 
      
 
    John carefully untangled himself from Rachel, leaving her cuddled up to Dana. He quietly and carefully left the bed by the base, holding out his hand for Alyssa, who gripped it tightly. Her fingers felt cold and clammy in his, and when he glanced her way with concern, John saw her shivering with fear. They left the bedroom and walked down the corridor hand-in-hand, with John leading Alyssa to the Officers' Lounge so that they could talk without disturbing the others. The blonde suddenly pulled him into Jade's room as they passed the entrance, closing the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    "Jade never sleeps in here, she won't mind," Alyssa said with a tremor in her voice, as she led him to the bed.  
 
      
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked, looking at the blonde with concern. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm scared," Alyssa replied, tugging gently on his hand to encourage him to join her. She lay back and pulled John with her, spreading her toned thighs for him. "We'll talk when you're inside me.”  
 
      
 
    "I'm not feeling all that turned on right now," he said apologetically, still recovering from the nightmare himself.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked up at him with big eyes, her pupils heavily dilated by fear. "I need you, my handsome hero. Warm me up with your big hard cock and tell me how you're going to protect me and make everything better," she urged him gently. 
 
      
 
    Rising to the challenge both figuratively and literally, John was hard within a few moments. He pushed inside the beautiful blonde teenager, feeling her wet heat surrounding his shaft like a glove, and she clung to him fiercely, wrapping her arms and legs around him. John could feel how cold her skin was, with Alyssa’s body reacting to the stress, so he pressed himself down on her to let her share his body-heat. 
 
      
 
    "Everything's going to be alright now," he murmured soothingly into her ear. "I'm here to keep you safe. Nothing bad is going to happen to you, my beautiful girl." 
 
      
 
    Eventually Alyssa stopped shivering as John warmed her up, her breathing steadying as she calmed down. He cradled her head protectively in his hands as she looked up at him, her look of trust and obvious vulnerability sparking a fierce desire to keep her safe. 
 
      
 
    "That was the most terrifying thing I've ever experienced!" she exclaimed with a shudder. "What the hell was that?!" 
 
      
 
    "I don’t know," John admitted. "That's the third dream I've had like it." 
 
      
 
    "That wasn't a dream, that was some kind of horrible fucking nightmare!" Alyssa said vehemently. "Why didn't you tell me about them?!" 
 
      
 
    "I told you about the first one, but I haven't had any for the last few weeks. The last time was just after we rescued Jade from those pirates," he said, thinking back to when he had previously experienced one of the nightmares. "I'd hoped they were just a temporary thing." 
 
      
 
    "I had no idea you were going through this," she said, hugging him closer.  
 
      
 
    "I'm just glad I've never dreamt before, if they're anything like this," John muttered, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    "That first nightmare was just after we'd picked up Sparks, wasn't it?" 
 
      
 
    "That's right. We'd rescued Dana from Karron and were heading back to Olympus Shipyard...” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa took a big breath, which brushed her pert breasts against his chest, and she looked up at him with a pensive frown as she concentrated. Her mind wandered while she thought about those specific events, then she paused as she became aware of a nascent bundle of emotions swirling playfully in her subconscious. She smiled inwardly at the metaphysical representation of Rachel, then allocated her a little compartment of her own. The image slotted in next to those of the other girls, all positioned around the image of John that took centre stage. 
 
      
 
    With a startled gasp, Alyssa suddenly realised what the trigger was. "You're experiencing these nightmares whenever we permanently add girls to the crew! They occur every time a new girl appears in my mind!" 
 
      
 
    "So you're saying I'm a commitment-phobe?" he joked, trying to calm the perceptive blonde. 
 
      
 
    "This is serious!" Alyssa replied with a frown. "I'm worried that these nightmares are some form of psychic attack."                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
      
 
    "But, what about Calara?" John retorted. "If your theory is correct, then she would have triggered a nightmare as well. When she joined us and you started sensing her thoughts, nothing happened." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was quiet for a moment as she pondered the conundrum. "You and Dana have been saying I've been growing in power, which we seem to have proved with the Invictium shaping. Maybe when it was just you, me, and Calara, I wasn't powerful enough to appear on the radar of whatever is causing these nightmares?” 
 
      
 
    "But if that's the case, why aren't the nightmares directed at you, instead of me?" John asked with a puzzled frown. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just a Terran, you're the Progenitor," she reminded him gently. "We're also very closely linked, and our bond has been getting stronger." 
 
      
 
    "You think it's Progenitors attacking me in my sleep?" he asked her with a worried frown. 
 
      
 
    "It could be... I've got no idea," Alyssa conceded with a helpless shrug. "But once is an accident, twice is a coincidence, three times shows a pattern." 
 
      
 
    "Dana, Jade, Rachel," John stated, staring into the blonde girl's cerulean eyes. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded, gazing right back. "Yes, exactly." 
 
      
 
    "So should we stop recruiting anyone else?" John asked her cautiously. "After everything we discovered with the Ashanath and that mysterious black ship, it looks like Progenitors are active again. I don't think we want to attract any more attention than we have already." 
 
      
 
    "Well you're in charge, so ultimately, it's your decision," she replied, studying his face.  
 
      
 
    "The more girls we add, the more powerful our team becomes, with more skills to draw from," John mused. "I can't imagine trying to tackle the recent challenges without all of our existing crew and I'm sure Rachel will prove to be just as helpful." 
 
      
 
    "Plus, it's very exciting seeing you break in new girls," Alyssa purred, starting to rock gently underneath him. 
 
      
 
    He smiled and stroked the side of her head. "It looks like you're feeling better.” 
 
      
 
    "Being stretched out by your big cock always makes me feel wonderful," she said with a blissful sigh, as her hands moved down to rest on his bottom, urging him to push deeper. 
 
      
 
    John did exactly that, enjoying the feel of her snug pussy yielding to him as he sank up to the balls inside her. "Taking your gorgeous body always feels wonderful," he agreed. "But aren't we forgetting our grey-eyed companion?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry. I reached out to Dana and sent her off with Rachel to do her tests. She'll be back in time for breakfast," Alyssa replied impishly. 
 
      
 
    "So what's the plan exactly?" John asked her, as he gathered her wrists in his hands and pinned them to the bed above her head. "Am I going to fuck you hard until you can't come any more, then have Rachel suck the spunk out of my balls?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shivered with excitement as he began to stroke powerfully inside her. She drew her knees back, widening her pelvis, so she could savour the driving motion of his hips. "No, not this time. I'd like to feel your cum stretching my belly after the fright I got last night. Having you fill me up is the best feeling in the world." 
 
      
 
    "I'd be more than happy to oblige, but what about Rachel's change?" he asked her, as he began to thrust hard into her firm young body, making her moan with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    "Stuff my womb with your load and I promise I'll share with her," Alyssa gasped, between sultry moans. Her eyes flashed with a challenging glint. "Unless you're bored of fucking me?" 
 
      
 
    "That's never going to happen," he told her as he pounded her harder, delighting in her breathy cries and the clutching embrace of her snug pussy. 
 
      
 
    John rode the blonde teenager long and hard, coaxing her body to climax three times, before the door to Jade's room opened with a swish. Dana and Rachel strolled inside, then stopped and stared with wide eyes, watching Alyssa cry out in ecstasy as John's relentless shafting brought her to a fourth massive orgasm. 
 
      
 
    "Stop, please!" she begged him. "If you make me cum any more, I'm going to pass out!" 
 
      
 
    "Only because you asked so nicely," John replied, leaning down to lovingly kiss the panting blonde, and halting the rocking motion of his hips. 
 
      
 
    When they stopped kissing, Alyssa leaned to the side to smile invitingly at the new arrivals. "Come and join us...” 
 
      
 
    Rachel and Dana grinned back at her as they climbed onto the bed, splitting up to sit on either side of the impaled blonde. 
 
      
 
    "Morning girls," John said as he smiled at them both affectionately. Still buried inside Alyssa, he kissed the redhead then the brunette. 
 
      
 
    "You look so sexy..." Rachel said breathily as she looked down at Alyssa's stunning body, covered as it was in a light sheen of perspiration. "You look like you've been oiled up for him." 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, we haven't played with oil for a while," Alyssa said in a seductive purr. "I think the last time was when you took Calara's virgin ass wasn't it, John?" 
 
      
 
    He laughed and nodded, before glancing at the girls to either side of him. "I got a lovely kiss this morning, but Alyssa missed out! She had a bad dream last night, so I think you girls should help make her feel better.” 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled and swooped down to start passionately kissing her friend. Meanwhile, Rachel ducked lower and began to suck on Alyssa's erect nipples, making the blonde gasp with delight. John began to move slowly again, seeing the three girls together instinctively making him want to join in. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, wow!" Rachel gasped as she gazed at Alyssa's toned stomach in fascination.  
 
      
 
    She could see the bulge in the blonde's belly, where the head of John's cock was stroking in and out of her. Rachel reached out and tentatively rested her hand on the slowly moving shape, amazed at how deep he was. 
 
      
 
    "How does that even fit?" she marvelled, trying to imagine the biology of what she was seeing with her disbelieving eyes. 
 
      
 
    "He's deep in my womb," Alyssa replied, with a sigh of great satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    "He shouldn't be able to get past your cervix," Rachel said in surprise. "Doesn't that hurt like hell?" 
 
      
 
    "Not even a little bit," Alyssa replied happily. "I guess I can't help but stretch to make room for his huge cock." 
 
      
 
    "You're a very good girl," John praised her with a grin, thrusting languidly into the woman lying supine beneath him. 
 
      
 
    "Speaking of good girls, are you ready to swallow down more cum?" Alyssa asked Rachel, brushing her fingers over the brunette’s flushed lips. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I can't wait," the tawny haired brunette replied, before kissing Alyssa’s fingertips. 
 
      
 
    "I'd really like to feel him cumming inside me this morning. Would you be okay with me giving you breakfast instead?" Alyssa asked with a sultry smile. 
 
      
 
    Rachel blinked in surprise. "You mean...?"  
 
      
 
    "Yes, she wants you to eat his cum from her pussy!" Dana gushed, her eyes wild with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "John mentioned that he expected I'd be getting rather more familiar with the rest of the girls; I’m glad we’re not wasting any time," Rachel said with a giggle, moving up the bed so that she was face to face with Alyssa. "Besides, I've wanted to go down on you ever since we first met in the boutique...” 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I felt the same way!" Alyssa replied breathlessly, as John continued to stroke slowly inside her beautiful body. "Can I go first... please?" 
 
      
 
    Rachel leaned in to give the blonde a tender kiss, her smoky grey eyes hooded with lust. "Okay... but only because you asked so nicely." 
 
      
 
    John watched with mounting excitement as Rachel crawled around the bed so that she was facing him. He leaned back a little, giving the brunette plenty of room and she took his offered hand as she knelt carefully, positioning her pussy over Alyssa's full lips.  
 
      
 
    "Good morning," Rachel purred, gazing seductively into his eyes.  
 
      
 
    John kissed her, running his fingers through her hair, then cupping her head in his hand as their kiss deepened. Rachel began to moan with arousal as Alyssa's eager tongue began to get to work, lurid lapping sounds filling the room.  
 
      
 
    "Oh God, that feels amazing...” she panted, clinging to him for support. 
 
      
 
    Dana smiled happily at the kissing couple, her mouth lifting into a wicked grin as she watched the brunette riding her friend's face. She moved behind Rachel, who was rocking gently in place, and looked down at Alyssa from behind the brunette's gyrating ass. Dana sucked her index finger into her mouth, making sure it was nice and wet, then reached out to brush her fingertip over Rachel's moist pussy. Being careful not to get in Alyssa's way, she eased her long finger into the brunette, hearing the smaller girl gasp with excitement at the gentle penetration. 
 
      
 
    "She's so tight," Dana told John, making eye contact with over Rachel’s shoulder. "She's really going to have to stretch to take your big cock." 
 
      
 
    Rachel moaned again, her breathing getting more ragged. The combination of Alyssa's licking tongue and Dana's insistent fingering were getting her heated up very fast. She panted with lust as she crossed her wrists behind John’s neck, kissing him fiercely, before suddenly letting out a surprised shriek as she looked behind her with shock. 
 
      
 
    "She's even tighter back here, John," Dana informed him with a mischievous grin. "You might need to feed her for a while, before she'll be able to stretch to take you in the ass." 
 
      
 
    Under their combined assault, Rachel arched her back and screamed as she climaxed. She shuddered through her release, while staring into John’s eyes and panting for breath. 
 
      
 
    Hearing the lovely young woman gasping and moaning as she orgasmed, was enough to tip him over the edge too, and he thrust deeply into Alyssa before roaring out his own climax. He'd been inside Alyssa for over an hour and his balls were desperate to unload. His quad convulsed as he pumped long spurts of cum into the moaning blonde, her womb inflating rapidly as he filled her to the brim.  
 
      
 
    John and Rachel eventually wound down from their joint climax, then carefully dismounted Alyssa, who gazed up at them with a blissful expression on her beautiful face.  
 
      
 
    "It feels like so long ago since the last time you came inside me," she murmured as she stroked her swollen belly, her beautiful face a picture of contentment. "I'd almost forgotten how amazing it feels." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry you've been neglected," he apologised playfully, as he joined her in stroking her rounded stomach. 
 
      
 
    Dana glanced at Rachel with a lusty grin. "Ready for breakfast?" 
 
      
 
    "I can't wait," the brunette agreed, slipping between Alyssa's splayed thighs. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that feels so good," Alyssa whimpered, running her fingers through Rachel’s tawny hair as the brunette got to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A little while later, they finally emerged from Jade's bedroom and returned to the Commander's Quarters. Calara and Jade were just waking up when John and his three companions walked into the room, and they grinned at Rachel as she carefully climbed onto the bed, her heavily-rounded belly obviously full of cum. 
 
      
 
    "Morning girls," John greeted them with a kiss, as he joined the others on the bed. 
 
      
 
    "You seem to be in a wonderful mood this morning," Jade noted, looking delighted.  
 
      
 
    "Well he fucked me senseless, then watched Rachel eat his cum from my pussy, so that might explain his good spirits," Alyssa said with a wry smile, causing all the girls to giggle. 
 
      
 
    When they all settled down, John looked over at Rachel. "Have you looked at any of your test results yet?" 
 
      
 
    "I've been doing too much sleeping," she said, as she grinned self-consciously. "I'll start analysing the results as soon as I can. Would you like me to tell you what I've found out as I discover it, or just compile all my results into a presentation after the two weeks are up?" 
 
      
 
    "It would probably be good to see a final presentation, then we can more clearly see what happens over the entire change," John said, thinking it over. "Unless you find out anything really important, that you think we need to know immediately." 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you say, Commodore," Rachel said with a playful salute. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, don't you start all that too," John groaned. "Alyssa already takes great delight in mocking my rank." 
 
      
 
    "How about 'Boss' then, or 'Chief'?" the brunette asked, her grey eyes sparkling. "Maybe 'Lord', or 'Master', if we want to get a bit racier?" 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the Nymph and smiled. "Sorry, Jade called dibs on 'Master' already."  
 
      
 
    "This one loves being your possession, Master," Jade crooned, smiling at him impishly. 
 
      
 
    Calara, Jade, and Alyssa laughed at Jade's self-deprecating humour, but Rachel just looked a bit confused and smiled politely. 
 
      
 
    Jade took pity on the bemused girl and explained, "I used to speak that way all the time. But John gave me a sense of self-worth beyond being just some sexual plaything for a long series of unpleasant men." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds horrendous!” Rachel blurted out, her face etched with sympathy. “What happened?" 
 
      
 
    "Now's not the time. It's too depressing a tale and everyone's in a good mood," Jade said with a smile. "Remind me to tell you some other time, if you're interested." 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded, while studying the Nymph with fascination, admiring the viridian curves on her beautiful dark green skin. "I'd love to find out a lot more about you. Maybe when I'm done with this current analysis, you'd agree to let me study you more closely?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I'd be happy to," Jade replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "So, what plans has everyone got for today?" John asked them all. "Are you all going to go shopping on Gravitus?" 
 
      
 
    There was a chorus of agreement from the girls, except from Dana, who shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "I want to get the Raptor repaired straight away, assuming the parts have arrived," she said eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "In that case, we might as well wait until you're finished with the ship," Alyssa said with a shrug. "Then Jade can fly us down to the planet and save us any messing around with shuttles. Will it take you a long time to install the new engine?" 
 
      
 
    "I should be done in an hour, less if you guys help too," Dana said with a grin. "Replacing the Gatling Lasers should only take about ten minutes each, but I'll have to build new turret housings for them first. I can get the mass fabricators working on the parts for those while we fit the engine, so we shouldn't have to wait." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like we have a plan then," John said, smiling at them. "I'll help you fit the engine if you like; I'm guessing my strength will speed up the process even more?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that would be great," Dana replied, nodding appreciatively. “We’ll be done in a fraction of the time.” 
 
      
 
    "You haven't told us what you're planning to do while we're away shopping," Calara protested, eyes locked on John. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be booking our vacation on Oceanus," John replied, smiling at the beaming grins that generated. He paused and threw a stern glance at Alyssa. "But I want it to be a surprise, so no peeking!" 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I promise I'll stay out of your head for a few hours," she agreed, looking at him affectionately. "But only two at the most!" 
 
      
 
    John laughed and nodded. "That should be fine, I'll try and resist thinking about it after that." 
 
      
 
    "Do you want one of us to stay with you afterwards, to keep you entertained?" Alyssa asked him playfully, and the other girls started to look torn about their decision to go on a shopping trip. 
 
      
 
    "No, it's okay, I think I can last a few hours," John said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    They got up and went for a shower, but Rachel paused when she passed the huge bath and looked at it longingly. 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead, have a long soak," Alyssa suggested, when she saw what had drawn the brunette’s attention. "We won't need you for the repairs and you already have an important job to do." 
 
      
 
    "I do?" Rachel asked her puzzled. 
 
      
 
    "Of course!" Alyssa said, reaching out to caress the brunette's swollen belly. "Absorbing all this delicious cum, so you can join us properly.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel laughed at that, then leaned over to give the blonde an affectionate peck on the cheek. "Thanks for being so lovely," she said sincerely. "You've really gone out of your way to make me feel at home here." 
 
      
 
    "You're very welcome," Alyssa replied, gently stroking the other girl's cheek. "John likes you a lot, and you're joining our group. That means I care about you a great deal already."  
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled happily at this, then gave the blonde an enthusiastic hug. "This still feels like a dream, but it’s one I never want to wake up from!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, don't talk about dreams, please!" Alyssa protested with a groan. "John and I just experienced a horrible shared nightmare last night. I'm still feeling pretty raw this morning.” 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Dana asked, poking her head out of the shower. 
 
      
 
    "Wait till they've joined us in the shower, then I'll explain," John said to the redhead, pulling her into his arms. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa waved her hand over the panel set in the wall, activating the holographic controls, which sprang into being with a soft orange glow. The panel had various settings for the bath, including depth of water, temperature and just how bubbly to make it. She pressed a few buttons and water began to pour into the tub, gurgling happily as steam began to rise above the rapidly filling bath. 
 
      
 
    When Alyssa and Rachel joined them in the shower, the blonde positioned the new girl in the middle, and she was soon being lovingly massaged by her female companions. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God, that feels amazing!" Rachel groaned, closing her eyes in bliss. 
 
      
 
    "Jade is a gifted masseuse and the girls are her willing students," John chuckled, as he watched the young woman sigh in rapture. 
 
      
 
    The girls lavished attention on Rachel until the soft melody coming from the bath let them know that it was now full.  
 
      
 
    "I won't keep you from your bath, so I'll keep this brief. I never used to dream before, but I've been having some pretty scary ones over the last month or so," John carefully explained to his attentive audience. 
 
      
 
    "For some reason, I shared the most recent nightmare,” Alyssa said with an involuntary shudder. “You shouldn't undersell it, John. That was easily the most terrifying thing I've ever experienced."  
 
      
 
    John drew Alyssa into an embrace, stroking her back to calm her. "Alyssa and I had discussed it this morning. We think these nightmares are somehow linked to her getting more powerful and might be some kind of psychic attack," he explained, before turning to look at the blonde. "This might be the first time you've been consciously aware of it, but I think you were present in the other dreams too." 
 
      
 
    "What makes you say that?" Calara asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    "In almost all of my dreams, there's been a glowing white figure, or some kind of radiant white aura. Thinking about it now, that presence always felt distinctly feminine, especially the dreams I've had after I've been injured," he said with a wistful smile, recalling that wonderful sensation of being cared for.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa cupped his cheek and looked at him in concern. "You've been having these kinds of nightmares when you've been hurt as well?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh no, they’re nothing alike. When I’ve been injured, the dreams have been amazing, filled with feelings of warmth and love... the contrast between them is colossal," he said emphatically. 
 
      
 
    "How badly were you hurt?" Rachel asked, studying his body with a professional eye. "I don't see any scars on you." 
 
      
 
    "The worst was when he got punched through the chest with a spike," Jade said with a frown. "A Drakkar impaled him with a blade right through the torso below the ribs." She moved around behind him to place her hands on the entry and exit point. 
 
      
 
    "Thankfully you were there to save the day," John said, looking at the Nymph over his shoulder. Jade stood on tiptoe so that she could give him a loving kiss. 
 
      
 
    "There's no kind of marks on you of any kind," Rachel said in wonder, closely examining his chest below the ribs. "And a wound that severe would have been life threatening..." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, Jade definitely saved my life that day," John agreed, as the green-skinned girl cuddled up behind him. 
 
      
 
    "No, I mean a wound that bad would have required immediate medical assistance. Does one of you have medical training?" she asked, looking around the assembled group, but her curious gaze was met by shakes of the head. 
 
      
 
    "I applied a trauma kit, if that counts?" Alyssa replied helpfully. 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled and gently shook her head. "He would have had sustained severe internal bleeding and definitely would have required surgery," she explained, before studying John again. "I can't see a scratch on you, so how long did it take to completely heal?" 
 
      
 
    "Overnight?" he said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, you can't be serious?!" Rachel balked. "I've never heard of regenerative abilities on that scale!" 
 
      
 
    "You probably didn't get a good look at that Kintark Royal Guard then," John said wryly, as he remembered the reptile’s wounds healing before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Rachel asked, sounding intrigued. "I would love to have studied that in more detail." 
 
      
 
    "If we come across another one, I'll save you a souvenir," John joked. 
 
      
 
    "That would be brilliant, thanks!" The young doctor gushed, her eyes lighting up at the prospect.  
 
      
 
    "Actually, John isn't the only one who healed fast," Dana said with a smile. "I had a nasty head wound and I've broken my arm before. Both of those got healed overnight too." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, and I got shot in the back with a heavy laser!" Alyssa added chirpily. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that looked like it could have been fatal to me, but you were good as new the next day," Calara said at the blonde with a relieved smile. "I also had a broken nose, fractured ribs, and a lacerated back. Those were all healed within a few days too." 
 
      
 
    "How is that even possible?" Rachel marvelled in astonishment, before her face suddenly fell. "And why would you bother recruiting a doctor if you can heal from critical wounds overnight? I can't see how I'm going to be able to help you much at all." 
 
      
 
    John opened his arms to the dejected girl and Rachel stepped into his embrace, resting her head against his muscular chest. "Don't worry, I can think of lots of ways you can be useful.” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes as she smiled at him. "You've got four astoundingly beautiful young women at your beck and call already. I can't believe you'd want me here just for a bit of variety!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure we'll have lots of fun together, but that's not what I meant," John replied with a smile. "We have a lot of questions that need answering about what exactly happened to the girls when they joined me, the rapid healing being one of them. Another example is the DNA reader on the Invictus. It stopped working for the girls after they'd been here a little while, so we think their DNA might have been altered." 
 
      
 
    "I knew these changes were dramatic, but that's on a whole different level!" Rachel exclaimed in surprise. "But I should be able to explain all that for you in a few weeks, so how would I contribute after that?"  
 
      
 
    "Well we don't know much about Jade and her species is pretty much extinct, so she's essentially unique. When you see what she can do, I think you'll be eager to help unlock some of her mysteries," John said, smiling when the Nymph hugged him tightly from behind.  
 
      
 
    "True, she already has me quite fascinated," Rachel said, exchanged warm smiles with Jade over John's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "Then there's me. I'm a Progenitor and we know nothing about what makes me tick," he said, meeting her curious gaze. 
 
      
 
    "But if there was anything strange about you or your physiology, aside from the obvious..." she said, glancing up at his ears, then down suggestively. "Why wouldn't the doctors have highlighted it when you joined the Terran Federation military?" 
 
      
 
    "That's a really good point!" Dana blurted out. "Maybe we could access your old medical records, John? I'm sure they'd be an interesting read." 
 
      
 
    "If you could, that would be really helpful," Rachel said, nodding eagerly. "If you have gone through any changes yourself recently, then we'll have a baseline report from... how many years ago?" 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-two years," John said with a self-conscious smile. 
 
      
 
    "You wouldn't think it to look at him, but he's old enough to be our father," Alyssa said with a teasing smirk. 
 
      
 
    John groaned. "Don't start all that 'Daddy' stuff again..."  
 
      
 
    The girls giggled at him and he laughed along with them. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, those would be fascinating projects, but we're still only talking about a few weeks of research. Besides, I don't think I'll be able to tell you much about the psychic abilities you’re manifesting. Terran medical diagnostic tools aren't equipped to cater for that kind of analysis; we don't have any people with psychic powers, so there’s never been a need.” 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but the Ashanath do!" Dana gasped, clinging to John’s arm. 
 
      
 
    "I don't really fancy a detour back to Ashana just yet," John said, reluctantly shaking his head. "We've got some other interesting places to go first." 
 
      
 
    "We won't need to!" the redhead exclaimed. "As Alyssa trashed the Psi-shaper, I could take that apart and start developing some psychic devices. At the very least, I'll be able to build Rachel something to detect psychic energy.” 
 
      
 
    "Hey, that was an accident!" Alyssa protested, before pausing and looking at Dana with interest. "Are you sure you can build a psychic detection device? You haven’t had any experience with that kind of tech before have you?" 
 
      
 
    "There's a psychic sensor on the base of the Psi-shaper. If I can't figure out how that works, then I should resign my job as Chief Engineer," Dana replied with a cheerful grin. 
 
      
 
    "That all sounds really interesting, and I can't wait to get started on it, but what about in the long term?” Rachel asked, her expression anxious. “I really want to be able to contribute to the team in a meaningful way.” 
 
      
 
    "I've got a few things in mind for you actually,” John replied, looking thoughtful. “I think Dana was on to a good idea with analysing the aliens we encounter. If you can investigate any corpses we bring back, you might be able to tell us more about them. Identifying things like weak spots for some of these more dangerous creatures we've faced would be very useful, especially for species like the Drakkar, or that Kintark reptile.”  
 
      
 
    "I can do that for you, no problem!" Rachel readily agreed. 
 
      
 
    "I want you trained up for combat as well," John said firmly, then looked around at the rest of the girls too. "We've taken weapon training far too casually so far, with only Alyssa training intensively in firearms. While we're relaxing on Oceanus, I'd like you all to spend some time improving your marksmanship. If we get boarded by anyone in the future, I want all of you combat ready." 
 
      
 
    John felt Jade flinch behind him and he quickly turned to look at her troubled face. "I don't mean you of course, honey," he said soothingly and watched her relax a moment later. He smiled as he brushed the backs of his fingers along her jawline. "You're quite lethal enough with your natural abilities." 
 
      
 
    When he was certain that the Nymph was alright and not going to react badly to the thought of firing weapons again, he turned back to face Rachel. 
 
      
 
    "Is that alright with you, Doctor?" he asked her considerately. "If you're a pacifist, it’s probably best you let me know now." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that’s perfectly fine by me," Rachel replied with a smile.  
 
      
 
    "Great! I'd like you to regularly accompany Alyssa and me on our combat missions,” he requested, watching her reaction. “We might need you to help stabilise either of us if we get badly hurt and there's always the chance you might have to help any wounded friendlies we encounter. We seem to be rescuing more than our fair share of people recently.”  
 
      
 
    "That sounds amazing," Rachel said, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. "Although I must warn you, I've never fired a gun before.” 
 
      
 
    "I didn't have much experience either, but I soon improved," Calara said, giving her an encouraging pat on the back. "One of the benefits of our heightened reflexes, increased strength, and improvements to agility, is that we're ideally suited for combat."  
 
      
 
    "Based on what we saw on those stone pictographs, that doesn't surprise me at all," John said with a depressed sigh. 
 
      
 
    "Don't feel bad," Alyssa said, moving to stand in front of him. "Those guys might have been dicks, but you've twisted your natural abilities and turned them into something good. Just think about all the people we've saved already, like those we freed from the Kirrix, or all the military personnel we rescued at Iota-Leonis. Then there's all the rest who’ll live, because we stopped the pirates and the Drakkar from attacking anyone else." 
 
      
 
    John looked at her with hope in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at him lovingly. "Then there's all us girls. You saved all our lives too and I'm sure they're all eternally grateful. I know I am!" 
 
      
 
    The other girls murmured their heartfelt agreement and John looked around, with a self-conscious smile. "Thanks ladies, that was nice to hear," he said appreciatively, as they all moved in for a group hug. 
 
      
 
    Dana snuggled into him and kissed him on the shoulder. “Yeah, you’re not so bad,” she said with a lopsided grin. 
 
      
 
    John laughed as they separated. "Alright then. Now we're all caught up, we better get on with the day.” He looked at Rachel and continued, "Does that answer your question about your role on the ship?"  
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you. I feel much happier now," she replied honestly. 
 
      
 
    "I've thought of something else that's going to make you invaluable," Alyssa said with a sultry purr. "A vital role for a doctor on this ship." 
 
      
 
    Rachel raised an eyebrow, looking intrigued. "Really? What have you got in mind?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa moved behind the young woman and wrapped her gently in her arms. Her hands sought out Rachel's heavily swollen belly and gave her a loving caress.  
 
      
 
    "Obstetrics," the blonde whispered softly, giving the brunette a tender kiss on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The shower room echoed with breathy sighs from the girls, and John looked around him, seeing wistful, doe-eyed expressions on all of the young women as they stared up at him.  
 
      
 
    He smiled back at them, then opened his arms invitingly. "Okay, one more group hug, then we better get moving.” 
 
      
 
    After they got out of the shower, Rachel stepped gingerly into the bathtub, groaning with delight as she sank below the bubbly surface. The other girls laughed and waved goodbye, then joined John in getting dressed so that they could assist with the repairs. The corridor outside the Commander's Quarters filled with excited chatter and John strolled along behind the girls as they made their way to the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go set up the mass fabricators," Dana said eagerly. "Can you bring the replacement parts into the hangar bay for the Raptor, please?" 
 
      
 
    "Right away, Chief Engineer," John replied with a salute, as they all stepped into the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    When they reached Deck Nine and left through the airlock, they saw that there was a large crate standing ready not far from the Invictus, along with two long secured containers. John eyed the crate for a moment, briefly considering picking it up and carrying it into the ship's hangar. 
 
      
 
    *Easy there, Hercules, we're probably surrounded by cameras,* Alyssa's cautious voice reached out to him. 
 
      
 
    *I know, but it would be a lot easier,* he replied with amusement. 
 
      
 
    Calara strode over to one of the nearby loading cranes, while Alyssa walked over to collect one of the anti-grav flatbeds that were left parked in the Docking Bay. They drove both over to the bulky crate and after taking a few minutes to get used to the controls, Calara swung the crane arm over the large cube. Jade leapt lithely up onto the crate, clambering up the side before standing ready at the top. When Calara brought the hoist down into position, the Nymph grabbed it with an outstretched hand and secured it to the attachment on top of the box. Once Jade had jumped clear, the Latina carefully manoeuvred the wavering crate into position, helped by John's sneaky guidance, and they dropped it onto the back of the anti-grav flatbed. 
 
      
 
    "The crate weighs just over a ton," Calara called out to them, recalling the reading on the crane, as she walked over to join them. 
 
      
 
    John picked up a long weapon container containing the Gatling laser, and pretended to struggle with the weight as he placed it on the back of the flatbed.  
 
      
 
    "Over two thousand pounds," Alyssa said speculatively, as she glanced at John. "That Raptor engine's very heavy, isn't it, handsome?" 
 
      
 
    "It certainly is," John replied with an eager grin, and he loaded the other Gatling laser with a fake groan. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa started up the flatbed’s motor and the anti-gravity cyclics fired up with a deep whir. The vehicle rose gently off the ground and she began to steer it towards the Invictus. John pulled the remote from his pocket, pressing the button that would open the huge hull door into the hangar bay. The slowly rising door gradually revealed the Raptor, which gleamed a brilliant white, sparkling brightly as the armour plates reflected the overhead lighting. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, wow!" Jade said breathlessly, as she stopped and stared in awe at the gunship.  
 
      
 
    "You like?" Alyssa asked her with a grin. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph looked delighted. "I love it!" she gasped, bounding up the ramp into the Invictus to take a closer look. 
 
      
 
    John chuckled in amusement as he watched Jade cavorting around the Raptor and she beamed a huge grin at him when she had completed her circuit. 
 
      
 
    "Still wish it was black and evil looking?" Alyssa asked him with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "It was worth the colour swap just to see Jade's reaction," John replied happily.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa brought the flatbed into the hangar and parked it to the rear of the gunship. They were just lowering the hangar bay doors again when Dana bounced in. 
 
      
 
    "You loaded that quickly!" she said in surprise as she rejoined them. "Did you use your super strength?" 
 
      
 
    "No, I behaved myself; we just used a crane to load it," John replied. He had a gleam in his eyes as he added, "The crate weighs over a ton..." 
 
      
 
    "Now this I've got to see!" Dana nodded eagerly, before she looked up at the gunship with a frown. "We better strip out the old engine first though. Give me a few minutes and I'll have it uncoupled." 
 
      
 
    They waited patiently while Dana moved a maintenance gantry over the back end of the gunship. Once it was in position, she dropped lightly off the walkway and onto the top of the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    "Need a hand?" John called up to her helpfully. 
 
      
 
    "Nah, I'm good. These military ships are designed for rapid refits, so I just need to shut down a few systems, reroute the fuel supply, then uncouple all the locking clamps," she replied. 
 
      
 
    John and the girls smiled at each other when Dana began to whistle a tune while she worked, the jaunty melody drifting down to them where they stood waiting below. It only took a few minutes before she stopped her whistling and called down to let them know she was ready. 
 
      
 
    "Do you want me to hook up a hoist, just in case?" she asked cautiously, poking her head out over the side of the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that would be sensible, just to aid with the positioning," John replied, sizing up the huge engine. 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and a minute later she had moved one of the loading hoists into position, then quickly attached the magnetic clamp to the devastated engine. She activated the hoist and it slowly lifted the wrecked piece of equipment clear of the gunship. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, lower it slightly, I've got it," John called out to her as he positioned himself to take the weight. 
 
      
 
    The redhead lowered the engine, while Alyssa watched John like a hawk, in case the strain should become too much for him. John took the weight with a grunt, then grinned at his crowd of onlookers as he carefully walked with the engine to the side of the ship, before gently placing it on the hangar bay floor. The girls clapped and cheered, so John took a little bow as he walked over to rejoin them. 
 
      
 
    "And I thought seeing you lift nine hundred pounds in the gym was impressive," Calara said in a low, breathy voice, as she ran her hands over his biceps. 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe I'm mated to someone so powerful," Jade said reverently, gazing at him in wonder. 
 
      
 
    John laughed and flexed his arms for them, causing both girls to swoon with delight.  
 
      
 
    Dana had left the controls to the hoist and she skipped over to join them. "That was awesome! Even with the missing bits, that still must have weighed 1700 pounds!" 
 
      
 
    "You didn't seem to be struggling, but do you feel comfortable trying anything heavier?" Alyssa asked him warily. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, it's the bulky nature of these things which makes them a bit awkward to lift," John explained, remembering what it was like. "I didn't feel like I was going to hurt myself or anything." 
 
      
 
    "He's going for the ton!" Dana whooped in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, a big grin on his face. "Once we get the new engine out of the crate, I'll lift it up so you can attach it to the hoist. Then we can just push the replacement into place," he said speculatively, looking up at the gaping hole at the back of the gunship where the starboard engine used to be. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a good plan to me!" Dana grinned and darted back to the hoist controls. 
 
      
 
    While the exuberant redhead re-positioned the hoist, Jade clambered up on top of the crate and detached the locks that held the sidewalls in place. After she had climbed down, they disconnected the sidewalls, revealing the engine inside.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa had her arms crossed, hugging herself anxiously as she called out to him, "Stop if you get into any trouble!" 
 
      
 
    "Sure, I'll be careful," he told her reassuringly, as he strode over to the bulky engine. 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes to focus himself and took a couple of calming breaths to help him concentrate on achieving a Zen-state. He let out his breath, then crouched by the side of the hulking piece of equipment, grabbing it securely in two places as he readied himself to lift it. He grunted as he lifted, standing smoothly with the engine carefully balanced above him. The girls watched spellbound as he lifted the engine in both arms until it clicked into place on the magnetic clamps on the hoist. John turned to face them with a huge grin on his face and the girls went wild.  
 
      
 
    "Holy shit! You lifted a ton!" Dana gasped, doing a little dance with joy. 
 
      
 
    "I think I'll give the trip to Gravitus a miss. I want to spend the rest of the day in bed!" Calara panted lustily. 
 
      
 
    "We're so lucky he's got the stamina for both of us," Jade said, as she moaned with arousal. 
 
      
 
    "That was extremely impressive," Alyssa murmured, strolling over to them. "It didn't feel like you were in any distress, did that seem okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Honestly, I feel fine," he agreed with a nod, before he turned to look at Jade and Calara. "And as much as I'd like to take advantage of how horny you both are, we'll have more than enough time to discuss this in bed when we're on Oceanus. I think you two should get your shopping done while we're at a good spot for it." 
 
      
 
    Calara and Jade nodded but both looked disappointed, so he came over to lift their downcast faces with a gentle hand under each chin. "I'll make it up to you, I promise," he told them affectionately. 
 
      
 
    The girls smiled back at him and turned their attention back to finishing off the repairs. John helped position the engine in place with the aid of the hoist, then he left Dana to work on reconnecting and powering up the replacement engine, while he and the other girls collected the parts that had been created by the mass fabricators. Under Dana's expert guidance, replacing the Gatling Laser turrets only took ten minutes each and the Raptor was soon as good as new. 
 
      
 
    They headed back up to their rooms, so that the girls could get ready for the shopping trip. When Rachel heard the excited chatter, she walked out of her room to greet them, having already dressed for their departure.  
 
      
 
    "How was the bath?" John asked, giving her a hug.  
 
      
 
    "It was amazing! I feel so relaxed," the brunette replied with a grateful smile.  
 
      
 
    Dana and Jade disappeared into their own quarters, while Calara paused beside the couple as she made her way to her room. "He just lifted a ton," she whispered to the brunette, her dark brown eyes sparkling with elation. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded and smiled, then what she had just heard sank in and she gaped at John in shock. "She's not joking, is she?!" 
 
      
 
    "His new personal best," Alyssa noted with a grin, gliding past them into their room. 
 
      
 
    "It's like I'm on a ship full of superheroes," Rachel said in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "You're quite exceptional too, so you'll fit right in," John told her with a smile, brushing her light brown hair from her face. 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked dubious, but she sighed happily when he leaned in to give her a kiss. John stepped closer to hold her in his arms as she responded to his touch. She was getting quite excited by the time the other girls had finished getting ready and rejoined them in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    "We won't be gone long," Alyssa told Rachel sympathetically. "You two can pick this up when you get back." 
 
      
 
    The tawny haired girl nodded, flashing a yearning look at John as he released her from his arms. 
 
      
 
    "Have a great time, girls," he said as he looked at the assembled group of young women. His eyes flicked to Jade as he added, “Please keep them safe.” 
 
      
 
    The Nymph put her fingers together and held them up in the air like paws as she pretended to snarl like an angry cat. The girls laughed and promised him they'd be careful, then walked back to the grav-tube and descended in the warm red glow. They waved goodbye cheerfully as he watched them leave and he was left standing alone in the corridor. For a moment he was undecided where to make his calls from, before finally striding up the corridor towards the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out of the soft blue glow onto the bridge and took a left turn so that he could go to the Commander's Ready Room. He looked at the name plate next to the door as he pushed the button and waited for the doors to swish open. For a brief moment he considered changing the name plate, but when he considered the ribbing he would get from Alyssa about his rank whenever she saw it, he laughed and decided it wasn’t worth it.  
 
      
 
    He strode over to the big desk, taking a seat in the comfortable leather chair. He spun it around so that he could look out the floor-to-ceiling window that wrapped around the hull side of the room and watched out for the Raptor departing. He didn't have to wait long until he saw the gleaming white gunship appear from the Invictus' hangar bay, rising smoothly under Jade's skilful control.  
 
      
 
    Instead of flying out of the shipyard, she turned the Raptor to face towards him and it edged closer until only a dozen metres away, before tilting downwards so that he could clearly see into the cockpit. The girls waved to him excitedly and he laughed while returning their greeting, before the gunship swung away and roared out into space. 
 
      
 
    *There's no way Jade knew I was here, unless you were still peeking,* he told off Alyssa light heartedly. 
 
      
 
    *Okay, I'll stop snooping.. for two hours,* she promised. 
 
      
 
    *Have fun and look after the girls,* he requested, missing them all already. 
 
      
 
    *I'll keep them safe, don't worry,* she said warmly. *I love you...*  
 
      
 
    *I love you, too,* he replied with a contented smile. 
 
      
 
    *Two hours... Commodore,* she added cheekily, letting him know she had overheard his musings over the nameplate on the door. 
 
      
 
    He turned the chair back and pressed a number of buttons on the console built into the desk, causing a holographic interface to spring into life in front of him. He was about to check the comms log to see if anyone had contacted him from the media about the interview, but he paused as he was about to activate that interface. On a whim, he accessed the archive that had been transferred over from the Fool's Gold. He quickly flipped through the grouped folders until he found the one he was looking for. 
 
      
 
    The folder marked 'Jessica Blake' expanded outwards, showing him the research that he'd pored over for all those years. He hadn't looked at it once in the last few months and felt a moment's guilt; with this incredible life he was leading now, he had all but abandoned his search. He flicked through a few of the files, glancing over old ship logs, planned navigation routes for the deep space exploration vessel 'Cora', and testimony from her crewmates about what had happened on their last voyage. 
 
      
 
    With a start, he remembered that with his new Commodore rank, he might now be able to access potentially important files that had once been beyond his reach as a Commander. He also had a crew of gifted young geniuses at his disposal, who would be able to crack this mystery wide open in ways that were beyond him acting alone. He clicked on a sub-folder, one that he had opened many times before, and his mother's military personnel file expanded in front of him. It contained the last photograph taken of his mother, just after she had been assigned to the Cora and the date-stamp revealed that she would have been twenty-five when the picture was taken. 
 
      
 
    "What happened to you, Jessica Blake?" he asked the picture softly. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the pretty brunette chose to remain silent, smiling back at him as she always had. John looked at her with a heavy heart, but for the first time, he felt an unexpected flicker of relief as he thought about his mother. At least with these recent revelations about the Progenitors, his decades old worries about her simply having abandoned him on a whim had been vanquished. It had never fit with the loving descriptions of their daughter that his grandparents had shared with him, and if she had been tangled up with a Progenitor, he could see how her situation would have been... complicated. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the ship's chronometer and with a start, he realised he'd been immersed in his notes about his mother for over an hour. Assuming Alyssa would be able to stay out of his head for the two hours she'd promised, that only gave him about 45 minutes left to arrange the trip to Oceanus. Thinking about the beautiful blonde had perked him up immediately, and he gave the picture of his mother a smile of apology before closing out her folder. 
 
      
 
    Switching over to the comms interface, he saw that he had a couple of missed calls from Jehanna Elani, the attractive dusky-hued reporter from Terran Federation Network News that he'd given the last interview to. He left the interface open, then searched through his personal files to find the digital brochure from Oceanus that he’d requested. When he opened it, the image unfolded into a holographic display, showing an attractive brunette walking hand-in-hand with a handsome young man along a picture-perfect beach.  
 
      
 
    A sultry female voice purred, "Oceanus, where dreams become reality..."  
 
      
 
    That was the company's catchphrase and John rolled his eyes as he tapped on the icon to call the Oceanus Sales Representative. It only took around ten seconds to make the connection and a holographic image of a strikingly beautiful blonde rose above his desk. With the money this company was charging, he assumed they must have an extremely discriminating hiring policy, choosing only the most attractive of customer facing staff. 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Sir," the blonde greeted him in her lovely, clear spoken voice. "Thank you for contacting the Oceanus Company. My name is Felicity, how may I assist you today?" 
 
      
 
    "Good morning, Felicity," John replied. "My name's John Blake. I spoke to your colleague, Annabelle? About booking a two-week vacation at Oceanus." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for following up with us, Sir," Felicity beamed at him, showing rows of pristine white teeth that sparkled in the light. "Let me just take a look at your reservation," she added, as she glanced to the side to study his booking. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, Felicity." John rose and poured out a glass of chilled water from the nearby wall dispenser, before returning to his desk. 
 
      
 
    "Everything is in place. You just need to confirm your choice of resort, transfer the remaining balance, and we will complete preparations for your arrival. Are you able to let me know when you and your party will be arriving, Mr. Blake?" 
 
      
 
    "We should be with you in two days," he replied confidently. 
 
      
 
    "Wonderful," Felicity said with a lovely smile. "Please would you make your final resort selection, Sir?" 
 
      
 
    A separate hologram opened out, showing a dozen different designs for the resort. They rotated lazily in front of him, with a panel detailing their features, and John chuckled when he spotted one particular design. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, definitely that one," he said with a grin, as he made his selection. 
 
      
 
    "Very good, Sir," Felicity said with an indulgent smile. "And if you would be so kind as to authorise the transfer of the remaining balance?" 
 
      
 
    The eye-watering figure appeared on the console. John chuckled and pressed a button that would begin the immediate transfer of 345,500 credits from his account. Felicity nodded when the transfer had completed, a confirmation notice flashing on her own console, then beamed a dazzling smile at him. 
 
      
 
    "I hope you have a truly amazing time on your vacation with us, Sir," she said pleasantly, oozing sincere charm. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I plan to," John grinned. "Thanks for your help, Felicity," 
 
      
 
    "It was my pleasure," she replied with a genuine smile. 
 
      
 
    John nodded politely and closed the connection. He brought up the comms interface again and scrolled through his list of contacts to make a call to Charles Harris. After only a few seconds, the older man's face appeared as a holographic image above his desk.  
 
      
 
    "Good morning, John," Charles greeted him warmly. 
 
      
 
    "Same to you, Charles," John replied with a smile. "I was wondering if you had any news on the scheduling for the award ceremony?" 
 
      
 
    "Would eight tonight be alright with you?" Charles asked him cautiously. "We can push it back to tomorrow if that's too soon?" 
 
      
 
    "Eight? That would be perfect, thanks!" John replied with a grin. "How formal is this going to be, exactly?"  
 
      
 
    "Formal. Full dress uniform please," the Vice Admiral requested, his tone making it quite clear that the dress code wasn’t optional. 
 
      
 
    "Sure. I don't think the girls have seen me in my uniform yet," John said with a wink, reinforcing his image of debauched retiree... which actually wasn't too far from the truth. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we'll see you later then. I'll send my assistant to collect you," Charles said with a chuckle, throwing a casual salute as he ended the call. 
 
      
 
    John let out a sigh, dropping the act now that the call was over. The thought that Charles might be a traitor was too horrible to contemplate, but when he thought back on their meeting yesterday, he knew the man was definitely hiding something. If it came down to it and they proved that Charles was a traitor, he wasn't sure that he'd be able to pull the trigger himself. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at the comms interface again, his eyes resting on the name of the reporter who had tried to contact him a couple of times that morning. He swiped his hand over that entry, making the call. In a few seconds, the image of the pretty young woman filled the holo-viewer.  
 
      
 
    "Jehanna Elani, TFNN," she said politely as she answered the call.  
 
      
 
    "Hi, this is John Blake. I believe you wanted to arrange another interview?" he asked her in a friendly tone. 
 
      
 
    When she realised who was calling her, her dark eyes went wide with excitement. "Thank you for calling me back! I'd love to give you another interview, that last one was a huge hit! When can you spare some time?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm free this afternoon, but the girls and I have an award ceremony to go to this evening. I'll be free tomorrow though," John said doing his best to be as accommodating as possible. 
 
      
 
    "The girls?" Jehanna asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    "My crew," John clarified for her. "We're being awarded a medal for our intervention at Iota-Leonis." 
 
      
 
    The dark-skinned woman looked even more enthusiastic when she heard this. "We've had sketchy reports about the battle, but I hadn't heard about this award ceremony. Do you think I could attend and bring a film crew?" 
 
      
 
    "It's fine by me, but I'd run it by Vice Admiral Charles Harris first," John advised her with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "We can make a real feature of it," the young reporter gushed, buzzing with excitement. "Okay, I'll set everything up with him! Thanks so much, Commander Blake." 
 
      
 
    "You're very welcome... and you can call me John, remember?" he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, John! I'll be in touch!" Jehanna said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    He waved goodbye and ended the call. That just left him one last call to make and he scrolled through his list of contacts until he found the name. He had spent some time searching earlier, looking for swordmasters who might be able to train him, and apparently this person was a legend in his field. A Kendo champion who had retired to further hone his technique, eventually becoming a recluse. Although John had left a couple of polite messages asking to speak to the man, he was disappointed to see that he had still not yet had any replies. 
 
      
 
    He took a big breath and tried once more, clicking the man's name and hoping for the best. He had to wait for a few seconds for the call to connect, then he waited patiently while it rang and rang, staring out across the room as his mind drifted. Eventually after nearly ten minutes, the call went through, and a stern faced, middle-aged man appeared as a hologram above his desk. 
 
      
 
    "What?" the man asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "Mr Yamamoto!" John said with a start, as he was jolted out of his reverie. "Thank you for taking my call. I'm sorry for hounding you like this, but I'm desperately in need of sword training and I heard you're the best. I'll be willing to pay you whatever fee you ask." 
 
      
 
    "No," the man said curtly and reached over to end the call. 
 
      
 
    "Wait, please! There must be something I can offer you to change your mind? Improving my technique is becoming a matter of life and death; not just for me, but my crew as well," John said urgently. 
 
      
 
    The man looked up and narrowed his eyes, his interest piqued. "You are fighting for real? Not as a sport?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that's right," John replied honestly.  
 
      
 
    "Fighting with a blade is a killing art. Have you killed with a blade before?" the man asked with a gleam in his eye. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," John said quietly, with a respectful nod. 
 
      
 
    The man sat back and looked away for a long moment, staring into the distance as he pondered his decision. Finally, his hawk-like eyes fixed upon John once more.  
 
      
 
    "I will train you. Prepare your equipment," he said cryptically, ending the call. 
 
      
 
    John sat back, feeling an odd mixture of relief and confusion after the call with the strange man. He stared out the window for a while, thinking back over the conversation, when the console beeped softly, drawing his attention. He saw that he had received an incoming message from an Eito Yamamoto. There was no text on the message, other than a list of simulation devices and communications boosting equipment. With a shrug, John did a quick search, found a number of retailers that stocked the listed equipment and began to place his orders, with the delivery address destination set for Oceanus. 
 
      
 
    John had just finished placing the last of the orders, when Alyssa's voice suddenly appeared in his mind. *Hey handsome, did you miss me?* she asked him playfully. 
 
      
 
    *Yes, but it's been a constructive couple of hours,* John replied. *How's the shopping trip going?* 
 
      
 
    *We're having loads of fun, but we've spent an awful lot of your money!* Alyssa gushed, and he could hear the mischievous tone in her voice. 
 
      
 
    *Yeah, likewise,* John said in amusement. *But you girls earned that bonus just as much as me, so it's really your own cash to spend.* 
 
      
 
    *Ah, but can your property really own things?* she asked him teasingly. 
 
      
 
    John didn't reply, as Alyssa's question took his thoughts on quite a different tangent. He searched quickly, finding what he was looking for, and a touch of a holographic button put him through to the relevant firm. 
 
      
 
    "Brooks and Lartner, Attorney services," the middle-aged woman said as she answered his call, appearing as a hologram above his desk. 
 
      
 
    *John, you don't have to do that...* Alyssa's voice murmured to him, and he could tell she was overcome with emotion. 
 
      
 
    "Hello there. My name's John Blake and I'd like to draw up a will," he stated politely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a couple of hours later when John noticed the gleaming white Raptor glide past the window of his ready room. He grinned happily, eager to see the girls again, and leapt to his feet to go down to meet them. Alyssa had stayed quiet after their last contact when he had spoken to the lawyers. He could still feel her presence at the other end of their bond, so she wasn't in any physical peril, but he figured that she probably needed some time to adjust to her change in circumstances. After all, if anything happened to him, she would become a very wealthy woman. 
 
      
 
    He strode happily over to the grav-tube, and stepped into the red glow, descending down to Deck Nine, where the Raptor would now be landing. He hit the button that would open the Hangar Bay door, and strode into the huge room, just as the forward loading ramp began to lower. It sank to the ground with the smooth motion of well-oiled hydraulics and the girls walked down the ramp in silence, carrying multiple bags in each hand.  
 
      
 
    Shocked at the girls’ subdued mood, he then watched in amazement as Alyssa brushed past him, not saying a word. She strode into the corridor behind him and disappeared from sight without so much as a backwards glance. John turned back to face the rest of the girls, with an utterly confused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "What's up with Alyssa and why are you girls looking so forlorn?" he asked them with concern. "I thought you were having a good time?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we were," Dana said with a heavy sigh. "Then Alyssa suddenly got all upset, started crying, and wouldn't tell us what was wrong." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry girls, I think this was my fault," John said ruefully. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Calara asked, her brow furrowed with concern. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa and I were talking via the telepathic link and something she said made me think that I ought to plan for the future. I called up a lawyer to set up a will, so that if anything happens to me, my assets would be split between you girls and any potential children," he said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    His announcement was met with looks of abject horror, which really wasn't the reaction he was expecting. 
 
      
 
    "You can't die!" Dana blurted out, her face crumpling as she teetered on the verge of tears.  
 
      
 
    "No, that can't happen," Calara said firmly, refusing to even countenance the thought. Her eyes were wide with fright as she shook her head stubbornly. 
 
      
 
    Jade looked mortified and was so shocked she was unable to speak. Even Rachel began to look worried and distressed. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, calm down!" John said in alarm, doing the exact opposite of his own advice. "There's nothing wrong with me, I'm not dying or anything!" 
 
      
 
    The girls still looked devastated, so with a frustrated sigh, John turned back to the corridor. 
 
      
 
    "Follow me," he ordered them brusquely. 
 
      
 
    *Meet me in our room,* he commanded Alyssa, in a tone that brooked no disobedience. 
 
      
 
    They rose up in the blue glow of the anti-grav tube, then walked along in silence into the Commander's Quarters, where Alyssa was sitting sullenly in the chair by the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, all of you sit over there, we need to sort this shit out right now," he told them in an irritated tone of voice, as he pointed to the bed. 
 
      
 
    The girls all followed his orders and sat quietly on the bed, bleak expressions on their faces as they stared at him. 
 
      
 
    "This is obviously some weird, Progenitor behaviour-altering bullshit or something, but it ends right now," John told them sternly.  
 
      
 
    When he saw he had their complete attention, his voice grew kinder. "The only reason I drew up a will is if something should happen to me in the future," he explained gently. "I love you girls so much and I'd hate to think of you having money worries if something should happen to me." 
 
      
 
    At the thought of this again, the girls started to look upset once more, and he gritted his teeth with frustration. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not saying that's going to be any time soon! It could be decades in the future, but I'm older than you, so it makes sense to prepare for it," he said, doing his best to be calm and reassuring. 
 
      
 
    "No, I can't even think of it," Alyssa blurted out, rushing into his arms with tears rolling down her cheeks. "Promise me you won't die!" she sobbed dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    The other girls followed her lead and John stared at them wide-eyed as they surrounded him, pleading with him not to leave them. They were growing more upset by the moment and dealing with five weeping women was more than he was prepared to manage. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I promise!" he blurted out abruptly. 
 
      
 
    "Really, you mean it?" Alyssa pleaded, gazing at him with a look filled with hope. 
 
      
 
    John narrowed his eyes and concentrated hard. The Ashanath had told him he had created this mind-fortress in his head, and if that was the case, he wanted her out right that minute. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I really mean it. I promise I will never leave you," he told them firmly, while inside he balked at the craziness of the situation. 
 
      
 
    The effect was immediate and dramatic, with all five girls instantly calmer and more relaxed, relieved smiles appearing on their beautiful faces. He hated having to blatantly lie to them like that, but under the circumstances, he instinctively knew they couldn't be reasoned with. He heaved a heavy sigh and flopped down on the bed, while the girls began to talk happily amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
    He watched them grinning and smiling at one another as they giggled and chatted, the traumatic events that had just occurred seemingly wiped from their memories. It was utterly bizarre.  The room was the busiest it had ever been, but for the first time aboard the Invictus, he actually felt truly alone. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just going to the Officers' Lounge for a bit. Come and join me in an hour for an early dinner," he said quietly, as he climbed off the bed. 
 
      
 
    The girls nodded and waved goodbye as he strode out of the room, seemingly oblivious to the turmoil he was feeling. John headed to the Officers' Lounge and made a beeline for the bar. Leaning over the counter, he grabbed a bottle of whisky and a glass. He poured himself a sensible-sized drink and was on the verge of tipping in a whole lot more when he sighed and put down the bottle.  
 
      
 
    He took a sip and as he felt the burning liquid go down his throat, he pondered this recent and totally unexpected revelation. "Why would the Progenitors make their women react that way at the thought of them dying?" he asked himself, frowning with confusion.  
 
      
 
    Not having any answers, his thoughts drifted to what would happen to the girls if he should actually die. Based on the irrational overreaction he'd just witnessed, their grief would be totally overwhelming and all-consuming. He sighed sadly, thinking that this was exactly the sort of thing he relied on Alyssa to perk him up from, but she seemed to find dealing with this more traumatic than any of them. It was a troubling thought, but he realised there was absolutely nothing he could do about it for the moment, so he resolved to put it behind him for now.  
 
      
 
    He finished the rest of his drink and carefully placed the glass in the cleaning device behind the bar. It whirred for a moment as the glass was scrubbed and sanitised, then it was transferred automatically to stand with the other tumblers. He turned to head into the kitchen, consciously dropping the barriers he'd erected in his mind and allowing Alyssa's breezy presence to skip through his thoughts once more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The girls drifted into the kitchen a short while later, confessing that they'd rather spend time with him than look at any more clothes. The last to arrive was Rachel, who was just wearing one of his white shirts, the sleeves rolled back over her slender arms. John couldn't help but be amused at the lusty grin she flashed him and the other girls took over the cooking as the brunette led him out into the lounge. She gave him a wanton look, then pushed him back into one of the comfortable chairs and sank to her knees, reaching to unfasten his trousers. 
 
      
 
    John lost himself in the glorious sensations of her hot wet mouth engulfing his cock and he realised he needed the release more than ever. He cupped her head in his hands, meeting her adoring gaze as she took him deep, her snug throat massaging and milking his shaft. With a groan of deep satisfaction, he began to cum and she sucked him with long, hungry motions as his spunk filled up her empty stomach. It took a while for her to drain him completely dry, but eventually the contents of his four balls were neatly packed into her belly.  
 
      
 
    John offered her a hand and she gladly accepted, rising a little awkwardly with the heavy weight of his load filling out her waistline. He pulled her to him and she sat sideways across his lap with her back supported by his left arm. His white shirt was now pulled taut across her swollen midriff, so he carefully undid the buttons, and peeled back the soft cotton to reveal the smooth skin beneath. 
 
      
 
    "How are you doing? Still finding this weird?" he asked kindly, as he began to stroke her rounded belly. 
 
      
 
    "No, I love it..." Rachel murmured, her eyelashes fluttering in ecstasy as she relished his touch. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think that's because you've grown to enjoy it, or because you've been changed by me to like it?" he asked, studying her face for a reaction. 
 
      
 
    "I don't honestly know and even after all my tests are complete, I'm not sure if I'll be able to tell you anything that specific. I just know that carrying your cum feels amazing... and I don't care why I feel this way, I'm just happy that I do," she told him with a little shiver of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Mollified by her explanation, he kept stroking her tummy as she was obviously enjoying it, and thought about the award ceremony later that evening. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want to do tonight? Would you like to come to the award ceremony too?" he asked, thinking that he should contact Charles to let him know how many people would be attending. 
 
      
 
    "I'd rather stay out of the limelight if it's alright with you, but I'd love to see you and the girls receiving your medals for your heroism. Especially as I was one of the people you saved," she replied gratefully. 
 
      
 
    "It would be lovely to have you there. You can stay back and watch from a distance, if that's what you'd prefer?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll have absorbed all your cum by this evening, so I'll be nice and slim for the event. There isn't any room for a big tummy in the dress Alyssa picked out for me."  
 
      
 
    "How are you getting on with the girls? I hope they're being nice to you," he asked in a playfully stern voice. 
 
      
 
    "They're wonderful!" Rachel replied, her face lighting up with joy. "We all get along so well, it's been amazing." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad to hear you're settling in without any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    "Girls can be such bitches to each other sometimes, you wouldn't believe it; those shop assistants at the boutique were a nightmare!" she exclaimed, rolling her eyes. "I honestly expected at least a little cattiness or awkwardness until your girls got to know me, but they've all been so kind and friendly from the start." 
 
      
 
    "Feeling like part of the family already?" he asked, stroking her back. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded enthusiastically, a broad smile on her face. Her obvious delight banished any lingering traces of his previous dark introspections. 
 
      
 
    John looked into her eyes and said solemnly, "Thanks for this, I really needed it.” 
 
      
 
    "The chat, or the blowjob?" she enquired with a cute giggle. 
 
      
 
    "Both.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked delighted. "It was my pleasure."  
 
      
 
    "Let's go and see how the girls are getting on with dinner," he said, helping her stand.  
 
      
 
    John turned her around so that she was facing him and leaned forward to plant a tender kiss on her swollen stomach, before buttoning up the white shirt. Rachel watched him entranced, then smiled when he finished with the last button. He rose to join her and they walked hand-in-hand over to the kitchen, where the girls were making final preparations for their dinner. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa beamed a dazzling smile at them when they came in, her eyes darting down to Rachel's cum stuffed belly. "That's a good look for you," she said, nodding her approval to the brunette. 
 
      
 
    Rachel snorted with laughter as she looked down at her shoeless feet and rounded stomach. "Barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?" 
 
      
 
    "Very sexy," Alyssa said with a wink, blowing her a kiss. 
 
      
 
    "You're incorrigible," John said, as he laughed at the blonde. 
 
      
 
    She sailed over and planted a happy kiss on his lips. "Only because you love it."  
 
      
 
    "I love you," he told her sincerely. 
 
      
 
    "Everything okay?" she asked, tilting her head to the side. "Either you stopped thinking about anything for a while, or you’ve blocked me from hearing your thoughts." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine. I was just experimenting with something," he replied offhandedly. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I see. Just warn me next time, I've got way too used to having your inner voice in my mind, and I missed you terribly!" she complained with a dramatic pout. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I'll give you fair warning next time," he agreed, and she gave him a big hug in thanks. 
 
      
 
    "Dinner's ready," Calara announced, pulling a steaming tray from the oven. 
 
      
 
    They all helped carry out the lasagne that they had made, accompanied by a platter of garlic bread and a big plate of Panzanella salad skewers. John stood by the chair at the head of the table, waiting for the girls to sit down first, but the girls paused momentarily, unsure what to do about the seating arrangements. 
 
      
 
    "Sit in your usual places," Rachel giggled, "I'll find a spot, don't worry!" 
 
      
 
    The other girls laughed and fanned out instinctively, with Alyssa, then Dana on his right, and Calara, then Jade on the left. Dana patted the chair next to her and Rachel grinned at the redhead as she took the third chair on the right from John. 
 
      
 
    "Well, looks like that's settled then," John joked, sitting down too. 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a lazy, unhurried affair, with lots of light-hearted chit-chat filling the room. No-one mentioned the awkward events that afternoon, so John just let it go, quickly changing thoughts to avoid upsetting Alyssa. The girls were excited about the award ceremony later that evening, and were delighted to hear that Rachel was going to be joining them. 
 
      
 
    "I think it's great that we're all going," John said tentatively. "But I just had a thought. We can't leave the Invictus unguarded, it's far too valuable to take that risk." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about that," Dana piped up. "I've thought of something that will make sure no-one will try and break in. I'll need a couple of hours to work on it, but we've got plenty of time before we have to leave." 
 
      
 
    "Sound interesting, I can't wait to see what it is," John said, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    They finished off the meal and cleared away the table, then Dana quickly departed to work on her latest project. Jade wanted to go for a swim and John suggested that Alyssa get Rachel started in the Firing Range, so the three women departed together. John held out his hand for Calara, which she eagerly accepted. 
 
      
 
    "What have you got in mind for me?" she asked, as they walked out of the Officers' Lounge and over to the grav-tube. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like you to stay focused on trying to find out more about the traitors, but I was wondering if you would mind taking a look at a little side project I’ve been working on," he told her casually. 
 
      
 
    John led her on to the Bridge and through to his Ready Room, where he activated the desk console. Calara looked on with interest as he searched for his folder on his mother. When she saw the name on the folder, she leaned forward, watching in fascination as he expanded all the files. Finally, he opened Jessica Blake's personnel record so that she could see his mother for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "Your mother was a beautiful woman," Calara said softly, gliding around the desk to take a closer look. 
 
      
 
    "You're exceptionally gifted at puzzling out these kinds of mysteries," John said, his admiration for her quite apparent. "I was hoping you might take a look at these files some time and see if you can find anything I might have missed." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, John, I'd be honoured to help," she told him earnestly, turning away from the image of Jessica Blake to look at him. "Thank you for showing me this.” 
 
      
 
    "You're welcome," he told her with a smile, reaching out to affectionately rub her thigh. 
 
      
 
    "Shall I start right now?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no rush, just whenever you get some spare time. She's been missing for forty years, so a few weeks here or there isn't going to make any difference. It's just for my own piece of mind, really," he admitted quietly. 
 
      
 
    "This all started with her, didn't it?" Calara said, studying the smiling brunette once more. "I guess if she hadn't had you, then there wouldn't have been anyone to save me from the pirates." 
 
      
 
    John rubbed his jaw, looking thoughtful as he nodded. "That's one way of looking at it.” 
 
      
 
    "I'll do my best to find out what happened to her, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    "I know you will," he said with a fond smile. 
 
      
 
    "We've got a few hours to kill, so I'd like to take a quick look now, actually," she requested, awaiting his reaction. 
 
      
 
    He waved a hand towards the console. "Be my guest."  
 
      
 
    Calara smiled coyly at him and sat on his lap, wriggling a little to get comfortable. He stroked the toned muscles in her back through the blouse she was wearing, and she let out a happy sigh before leaning forward to start digging through the files. 
 
      
 
    "You've found a lot of data," she said, impressed by the interview logs, the Incident Advisory Board findings, and the mission logs for the Cora that he’d collected. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it took a few decades to amass all that information. Unfortunately, with the crew all dead, I ran out of leads," he said with a frustrated frown. "Oh, that reminds me. With my new rank, we might be able to access more secure information. The same applies with the order logs in the Dragon March." 
 
      
 
    "The Captain of the Cora must have been crazy," Calara marvelled, staring wide-eyed at the files. 
 
      
 
    "What makes you say that?" he asked, glancing over her shoulder to see what had piqued her interest. 
 
      
 
    She was looking at the recorded flightpath of Jessica Blake's ship and the route it had taken on its fateful last mission. "They went deep into Kirrix space!" she exclaimed, shaking her head. "That area is crawling with bugs!" 
 
      
 
    "This was 41 years ago, remember, in 2738," John reminded her gently. "The Kirrix massively expanded their territory a few years after that, until they were beaten back from Terran systems in the purge of 2743." 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you never followed the route yourself?" she asked, turning in his lap to look at him. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it was much too dangerous. I wouldn’t have lasted a day in the Fool’s Gold.” 
 
      
 
    "But not too dangerous for a mighty Progenitor and his devoted crew, in a heavily upgraded Assault Cruiser?" she asked him with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    John started for a moment then grinned at her. "Damn, I'm lucky to have you!"  
 
      
 
    She grinned back, delighted to have made him so happy. "When should we head out that way?" 
 
      
 
    "Not right now," John said firmly. "We'd have to head deep into Kirrix space to follow the Cora’s flight path and going anywhere near their territory is extremely dangerous. We'll finish off all the ship upgrades, then we can evaluate just how risky it's going to be. That should give you plenty of time to search through the data and see what else you can find." 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you say, Commodore.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for your assistance, Lieutenant." He gave her an appreciative hug. 
 
      
 
    She turned to straddle him and leaned down for a tender kiss. John lost track of time, gazing deeply into her loving eyes, as her soft lips brushed against his own. 
 
      
 
    *Sorry to interrupt,* Alyssa said, her lovely voice echoing through his mind. *It's seven-thirty, so you two need to start getting ready for tonight. We'll meet you in the Officers' Lounge when you're dressed.* 
 
      
 
    "We're being summoned," Calara said, with a rueful smile. 
 
      
 
    John chuckled and nodded. "Yes, I got the same message."  
 
      
 
    Calara moved to rise up, but he put his hands on her waist, holding her in place for a moment.  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for looking at the files today. It was... therapeutic... sharing them with someone," he told her, looking up into those warm brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just pleased I can help," she said, touched by his sincerity. "You've done so much for me, I can't ever begin to repay you." 
 
      
 
    "You do that every day, just by being here," he told her, squeezing her hand. 
 
      
 
    "You're very sweet," Calara replied, and he could see she was moved by his words. "You should show the picture of your mother to the other girls; I'm sure they'd all love to see her too.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and rose to join her, then they walked hand-in-hand across the Bridge, to get ready for the award ceremony. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John picked up the grey peaked hat and turned it until he was looking at the front, with its bright gold Terran Federation insignia on the peak. The insignia was of an upraised sword flanked by wings, with the tip of the sword pointing towards a star. He hadn't put on his Terran Federation full-dress uniform in over eleven years and it felt very strange to be wearing it once again. Relieved that his uniform still fit, he placed the hat squarely on his head and looked at himself in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    The uniform was a mid-grey, consisting of a long jacket that came down to just above the knee, accompanied by matching grey trousers. The jacket was belted at the waist with a thick black leather belt, which matched his brightly polished black boots. There were golden bands on his epaulets and around the cuffs, as well as the golden eagle insignia that he wore on his chest, all signifying his rank as Commander. The jacket buttoned down the right side of his chest with gold coloured buttons, leaving plenty of space to fit his campaign ribbons and medals. John turned to retrieve his medal case so he could put them on. 
 
      
 
    He picked up the three metallic representations of a supernova, with their single pointed flare, and remembered the battles he'd earned them in as he pinned each Novaburst medal to his chest. The last medal was also made of gold and depicted a sword superimposed over a group of three stars. He had won the Stellar Cluster near the end of his years in service and it had been awarded to him for the bloody battle where he had saved Charles Harris' life. He pinned it on his chest above his campaign ribbons, then straightened his hat once more, before striding out of the walk-in wardrobe to find the girls. 
 
      
 
    Calara was waiting for him in the corridor and she looked him up and down with an appreciative eye. "You look very handsome in that uniform.” 
 
      
 
    "You look particularly fine in uniform yourself," he said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    She was wearing the female version of his own Terran Federation Officer uniform, all in grey, with a peaked cap and black boots. She wore her Novaburst medal proudly, underneath the golden hawk insignia that signified her rank as First Lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    "I'd 'outgrown' the last one, so when we went to Gravitus, I had to get a considerably larger uniform as a replacement," she said with a smirk, looking down at her chest. "I got some funny looks from the Quartermaster, I can tell you!" 
 
      
 
    "It gives you more room for your medals," he said with a grin, making her laugh merrily. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at his own chest and when she saw the sword-on-stars medal, she stared at it in awe. "I didn't know you'd won a Stellar Cluster!" 
 
      
 
    "I got it after the final time I fought alongside Charles. High Command applauded me for lifting the siege at Galon Prime, but in all honesty, that battle swayed my decision to leave the military," he said, his expression turning sombre. 
 
      
 
    "You'll have to tell me about it sometime.” 
 
      
 
    "It was a bleak affair; something that grim should stay in the past," he told her gently, before glancing at his watch. "We'd better hurry up though, or we're going to make everyone late." 
 
      
 
    Calara smiled and slipped her gloved hand into his as they walked down the corridor to the Officers' Lounge. John pressed the button and the double doors swished open to reveal the rest of the crew waiting for them patiently. Calara gasped when she saw them and John had to do a double-take as well. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Dana, and Jade were all wearing immaculate white uniforms. They were similar in style to those worn by the Terran Federation Navy, but whoever had designed them had a particular appreciation of the female form. The close-fitting jackets hugged their curves, coming down to just below the cheek of their ass. They wore skin-tight trousers underneath that disappeared into black high-heeled boots, which came up to just below the knee. Finally, the jackets and trousers were edged in gold, with a gold belt cinching in the uniform at the waist. There was no hat to their uniform, so their long hair hung free, framing their beautiful faces. 
 
      
 
    The girls sashayed over to join John and Calara, twirling gracefully on the way so they could get a good look from all angles.  
 
      
 
    "Wow!" John exclaimed, his jaw-dropping. "You look amazing! How did you find uniforms like that?" 
 
      
 
    "We got them custom tailored for us!" Dana gushed, her blue eyes twinkling with excitement. "There's one for Calara as well and another for Rachel when she grows into it." 
 
      
 
    "We got some extras too, just in case," Jade said with a sly grin. 
 
      
 
    "Well whoever you got to design them really knew their stuff. You look fantastic!" John said with a broad grin. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, handsome," Alyssa said, delighted by his effusive praise. 
 
      
 
    "You designed these?" John asked her incredulously. 
 
      
 
    "All my own work," the talented blonde replied. "I've designed one for you too, but I didn't think you'd want to wear it this evening." 
 
      
 
    "If it hugs my ass like yours do, that was probably a good call," John said with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    The girls giggled, but Alyssa just flashed him an enigmatic smile as she said, "I think it sets the right tone..." 
 
      
 
    John looked around for Rachel, not seeing her standing with the uniformed girls. 
 
      
 
    When Alyssa saw him looking for the brunette, she called out, "You can make your entrance now, Rachel!” 
 
      
 
    The tawny haired young woman had been waiting for her cue, sitting out of sight on the other side of the bar. When Alyssa called her name, Rachel swept into view. She wore a gloriously elegant light-grey dress that pooled at her feet and as she walked, it revealed a split that flashed tantalising glimpses of her long legs. She did a careful twirl on the way and John could see that the dress was backless, revealing a spectacular view of her smooth young skin, which ended just before it could be considered indecent. 
 
      
 
    "You look breathtaking!" he marvelled, eyeing her appreciatively as she joined them.  
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you approve, Alyssa said you'd like it," she said with a self-conscious smile. 
 
      
 
    "You designed this too?" he asked the blonde in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "I know how much you like a girl in formal wear," Alyssa said indulgently. "The material has a high degree of elasticity, so it’ll stretch to fit her curves if you decide to have Rachel wear it when you give her a late supper." 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked at him coyly as she stepped close on her high heels. "She's full of good ideas, isn't she?" 
 
      
 
    John nodded silently, rendered speechless as he ran his hand over her slim stomach, feeling her toned figure under the silky-smooth material. The girls laughed at his mute appreciation of Alyssa's handiwork, then urged him out of the lounge with warnings that they were going to be late. They travelled down in the grav-tube and exited the ship via the airlock. 
 
      
 
    Astonishingly, they were still five minutes early and Charles' assistant had not yet arrived at the docking bay. The airlock door closed behind them and Dana looked up at John with a cheeky grin.  
 
      
 
    "Are you ready to see the project I've been working on now?" she asked him eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, honey, I've been a bit distracted," John apologised profusely. "Sure, I'd love to see." 
 
      
 
    "Okay! I'll need your help, Rachel, if you wouldn't mind assisting?" the redhead asked, turning to look at the brunette with pleading eyes. 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled and nodded. "I'd be glad to." 
 
      
 
    "Great! Alright, could you place your hand on the DNA reader, please," Dana requested politely. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't entered her DNA yet," Alyssa warned the redhead. "I didn't think there was much point until the change was complete." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's what I was hoping for," Dana replied with a theatrical wink, before gesturing for Rachel to proceed. 
 
      
 
    Rachel walked over to the DNA reader and placed her hand on the device. A green light flashed across the panel as it scanned her DNA, before the panel flashed red. 
 
      
 
    "Access Denied," a low sultry female voice replied. 
 
      
 
    "What was that?" John asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Try again please," Dana said, ignoring him for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Rachel dutifully placed her hand on the panel again, and it flashed red once more. 
 
      
 
    "Access Denied," the seductive voice said again.  
 
      
 
    John was about to repeat his question, when Dana cupped a hand to her ear and looked up, as though waiting to hear something else. 
 
      
 
    "Any attempt to force your way inside me..." the voice said in a throaty purr. "Will be met with... Lethal force..." It added the last with what sounded like a shiver of delight. 
 
      
 
    Several panels on the hull slid back, the loud noise making everyone jump. Multi-barrelled Gatling Lasers began to spin up, whirring ominously as they pointed towards the shocked crew standing by the airlock entrance. 
 
      
 
    John shot an alarmed glance at the redhead, blurting out, "Dana! What have you done?!" 
 
      
 
    Dana chortled with glee at his expression, before she finally managed to get herself under control. "You guys have no faith in me at all!” she said, smirking as she shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Alyssa asked her with a frown. 
 
      
 
    "It's not an AI," Dana replied, rolling her eyes at their panicked reaction. "I just created a simulated voice using an amalgam of our speech and lowered the timbre a bit. We all sound a bit too perky to be all that intimidating."  
 
      
 
    "What about the Gatling Lasers?" John asked, looking up at the powerful anti-personnel weapons, as they slid back into the hull and out of sight once more. 
 
      
 
    "That's mostly just for show, but if someone does try and break in, the auto-targeting will activate and... stop them," Dana said with a nonchalant shrug. 
 
      
 
    Before John could say anything else, Lieutenant Adams strode into the Docking Bay and jogged over to greet them. When he saw the assembled crew of the Invictus, his eyes grew so wide, they were in distinct danger of falling out of his head. 
 
      
 
    "Good to see you again, Lieutenant Adams," John said with amusement. 
 
      
 
    "You too, Commander! Err... I mean Commodore, Sir," the flustered Lieutenant replied. 
 
      
 
    "I thought that was supposed to be an unofficial promotion?" John asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    The young officer grew red-faced with embarrassment. "It is, Sir. I remember reading the order for your promotion, I just forgot you're still officially a civilian.” 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it, I'm sure that kind of thing happens all the time," John said in a blasé fashion. He added a conspiratorial wink. "I won't tell anyone if you don't,"  
 
      
 
    Adams laughed and smiled with relief. "You're very kind, Sir. Now if you'd like to follow me, I'll lead you to the hall for the award ceremony." 
 
      
 
    "Lead away, Lieutenant," John said playfully, gesturing for him to proceed. 
 
      
 
    The girls greeted the young officer with friendly smiles and he flushed as he turned to lead them out of the hangar, stumbling a step as he went. 
 
      
 
    *Are you trying to get more information out of him?* Alyssa asked John curiously. 
 
      
 
    *No, but we might as well make an effort to be friendly. If we need to quiz him in the future, it won't hurt if he likes us,* John explained. 
 
      
 
    *Do you want me to try... reading his thoughts,* Alyssa asked, darting a quick glance his way. *I didn't think you'd want me to try on Charles, what with him being an old friend, so I didn't mention it. Although I do quite like Lieutenant Adams, it's fun making him get all flustered.* 
 
      
 
    *Let's leave the experimenting for bad guys,* John said firmly. *I wouldn't want you to risk melting his brain or anything.* 
 
      
 
    *You think I could do that?* Alyssa asked him, her cerulean eyes sparkling as they caught the light. 
 
      
 
    *Let's not find out,* John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    They walked along behind the young Lieutenant, the girls uncharacteristically quiet. Only Rachel had much familiarity with these kinds of formal events and she wasn't going to be the focus of attention. The Olympus Shipyard was bustling with activity, the long corridors teeming with military personnel going about their business. The girls left a wake of devastation at their passing, as young marines, naval crews, and base personnel stopped and gawked in open-mouthed amazement. 
 
      
 
    *Maybe you should have reined in your uniform designs a little,* John said teasingly. *They're the right side of decent, but taking into account how hot the girls are, they'll end up causing a riot.* 
 
      
 
    *No, they're perfect,* Alyssa said, with a smug smile of satisfaction. *Besides, it does the girls good to get this kind of attention. I can feel all of them growing more confident.* 
 
      
 
    John glanced behind him and could see Dana, Calara, Jade, and Rachel walking taller, their beautiful faces illuminated by bright smiles. Of course, this compounded the effect it was having on the shipyard personnel, so John was somewhat relieved when they arrived at the big set of double doors that led into a reception area. 
 
      
 
    “Vice Admiral Harris is just over there,” Lieutenant Adams said to John, before striding inside and heading over to his commanding officer.  
 
      
 
    Charles Harris was speaking with the dark-skinned reporter that John had spoken to twice before, but never met personally. Jehanna Elani noticed their arrival first, her beautiful face lighting up with a dazzling smile when she saw John enter the reception. After taking one look at his entourage, she waved frantically at her cameraman, pulling him away from the canapés. 
 
      
 
    "John, it's good to see you," Charles said, walking over to greet them. His curious gaze swept over the girls accompanying John, acknowledging them with a friendly smile, until he stopped at Rachel with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Likewise, Charles,” John said, seeing that the brunette had caught his friend’s interest. “This is Doctor Rachel Voss, the newest addition to my team. Rachel, this is Vice Admiral Charles Harris. He's an old comrade-in-arms and also sold me the Invictus." 
 
      
 
    "It's a pleasure to meet you, Vice Admiral," the young woman said, sounding confident as she saluted and gave him a charming smile. 
 
      
 
    "The pleasure's all mine, Doctor Voss," Charles said returning her smile and adding a polite bow, before turning back to face his friend with a frown. "John, what did I warn you about recruitment? If you insist on recruiting the most beautiful women in the military, Fleet morale will plummet." 
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay, I'll start looking further afield if we need anyone else," John conceded with a good-natured laugh. 
 
      
 
    The young reporter walked up to greet them and thrust out her hand when she arrived. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you, John!" she said eagerly. "Jehanna Elani, TFNN." 
 
      
 
    *Oh my, she's very exotic isn't she?* Alyssa purred lasciviously in his mind. *What do you think about adding an 'embedded reporter' to the crew?* 
 
      
 
    John managed to keep a straight face as he shook the young woman's hand. "I recognise you from our earlier conversations, Miss Elani. It's lovely to meet you in person.” 
 
      
 
    The reporter turned to look at the girls arrayed around him, practically bouncing with excitement. "Your crew are so photogenic, John! I know it's a huge thing to ask, but would you mind if we took a few shots of you all together?" 
 
      
 
    *The girls are fine with it,* Alyssa told him a moment later, the communication via telepathy allowing the blonde to hold conversations with Calara, Dana, and Jade almost instantaneously. 
 
      
 
    *Thanks, honey,* John said while glancing at Rachel, who shook her head slightly. 
 
      
 
    John turned his attention to the dusky reporter and gave her an amiable smile. "Perhaps we could just take a shot of the girls who are being awarded a medal today?" 
 
      
 
    Jehanna immediately nodded in agreement, eager for any photo opportunity that included the stunningly attractive young women. Rachel faded into the background, walking over to speak with Charles and evading the cameraman. John and the rest of the girls accompanied Jehanna over to a well-lit area, where her photographer was ready to take some pictures for promotional holo-images. 
 
      
 
    The cameraman grinned happily as he focused the lens on the crew, then between him and Jehanna, they had John and the girls pose for the camera in a variety of positions. After they had finished, they brought the camera over to John, so he could give final approval on any shots they could use. Jehanna was overjoyed when he signed off one with him standing with his hands behind his back, looking off into the distance, with the girls draped around him, smouldering into the camera. 
 
      
 
    "This is going to be ratings gold," Jehanna swooned, giddy with excitement. "Would you like to do your interview now, or later, John?" 
 
      
 
    "After the ceremony will be fine," he said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be here waiting!” she gushed, reaching for his hand and giving it a light squeeze. 
 
      
 
    Jehanna and her cameraman huddled together, scrutinising the images they had just taken, leaving John and the girls to return to Charles. 
 
      
 
    "So what's the plan for the awards ceremony?" John asked, glancing around the reception area at the hundreds of officers in attendance. 
 
      
 
    "Doctor Voss will keep me company, while you and your crew will walk down the red carpet to the stage. Admiral Devereux is the highest-ranking officer present at the shipyard at the moment, so she will be presenting the medals," Charles explained in a loud clear voice, so that everyone could hear. "When you all receive your medals, turn and wave at the crowd and cameras, then exit back down the carpet and out to here." 
 
      
 
    "Admiral Devereux? Who's that?" John asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    "She's in command of the Homeworld Defence Fleet," Charles replied, checking his watch. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, I see. Okay, everyone know what we have to do?" John asked, looking at each of the girls. They nodded back at him, their eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Charles touched a finger to his ear and spoke quietly. He listened for a moment, then nodded as he received confirmation that the ceremony was about to begin. He waved John and the girls towards the big double doors on the other side of the reception area and the Naval guards standing on either side swung the doors open.  
 
      
 
    John took a big breath and walked forward, with the four girls following in his wake. He glanced over at Rachel before they entered the Hall and she waved back and whispered, “Good luck!” as Charles led her away to the side. John smiled as he strode inside the Hall, but almost missed a step when he saw the vast room before him.  
 
      
 
    Like their ships, the Terran Federation preferred their ceremonies to be grand and imposing. The room was huge, with many thousands of people standing to either side of the long walkway up to the stage. Even the stage was impressive, made out of solid marble and running the length of the grand hall. A woman in an admiral’s full-dress uniform stood on the podium, waiting for their arrival. Behind her was the winged sword and star insignia of the Terran Federation, embossed on a huge disc set into the back wall. 
 
      
 
    John steeled his nerves and walked forward at a steady pace that would be easy for the girls to keep up with. He could almost feel the thousands of eyes watching their every move and he spotted several cameras dotted around the room that were tracking them as well. The red carpet ran right up to a set of marble steps that led to the stage, so he carefully ascended them and strode over to the side of the podium. He turned to face the huge crowd and stood at attention, the girls following his lead as they lined up beside him. 
 
      
 
    Admiral Devereux was a plain-looking middle-aged woman, with her brown hair tied up in a bun underneath her peaked hat. She greeted John and the girls with a warm smile, then walked towards the marble lectern, where she waited until everyone’s attention had switched to her. 
 
      
 
    "We are assembled here today to honour a hero of the Terran Federation,” Devereux began, her voice confident and self-assured. “A short while ago, Commander John Blake and his valiant crew intervened in the Iota-Leonis system, and defiantly fought off a brutal attack by a rogue Kintark Warband.“ 
 
      
 
    “After saving the fuel refineries from attack, the crew of the Invictus defended the evacuation of over six hundred wounded marines and naval personnel, helped fight off a hostile boarding action on the starport, then rode to the rescue of the Cruiser Hermes and her escorts. Not content with those astounding acts of bravery, they then proceeded to devastate a Kintark cruiser and capture a Kintark heavy carrier.” 
 
      
 
    “Thousands of Terran Federation personnel owe their lives to your courageous intervention on that day,” Admiral Devereux said, turning towards John. “Therefore, it is my great privilege to promote you from Commander to Commodore."  
 
      
 
    John managed to mask his surprise at the public promotion and turned to salute her respectfully. He saw the flash of a gold insignia in her hand, so he walked up the steps to face the older woman. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations, Commodore Blake. The Terran Federation sorely needs men of your calibre," she said earnestly, her kind hazel eyes twinkling at him as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "It's an honour to serve, Admiral," John replied sincerely.  
 
      
 
    She handed him his new rank insignia and they exchanged salutes before he rejoined the girls.  
 
      
 
    Admiral Devereux turned to face the crowd once more. "We also wish to acknowledge the heroic work of Commodore Blake's crew as well, so it is my great pleasure to award them each this medal." 
 
      
 
    She held one up for the cameras to zoom in on, so that it could be displayed on the large holo view-screens on the walls. The medal was made of gold, depicting a lion roaring defiantly at a dragon.  
 
      
 
    "As you defended the Leonis system, we award you the Lion Defender medal," she said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    She turned to face the Invictus' crew and walked down the line, clicking the medal into place on the chests of John and the girls. The holo-cameras zoomed in on the crew, focusing on their delighted reactions as they each received their medals. 
 
      
 
    Admiral Devereux faced the crowd for a final time, then gestured to the Invictus crew with a broad smile on her face. "We thank you, Lions of the Terran Federation!" 
 
      
 
    The thousands of people assembled in the hall erupted into loud cheers and applause. John looked at the girls with a smile, then grinned at the crowd, waving his acknowledgement. The girls waved cutely as well, beaming dazzling smiles that greatly increased the volume of cheers in the grand hall. John spotted Charles beckoning to him from the back of the hall, so he faced the girls and gestured for them to walk ahead. 
 
      
 
    *And, that's our cue to leave,* John said to Alyssa, momentarily catching her eye. 
 
      
 
    The girls sashayed gracefully down the marble steps and glided back along the red carpet, with John following behind them. They walked out of the hall with the echoing cheers following behind them and it was only when the guards swung the doors closed, that the cacophonous applause quieted to a dull roar. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God! That was such a rush," Dana squeaked in excitement. 
 
      
 
    "My family's going to see that," Calara said, her eyes wide with shock, having had no idea of the scale of the award ceremony. 
 
      
 
    "That was so exciting!" Jade gasped gleefully. "All those people assembled to honour you, John!" 
 
      
 
    "How about you, did you enjoy that, Commodore?" Alyssa asked him with a wide grin. 
 
      
 
    "I can't deny that was a lot more fun than I expected," John said as he returned her grin, before turning to face Charles as he walked over to join them. "I thought the promotion was supposed to be unofficial?" 
 
      
 
    "Sorry about that. Admiral Devereux must have decided to throw in a little last-minute surprise," Charles said through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe she thought that it would be even better PR? If so, she was right!” Jehanna Elani exclaimed with delight, as she strode up to them, followed closely by her trusty cameraman. “Everyone loves to see a hero receiving his laurels."  
 
      
 
    "We got some amazing shots of you guys!" the cameraman said, a huge grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Are you ready to give the interview now, Commodore?" Jehanna asked eagerly, his recent promotion making her forget his polite invitation to use his first name. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, let's find a quiet spot," John agreed, and the Terran Federation Network News team led him away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was nearly ten at night by the time John and girls made their way back to the Invictus. They were relieved to see that there were no obvious signs of tampering to the ship and the airlock opened smoothly when John placed his hand on the DNA reader. There was an air of happy contentment surrounding the crew as they rode up in the soft blue glow of the grav-tube and when they passed the girls quarters, they peeled off to get changed. John and Alyssa walked into their bedroom, then entered the wardrobe to start removing their uniforms. 
 
      
 
    "Remind me to show you your new uniform sometime," Alyssa said, watching John remove his medals and take off his grey jacket. 
 
      
 
    He nodded and darted a furtive glance at her white uniform. “Yeah, I’ll have to take a look.” 
 
      
 
    "You're actually excited to see it, aren't you?" she exclaimed happily as she read his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    "You did a phenomenal job on your own outfits,” he admitted with a grin. “I can't deny I'm curious to see what you made for me too."  
 
      
 
    "Not tonight. Let's wait until Rachel fills out her new uniform properly and we can assemble everyone for a group photo," Alyssa said, her eyes gleaming at the thought. 
 
      
 
    "I'm willing to do whatever my exclusive clothes designer wants," John said indulgently. 
 
      
 
    "Well talking of Rachel filling out clothes, you've got one last duty to perform before bedtime, Commodore," Alyssa teased him, taking his hand and leading him back to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Calara, Dana, and Jade were already nude and assembled on the bed, while Rachel waited for them in her long grey dress, leaning against one of the bedposts. John began to get hard as soon as he saw her shapely figure, especially when she shot him a hungry look and subconsciously licked her lips. He moved over to the end of the bed and sat down, then smiled as the brunette sauntered over to him, her smooth thigh appearing briefly through the slit in her dress, before it quickly disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    John spread his legs, and moved her so that she was standing directly in front of him. He ran his fingers over her slim stomach and looked up to stare into her eyes. Rachel leaned into him, so that her svelte tummy was pressing into his hand, her quiet moan of arousal like music to his ears. 
 
      
 
    "I hope you're not upset about not being involved in the ceremony," he asked, as he traced the contours of her abdomen with his fingertips. 
 
      
 
    "Not at all, I didn't do anything to deserve it...  and it's for the best anyway," she said as she gazed down at him. 
 
      
 
    "Enough talking now," Alyssa said, the catch in her voice revealing her excitement. "I want to see you enjoy your present, especially after all that time I spent wrapping her." 
 
      
 
    Rachel smiled at the blonde and sank to her knees obediently. She wasted no time and leaned forward so that she could begin deep throating his cock. After a number of silent commands, Calara, Dana, and Jade crawled across the bed, and climbed off to kneel around Rachel. They began to stroke her lovingly as she serviced John, looking up at him with expressions of heavy arousal on their beautiful faces. 
 
      
 
    "That's a spectacular view," Alyssa said with a happy sigh as she looked over his shoulder. "I see why you love having us kneel for you." 
 
      
 
    "There's someone missing," John murmured, holding Rachel's head in his hands and gently guiding her up and down his throbbing length. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I'm sorry," Alyssa apologised, slipping off the bed to joining the others beside the tawny-haired brunette. 
 
      
 
    John gazed down at the five sets of adoring eyes that sparkled as they stared up at him. The girls looked so submissive arrayed like that and his one fleeting regret before he arched his back to pump his load into Rachel's eagerly sucking mouth, was that he didn't have enough cocks to have them all blow him at once. 
 
      
 
    *That's not strictly true...* Alyssa purred, leaning over to kiss Jade. John caught her meaning and groaned in ecstasy, imaging a debauched scene of Jade coupled with him as they fed all the girls simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    Rachel did a spectacular job of emptying his balls and once he was drained completely dry, he offered her a hand so that she could stand up. Her belly looked obscene in the figure-hugging grey dress, arcing out in a enormous curve where he’d filled her stomach to the brim. He reached out with both hands to steady her, then planted a possessive kiss on her rounded tummy. Rachel stared at him with hooded eyes that were filled with desire, her fingers running through his hair as they gazed at each other. He helped peel her out of the dress and step out of her heels, then she climbed onto the bed holding a post for support.  
 
      
 
    The other girls rose to join them on the bed and John leaned against the headboard so that he could look around at all of them. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies, I don't know what your thoughts are, but I think we're running on a serious female orgasm deficit. I'd like you to pair off and help do something to address that. Unfortunately, there's five of you, so unlucky number five will be stuck with me helping her out," he said with a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    After a brief moment of indecision, Calara and Alyssa paired off, with Dana and Rachel coupling just as eagerly. Jade joined him with a huge smile on her lovely face and John opened his arms to embrace her. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, looks like you drew the short straw," he said, cupping her cheek and giving her a welcoming kiss. 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding? I outbid all the rest and won!" Jade said with a joyful laugh. "Unfortunately, I have to do the dishes for all of next week.” 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I'll help out," John whispered in her ear, then pushed her back to lie in the middle of the bed. 
 
      
 
    When Jade spread for him wantonly, he settled between her dark green thighs and smiled happily as he got to work. Soft cries of female ecstasy began to fill the room... and would continue to do so for hours to come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The brooding figure grinned with excitement as he experienced the thrill of the hunt once more. One of his contacts at the Olympus Shipyard had reported seeing John Blake at some kind of award ceremony and pawns had been moved into place to spring the trap.  
 
      
 
    Sinking back on his gothic throne, he gloated as he could almost taste victory. This had been the longest he'd ever taken to fulfil a contract, but the imminent demise of his quarry was all but assured. He reached over to the console and pressed a button to activate the comms interface.  
 
      
 
    "You might have been a most elusive target, Mr. Blake, but all fall to me in the end," he said with grim satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    This is the fourth eBook of a story that has now exceeded 2 million words. I’ll be converting all of it to this format in the coming months, but as I’m sure you can imagine that will take a little time! 
 
    To continue reading more of John Blake’s adventures, you can find my Patreon site at: 
 
      
 
    https://www.patreon.com/user?u=3814558 
 
      
 
    There you’ll find links to the subsequent chapters as well as art I’ve commissioned for the girls, spaceships, and weapons that are featured in this story.  
 
      
 
    Thank you for purchasing this book and supporting my writing. 
 
      
 
    M Tefler 
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