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 Foreword 
 
      
 
    This is the third book in the John Blake Chronicles and is a direct continuation of Volume 2, covering chapters 21 to 30 of the story.  
 
      
 
    The crew has grown, as have the challenges, with John and his girls securing a triumphant victory against pirates and Kirrix slavers. Now they plan to travel into Grey Space to visit the homeworld of the Ashanath Collective and purchase new upgrades for the Invictus. It’s only a routine journey through friendly alien territory... what could possibly go wrong? 
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 Three Square Meals Ch. 21 – The new student introduces herself 
 
      
 
    John walked out of the kitchen carrying the serving dish, steam rising from the piping-hot food within. He placed it on the raised serving platter, then stepped aside to let Alyssa put down the bowls full of vegetables. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s for dinner then?” Sparks asked curiously, eyeing the golden brown crust on the potatoes.  
 
      
 
    “It’s called Shepherd’s pie,” John replied, pulling out the chair for Alyssa to sit.  
 
      
 
    The blonde nodded sagely to her old friend. “Made from genuine shepherds!” 
 
      
 
    John smiled when he saw Sparks’ look of bewilderment at Alyssa’s joke. He knew that the redhead would never have encountered a dish like this before on her asteroid homeworld. “It’s made from lamb mince; I suppose ancient shepherds would have lived on something like this.” 
 
      
 
    Jade leaned forward, her emerald cat-like eyes sparkling. “It smells wonderful, Master!” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might like it, honey,” he said affectionately to the green-skinned Nymph. 
 
      
 
    She beamed at him in delight, gazing at him with open adoration. He still found the Nymph’s total devotion to him as her master a little unsettling, but the earnest alien girl was so endearing with it that he’d started to develop strong feelings for her. 
 
      
 
    “Red wine with dinner, Commander?” Calara asked him with a raised eyebrow, distracting him from his brief introspection. 
 
      
 
    He nodded, and smiled at the Latina. “A nice bottle of Pinot Noir, First Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    His gorgeous Tactical Officer grinned at him, the novelty not yet worn off her recent promotion. She strode over to the bar, to find the bottle of wine and some glasses. John served up while they waited for Calara to return, then he watched as the girls settled down to their meal. It was always a pleasure to see them enjoying some dish for the first time and he wasn’t disappointed by their appreciative reactions to their first taste. The Latina had been exposed to a wide variety of meals, growing up with a loving family, but for the two Karron orphans and Jade, almost everything was a new experience. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shared a glance and a smile with Sparks as they tucked in. “Sure beats dog-eared protein bars and ‘mystery’ stew, right?” 
 
      
 
    Calara looked at them curiously and asked, “Was it called mystery stew because the cook didn’t want to reveal the ingredients?” 
 
      
 
    Sparks shook her head and grinned. “It was a mystery whether you’d survive eating a bowl of that shit!” 
 
      
 
    The blonde and redhead laughed at the old Karron joke, but Calara darted a glance at John, a look of profound sympathy on her lovely face. He nodded, knowing exactly what she was feeling. John still found it astonishing that the two orphaned girls could be as cheerful as they were, considering their horrific upbringing. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was famished after working up an appetite in the busy day, so there wasn’t much conversation after that as they finished the meal. Soon the girls had cleared their plates, then sipped their wine as they relaxed. John noticed that Sparks was the exception, having only nibbled at her dinner, not eating much at all. 
 
      
 
    "Not feeling hungry honey?" he asked her with concern. 
 
      
 
    "I am," she replied, giving him a coy look under her long lashes. "I'm just leaving plenty of room for dessert." 
 
      
 
    She looked at him lustily under hooded eyes and he decided they had waited long enough. He stood up from his chair and when he held out his hand, the redhead's eyes flashed with excitement as she rose to join him. He looked around the table and saw the other girls watching them with knowing smiles. 
 
      
 
    "We'll see you later," Alyssa said, unable to conceal her delight. 
 
      
 
    Sparks interlaced her fingers with John's and he walked with her out of the lounge and headed for his room. The tension was thick in the air and John couldn't wait to see what the sultry redhead had in mind for him tonight. She stopped at her room and turned to face him.  
 
      
 
    "Go and relax, I'll be with you shortly," she promised, her electrifying smile letting him know the wait would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    "Ok will do," he said with a grin and she blew him a kiss before disappearing into her room. 
 
      
 
    John walked into his own room and decided to freshen up. He undressed quickly, eager to get into the soothing warmth of the shower, then closed his eyes as the water sluiced over him. He couldn't wait to see what Sparks had in mind for him tonight, so he didn’t linger under the automated driers, quickly returning to the bedroom for her grand entrance. Fortunately, he didn't have long to wait. Just as John sat down at the end of the bed, he heard the rhythmic clicking of high heels as his lover approached. 
 
      
 
    Prepared as John was, his mouth still dropped open in shock as Sparks glided into the bedroom with the poise and grace of a catwalk model. He gasped in wonder, his eyes feasting on the lascivious delight that had just entered his room. 
 
      
 
    Sparks was dressed as a schoolgirl, her voluminous auburn hair tied into pigtails, which were held in place by cute bows. John gazed at her outfit and was fairly certain it wouldn't meet any school board's approval. She was wearing a very short red plaid skirt and a cropped, white, short sleeved shirt that left the bronzed skin of her midriff exposed to his hungry eyes. Over the shirt, she wore a grey waistcoat that struggled to contain her bust, forcing up her big breasts into an impressively indecent display of cleavage. Two letters in red were stitched on the tautly stretched material of her waistcoat, with "JP" emblazoned over the curved side of her right breast. Finally, she was wearing thigh-high stockings, a skimpy black garter belt, and four-inch stiletto heels, showcasing her long elegant legs to perfection. 
 
      
 
    With a coy smile teasing her lips, Sparks pirouetted gracefully, letting him fill his eyes with the sight of her breathtaking body that she had dressed so tantalisingly for his pleasure. She crossed the room with a slow, sensual walk and stopped just in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Do you like?" she asked with a flirtatious smile. 
 
      
 
    John gaped at her in amazement. "I think you're the sexiest thing I've ever seen!"  
 
      
 
    "I seem to remember you liked the idea of me being a naughty schoolgirl..." Sparks said airily, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    He ran his fingers over her toned stomach, enjoying feeling the deliciously soft skin. Sparks watched him with a sultry look on her face, clearly enjoying his obvious appreciation of her endeavours. She smiled lustily, knowing exactly what he was thinking as his hands traced over her svelte figure. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa told me you stuffed her so full of cum once, you made her bellybutton pop out," she purred with arousal. a challenging glint in her eyes. "I'd like you to do the same to me tonight...” 
 
      
 
    "Honey, you're not even going to be able to move when I'm done with you." John promised, his fingers lightly tracing a circle over her trim stomach. Lifting his hand higher, he stroked the JP logo that was stitched carefully onto her outfit and raised his eyebrow questioningly. 
 
      
 
    "John's Property," Sparks replied, answering his unspoken question. 
 
      
 
    "That's a very nice touch," he said with an appreciative smile, pulling her towards him and kissing the letters one after the other. 
 
      
 
    Sparks’ eyes flashed with lust as she purred, "You like owning me?"  
 
      
 
    "Definitely. I have all sorts of plans for your hot little body," he promised the aroused girl. John rose to his feet, so that she had to look up at him, even with the extra height from her shoes.  
 
      
 
    Sparks kicked the high heels off, to reduce her height and emphasise the arousing size difference between them. She gasped in excitement as he scooped her up in his arms and placed her on the middle of the bed. John followed after her, with her watching his every move, the eager anticipation clear on her face. 
 
      
 
    "You made me look like this..." she teased, stroking one hand along her toned thigh and the other down her slender neck to cup her full breasts. "What would you like to do to me?" 
 
      
 
    "Tonight, I'm going to fuck you so hard, you’re going to have trouble remembering your own name...” he growled, his eyes flashing dangerously with lust. “Then I’m going to fill your belly with so much cum, you'll think you're pregnant!"  
 
      
 
    Sparks moaned hungrily as she stared into his eyes, her pupils rapidly widening, the golden coronas around the pupils dilating. 
 
      
 
    "You'll need to get used to that feeling... I have every intention of breeding your hot little ass." he promised with conviction. 
 
      
 
    She gasped as she felt a surge of elation, her young body desperate to be used in that way. Falling back on the bed she writhed with need, her thighs squeezing together as she let out a sexy moan. 
 
      
 
    John placed a possessive hand on her toned stomach, savouring the warmth of her skin. "You really want it, don't you?" he asked rhetorically, already knowing the answer. “My baby in your womb, me making you mine forever...” 
 
      
 
    The redhead bit her lip and arched her back so she could lean into his hand, nodding wantonly.  
 
      
 
    "It turns you on to think of you and your 'sisters' all knocked up. You probably want me to do you all at the same time," he stated, barely keeping a lid on his burning desire to get started right now. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God..." Sparks groaned. "Fuck the foreplay, I need you inside me!" 
 
      
 
    John moved confidently between her stocking clad thighs, watching as she spread her legs for him in invitation. He lifted up the short plaid skirt and saw she wasn't wearing any underwear, exposing her glistening folds to his eager view. Nodding his appreciation, he nuzzled the head of his cock between the lips of her pussy, feeling how wet she was for him. He leaned over her, taking her wrists in his hands and held them above her head, pinning them to the mattress.  
 
      
 
    He was only inches away from her and stared into her lovely sky-blue orbs. “So beautiful... I can’t believe you’re mine.” 
 
      
 
    Sparks turned away instinctively, as if trying to hide the scarred cheek, forgetting for a moment that he’d healed her weeks ago. She blushed when she realised what she was doing, then looked up at him again, tremendous gratitude in her eyes. “I am yours... yours forever!” 
 
      
 
    Her look turned more sultry as she revelled in being restrained like this, her chest heaving as she took in deep breaths. Writhing in his grasp, her big, sensitive breasts brushed against his chest as he hovered over her, the contact making her moan with excitement. She’d been flat as a board only a month ago, but being fed a steady diet of his cum had transformed her into the statuesque beauty she was today. 
 
      
 
    John applied more pressure with the head of his cock, forcing his way in and making her slim young body yield to his massive girth. “There you go, let’s fill you up...” 
 
      
 
    "Fuuuck!" she wailed, as her malleable body stretched to take every inch of him. 
 
      
 
    "That's a good girl," John crooned in her ear, as he pushed deeper. He’d already stretched her pussy to take him, but he needed to completely bury himself inside her. Feeling the contact with her cervix, he kept up the pressure until her last barrier surrendered to him and he was able to sink the last couple of inches into her stuffed belly. 
 
      
 
    Sparks trembled beneath him, lifting her knees higher to open her pelvis and let him really penetrate her with everything he had. “Does that feel good, Sir?”  
 
      
 
    “That feels amazing,” he groaned, his cock brushing the back of her womb as she took his entire length. "Now flex that tight little pussy and let me know you're happy I'm home." 
 
      
 
    Sparks moaned with passion and followed his orders, using her powerful internal muscles to grip him tightly as though welcoming his cock with a hug. "I wish you could stay inside me all the time!" 
 
      
 
    "You really are a naughty schoolgirl! That's very selfish," John playfully admonished her, rotating his hips and grinding himself against her clit. "Think about your poor sisters. How am I going to impregnate them if I'm up to my balls in your pussy the whole time?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Sir,” she groaned, closing her eyes as she revelled in the sensations. “I've been a bad girl."  
 
      
 
    "You have, but I'm going to have to punish you another time," he promised. "Tonight is about packing your teenage belly full of spunk!" 
 
      
 
    "You like that I'm only a teenager, don't you?" she asked, opening her eyes and watching him through hooded eyes. "You're old enough to be my daddy." 
 
      
 
    "I might be old enough to be your daddy,” John said as he met her searching gaze. “But I’ve got things in mind for you that no father should be thinking about..."  
 
      
 
    John was a forty year old retired Marine and a trader, while Sparks was an eighteen-year-old orphan he’d rescued from indentured slavery as gunsmith for an asteroid gang. It was a significant age gap, but seeing the look of unadulterated delight on her face as her snug nubile body gripped his shaft, reassured him that they shared more than a few common interests. More than just their glorious sexual compatibility, they were building strong bonds of love and trust between them. 
 
      
 
    He pulled back then slowly stuffed her full of his cock, forcing her pussy walls to stretch and feeling the rippling flesh making way for him. 
 
      
 
    Sparks groaned, rocking her hips gently to meet his thrust. "Oh God, that feels so good!"  
 
      
 
    "I know, honey. You need a good fucking, don't you?" John said, gazing into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I do," she agreed lustily. "Don't hold back, I really want you to give it to me!" 
 
      
 
    John nodded his agreement, pulling back and then thrusting forward again, more forcefully this time. He began to maintain a steady pounding rhythm as he pinned her underneath him, holding her arms tightly above her head. Whenever he was up to his balls inside her, he ground against her clit, which drew gasps of encouragement from the redhead. She brought her stocking-clad legs up to rest across his back, allowing her to thrust back against him. Sparks panted breathily and used her strong supple body to rock in perfect rhythm with his thrusts, making each pistoning movement feel longer and deeper. 
 
      
 
    "It looks like I'm really going to have to thank Jade," John said, a broad grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Why's that?" Sparks panted breathily, her hips moving with a delicious sensuality.  
 
      
 
    He groaned as her athletic young body flexed and bucked underneath him. "After those dance lessons, you and Calara fuck like minxes!"  
 
      
 
    The redhead groaned with lust, remembering the gorgeous Latina riding her man so erotically just this morning. "I love the thought of you fucking the girls, it gets me so wet...” 
 
      
 
    "My very own sexy little harem," John agreed. "A perfect selection of tight teenagers for me to ride whenever I like!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck! You're such a bad boy!" Sparks gasped as he held her down. "Fuck me harder!" 
 
      
 
    Her thighs trembled as they clung tightly to his waist, her muscles aching under the strain as he fucked her without mercy. A long wail escaped her lips as she cried out her orgasm, her pussy desperately trying to grip the huge cock that was driving her so wild. 
 
      
 
    John maintained the pace, keeping her body at fever pitch as she came long and hard. He eventually eased back a little, just stroking in and out of her as she rode out her orgasm until she began to relax. That was when he suddenly rammed in hard and ground his pelvis against her, maintaining the pressure and friction on her clit. Pinned in place, the redhead could only writhe underneath him as he made her responsive young flesh sing for him again. 
 
      
 
    "That's it baby, cum hard for me," he crooned in her ear, feeling her pussy spasming around his wide-girthed cock. 
 
      
 
    Sparks was lost in the waves of pleasure crashing over her, vaguely aware of the combination of raunchy and loving things he whispered in her ear. When she came down from her natural high, she realised he was still going, and could only mewl with ecstasy as he gave her the powerful fucking he had promised. Eventually the gasping cries of the climaxing young woman were too much for John to withstand. He pulled out of her abruptly, leaving her pussy shockingly empty and causing her mouth to drop open with surprise. John moved around to her head and fed his burgeoning cock into the welcoming oval of her lips.  
 
      
 
    The redhead felt elated as he leaned forward and stuffed his cock into her hot little mouth. Her tongue swabbed the throbbing crown and she tilted herself back, giving him a straight shot down her throat. John felt her eager compliance as she positioned herself perfectly for him and he pushed forward with his hips, steadily stuffing himself into that snug passage. He watched her neck bulge as his unrelenting cock pushed deeper into her throat and he was amazed at her ability to take everything he could give her. He reached down feeling the lewd bulge in her slender neck, where she was now wrapped tightly around him. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to use your hot little body to make me cum." he told her unequivocally. 
 
      
 
    When Sparks groaned, the vibrations felt amazing as her throat quivered around his length. John looked down at the impressive globes that threatened to bust out of her tight waistcoat. Her cleavage was a perfect unblemished expanse of bronzed young skin and he ripped open her top so that he could grab a big firm breast in each hand. Using her tits for leverage, he began to fuck her face and tweaked her nipples. She sucked on him enthusiastically to show her appreciation, Sparks’ full lips wrapping tight around the base of his weapon as he hilted himself inside her. He thrust eagerly at her soft cushioning lips and it wasn't long before he could feel his own urgent release rising within him. 
 
      
 
    He looked down at the slim toned stomach of the girl he was going to impregnate one day. Her slender tummy peeked out between the plaid skirt and the cropped white top, reminding him of just how much younger she was than him. The thought of this beautiful young woman eagerly submitting to his every desire was what finally pushed him over the edge. 
 
      
 
    He threw his head back and cried out with the strength of his orgasm. John's quad was topped to the brim with cum, having been teased and tempted relentlessly by the girls the entire day. Sparks sucked on him with loving abandon, working strenuously to milk him of everything he could give her. He looked down at her waistline through slitted eyes as he shot long blasts of his cum down her throat and into her waiting stomach, watching it bulge out obscenely as she swallowed pints of his spunk. 
 
      
 
    Finally, his balls stopped flexing and he was spent, Sparks having drained him completely dry. He eased his way backwards, sliding out of the comforting confines of her throat until he had cleared her pouting lips. 
 
      
 
    He groaned in satisfaction as he flopped down beside her, completely spent. "Honey, that was incredible!"  
 
      
 
    Sparks’ face was flushed as she panted for breath and gave him a loving smile. "You sure know how to push my buttons!"  
 
      
 
    She ran her hands over her hugely engorged belly, the thought that she was carrying millions of his sperm inside her sent a thrill down her spine. Her ovaries ached with desire as she imagined how amazing it would be to carry his baby in her belly.  
 
      
 
    John reached over and stroked her spunk swollen abdomen possessively, enjoying the feel of her soft young skin as it was stretched taut to carry his load. His hand traced over her belly button but found it was still concave. 
 
      
 
    "That was a good start." he said with a playful grin. "Let me recharge and we'll see if we can make you pop out." 
 
      
 
    Sparks laughed happily and looked up at him in adoration. Her awed expression suddenly wavered and she was tentative as she asked, "Did you really mean what you said earlier? Do you want to get me pregnant too?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I love you!" he exclaimed passionately. "I think you're a brilliant, funny, loving girl, and you’re going to be a wonderful mother." 
 
      
 
    Sparks eyes filled up and she let out a long deep sigh of contentment. "I love you too, John," she said softly, her light blue eyes looking up at him with wonder. She could scarcely believe that she’d gone from a bleak, lonely existence with no future, to being surrounded by people who loved her.  
 
      
 
    He leaned over and gave her a tender kiss, feeling the strength of her love for him as her soft lips sought out his own. When they parted, she lay contentedly in his arms, watching as he traced delicate patterns with his fingertips over her rounded tummy. The mood between them suddenly felt far more intimate than ever before. 
 
      
 
    The redhead turned to stare into John’s eyes, appearing lost in thought. When she spoke, it came out as a soft whisper, "Dana.”  
 
      
 
    He looked at her in confusion. “What was that, honey?” 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to be called Dana," she explained, suddenly looking more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her before. 
 
      
 
    John nodded his approval. "A beautiful name that fits a beautiful girl.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed and hugged him tight. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    "Why did you choose that name in particular, Dana?" he asked, trying out her new name for the first time and finding he liked it. 
 
      
 
    "I figured with my genes, I probably have some Celtic ancestry, so I picked it based on that,” she explained, reaching up to hold out some errant strands of dark auburn hair for his inspection. Her expression turned self-conscious and she asked shyly, "Do you really like it?" 
 
      
 
    "Very much honey. It suits you perfectly," he said, his voice conveying his sincerity. 
 
      
 
    Dana’s lovely blue eyes sparkled with joy. "It's the name of an ancient Celtic fertility goddess!"  
 
      
 
    "Very appropriate!" he said with a huge grin, stroking her swollen belly. 
 
      
 
    The redhead beamed back at him, overjoyed that he approved of the new name she had chosen. 
 
      
 
    Looking at her curiously, he asked, "Have you chosen a surname too?"  
 
      
 
    Dana was obviously conflicted, appearing desperate to ask him a question, but she changed her mind and bit her lip, refusing to elaborate. 
 
      
 
    "What is it honey?" he asked, seeing her trepidation. "You know you can ask me anything." 
 
      
 
    "I can't," she faltered, shaking her head. "I need to discuss it with Alyssa first." 
 
      
 
    John gave her a reassuring smile and held her close. "No problem, tell me whenever you’re ready."  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, looking relieved. 
 
      
 
    "Shall I call in the other girls now?" he asked, while stroking her back. "You know Alyssa will be dying to talk to you about your new name." 
 
      
 
    Sparks nodded eagerly, wanting to share something so personal with the girls she considered her sisters. 
 
      
 
    *Okay, you can come in now,* John thought to Alyssa, knowing she would be listening avidly to the entire conversation. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later they heard the sound of the doors to the officers' lounge crashing open, then the echoing sound of running down the corridor. A blonde-haired vision of loveliness burst into the room, followed shortly after by a gorgeous brunette and bewitchingly beautiful green-skinned alien girl. 
 
      
 
    "Ohmigod, I love it!" Alyssa gasped, bounding over and leaping on to the bed to hug her closest friend. 
 
      
 
    "What's your new name?!" Calara pleaded impatiently, as she watched their joyful embrace. "Alyssa wouldn't tell us!" 
 
      
 
    "This one would love to know too," Jade said, smiling fondly at Sparks. "I felt so much better when Alyssa and Master chose a new name for me." 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to be called Dana," the redhead replied, feeling more confident after receiving such a positive reaction from Alyssa and John. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that's a lovely name!" Calara exclaimed, her face lighting up. "It really suits you!" 
 
      
 
    "This one agrees, your new name is lovely, Dana!" Jade agreed with a beaming smile. 
 
      
 
    Dana beckoned the girls over. "Come here you two!" She felt like a huge weight had been lifted off her, now that she had announced the name she had been thinking over for the last few days. 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa moved back to give the two girls room to hug the deliriously happy redhead. The girls eventually leaned back and began to stroke Dana's swollen belly, feeling the heavy weight of John's load where it rounded out her waistline. 
 
      
 
    "Wow! You really did a number on her," Calara said to John, whistling appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at Dana and their eyes met. "Just fulfilling a request from a beautiful woman." 
 
      
 
    "I asked him to stuff me so full of cum that my bellybutton pops out!" Dana explained with an eager grin. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds amazing!" Calara gasped, her eyes flashing with lust. "Can we stay and watch?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Dana said with a seductive smile. "We can give John something nice to watch until he’s ready to go again." 
 
      
 
    The other girls all chorused their enthusiasm for the plan and they quickly stripped off their clothes before pairing up, moving together eagerly.  Calara moved across the bed and then gracefully moved to sit astride the redhead's face. She moaned her appreciation as Dana began to explore the Latina's pussy with her tongue and then the brunette dipped her own head between the other girl's thighs, eagerly lapping away at her friend.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa held her arms out for Jade and the beautiful blonde and the exotic green skinned Nymph began to kiss sensually. The wonderfully sexy noises coming from the other girls made them pause and watch for a moment, enjoying the spectacular view. They turned back towards each other, seeing the same arousal in each other's eyes and then Jade moved elegantly into the same position, so that they could go down on each other too. 
 
      
 
    John watched in fascination as his four women ate each other out, the lusty sighs and debauched lapping sounds doing wonders for putting steel back in his rod. He got up slowly, not taking his eyes off the show and went to the water dispenser to pour himself a big drink of water. His body badly needed to rehydrate to be able to reload on short order, and he knocked back a few pints to help recover.  
 
      
 
    He settled down in the comfortable armchair and watched the girls entwined together, enjoying the sight of their sensual couplings. The room began to reverberate with breathy moans and soft feminine cries, as one young beauty after another began to orgasm at the hands and tongue of her partner.  
 
      
 
    Dana swapped places with Calara so that she was on top, the brunette lapping away at her passionately. Jade and Alyssa crossed the bed to join them, focusing on her breasts and sucking noisily on her erect nipples. Dana held their heads to her bosom, moaning with need as her three lovers overloaded her senses with pleasure.  
 
      
 
    She stared into John's eyes and panted with desire, loving the intensity of his gaze as he watched her enjoy this Sapphic orgy. The redhead grinned with satisfaction when he responded to the invitation in her lust-filled eyes and approached the bed, positioning himself behind her. She half turned so she could watch him over her shoulder, breathless with excitement as she wondered what he was going to do next. 
 
      
 
    John moved closer, his massive throbbing cock leading the way, until its head brushed against the teenager kneeling in front of him. Calara was watching him approach from between Dana's trembling thighs and when he held his cock down lower, she tilted her head back from the pussy above her face and opened her mouth for him nice and wide.  
 
      
 
    "That's a good girl," John said in encouragement. "Get me nice and wet."  
 
      
 
    Calara let out a deep moan as he steadily pushed his cock down her throat, making his whole length slippery and slick with her saliva. Once John was satisfied that he was well-lubricated, he eased out of her mouth and repositioned himself at the entrance to Dana's pussy. Leaning forward to gather the redhead's hair in his left hand, he gripped it tightly in his fist and pulled her head back, forcing her body to arch for him in a perfect curve. 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck!" Dana groaned with feverish excitement, the anticipation sending her heart racing.  
 
      
 
    John held her hips steady with his right hand and then began to push into the compliant young woman held in his tight grasp. Calara's tongue licked up and down his cock as he thrust into the incredibly tight redhead who had been so expertly prepared for him. When he pushed past her cervix and bottomed out in her womb, Dana cried out in delight, clinging desperately to Alyssa and Jade as they bit and sucked her nipples. With Calara licking her clit at a frenzied pace, Dana finally exploded into orgasm, screaming loudly as she came.  
 
      
 
    “Now let’s keep her cumming,” John said to his eager helpers. “I want to feel her massaging my cock." 
 
      
 
    He began to thrust in and out of the wailing redhead, enjoying the convulsing grasp of her young pussy as he fucked her. The three girls lapped and sucked with abandon, making the girl writhe and moan as she experienced one crashing orgasm after another. John pounded her at a relentless pace, causing the girl's buttocks to ripple with the repeated impacts as the sound of slapping flesh echoed around the room. He lost count of Dana's orgasms as she rode one explosive climax after another.  
 
      
 
    "Ready for another big load honey?" he purred in her ear, as he used her sucking pussy to work himself closer to his own release. 
 
      
 
    Dana groaned and managed a weak nod as she hung limp in his arms, her body totally overwhelmed with sensation. John released his grip on her hair, letting her head loll forward as he seized her hips with both hands. Alyssa and Jade helped hold her up for him and his hips moved in a blur as he pounded into her over and over again. Finally, he could hold back no longer and he bellowed out his own release as his quad got to work on filling the teenager’s luscious body again.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa ran her hands over Dana's rotund stomach, feeling the surging pulses of cum through the taut skin as John pumped his load into the redhead's primed womb. 
 
      
 
    "You're taking him so well," Alyssa crooned in her friend's ear. "You're going to be so big and round and stuffed with cum when he's done." 
 
      
 
    Dana looked into her friend's cerulean eyes and groaned wordlessly as she felt herself stretch even wider to accommodate the hefty load. She stared down at the beach ball sized sphere of her abdomen in disbelief, amazed that she could hold so much inside her normally slim tummy. She sighed with delight as she saw that her bellybutton had indeed popped out, just as Alyssa said it would. 
 
      
 
    John eased himself out of the exhausted young woman and Dana sagged into the arms of her loving friends. He lay back on the bed and heaved a contented sigh, his balls feeling that familiar dull ache after a tremendously powerful orgasm. Dana lay down beside him with Alyssa and Jade’s help, and he spooned up behind her, wrapping her in his arms. Placing his hand on her enormously full belly, he caressed her gently, marvelling that the beautiful young woman was able to carry so much of his cum. 
 
      
 
    "I feel so stuffed..." Dana whispered in amazement, running her hands over the huge curve of her spunk-bloated stomach. “This must be what it’s like having twins!” 
 
      
 
    The other girls cuddled around them, running their hands over the redhead's voluptuous body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa grinned as she hugged her friend. “You were incredibly sexy.”  
 
      
 
    Calara nodded, smiling at the redhead over Alyssa’s shoulder. "I can't wait for my turn..."  
 
      
 
    "This one would love to experience that too," Jade agreed, her cat-like eyes flicking to John with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Not today I’m afraid; Dana was on a mission to drain me dry," John said with a wry smile, making the girls laugh. 
 
      
 
    "You kept your promise," Dana said, giving him a loving kiss. "I really don't think I can move right now!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa licked her lips suggestively, a gleam in her eyes. "Would you like us to help you with that?"  
 
      
 
    Dana just groaned and rolled onto her back, spreading her thighs in invitation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John woke the next morning and stretched contentedly. He wore the smile of a man who had gotten well and truly laid the previous night and he looked over his women as they surrounded him on the bed. They were all slumbering soundly and had all returned to their normal slender athletic forms, their bodies having absorbed his cum from the previous night's escapades. He grinned with satisfaction as he carefully extricated himself from the bed, doing his best not to wake any of them. Padding quietly into his walk-in-wardrobe, he threw on a pair of loose shorts, then headed for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    The girls eventually awoke to the tantalising aroma of cooked food, as John brought them their breakfast on a huge serving tray.  
 
      
 
    "Oh wow!" Dana exclaimed in surprise, having never had the luxury of breakfast in bed before. 
 
      
 
    “We'll have to come up with even more interesting ways to keep you entertained, if we can expect this when we wake up," Alyssa said to John, giving him a happy grin. 
 
      
 
    He placed the tray on the bed and started handing out plates and cutlery. "Enjoy, ladies!"  
 
      
 
    They tucked into the food and in no time, the girls had cleared their plates, thanking John effusively for his thoughtfulness. That John would prepare them breakfast like this came as quite the surprise to Jade, who thought it amazing that her Master didn’t expect her to be his servile handmaiden. 
 
      
 
    He sipped his mug of coffee and asked, "So, ladies, what are your plans today? Up to anything interesting?" 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to give Jade some actual flight time in the Raptor," Alyssa replied, smiling at the Nymph. "I thought I'd drop the Invictus out of hyper-warp and she could get used to the gunship's controls." 
 
      
 
    Jade bobbed her head, full of enthusiasm. "This one is eager to practice!"  
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a good plan,” he agreed, before turning to the brunette and redhead. “What about you two?" 
 
      
 
    "I want to finish off the assault rifle prototypes!" Dana replied, as excited as the Nymph. "They should be done in a couple of hours!" 
 
      
 
    "I can't wait to see them," John replied, finding her enthusiasm infectious. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to begin the martial arts lessons," Calara said, her brown eyes studying him intently. "If you'd still like to teach me?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course!" he replied, smiling at the prospect. "Have you got any sports clothes you can wear while we train?" 
 
      
 
    Calara nodded, her full lips lifting into a huge grin.  
 
      
 
    "Okay, go get changed and I'll meet you in the gym," John told the beaming Latina, before glancing at the other girls. "Let’s all meet back at the Engineering Bay in... three hours?" 
 
      
 
    The girls all chorused their agreement and the crew of the Invictus went about their day. John walked into his wardrobe and put on a comfortable pair of tracksuit trousers and a T-shirt, then strolled out into the corridor to take the elevator. He hummed a jaunty tune to himself as he walked into the well-equipped gym and moved on to the ground mats to start stretching. Calara dashed into the room a minute or two later and jogged over to join him. 
 
      
 
    "That was quick," John said, casting an appraising eye over her outfit.  
 
      
 
    "It's not like I'm going out clubbing," the brunette said with a smile as she did a quick turn for him. 
 
      
 
    Calara was wearing a two-piece gym outfit in black. A wide-strapped top did it's best to support her breasts, while figure-hugging leggings clung to her athletic legs and pert ass like a second skin. The top revealed plenty of olive-toned skin and John’s eyes were inevitably drawn to her slender waist and toned tummy. She struck an elegant pose, showing off her luscious figure to his approving gaze. 
 
      
 
    "One of my lessons was to teach you to use every advantage you can in a street fight, but I don't think you're playing fair looking like that," he said with a broad smile. "You look smoking hot."  
 
      
 
    The gorgeous Latina flashed a wide grin at him, her brilliant white teeth sparkling in the light. She was full of energy and ready to get started. 
 
      
 
    John wanted her to relax a little before they began, so to break the ice, he said, “Let's just start with some stretches first. It's not at all realistic for a street fight, where you’d have to go from a rested state to full action, but let's not risk any injuries."  
 
      
 
    Calara nodded and being no stranger to athletic workouts, moved through a series of stretching routines to get herself limbered up. John couldn't help but watch her out of the corner of his eye, admiring the athletic brunette as she stretched her lithe body with graceful movements. 
 
      
 
    "Feeling loosened up?" he prompted her after a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    "All ready!" Calara exclaimed, just as keen to start. 
 
      
 
    John smiled at his attentive pupil. "Okay, what we'll be doing is repeating the same kind of basic blocking and striking moves over and over again. Your body will start to learn them and they’ll eventually become simple muscle memory. At that point, defending or attacking will feel like second nature, so when you have to fight, you'll be able to do so without hesitation."  
 
      
 
    He carefully went through some simple blocking and deflecting moves, followed by counter punches and strikes. The brunette watched him closely and was a very quick study, her athletic body perfectly adapted for physical exertion; Calara learned the unfamiliar martial arts moves at a very rapid rate.  
 
      
 
    "That's excellent honey!" John said with a grin, as Calara smoothly went through the kata he had taught her, looking confident in her movements.  
 
      
 
    She returned the smile, enjoying his praise. “I’m finding this much easier than I expected!” 
 
      
 
    "While you're doing brilliantly, I don't want you to get too overconfident," John warned her, his voice firm. "The most important thing is that you stay safe, so only fight if you really have to." 
 
      
 
    Calara gave him a solemn nod. "Okay I understand.” 
 
      
 
    "If you do have to fight, then remember that although you're in truly exceptional shape, you will often be at a height, weight, and reach disadvantage. More importantly, you won't have the upper body strength to go toe-to-toe with a well-built man. I don't want you to pull any punches if you get in that situation, so promise me you'll fight dirty and do anything you have to," he said, his tone becoming sterner. 
 
      
 
    "I promise," the brunette said earnestly, gazing at him with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Good girl," John said, pleased by her sincerity. "Now let's get started on the different ways you can cripple a man. We'll be looking at nerve clusters and pressure points..." 
 
      
 
    They spent the next few hours with John putting Calara through her paces. He was astounded at her physical ability and she repeated his fight routines with excellent poise and balance, her body having already committed them to muscle memory. 
 
      
 
    "I can’t believe how quickly you’re learning everything," John said shaking his head in amazement, as he finally brought their training session to an end. "If I didn't know better, I'd have thought you'd been training for years!" 
 
      
 
    "That was so much fun!" Calara gasped, panting hard after all the exertion that morning. "Can we make these training sessions a regular thing?" 
 
      
 
    "Definitely, I really enjoyed it too," John agreed, enjoying seeing how energised and full of life she looked. 
 
      
 
    The Latina gave him a warm smile then stretched her tired body, her athletic young figure glistening with perspiration.  
 
      
 
    "Oh! Ouch!" Calara gasped, as the unfamiliar exercises of the morning twinged the muscles in her back. 
 
      
 
    John caught her as she wavered unsteadily. "Are you alright?"  
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'll be fine," she replied in an attempt to be stoic, but she couldn’t help wincing as her fatigued and overworked muscles began to ache.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll run you a nice hot bath, that’ll ease those muscles,” John said, supporting her in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Calara paused for a moment, her brown eyes sparkling as she met his anxious gaze. "Actually, I can think of a much faster way to speed up my recovery...” she said with a coy smile. 
 
      
 
    The luscious brunette slowly sank to her knees in front of him, licking her lips with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A little while later John led the contented Latina out of the gym and they walked hand-in-hand to Dana's Engineering Bay. Calara had a satisfied smile on her face and the lovely sway of her hips was exaggerated by the rounded bump she now carried as they entered the high-tech engineering bay. There was a distinctive smell in the air of recently cut metal, which made the new workshop feel like it had definitely been broken in. Dana, Alyssa, and Jade were gathered around the workbench and they all looked up when the couple entered. 
 
      
 
    "Hey you two," Alyssa said, greeting them with a knowing smile. "Did you enjoy your workout?" 
 
      
 
    "It was wonderful!" Calara exclaimed, a huge grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    Dana smirked, eyeing Calara's bump. "Yeah I bet!"  
 
      
 
    Jade bounded over to John, eager to be around him again. "It's lovely to see you, Master!" 
 
      
 
    "Hey Jade, it’s nice to see you too," John replied, slipping his arm around her waist. "How did the flying lessons go?" 
 
      
 
    "This one learnt so much!" the Nymph said exuberantly. "Alyssa is such a good teacher!" 
 
      
 
    "She's an excellent student," Alyssa said, proud of her friend. "I'll make a few more stops on our way so that Jade can continue to practice, as long as that's okay with you, John?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure, that's no problem," John readily agreed, smiling at the green-hued alien girl. "I'll look forward to seeing you show off your skills!"  
 
      
 
    Jade's feline eyes gleamed with anticipation and she was barely able to contain her excitement. "I promise you won't be disappointed, Master!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure I'll be amazed," he said indulgently, hugging the high-spirited Nymph. 
 
      
 
    They walked over to the workbench with its many hovering platforms, then stood next to Dana to see what she’d been working on. On the central workbench was a fully assembled XR75 rifle and John could tell at a glance that it had been heavily modified. The dark grey weapon still had the same basic shape with the bullpup magazine slot behind the moulded pistol grip, but now the barrel had been both extended and widened. There was also a second magazine housing built into the frame in front of the integrated trigger guard. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned happily as she watched John pick up the rifle and bring it up to his shoulder to test the weight. “How’s it feel?” 
 
      
 
    "So much for the lighter frame," John said with a smile. "This XR75 feels slightly heavier than the old XR73 now." 
 
      
 
    "Too heavy?" Dana asked with a small frown, her smile disappearing from her face. 
 
      
 
    "No, no! It’ll just take a little getting used to, that's all," John replied, quickly calming her fears. 
 
      
 
    Dana breathed a sigh of relief. "Okay good!"  
 
      
 
    "So I'm intrigued, what's this second magazine slot for, Sparks?" John asked curiously. "Oh, sorry honey! I meant, Dana." 
 
      
 
    The redhead waved away his apology with an untroubled shrug. "Don't worry, it'll take you a while to adjust to the name change." She gave him an enigmatic smile. "Let's go to the firing range and you can test fire the gun. Then I'll explain what modifications I've made." 
 
      
 
    "Lead on, Chief Engineer!" John said, returning her smile. 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled at his enthusiasm, then walked over to one of the weapon crates. She reached inside and pulled out another one of the modified rifles that she handed to Alyssa. "I've just modified two so far, but I'll get to work on the rest if you like the enhancements." 
 
      
 
    The redhead led the way out of the Engineering Bay and down the corridor to the adjacent firing range. John stepped up to the range first and pressed the button on the wall that would bring a target dummy up into position at the end of the lane. 
 
      
 
    The redhead handed him two magazine clips, one of which he recognised as a standard configuration Terran Federation mag. It was filled with hollow point caseless rounds and he slotted that home in the familiar bullpup magazine slot. The second magazine was smaller and more compact and when he tilted it up to look at the rounds inside, he saw some odd looking empty casings that looked thin and delicate.  He looked up at the master gunsmith with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Wait and see!" she said with an excited laugh. 
 
      
 
    Dana handed him a set of noise cancelling headphones then passed more out to the girls who were all watching with eager anticipation. John clicked the second magazine into place and then raised the assault rifle to his shoulder, getting used to the slightly broader barrel housing as he supported the weight with his left hand. He made sure the fire selector switch was adjusted to single fire, before sighting the centre of the target dummy using the built-in scope. Taking a steadying breath, he gently squeezed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    "PKOW!" the rifle boomed, still loud even with the headphones on. 
 
      
 
    John's eyes widened with shock, partly due to the sonic boom from the modified rifle, but mainly because of the broad, fist-sized hole punched straight through the target dummy. He pressed a button on the wall mounted panel and the devastated target dummy was brought up for their inspection. He looked up at Dana in amazement, who looked back at him with a self-satisfied grin. 
 
      
 
    He took off the headphones and the girls followed suit.  
 
      
 
    "Holy shit, Dana! What did you do to this rifle?!" John exclaimed, looking at her then the gun in awe. 
 
      
 
    "Strictly speaking it's not a rifle any more, since I've replaced the rifled barrel. You're now the proud owner of a Railgun," the redhead informed him, unable to contain her jubilant grin. 
 
      
 
    "I put in a slightly larger smoothbore barrel that’s flanked by magnetic rails and the second magazine contains sabots that allow the projectile to accelerate along the electromagnets. There's also a power supply built into the stock, which accounts for some of the added weight," she explained, a look of glee on her face. 
 
      
 
    John turned the rifle and tapped the magazine. “10mm caseless?” 
 
      
 
    "Yep! I kept the main ammunition as T-Fed standard, just in case you need to salvage for more when out in the field," she replied, impressing John with her pragmatic design. "The Sabot casing magazines can hold enough for 250 rounds, or five full clips of conventional ammo." 
 
      
 
    "Surely all that would have added a lot more weight than this?" John asked with confusion. "This XR75 only feels maybe... twenty percent heavier than the old XR73?" 
 
      
 
    "I created a synthetic polymer based on the material the Kirrix use to make their light weight chitin carapaces," Dana explained, with a hint of pride. "I replaced as much of the outer frame and internal structure as I could with that." 
 
      
 
    "This is all absolutely amazing, but the noise this monster makes is deafening. I don't think it's going to be practical to wear noise-cancelling headphones when we're out on a mission," John said, eyeing the rifle dubiously. 
 
      
 
    The redhead sauntered up to him with a sassy sway to her hips. She pressed a button on the barrel just below the muzzle and a small green light came to life with a soft glow. "Have another go.” 
 
      
 
    John went to put the headphones on again, but Dana stopped him with a raised hand. "You won't need those." 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her self-assuredness and then pressed a button on the wall of the firing range that removed the last target dummy and placed another at the end of the range. After dropping the headphones on a nearby table, he brought the weapon to his shoulder, glancing at the redhead for a moment before preparing to fire. The girls had all removed their headphones too and they winced as John readied himself to shoot again. 
 
      
 
    "Pkow," the railgun murmured before the hollow point round slammed into the new target dummy, causing the same catastrophic damage. 
 
      
 
    John shook his head in wonder, marvelling at the potent weapon in his hands. "How did you even manage to come up with the idea for this?" 
 
      
 
    "The mass drivers on the Invictus got me thinking about the concept initially," the redhead replied, eager to explain her sources of inspiration. "When I encountered the noise problem, I remember the sound dampening field from the nightclub back on Gravitus, so I built in a miniaturised version to suppress the soundwave from the muzzle." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you've surpassed yourself this time honey. This railgun is phenomenal!" John exclaimed with delight. 
 
      
 
    He carefully placed the heavily enhanced XR75 on the nearby table and then swept up Dana in a hug, giving her a big kiss. She sighed happily at his passionate display of affection. 
 
      
 
    When he finally let her go, she looked a bit embarrassed. "There's still a few issues I have to work out. The rails generate a surprising amount of heat, so you won't be able to use full auto until I can come up with a solution. Even using burst fire for extended periods of time could end up warping the barrel." 
 
      
 
    Determined to buoy up her spirits, John gave her an encouraging smile. "With this kind of stopping power, even using burst fire seems like overkill!"  
 
      
 
    "Well I have tripled the muzzle velocity," Dana agreed with a big grin. "Just don't use armour piercing unless you're trying to take out a tank!" 
 
      
 
    John laughed along with her and then stepped aside from the range to let Alyssa have a go with her own copy of the new weapon. The beautiful blonde girl pressed buttons on the panel to remove the damaged dummy and bring up another one at the end of the range. She slotted in the two magazines and then activated the sound dampener in the barrel before raising the railgun to her shoulder, feeling the additional weight. 
 
      
 
    "It's a good job you've been feeding me a high protein diet," she said to John impishly. "I'm going to need to stay nice and strong to use this beast!" 
 
      
 
    They all laughed at her lewd comments, before she turned back to focus her attention on the range again. "Prrrkow," the weapon chirruped quietly as she sent a three-round burst slamming into the target dummy. The rounds blew apart the dummy's torso just above the waist, cutting the poor inanimate figure in half.  
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah..." Alyssa said under her breath, before turning to grin at her old friend. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned back before wagging her finger in admonishment. "Remember, don’t go crazy or you’ll melt the barrel!" 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’ll behave myself,” the blonde reluctantly agreed. 
 
      
 
    "How about you two?" Dana asked Calara and Jade. "Would you like a go as well?" 
 
      
 
    "I'd better stick to the normal rifles for the moment," Calara politely declined. "I'm still working on improving my accuracy." 
 
      
 
    "No problem,” Dana said, before turning to the Nymph. "How about you Jade? Would you like a go?" 
 
      
 
    Jade shrank back, a troubled expression on her face. "No!" she blurted out, clearly distressed. "I-I mean... No, thank you Dana." 
 
      
 
    "It's fine, Jade, I don’t mind," John said, giving her an encouraging smile. "It might actually be a good idea for you to learn how to use handguns; I'd like you to be able to protect yourself." 
 
      
 
    "Please do not order this one to fire a weapon, Master!" Jade pleaded, her hand held to her head as though in pain. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, it's okay!" John said in alarm, striding over to hold the trembling Nymph in his arms. "I promise I'll never order you to do anything you don't want to!" 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Master!" Jade gasped with a huge sigh of relief, sagging into his arms. 
 
      
 
    John shot a concerned look at Alyssa who shrugged her shoulders, equally mystified by the green-skinned alien girl's strong negative reaction. 
 
      
 
    He stroked Jade's back soothingly, trying to come up with a way to distract her. “Let's go and have some lunch," he said, before glancing at Dana, "Thanks for all your hard work, honey. You've done an incredible job on the guns." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stepped up to the beautiful auburn-haired girl and surprised her with a loving, sensual kiss.  
 
      
 
    "What was that for?" Dana asked when they finally pulled apart, her eyes wide. She gave the blonde a shy smile. "Not that I'm complaining..." 
 
      
 
    "John was thinking about doing that, but he's busy at the moment," Alyssa replied with a mischievous grin. 
 
      
 
    Following John’s suggestion that they get something to eat, they headed up to the Officers' Lounge, guiding the Nymph who still seemed out of sorts. He quickly put together a tasty lunch and they sat around the dining table to eat together, with the green girl gradually returning to her normal carefree happy self. After they'd eaten, Dana asked Jade if she would like to accompany her to the engineering bay, to help her with the modifications to the body armour she was making. Jade nodded agreeably and headed off arm-in-arm with the perky redhead. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think happened to Jade at the firing range?" John asked Calara and Alyssa, once they were alone. "Have either of you seen her react like that before?" 
 
      
 
    "She seemed genuinely distressed," Calara replied, sounding just as worried. "I've never seen her get upset about anything else." 
 
      
 
    John nodded, his expression reflecting his confusion. "She was behaving like some kind of extreme pacifist, but she showed no hesitation in attacking that gang on Gravitus." 
 
      
 
    "I got her to do some test firing when she was piloting the Raptor," Alyssa volunteered, sounding equally as puzzled. "She loved firing off all the gunship's weapons." 
 
      
 
    "I'll give her some time to calm down, then maybe I'll ask her what the problem is," John suggested, not seeing any other options. 
 
      
 
    Calara and Alyssa looked at each other and shrugged, not having any answers either. They retired to the sofas in the Officers' Lounge and just chatted together for a few hours, enjoying each other's company. John sat in the middle with one arm around Calara on the left and the other around Alyssa on the right. It was pleasant just being the three of them again and it reminded John of the brief time they had together as the happy trio.  
 
      
 
    "So I've been meaning to ask..." he said, glancing at the Latina. "Apparently I’m accompanying you on a trip to visit your family?"  
 
      
 
    "Ah... yes," the brunette replied, blushing prettily. 
 
      
 
    "I'd be honoured to go with you," John said, stroking her shoulder. "But I hope your father doesn't own a big shotgun!"  
 
      
 
    Calara’s laughter and lack of denial didn’t exactly put him at ease. "He’s quite protective and so are my brothers. You could be in for a rough time!" 
 
      
 
    "It'll be worth it. I’m actually looking forward to getting to meet your family," John said with a smile, earning himself a loving kiss from Calara. 
 
      
 
    "What's the plan exactly? Do you want to just go with John as a couple?" Alyssa asked guilelessly, looking at each of them in turn. Recalling the conversation between mother and daughter Fernandez, she added, "Your mother already knows you two are together." 
 
      
 
    "That would be much easier for me to explain to everyone," Calara admitted, giving the beautiful blonde a guilty look. "But it feels really dishonest, especially considering how close you and I've become!" 
 
      
 
    "Well I'm happy to go along with whatever you want to do," Alyssa said, giving the brunette a supportive smile. "I'd love to meet your family and I'd be proud to go as your girlfriend, but I realise that might be difficult to explain." 
 
      
 
    “I really appreciate you being so understanding, thank you," Calara said, touched by the blonde’s sincerity. "I’m still not sure what the best way of handling it will be.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no rush,” Alyssa replied with a shrug. “Take your time and just let me know.” 
 
      
 
    The Latina rose from her chair and glided over to sit next to her teenage lover, showing her appreciation with tender kisses. John watched entranced as the two young girls enjoyed their passionate embrace, their love and affection for each other quite apparent.  The contrast between the beautiful blonde and the gorgeous brunette was breathtaking, their soft lips brushing together, tongues flickering into each other's hot little mouths. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa could hear all of his increasingly aroused thoughts and all the things he wanted to do to their nubile young bodies. She gently broke away from Calara's kiss, then stood elegantly, offering the Latina a hand and encouraging her to rise as well.  
 
      
 
    "Come on, let's go to our room,” she said with a seductive smile. “John wants us to be loving, appreciative girls for him." 
 
      
 
    The girls turned and began to sashay out of the room, leaving John to follow in their wake. Calara looked over her shoulder at him, her eyes twinkling happily and he found himself getting an erection that could have been used to break rocks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed by in a blur for John. When he wasn't training Calara in martial arts, he was having fun swimming with Jade, and he also kept busy cooking up something tasty for the crew of the Invictus at mealtimes. Of course, he availed himself of his growing harem to their appreciative delight, pleasuring one excitable young woman after another. He marvelled at their complete lack of jealousy and how the girls even seemed to get aroused when one of them arrived at the dinner table with the evidence of his lust filling out her rounded belly. He was certainly not foolish enough to complain about his current situation, so he simply relaxed and enjoyed himself. 
 
      
 
    They all awoke one morning to find that Dana had got up already and had left them to sleep in. She bounded into the bedroom a few minutes later, her youthful enthusiasm somewhat out of keeping with her luscious sultry figure and elegant poise. 
 
      
 
    "I've finished working on the body armour!" the redhead exclaimed, bubbling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    The sleepy bedmates started to stretch with some reluctance, preparing themselves to get up from the comfy bed. 
 
      
 
    "Come on! I want to show you what I've been working on!" Dana urged them, a beaming smile lighting up her face. She glanced at the Nymph affectionately. "Sorry Jade, I mean: what we've been working on."  
 
      
 
    Jade looked at her in bemusement. "This one didn't really do much except try on a lot of armour."  
 
      
 
    "But you looked so good while you were doing it," Dana said with a playful giggle. "Seriously though, thank you for being such a patient model, you were a big help." 
 
      
 
    "This one was more than happy to help you, Dana," the Nymph said with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    They got up and dressed and then followed the animated redhead as she skipped energetically down the corridor ahead of them and called the elevator. Her buoyant good mood was infectious and soon John and the other girls were smiling happily too, anticipation building to see what their imaginative chief engineer had cooked up this time. Dana surprised them by pressing the elevator button for the Command Deck rather than going down to her workshop. Her eyes twinkled impishly as she noticed their momentary confusion, but they all knew better than to ask why, knowing they would get a "Wait and see!" in response.  
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the Bridge, John waited for Dana to leave the elevator first, then he and the rest of the girls followed after her. She surprised them again by leading them to the Briefing Room and the redhead was delighted by their bemused expressions as they followed her inside. 
 
      
 
    Along the back of the room, two large frames were set against the wall, each of them eight-feet-tall and filled with complex looking machinery. Directly in the centre of each frame there was a human sized alcove, which was backed by comfortable looking padding. To either side of the alcove there were two sets of robotic arms fixed into each of the frames, one set at arm height, the other level with their thighs. The motionless robotic arms seemed to be holding armoured plates at the ready in their metallic clutches, the arms spread wide as if offering a warm and welcoming hug. Directly above the alcove, a hydraulic lever reached outwards, an armoured chestplate held firmly in its grasp. Finally, the fully enclosed helmet of the Phalanx Alpha body armour could be seen suspended just above head height in the alcove. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Alyssa asked, her mouth lifting in a lop-sided smirk. "Some kind of incredibly elaborate sex toy?" 
 
      
 
    "You wish..." Dana replied, rolling her eyes. She turned to the green-skinned alien girl beside her and asked politely, "Jade, would you be so kind as to assist with this demonstration?"  
 
      
 
    "It would be this one’s pleasure, Dana," Jade replied with a happy smile and she moved confidently to stand in the slightly smaller of the two alcoves. 
 
      
 
    Dana focused on John next. "How long do you reckon it takes you to put on your old armour?" 
 
      
 
    "Approximately two minutes." John replied after thinking about it for a moment. "A little faster if there’s someone to help with making sure all the ceramic plates are properly fitted in position.” 
 
      
 
    "Okay, interesting," Dana said with a degree of showmanship. She quirked an eyebrow as she continued, "And how long did it take to put on these new sets of Phalanx armour?" 
 
      
 
    "Around double the time, so four minutes," John supplied helpfully. 
 
      
 
    "As we all know, every second counts in a combat situation!" Dana exclaimed with theatrically wide eyes. "Four minutes is a lifetime!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed at the redhead making such a meal of the demonstration. "Come on, Sparks! Get on with it!"  
 
      
 
    "Alyssa! Behave yourself," John admonished the blonde girl. He gave his Chief Engineer an encouraging smile. "Please continue, Dana." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Dana said with a grateful nod of her head. 
 
      
 
    She produced a portable chronometer with a flourish, holding it up for everyone to see. The face setting was now showing a stopwatch, with the counter currently set to 0:00. 
 
      
 
    "Okay get ready, Jade... Go!" she exclaimed, pressing the button on the stopwatch. 
 
      
 
    Jade leaned back into the alcove and stepped into a pair of armoured boots, whilst raising her arms out to the side and slipping her hands into armoured gauntlets. The robotic arms sprang into action, the hydraulics humming happily as the arms brought the armoured plates around to softly click into place over Jade's legs and arms. At the same time, the hydraulic lever curved downwards, clicking the armoured chestplate into position, while the helmet smoothly lowered over Jade's beautiful features, hiding her cute smile from view.  
 
      
 
    John's sharp eyes spotted Jade's left hand make a curious movement with her thumb. He heard a strange series of soft clicks, sounding somewhat like someone running their fingernail down a comb. Now that Jade was sealed into the suit, she stepped out of the alcove, now completely equipped in a full set of Phalanx body armour. 
 
      
 
    "Fully armoured in..." Dana glanced at the stopwatch where she had paused it. "Eight seconds!" 
 
      
 
    Calara, Alyssa and John broke into a spontaneous round of applause, genuinely impressed by the astounding improvement she’d made in gearing-up time. Dana grinned in delight and took a little bow. She turned to wave to Jade to do the same and the Nymph giggled tinnily from inside the armour, before taking her own bow. She stepped back into the alcove, making the same thumb to palm motion with her left hand which was followed by the rippling clicking noise. The robotic arms glided down and removed the limb and chest plates and Jade was able to step out of the armour once the helmet was raised from her head. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I'm dying to know..." John said with a grin at Dana, his eyes burning with curiosity. "How did you do it?"  
 
      
 
    She smiled and reached over to one of the arm plates, skilfully unlatching it from the robotic arm. Gliding over to him, she tilted the arm plate over so that he could see where it would join with the other half of the armour, that she’d left suspended in the alcove. 
 
      
 
    "I copied the Kirrix design," Dana admitted honestly. "I split the armour suit directly down the side and then added these metallic hooks in place along the joins. The robotic arms simply guide this piece into position atop the other and then the hooks lock the armour into place." 
 
      
 
    "Ingenious," John said, the admiration clear in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, the bugs came up with a good design," Dana agreed. 
 
      
 
    "Not them, you!" John grinned. "But I think you might have invalidated our warranty..."  
 
      
 
    Dana giggled, delighted by his praise. "Would you like to try on your own suit?" she asked, eager for him to test it for himself. 
 
      
 
    "Okay..." John replied, looking at the robotic arms with a fair bit of trepidation. 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed at his lack of enthusiasm. "Don't worry it's perfectly safe. There are sensors in place on the arms that check to make sure you are properly positioned before they bring down the armour plates." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I trust you," John said with a smile. He walked up to the larger suit of armour's alcove and stepped back into it the same way Jade had done, slipping his feet into the armoured boots and holding out his arms so that he could slide his hands into the armoured gauntlets. 
 
      
 
    "Now on the right gauntlet, feel for a button on the side of the thumb. If you press that, it will activate the robotic arms," the redhead carefully explained. 
 
      
 
    John followed her instructions, finding the button easily and then the automated arms moved down, securing him into the armoured suit. It felt a little disconcerting to be suddenly fully enclosed in body armour, but he knew he'd get over that in no time.  
 
      
 
    "Now press your left thumb to the centre of your palm!" Dana called out to him in a loud voice.  
 
      
 
    John used the optical recognition HUD in the helmet to activate the delicate sensor arrays for the helmet, which could enhance sound and also project his voice. "There's no need to shout. I've activated the audio filters, so I can hear you clearly." 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded her relief then smiled as he pressed his left thumb to his palm, which triggered the rapid whirring of clicks that locked the body armour suit into place.  
 
      
 
    "Take it for a spin, see what you think," Dana suggested, gesturing for him to walk out from the equipping frame. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out of the alcove and immediately noticed a difference in the armour since he had last tried it on. It felt significantly lighter than before and the exceptional craftsmanship from the Steinbeck Armoury carefully distributed the remaining weight, making the resilient armour feel like it was a second skin. Normally body armour was an awkward inconvenience and having to wear it was just the price one had to pay for protection in a combat zone. This armoured suit felt so effortless to wear, he found himself wanting to try sprinting in it, just to really put it to the test.  
 
      
 
    John stepped back into the alcove and performed the left thumb to palm motion unhooking the armour, before pressing the right thumb button that activated the robotic arms to disrobe him. He stepped out and swept the redhead into a big hug, whirling her around him in his strong arms.  
 
      
 
    "You've done it again, honey!" he grinned, delighted by her innovations.  
 
      
 
    Dana laughed and hugged him back, overjoyed that he was pleased with her efforts. 
 
      
 
    "The armour's even lighter than before," he remarked, glancing at the suit. "Did you use that same synthetic polymer that you used on the guns?" 
 
      
 
    "Not on the outer armour. The Phalanx armour plating is tougher, but I replaced a lot of the internal secondary plating with it. The inner shell wasn't as resilient, so replacing that dropped the overall weight by twenty two percent, and you lost none of the protection," Dana said proudly. 
 
      
 
    "Very nicely done,” John said, making no attempt to hide the admiration in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa walked over to the alcove that Jade had vacated and activated the equipment to try on the armour herself. They all watched her as she copied the same controls that John had used, walking out of the booth fully armoured only a few seconds later. 
 
      
 
    *Look up at the icon in the top right of the HUD and squint at it,* John thought to her. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, handsome," Alyssa's voice came to them clearly from inside the armour.  
 
      
 
    “It might feel a bit claustrophobic at first, but that’ll soon pass,” John reassured the blonde.   
 
      
 
    "Actually, this armour feels amazing!" she said cheerfully, before turning and doing a cartwheel down the long briefing room. 
 
      
 
    Seeing someone in a fearsome piece of tactical battle armour cavorting around doing acrobatics had them all laughing hard. Alyssa started to do some of her new dance moves, making the high tech armoured bodysuit sway and writhe sensually, which left them all in stitches. 
 
      
 
    "I taught her those moves!" Jade laughed in delight, clapping her hands with glee. 
 
      
 
    "Is it wrong that she's turning me on?" John gasped between bouts of laughter. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa skipped back over to them gaily, making the body armour look like it was prancing through a field full of daisies. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God, my sides are starting to hurt!" Calara panted and she clung to Dana as they giggled uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa curtsied in the body armour, before standing in the alcove and letting the robotic arms remove the armoured plates. She stepped out of the equipping frame with a mischievous grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks honey! That was hilarious," John said, still chuckling at her antics. 
 
      
 
    The beautiful blonde glided up to him and kissed him on the cheek, then turned to Dana with a quizzical expression on her face. "I do have a serious question, Sparks," she said, before frowning at her mistake. "Oh drat! Sorry, I meant, Dana!" 
 
      
 
    "That's okay. Go ahead," the redhead prompted her with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "What happens if I put on the armour and I've 'had dinner' with John?" Alyssa said with a coy smile, which got a few more laughs from everyone. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned in anticipation. "Do you want to find out?" 
 
      
 
    "What do you think, John?” Alyssa purred, eyeing him hungrily. “We should probably give Dana’s latest toy a thorough test, just in case."  
 
      
 
    John unbuckled his belt, dropping his trousers and sitting back on the big chair at the head of the briefing table. "On your knees, woman!" he commanded imperiously, a playful glint in his eye. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa strutted over to him, placing one foot in front of the other, to make her hips sway enticingly. She sank to her knees and looked up at him, a wide smile on her beautiful face.  
 
      
 
    "Don't hold anything back, Commander, we need to do a proper field test!" She smiled at him impishly, before leaning in to engulf his cock in the comforting warmth of her eagerly sucking mouth. 
 
      
 
    The other girls gathered around, watching with growing excitement as Alyssa blew John with well-practiced expertise. His broad cock disappeared into her mouth and he made gentle thrusts with his hips as she swallowed him down, her rippling throat muscles massaging his length. Alyssa could read his mind and body like a book and knew exactly what to do to make him explode down her throat in record time. John held her head in his lap and dutifully obliged as she performed all the tricks she knew he loved. Alyssa moaned happily as she felt his cum shooting down to splash inside her empty stomach and she sucked at him greedily, swallowing throughout to make sure she milked him completely dry. When she felt no more spunk pulsing along his shaft, she released him from her lips and he slid his exhausted cock out of her body. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm." Alyssa purred contentedly, rubbing the hefty load of cream packed into her swollen belly.  
 
      
 
    She rose gracefully and then blew John a kiss as he watched her with a blissful expression on his face. The fully loaded blonde then sauntered over to the armour equipping frame and pressed the buttons on the armoured gauntlets. The robotic arms activated dutifully and slid the armour plates into place on her arms and legs. The chest plate moved down and then seemed to mould over her engorged abdomen, the plates over her stomach cleverly unfolding to allow extra room for her to fit her bloated tummy. Not bothering to lock the armour up, Alyssa let the arms remove the armour and she stepped out of the alcove. 
 
      
 
    "It felt very comfortable," she said to Dana, nodding her approval. 
 
      
 
    "Is that why Jade disappeared right after she went down on me the other day?" John asked, suddenly putting two and two together. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, Master! Dana asked this one to come up to see her immediately as soon as I got to swallow your cum," she replied, looking chagrined. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just not used to you girls dashing off like that," John explained, waving away her apology. "Though it was all for a good cause." 
 
      
 
    "I actually have a serious question," said Calara, her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I'm quite ready to go again..." John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    The Latina's engaging laughter filled the room. "No that wasn't what I meant!” She turned to Dana and asked, “Why did you put this equipment up here in the briefing room?"  
 
      
 
    "Well, I figured that most of the times we find out that we need to do some kind of boarding action, we're up on the bridge," the redhead explained. "So I decided to put the first two equipping devices up here for John and Alyssa, but I'll fit some more of the female versions up here too so we can all get equipped at once if we need to. Then I'll put some frames for John’s second suit of armour and some more armour for Alyssa in the walk-in-wardrobe; after all, we do seem to spend an inordinate amount of time in the bedroom!” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked thoughtful as she said, "It's lucky us girls are all the same body shape and height."  
 
      
 
    "It certainly is!" John agreed, admiring her stunning figure. 
 
      
 
    "Not quite the same at the moment, unfortunately for me," Calara said, moving up to gently stroke Alyssa's spherical tummy. 
 
      
 
    Before Alyssa could respond, a soft chime sounded through the bridge.  
 
      
 
    "What was that?" Dana asked curiously.  
 
      
 
    "We just entered Ashanath Space," Alyssa replied, putting his arm around the redhead. "Our first jaunt into alien territory!" 
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    As Alyssa's alert faded away, the crew left the debriefing room and took their places on the Bridge, the Terran girls all excited to be crossing over into Ashanath territory for the first time. Jade sat quietly, sifting through vague and fleeting memories of alien worlds, which she couldn’t quite place. She was unsure whether she had been into Ashanath Space before, but regardless, she was simply happy to be keeping her Master company.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa darted up to the executive officer's station and brought up the holographic Sector Map n the centre of the Bridge. The curving territorial boundary between the Terran Federation and the Ashanath Collective was clearly marked in green, neatly dividing this sector of space between the two empires. The Invictus had only just crossed over the territorial line when Alyssa noticed an incoming hail. 
 
      
 
    "It's an Ashanath ship, but they’re quite a distance away," she said, looking at the transmission details.  
 
      
 
    Calara glanced at the long-range scan results. “It looks like a cruiser, probably a patrol vessel.” She frowned and glanced at John. "How did they know we were in their territory?" 
 
      
 
    "The Greys have embedded sensors in asteroids all throughout these border systems," John explained, gesturing to the asteroid belts on the map. "Not much gets into their territory without them knowing about it." He glanced at the beautiful blonde. "Put them up on the vid-feed please honey." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded energetically, eager to see one of the Ashanath for the first time. She pushed a couple of buttons and a holo-image of their caller appeared before them. The Ashanath leader was a thin, grey-skinned humanoid with an oversized bulbous head. The alien had huge, unblinking black eyes that stared out from the screen without reflecting any emotion. It turned its head slightly to the side as it pressed a button off-screen, which clearly revealed that the creature had no visible ears. 
 
      
 
    "I am Leader Linnaeus of the Ashanath Navy Border Force," the alien said, its whispery voice echoing around the bridge. The quiet speech was all the more disconcerting, because the creature's tiny mouth had not moved when it spoke. "Please identify yourself and state your business in Ashanath Territory." 
 
      
 
    "This is John Blake on the Invictus," John replied, keeping his tone friendly and polite. "I'm here to trade; I'm looking to purchase an upgraded FTL Drive and a new Power Core." 
 
      
 
    "The Invictus has been identified as a Terran assault cruiser. That is a military vessel is it not, JohnBlake?" the Ashanath patrol leader asked, in its eerie whisper of a voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but I'm a civilian; a trader," John replied, his voice mild and reassuring. "You should have previous records of me trading with the Ashanath Collective in a freighter called the Fool's Gold. I've recently purchased this decommissioned ship and I'm here to upgrade its systems; I don't want any trouble." 
 
      
 
    There was a momentary pause while the Grey leader confirmed something off-screen. "You may proceed to Ashana, JohnBlake. Please do not deviate from this flight path." 
 
      
 
    The Grey leader nodded to an off-screen compatriot and a couple of seconds later, a flashing light on Alyssa's console indicated the digital transfer of a new flight path to their ship. She accepted the new course and a path in orange was clearly displayed on the sector map, showing their projected route to the Grey's homeworld. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Leader Linnaeus," John said appreciatively. "We'll follow your instructions to the letter." 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath leader ended the call abruptly, not bothering with any more pleasantries. With his departure there was a hushed quiet on the Invictus Bridge, as the significance of the encounter sunk in. Speaking with the Ashanath was a pointed reminder that they were no longer in Terran Space, a first for all the Terran girls. Jade was riveted to the spot, staring unseeing at the spot where Linnaeus’ holo-image had been, struggling to grasp hold of a slippery memory of the quaint short grey creatures. 
 
      
 
    John suppressed a shudder and frowned as he broke the silence. "What did I tell you, they’re really creepy..." 
 
      
 
    "His mouth never moved when he was speaking!" Dana exclaimed, turning around to look at John in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Calara shook her head in amazement. "I don't think he blinked once!" 
 
      
 
    "Ah, he wasn't so bad," Alyssa said with a smile, as she glanced to her left. "It was a 'he', wasn’t it, John?"  
 
      
 
    "Actually I have no idea, I've never been able to tell the male and female Greys apart," he admitted with a noncommittal shrug. "You'll see when we meet them in person, they all look very much alike." 
 
      
 
    "How was he able to talk to us without his mouth moving, John?" Dana asked, finding the whole species fascinating. 
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath are psychic,” John explained, remembering his last trip to Grey territory. “They managed to invent machines that are able to read their thought commands, which is how his speech was transmitted to us. It's different when you speak to them in person, they use translation devices."  
 
      
 
    “A whole race of psychics!” the redhead marvelled. “I can’t wait to see Ashana! How long until we get there?"  
 
      
 
    “Twenty-three hours," Alyssa stated, reading the projections that their Nav-computer had made from the course that the Ashanath had supplied. “Want me to make some course improvements? I could shave several hours off that.” 
 
      
 
    John shook his head. “We’re not in any real hurry. We better stick with the flight path they gave us.” 
 
      
 
    "Are you still not going to tell us anything about their homeworld?" Dana asked John, desperate to know more about the strange aliens. 
 
      
 
    "We're nearly there now," John replied with some amusement. "You can wait one more day to find out." 
 
      
 
    Dana groaned with frustration "Ugh! That's going to take forever!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure we can come up with something to keep you distracted for a day," John said with a teasing grin. "You haven't been to the pool yet; do you want to come for a swim?"  
 
      
 
    The largest body of water that the redhead had previously seen was a full wash basin, so the big swimming pool was a frightening prospect.   
 
      
 
    "I'll pass," Dana replied, her long hair swishing over her shoulders as she vehemently shook her head. "Besides, I have plenty of work to keep me occupied. I have more of those equipping frames to assemble, and I need to modify more of the Phalanx armour, as well as upgrade more of the rifles." 
 
      
 
    "Do you want a hand?" Alyssa volunteered with an affectionate smile at her friend. "It’ll be like being back at your old workshop." 
 
      
 
    Dana gratefully returned the smile and they stood up to leave the bridge.  
 
      
 
    "How about you two ladies, can I interest you in joining me for a swim?" John asked Calara and Jade. 
 
      
 
    The Latina nodded, her expression brightening. "Sure, that sounds like fun! I haven't had a chance to try out the pool yet." 
 
      
 
    "This one would love to come swimming with you master!" the green skinned Nymph gushed, delighted at the prospect. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, let's go," John said as eager as his two nubile companions. 
 
      
 
    The swimmers joined up with the engineers and they headed down to the lower decks as a group, chatting animatedly. They parted company as they neared the gym, leaving Alyssa and Dana to head into the Engineering Bay. Dana walked purposefully over to the podium in the centre of the engineering bay and pressed a number of buttons on one of the consoles.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa climbed the illuminated steps up to the podium and glanced over her friend's shoulder as she worked. "What are you up to, Sparks?" 
 
      
 
    "Just setting off another run with the Mass Fabricators," Dana replied, waving a hand at the screen showing the list of items she’d queued up for the devices. "I need all those bits before I can assemble the next set of armour equipping frames." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded and just watched her friend work. A few moments later two of the complicated-looking machines on the far side of the workshop powered up, casting an orange glow over that corner of the vast room. The quiet throbbing of the rotating power couplings contrasted with the sharp intermittent squeals of metal being shaped.  
 
      
 
    Dana pulled her long thick auburn hair back into a ponytail and then glided down the steps to her workbench. She pressed a button on the dimly glowing panel and the surfaces lit up, levitating platforms rising on silent anti-grav trays to provide her a multi-levelled workspace. Alyssa walked over to one of the nearby weapon crates, lifted the lid and handed over a stock XR75 to the redhead so that she could begin her work. 
 
      
 
    Dana wrinkled her nose affectionately at the girl who’d been her best friend for years. "Thanks, blondie!"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave her a fond smile in return, then leaned against the weapons container and sighed happily. "No problem, Sparks!"  
 
      
 
    Dana turned back to the workbench, her hands moving quickly and methodically as she disassembled the rifle. Alyssa watched her work, losing herself in memories of good times they had spent together when they were back on Karron in Sparks’ workshop. She’d always been fascinated by her friend’s mechanical aptitude, watching entranced as the redhead worked on custom handguns for the Diablos. Dana’s deft hands seemed to almost know by instinct how to take a device apart, improve it by adding an extra component or by making a few tweaks, before unfailingly putting it back together again. 
 
      
 
    The girl’s unsurpassed technical skills had seemed almost like magic to Alyssa at the time. She had asked Sparks about it once and the redhead tried to explain that she’d read so many tech manuals, that she’d noticed that there was a certain way things were put together. Alyssa had a sudden epiphany, gaining new insight into her oldest friend. Sparks’ ability was a case of natural aptitude, coupled with an excellent memory, and fuelled by a voracious appetite to learn. Those initial skills had been honed by her almost obsessive single-mindedness with studying and thirst for practical experience.  
 
      
 
    It was truly tragic that a girl with Dana’s incredible natural gifts should have been born on a festering shit-heap like Karron. If she’d been born in the Core Worlds, her talents as a child prodigy would have been identified and nurtured from a very early age. As it was, she’d teetered on the brink of starvation for her formative years and nearly died in the generator explosion that had horrifically scarred her face. It was a miracle that she’d survived and actually managed to find a niche for herself on Karron, even if it had been as a gang’s indentured gunsmith. 
 
      
 
    The two girls had spent many hours chattering excitedly together, scheming up plans to leave the mining asteroid and built a bright future for themselves. It had seemed like an impossible dream at the time, but here they were at last, roaming amongst the stars. 
 
      
 
    "We finally did it..." Alyssa murmured, sounding wistful. 
 
      
 
    "Did what?" Dana said distractedly, her attention on the assault rifle as she separated the outer shell of the barrel to expose the interior components. 
 
      
 
    "We spent all those years talking about escaping from Karron and now look where we are," Alyssa replied, marvelling at the recent changes to their lives. 
 
      
 
    Dana paused and turned to look at her friend. "To be honest, I'm still trying to adjust to everything that's happened over the last few weeks. It’s all a total mindfuck!"  
 
      
 
    “But you’re happy though, right?” Alyssa asked, gazing into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Am I Happy?” The redhead replied with a grin, turning to look around the Engineering Bay with a look of disbelief. “Look at all this shit! I’ve got access to equipment that I'd only dreamed about before!“ She paused for a moment, then blushed self-consciously, her blue eyes softening as she continued, “But even better than that, I've now got a bunch of sisters and an amazing man. I've been given a loving family and it's filled a part of me that I never realised how much I needed before." 
 
      
 
    "That's so sweet," Alyssa said, touched by the heartfelt sentiments and she hopped off the weapons crate to give her friend a warm hug.  
 
      
 
    Dana held Alyssa tightly and let out a contented sigh. They hugged for a while before finally stepping apart.  
 
      
 
    "I must admit though, I do wonder about a few things," Dana confessed, darting an inquisitive glance at the blonde. 
 
      
 
    "Like what?" Alyssa replied, wondering what was on the redhead’s mind. 
 
      
 
    "Well it's obvious that we've changed physically and as Calara pointed out, we're smarter now too, but it all makes me wonder why?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa tilted her head to one side. "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
    "Well don't get me wrong, I absolutely love my life here!" Dana said emphatically. "But why have we all gone through these huge changes?"  
 
      
 
    "It doesn’t really matter does it? I don't think it's vain to admit I love my makeover and you look really fucking hot!" Alyssa said, running her eyes over her friend’s breathtaking body.  
 
      
 
    Dana touched the side of her face in a familiar self-conscious movement. She felt perfect unblemished skin under her fingertips, rather than the hideous burn scars that had previously disfigured her. "Don’t get me wrong, I'd have to be the most ungrateful bitch in the galaxy to complain about everything that John’s done for me. I just can't help wondering why?" the redhead said with a perplexed expression on her face.  
 
      
 
    "You look gorgeous! You're so sexy, I'm having trouble keeping my hands off you right now," Alyssa admitted with a grin. "It makes sense that if John's cum is able to make these kind of dramatic changes, then it would make us physically attractive for him. Well, as much as any of this makes any sense..." 
 
      
 
    "Is it just as simple as physical changes though?" Dana asked, with a troubled frown. She glanced at the blonde’s luscious body and fought down a surge of arousal. "Neither you nor I were bisexual before, but now we readily jump into bed with each other."  
 
      
 
    "You think our personalities might have been changed too?" Alyssa asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
      
 
    "Well I never had any experience with men before, but I love it when John takes charge," Dana admitted shyly, colour blooming in her cheeks. "I would never have guessed for one minute that I was submissive, but I nearly came just seeing him spank you and Calara the other day!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa bit her flushed bottom lip as she grew increasingly aroused. She shook her head to try and clear her mind of the distracting, lustful thoughts. "Should we speak to John about it? I don't think he has any answers either, but we did agree to keep everything open between us." 
 
      
 
    "There's no time like the present," Dana agreed with a smile and they headed out of the Engineering Bay. 
 
      
 
    They found John and Calara in the pool, laughing together as they watched Jade showing off for them. Dana and Alyssa walked into the gym just as the Nymph leapt out of the water, curving gracefully through the air before disappearing back under the surface with a splash. The green-skinned alien girl cavorted around in the pool, leaping out and doing flips for her appreciative audience, who cheered and applauded her aquatic acrobatics.  
 
      
 
    "Wow! How did she do that?" Dana asked in awe.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, hey you two!" John said with a grin, delighted to see them brave the pool area. "Come in and join us, we'll look after you!" 
 
      
 
    Dana and Alyssa glanced at each other then smiled nervously as they began to remove their clothes. 
 
      
 
    "Wait!" Dana gasped with shock as she looked at Alyssa with wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    The blonde looked at her confusion. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    "This is exactly what I was talking about!" Dana blurted out, conscious that her overwhelming desire to please John had just overcome her fear of the water. “John, we just figured something out!” 
 
      
 
    “Join us in the pool and tell me about it," John said with a warm grin, completely oblivious to their recent epiphany. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at her friend in surprise, as her terror of the water began to recede. They walked cautiously over to the shallow edge of the pool and John, Calara, and Jade swam through the water to join them. Calara and Jade held out their hands to the Karron girls, while murmuring gentle encouragement to Alyssa and Dana as they entered the water. 
 
      
 
    Dana noticed the delicate aquamarine frills that had sprouted from Jade's dark green arms. "You've grown fins!" she exclaimed, gaping at the Nymph. 
 
      
 
    Jade nodded and gave her friend a beaming smile. "They just grew one day when John and I were having fun in the pool." She held out her arms so that Dana and Alyssa could reach out to touch the new additions to her body. 
 
      
 
    "Jade's an absolutely incredible swimmer," John said, his voice ringing with admiration. He glanced at the Nymph with a twinkle in his eye as he remembered their time in the hot-tub. "She can grow gills too and stay under the water for a very long time."  
 
      
 
    "This one knows that neither of you can swim," Jade said to the girls from Karron. "Would you like me to show you what it feels like?" 
 
      
 
    John saw Alyssa’s look of apprehension, but he gave her an encouraging smile. "Go on, honey. You can trust Jade, she's part fish!" 
 
      
 
    Jade laughed gaily then glided over to Alyssa, taking her hands and slowly leading her out into deeper water. "Hold on to my shoulders and rest on my back. This one promises that you will come to no harm." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa took a deep breath then did as the nymph requested, clinging tightly to her friend's dark green shoulders and feeling the cool skin underneath her hands. Jade ducked slightly lower in the water and began to swim effortlessly in gentle circles around the pool. After overcoming a moment's fear, the blonde girl laughed with delight as she glided through the water. Jade completed a couple more laps before swimming over to the shallows to return to the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, Jade, that was wonderful," Alyssa said, giving the Nymph a tight hug. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph looked delighted. "I'm so glad you enjoyed yourself, Alyssa!" She turned towards Dana and raised an eyebrow, giving the redhead an inviting smile.  
 
      
 
    This was the first time Dana had been in water anywhere near this deep before and she grabbed hold of John instead, trembling at the thought of going deeper. “N-no, I’m good thanks.” 
 
      
 
    "So what was it you wanted to talk to me about?" John asked the redhead teenager who was clinging to him like a limpet. 
 
      
 
    "Could we move out of the pool and then chat?" Dana said, looking nervously at the water sloshing around her. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, how about the hot tub instead?" John suggested, putting his arm around the scared girl.  
 
      
 
    Considering it the lesser of two evils, Dana nodded her agreement and the group left the pool, heading towards the the roomy hot tub. John activated the bubbles and climbed in, followed by Jade, Alyssa, and Calara who giggled excitedly. Dana was more reluctant, but she took John's offered hand and stepped into the warm bubbly water to sit beside him. John put his arm around her and she started to relax, feeling safe and secure in his embrace. 
 
      
 
    John grinned happily as he looked around the hot tub. Surrounded by four beautiful nude women, with Dana and Alyssa snuggled up to him, he was quite sure life couldn’t get much better than that. He brushed his hands across the side of their breasts, savouring the firmness of their luscious curvy flesh and feeling their soft slippery skin under his fingertips. Hearing a chorus of contented sighs from each young woman was the icing on the cake. 
 
      
 
    Feeling thoroughly relaxed, he smiled as he asked, "So... what did you want to talk to me about?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sat up straighter and turned to face him. She looked pensive for a moment, as though unsure whether to say what was on her mind. 
 
      
 
    "You know you can tell me anything, honey," John said, squeezing her shoulder in a reassuring gesture. "What's the matter?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked at him with no small amount of trepidation. "Dana and I were talking a few minutes ago... and we realised something a bit disconcerting."  
 
      
 
    "That sounds ominous," John said, his smile fading into a frown. 
 
      
 
    "It's nothing to worry about!" Alyssa blurted out, immediately trying to calm his worries, before glancing at Dana with a frown. 
 
      
 
    "Let me explain, Alyssa, I think it's even harder for you,” the redhead said gently. She paused for a moment and stopped to think how best to broach the subject. "John, would you mind doing a little experiment with me for a second?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure, whatever you want," John agreed, glancing at each of them in turn. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, great!" Dana said with a smile. "Now close your eyes... yes, just like that. Now, I want you to breathe deeply and do that concentration ritual you do, the one that clears your mind." 
 
      
 
    John took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. He repeated the exercise a couple of times until he felt completely centred and calm. In his Zen-like state, he said, "Okay, I'm ready." 
 
      
 
    "Excellent. Now I don't want you to think of anyone specific, just think in generalities. Firstly, what would you say is your preferred height for a girl?" she asked, her voice seeming unnaturally loud in the silence as the girls listened with rapt attention.  
 
      
 
    "Well, I like it when I can lean down and kiss a girl, as the height difference makes me feel more masculine and protective. Not too short though, because its great being able to look into a girl's eyes when we’re having sex," he said, his mouth lifting into a smile. 
 
      
 
    "You're six-foot-two, so I guess about five-foot-nine would be ideal, right?" Dana said, looking around at the other girls with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds perfect! Just like you ladies," John said with a grin, still keeping his eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    The girls all grinned, but Dana’s happy expression slowly changed to a frown. She shook it off and continued, "What about body types? Any preferences?” 
 
      
 
    "I've been into personal fitness since joining the military, so I've always liked a girl who takes care of herself too. An athletic figure I suppose," John said, still closing his eyes. "I like a girl to be feminine though, so good-sized breasts but nothing gigantic!” He laughed, feeling self-conscious with his eyes shut. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked around at the other girls to see their reaction, as John described their figures exactly. Alyssa met her look and nodded, Calara watched the redhead with wide eyes, and Jade sighed happily gazing at him across the hot tub in rapt adoration. Dana rolled her eyes at the Nymph and smiled fondly. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, good answers so far," Dana said her tone light and warm. "What are your thoughts on body hair?" 
 
      
 
    "There’s nothing more feminine than long beautiful hair," John replied, smiling as he thought about the lustrous silky manes that the girls each possessed. "But other than that, I'm not a fan; it just gets in the way.” 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and glanced down at her pouty pussy lips, visible through the bubbling water with not a pubic hair in sight. “So... no body hair below the eyebrows."  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” Relaxing as he realised he hadn’t heard any howls of outrage at his answers, he asked, "What else do you want to know?" 
 
      
 
    "Let's move on to sexual preferences," the redhead said with a coy smile, as all the other girls in the hot-tub leaned forward, eager to hear more. "Girls who are straight or bi?" 
 
      
 
    "Definitely bi-sexual," John replied, with a wistful smile. "I love the female form and watching two beautiful women together is one of the greatest sights in the universe." 
 
      
 
    "Do you prefer dominant or submissive women?" Dana continued, glancing around at her friends. 
 
      
 
    "I like being a bit dominant, so I prefer submissive girls," John answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    "Confident or shy in the bedroom?” 
 
      
 
    "It's definitely more fun if the girl knows what she's doing," John said with certainty. "I also enjoy it when a girl initiates sex and is really up for it." 
 
      
 
    "Okay, bear with me, we’re nearly done," Dana said, giving him a quick hug. "Let's talk about personality types...  Can you describe what you love and loathe in a woman?" 
 
      
 
    "I love it when a woman is fun and full of life," John began, looking thoughtful. "Being warm, friendly and caring are all attractive qualities too. Oh, and I really like intelligent women, who are confident and capable." 
 
      
 
    Dana studied him in fascination and asked, “Alright, what about the negatives?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, what do I loathe in a woman...?" he said, trying to think of things that really annoyed him. "I can’t stand catfighting and jealousy. When I worked at my grandparents’ restaurant, they had half-a-dozen waitresses who were always trying to get me involved in their petty spiteful games.” He rolled his eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. “I think they thought I was a prize to be fought over, being the owner's grandson, so they were always trying to seduce me." 
 
      
 
    "Did Master take any of them as mates?" Jade asked, her eyes sparkling in excitement. 
 
      
 
    John laughed at the eager Nymph's blunt question. "No, I figured that one of them turning up for work looking like she was pregnant might be a bit awkward!" 
 
      
 
    "That’s it, the quiz is over," Dana said gently, noting the shocked look on Alyssa and Calara's faces. John's answers had confirmed what she had already suspected. "You can open your eyes."  
 
      
 
    John did as she asked and was surprised by the blonde and brunette’s stunned expressions. "What's the matter?" he asked with concern. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    "You just described all of us to a tee," Dana said with a wistful smile on her beautiful face. 
 
      
 
    "That's good though, right?" John asked with confusion. "Doesn't that show we're compatible?" 
 
      
 
    "Well yeah, that’s true," Dana said with a wry smile. "Don't you think it's a bit coincidental that all of us are so compatible with you though? Athletic, busty, clean shaven..." She smirked before continuing, "I don't shave by the way, my pubic hair just washed away in the shower one morning..." 
 
      
 
    John paused, startled by this latest bit of personal information. "We've known about the effects of my cum making physical changes in you girls," he said, unsure where Dana was going with this. 
 
      
 
    "True and Calara pointed out that we've become smarter too. Remember you said you liked intelligent, capable women?"  
 
      
 
    "That wasn't just my doing, you were all very intelligent and capable girls long before you met me," he said magnanimously. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you!" Dana said with a happy grin, before smiling at herself again. "What about the rest though: confident, fun, warm, friendly, caring. Bisexual, submissive, not jealous, honest and open." Dana ticked off the traits he had listed on the fingers of both hands. 
 
      
 
    "You're all incredible girls..." John said, open admiration in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Dana held his gaze as she said gently, "I think your cum does a lot more than we ever suspected. I think it customises your women specifically to your preferences. But I think you missed a few more things off your list, maybe because you aren't aware of them." The redhead hesitated for a moment, as though reluctant to say more.  
 
      
 
    “What other things?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    After a long pause, Dana replied, "You like your women to be compliant, appreciative, and eager to please.” 
 
      
 
    "So, you're saying I've modified your bodies, minds, and personalities just to fit my own desires?" John said looking shocked and appalled. "That makes me sound like some kind of obsessively controlling monster!" 
 
      
 
    All four girls rushed over to his side, with soothing words tumbling from their full, luscious mouths as they desperately tried to reassure him. 
 
      
 
    John lurched to his feet and stared down at them, wide eyed with horror.  "I'm so sorry!" he blurted out, before turning and climbing out of the hot tub. 
 
      
 
    “John! Wait!” Alyssa cried out.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Jade were both half out of the tub and were ready to chase after him, when he turned back to face them. "Please just give me some time to think," he said, his face stricken, before he strode out of the gym. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sank back into the water, her eyes flashing dangerously as she looked at Dana, her expression furious. "How could I have been so stupid to go along with that?!" she snarled through gritted teeth. "He hates himself now and I can't even go and comfort him!" 
 
      
 
    Dana shrank back from the blonde's anger. "I'm so sorry!" she pleaded. "I thought he had a right to know... we all did!" 
 
      
 
    The redhead looked over at the doorway where John had beaten a hasty retreat, her heart longing to chase after him and tell him everything was going to be okay. She glanced at Calara and Jade, seeing similar haunted expressions on their beautiful faces. Dana was suddenly aware of just how much pain she had inadvertently caused the four people she loved the most in the whole galaxy. She began to weep softly, tears streaming down her heartbroken face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John paced away from the gym, not knowing where he was going, he just needed a moment to think.  
 
      
 
    "Is it true?" he asked himself in shock, but he knew instinctively that Dana was right. 
 
      
 
    "Did I really do that to those poor girls?" he thought, eyes wide with revulsion. "It's like I've just overwritten their entire personalities!" 
 
      
 
    "There's got to be some way to reverse it..." he thought frantically. "I can't have just doomed them into being my playthings, there has to be some way to make things right!" 
 
      
 
    He stopped at the elevator and pressed the button. When the elevator didn't immediately arrive, he hammered on the button impatiently. A few seconds later, there was a soft chime and the doors swished open. He dived in and hit the button for Deck Two, wanting to find solace in his own quarters. After jogging down the corridor, he burst into his room and flung himself on to the bed. Staring up at the ceiling, he suddenly remembered the many hours of debauchery this room had seen and felt sickened.  
 
      
 
    Now that Dana had pointed out the true depth of the changes he’s made to the girls, he was appalled he hadn’t noticed it before. It was like he’d somehow customised Alyssa, Calara, and Dana, reshaping them into his ideal of a perfect woman. They’d had no choice in the matter; he’d altered them physically and mentally, making fundamental changes to their physiques and personalities. Jade was hardly an exception, as she still matched the same body type he preferred, while her personality was naturally submissive and adoring. He knew instinctively that if she hadn’t been that way already, she would be now. 
 
      
 
    "I’ve taken advantage of those poor girls!" he lambasted himself. 
 
      
 
    John’s mind was flooded with images of each of the girl's beautiful happy faces, but he couldn’t help feeling that their happiness had just been a lie forced upon them. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of a monster am I?" he shuddered in growing horror. "Is there something deeper behind those dreams I keep having?"  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa clenched her jaw in frustration as she listened to John's self-flagellating monologue. "I can't take any more of this!" she snapped and, with an act of iron willpower, she forced herself out of the hot tub.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Dana sniffed, her expression filled with anguish. 
 
      
 
    "Follow me!" she ordered the other three girls, who meekly climbed out of the tub to follow in her wake.  
 
      
 
    They traced John's wet footsteps, Alyssa tapping her foot with impatience while they waited for the elevator, the other girls huddled together looking forlorn and worried. When the elevator arrived, Alyssa ushered in the other girls and they travelled up to Deck Two. The elevator chimed softly and the moment the doors opened, Alyssa stormed down the corridor, Calara, Jade and Dana following in her wake. The beautiful blonde swept angrily into the bedroom and John sat up in surprise at her abrupt entry. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa! I'm so sorry!" he blurted out, noting her furious expression with chagrin. 
 
      
 
    Before either of them could continue, the Invictus began to vibrate and a loud alarm blared through the officers’ deck. 
 
      
 
    "An Interdiction?!" John exclaimed. "What the fuck?" 
 
      
 
    The girls looked at him in alarm and there was a rush of activity as they all scrambled to put on the bare minimum of clothing. They sprinted for the elevator, diving inside the open door and throwing worried glances at each other, as they waited the excruciatingly long five seconds for the elevator to take them up to the Command Deck. 
 
      
 
    "Calara, bring up the Tactical Map and power up the weapons!" John directed the Latina as he leapt up the steps to the command podium. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, we need full power to shields!" 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa, get ready to fly us out of any trap!" 
 
      
 
    The three teenagers leapt to obey his orders and John winced as they all chorused obediently, "Yes, Commander!" 
 
      
 
    He looked over at Alyssa, an apology on his lips, then froze when she glared at him in anger. Before he could say anything, the Tactical Map sprang into existence, hovering above them in the centre of the Bridge and bathing the room in a soothing blue glow. 
 
      
 
    The Invictus was centred in the map, looking sleek and ferocious with its angular predatory profile. As the sensors pulsed out, unusual and fearsome shapes began to appear around them, alien vessels that the girls didn't recognise. 
 
      
 
    "Drakkar raiders!" John exclaimed in shock. "What the hell are they doing this deep in Ashanath space?!" 
 
      
 
    The Invictus trembled again as the big bulky ship that had pulled them so abruptly out of hyper-warp opened fire. Purple beams of virulent energy blasted out, gouging terrible scars into the armoured hull of the assault cruiser. A thunderous explosion rocked the ship and they had to hold tight not to get flung out of their chairs.  
 
      
 
    "What the fuck just happened?!" John asked in alarm. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry John, I couldn't get the shields up in time," Dana stammered, trembling with fear.  
 
      
 
    She glanced at the holographic display showing damage control for the Invictus. A bright red mark covered the FTL drive, data readouts cycling through information at a rapid pace. 
 
      
 
    "They took out the FTL drive, we can't jump out of here!" Dana said, bordering on the edge of panic. 
 
      
 
    "John!" Calara called out in distress. "We've got incoming dropships, but the explosion damaged Fire Control! The defence grid is down and I can't do anything to stop them!" 
 
      
 
    "What do we do John?" Alyssa asked him, her face lined with worry. 
 
      
 
    *Boarded by the Drakkar!* John thought to himself, fighting down a surge of panic. *How the fuck do we get out of this one?!* 
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    John took a deep breath to calm himself and glanced at the holographic image above Dana's engineering station. It showed they at least had their shields up now. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa, you're with me. We're going to have to repel boarders," he ordered brusquely. "Dana, try and repair the damage to fire control. Calara, send out a distress call. Don't fire back unless they continue attacking, they might think they knocked out all our weapons. They know we can't get away and they'll probably stop shooting now that dropships are about to board."  
 
      
 
    The girls all nodded their agreement, feeling a surge of relief as John sprang into action and provided them concise orders. 
 
      
 
    "What should this one do, Master?" Jade asked, a worried expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Stay with the girls, I don't want any of you to get hurt!" John replied, rising from his command chair.  
 
      
 
    John glanced at Alyssa and she dashed down the steps after him, the two of them sprinting to the Debriefing Room. They darted into the alcoves, slipping their feet into armoured boots and their hands into the armoured gauntlets. They both hit the thumb buttons at the same time and the robotic arms moved down, fixing the armour plating into place. John moved his thumb to his palm on his left hand and a rippling series of clicks confirmed that he was sealed in the armour, just as the Phalanx helmet dropped into place over his head. 
 
      
 
    "Shit, the guns!" John swore, as he dashed out onto the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    "Dana, where are the rifles?!" he asked as he sprinted to the elevator, with Alyssa following in his footsteps. 
 
      
 
    Dana’s eyes widened in alarm. "Still in the Firing Range!"  
 
      
 
    "No problem, stay safe you three!" he said over his shoulder as he disappeared into the elevator.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa hit the button down to the firing range and they waited impatiently for the elevator to drop down to Deck Seven. 
 
    
“I'm really sorry,” John apologised to Alyssa, his heart feeling like a stone in his chest. 
 
      
 
    "Cut that shit out right now!" Alyssa fumed, her piercing blue eyes flashing dangerously. "We've got to save the ship first, then we talk afterwards!" 
 
      
 
    John took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to focus his troubled thoughts. "You're right... sorry."  
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and they dashed down the corridor, past the Gym and the Engineering Bay to arrive at the Firing Range. They found the modified XR75 assault rifles where they had left them, on the table by the range. John grabbed both weapons, while Alyssa grabbed a handful of magazines each from the weapon racks to the side of the room. 
 
      
 
    "I'll trade you," she said, handing over several magazines, one for the sabots, the other three containing 10mm ammo. 
 
      
 
    John couldn't see her beautiful face, but he could hear the smile in her voice and felt momentarily relieved as he handed her the weapon and then took the extra magazines. He darted out of the Firing Range and sprinted back down the corridor, fastening the extra mags to the utility harness on his armour and checking to make sure that the already loaded magazines were securely in place. Alyssa was only two steps behind him and he hit the button for Deck Nine as soon as she cleared the doorway. 
 
      
 
    "What do I need to know about the Drakkar?" she asked, making sure the magazine was correctly loaded into her rifle. 
 
      
 
    "Big, mean, four arms; don't let them get into melee range with you, they’re very strong," John said in a rush, trying to remember what he could of the vicious alien race. 
 
      
 
    "Any weak spots?" Alyssa asked as she brought her gun to her shoulder, checking the scope. 
 
      
 
    John shook his head. "Not that I know of. They're tough bastards!"  
 
      
 
    "Same plan as last time? Try and surprise them with a counter attack?" she asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll hold our position first and thin them out,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the door. 
 
      
 
    The elevator chimed and they burst through the door as soon as it swished open, giving them a clear view of the airlock. It suddenly spiralled open and bulky armoured invaders began to step through the yawning portal, their deep roars echoing up the corridor. 
 
      
 
    *Take the one on the left!* John thought as he dived through the elevator door and then skidded to one knee. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar raiders were carrying a broad two-handed shield in one set of arms, the other set holding a strange vertically-handled rifle that had multiple barrels jutting out from a blocky housing. Each one was wearing a set of black armour ribbed in purple, which seemed to glint oddly in the light. The aliens weren’t wearing helmets though, revealing their grotesque features. They had bulging black eyes on the sides of their putrid-green, hammer-shaped heads, and their high-set jaws opened wide as they roared a challenge at the defenders. 
 
      
 
    John sighted the closest Drakkar in his scope and fired a round at the roaring monster. "Pkow," the railgun murmured before his shot hit home, slamming into the creature's shoulder in an explosion of dark-blue blood. The Drakkar staggered backwards, its upper-right shoulder ripped apart by the powerful bullet, the ribbed armour offering scant protection against the hyper-accelerated hollow-point round. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s railgun purred as her three rounds slammed into the other Drakkar, hitting it three times in the torso and spraying blue blood all over the airlock. Its entire right-hand side was a ruined mess, dismembered limbs flopping wildly as they dropped to the floor, twitching and spasming in a sickening display. The alien slumped over to its side, roaring its ineffectual defiance as it dropped its shield and attempted to pick up the weapon off the deck that was still clutched by lifeless fingers. 
 
      
 
    Firing a second time, Alyssa’s rounds slammed the Drakkar in the head, spraying copious amounts of dark blue blood and purple brain matter all over the walls. She felt a moment of elation, before two more Drakkar lurched through the open airlock and began to return fire. They were holding rotary cannons in their right arms and the weapons whirred angrily as they sprayed dozens of rounds down the corridor at them. 
 
      
 
    "Shit!" Alyssa swore, ducking for cover.  
 
      
 
    She crouched in the scant protection offered by the doorframe of the double doors into the hangar bay, her right arm exposed and peppered by incoming bullets. Glancing at her shoulder, she was relieved to just see pockmarked craters, but no serious damage to the extremely tough armour plating. 
 
      
 
    John flipped the selector switch to burst fire and shot at the aliens who were using suppressing fire to keep Alyssa huddled in cover. One round hit home, punching into the Drakkar in the left leg and dropping it to a crouch, but the other two bounced harmlessly off its shield, ricocheting with an odd whumping sound. 
 
      
 
    *Don’t let them keep you pinned down!* John thought to her, snapping off more rounds at the invaders.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The three girls on the Bridge watched the zoomed in tactical display in alarm as a second dropship approached the Invictus. Just like the first, it was clearly designed by a malevolent species, the ominous black vessel covered in ramming spikes. 
 
      
 
    "There's only one airlock, what are they doing?!" Dana blurted out, anxiously staring at the images. 
 
      
 
    "I've got no idea!" Calara admitted, desperately trying to figure out what the alien ship was up to.  
 
      
 
    Jade glanced at the enormous black and purple Drakkar vessel that loomed threateningly on the display. "At least that big ship has stopped firing..." The Nymph had no idea if the tactical map was to scale, but the enemy ship appeared to be at least fifty percent bigger than the Invictus. She could see row after row of weapon barrels jutting out from the formidable looking ship, all of them trained on the besieged assault cruiser.  
 
      
 
    Calara cycled through the weapon cameras on the inoperative Gatling Lasers and finally found one that had a partial view of the enemy dropship. It was a big, menacing looking vessel, covered in spikes and armour plating. It glided closer and then with the skilled use of retrothrusters, touched down on the hull of their ship. "Why did it land there?" the Latina asked in confusion.  "There's no airlock!" 
 
      
 
    "Maybe they plan to cut their own way in?" Jade suggested with a bewildered shrug. 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck! You’re right, they'll be using breaching charges!" Calara gasped, her face paling. Her head whipped around and she stared intently at Dana. "Where did they land?" 
 
      
 
    "Deck Seven I think..." the redhead replied, eyes narrowing as she stared at the external cameras. "Between the Medical Bay and the Gym." 
 
      
 
    "Should we alert Master?" Jade asked in concern. 
 
      
 
    Calara shook her head, pointing at the camera showing the pitched battle by the airlock. "They already have their hands full. We're going to have to try and stop them ourselves..."  
 
      
 
    Dana sprang to her feet and started up the ramp. "I've upgraded one more Phalanx suit but the equipping frame isn't ready yet! We need to get you into that armour up fast as we can!" 
 
      
 
    “Me?” the Latina asked in surprise, rising slowly from her chair. “You’re a better shot than me though!” 
 
      
 
    The redhead nodded, turning around and beckoning her to follow. “Yeah, but it’ll be much quicker if I help you get geared up than trying to do it myself!”  
 
      
 
    The Latina took a deep breath and squared her shoulders bravely. "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    The three of them dashed to the elevator, hitting the button and waiting impatiently for the lift to arrive.  
 
      
 
    "How long do we have?" Jade asked, looking at her two companions with concern. 
 
      
 
    "Not long," Calara replied, her expression grim. 
 
      
 
    With a quiet chime the elevator door opened and the three girls darted in, Dana slapping the button for Deck Seven. They shot worried looks at each other as the elevator descended, hearing the echoing sounds of bullets hitting walls drifting up through the floor from the firefight on Deck Nine. 
 
      
 
    Dana felt a shiver of fear run down her spine. "Come on!" she called to her friends when they reached their destination and she darted out of the elevator. 
 
      
 
    Jade and Calara were hot on her heels as she sprinted down the corridor. She hit the button to open the door into her workshop and they rushed inside, closing the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    Dana pointed to a jumble of armour plates stacked by a bulky container, the anvil logo of the Steinbeck Armoury emblazoned on its side. "Jade, help me get Calara into that armour!"  
 
      
 
    As they started to run, a deep bass booming sound rumbled throughout the ship, the floor shaking violently. The girls managed to keep their balance, then stared at each other with wild eyes, knowing what that sound meant. Rushing over to the pile of armour, they began grabbing armour plates... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Deck Nine, John and Alyssa could feel the aftershocks of the explosion vibrating through the deck beneath their feet, the echo of the blast still loud enough to be heard over the gunfire. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck was that?!" Alyssa cried out, leaning out of cover and returning fire under a hail of incoming bullets. 
 
      
 
    "Sounded like a breaching charge!" John yelled back, firing a burst at the boarding Drakkar. “It must be the second dropship!” 
 
      
 
    Two of his shots bounced off his target’s grey slab of a shield, but the third hit it dead-centre in the head, making it explode like an overripe watermelon. As the decapitated raider toppled over, two more Drakkar pushed their way into the crowded corridor and joined the desperate firefight, sending more fire his way. John ducked back into the doorwell leading to the Cargo Bay and ejected his spent magazine, before grabbing another from his webbing and slamming it into the slot. 
 
      
 
    He pulled out of cover to take another shot when Alyssa suddenly screamed, *Get back!* 
 
      
 
    Jerking himself backwards, the sizzling beam from a high-powered laser flashed past him, missing his head by inches. The energy bolt blasted the wall behind him, melting it like butter. 
 
      
 
    *Shit! They've got a heavy laser!* John cursed, blinking his eyes against the blinding after-image of the laser blast. *We've got to get some proper cover!" 
 
      
 
    Six Drakkar were firing at them down the corridor, pounding their Phalanx suits with a relentless storm of bullets. Titanium chips pinged off them to land on the floor, their once pristine body armour now a latticework of tiny impact craters. At the other end of the corridor, the space around the airlock was awash in sticky dark blue blood and several Drakkar corpses lay crumpled on the floor, the bodies trodden underfoot by the uncaring warband. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the hail of bullets, Alyssa took careful aim at the closest Drakkar, snapping off two quick shots at its exposed head. The monster’s skull disintegrated in a congealed burst of blue-blood and cranial matter, its headless corpse pitching to the side while still firing the rotary cannon. The bullets struck the Drakkar next to it, making it drop like a stone as it was hit a dozen times in the legs. Thrashing around in agony, the felled Drakkar squealed as more Drakkar walked over it to get closer to the defenders. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa hit the button to open the doors to the Hangar Bay and she dove inside, relieved to get a temporary reprieve from the ferocious aliens. She scrambled to her feet, watching John as he rushed across the corridor to follow her into the hangar. A throaty roar drew his attention and he glanced at the band of Drakkar as he ran towards the door, checking to see what had just bellowed a challenge at him. 
 
      
 
    *Oh shi-*  
 
      
 
    John didn’t have a chance to finish that thought as a hulking black and purple form slammed into him to the booming crash of metal on metal. The heavy mass and momentum of the charging Drakkar leader knocked John off his feet, smashing him into the doorframe with a sickening crunch, the impact knocking his helmet clear off his head and skittering across the hangar deck. John bounced off the wall, then skidded across the hangar bay floor and sprawled in a heap, his left arm sagging at an unnatural angle.  
 
      
 
    *The raptor...* he thought to Alyssa in desperation, before he collapsed backwards, his shoulder in agony.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa's first instinct was to run to John's aid, but she fought down that urge and whirled around to follow his last-ditch plan. She bolted towards the Raptor’s loading ramp, throwing a fleeting glance at the twin-linked Gatling Lasers mounted in the gunship’s chin turret as she ran underneath them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara stood in the sturdy boots of the Phalanx armour with Jade and Dana working as a pair, pressing armoured plates together over her arms.  
 
      
 
    "Come on, come on!" the brunette encouraged them, fear gnawing at her stomach. She knew that the Drakkar could come bursting into the Engineering Bay any moment now, which would mean a horrible end for all of them. 
 
      
 
    "Nearly there!" Dana said, holding up the breastplate, as Jade positioned the backplate for her and they pressed them together with a soft click.  
 
      
 
    "Done!" the redhead exclaimed with relief.  
 
      
 
    Calara locked the hooks into place, a rippling series of clicks echoing around the Workshop. Jade carefully placed the armoured helmet on the brunette's head as Dana dashed to a weapon crate holding the unmodified XR75 rifles. She glanced at the disassembled weapon on her workbench and cursed herself for not finishing it earlier, filled with regret that she’d wasted her time on pointlessly upsetting everyone instead. Dana fought back the feelings of remorse, hoping there would be time for regret later. After slapping a magazine into the rifle, she picked up two more, then turned back to Calara and thrust them into her hands. 
 
      
 
    Calara grabbed the assault rifle and did a quick check as she slotted the spare mags into her combat webbing. Bringing the rifle up to her shoulder, she walked cautiously towards the door, readying herself to confront the Drakkar raiders that lurked beyond. Dana darted up the steps to the podium in the centre of the room, and her hands moved in a blur over the console, as she tapped into the ship's hull sensors to try and identify the exact location of the breach. Jade hovered at her side, shifting her weight from one foot to the other as she waited nervously. 
 
      
 
    "They breached the gym!" Dana called out to Calara in triumph, finally pinpointing exactly where the aliens had boarded the ship. 
 
      
 
    Calara turned and waved her thanks, just as the door to the Engineering Bay swished open, revealing the towering form of a four-limbed Drakkar. The Latina shrieked in fright and swung her assault rifle around to point in the alien’s direction. She held down the trigger and her gun chattered angrily as she blew through the entire clip at point blank range. The Drakkar staggered backwards as round after round slammed into its torso, stitching their way up from its groin to its exposed throat. Dark-blue blood and ichor sprayed out behind it, covering the door and walls as the hollow point rounds struck with deadly force. The Drakkar finally toppled over and fell to the floor, its four hands twitching lifelessly. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Calara whooped with exhilaration at her very first kill.  
 
      
 
    Her excitement quickly turned to dread as another Drakkar swung into view in the doorway, the monstrous alien roaring in fury as it advanced towards her. Calara pointed the assault rifle in its direction and pulled the trigger, but the weapon clicked impotently, the magazine run dry. The four-armed alien leapt forward, knocking her rifle out of her hands with a backhanded swipe of its shield.  
 
      
 
    The Raider dropped its rifle and lunged forward with two of its burly arms outstretched to grapple with Calara. She ducked back from one grasping four-clawed hand and managed to block a strike coming from the right, her body instinctively remembering the kata she had spent days practicing. Unfortunately, she couldn't react fast enough when the Drakkar dropped its shield and attacked with its second set of arms, shoving her forcefully and sending her sprawling over on her back. 
 
      
 
    Pouncing forward, it straddled her chest, pinning her body to the deck with its heavy weight and used its lower set of limbs to hold Calara's arms to the floor. Using its upper two limbs, the Drakkar wrenched the armoured helmet off her head, bringing her face to face with the terrifying monster. Calara looked up in horror at the lime green alien as it slowly opened its multi-fanged maw, saliva dripping down as it prepared to feast on its victim. 
 
      
 
    A second Drakkar entered the room behind the frantic melee and sprayed bullets from its rotary cannon at the podium. Jade managed to duck behind the console with lightning fast reflexes, but Dana wasn't so lucky and she screamed as she was hit, blood spraying from her head. She slumped forward and crumpled to the floor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sprinted as fast as she could, her armoured boot landing on the Raptor’s loading ramp as she raced to make use of the gunship’s heavy firepower.  
 
      
 
    "Fizzsshhhapp!!!"  
 
      
 
    She screamed in agony as she was blasted in the back by the high-powered beam of laser fire, the impact of the blast knocking her clean off her feet as she sprawled across the ramp. Rolling onto her side, Alyssa moaned in pain as she looked back to see the Drakkar with the heavy laser standing in the open doorway. More of the Drakkar warband were spilling into the room and she knew it was all over. 
 
      
 
    The hulking Drakkar leader ducked under the doorway, following after John to finish off its foe. It held a pair of enormous curved blades in each set of arms, the two-handed weapons over five-feet-long and catching the light with their razor-sharp edge. After giving John’s battered body a dismissive glance, the Drakkar boss lumbered after Alyssa, a hungry glint in its eyes.  
 
      
 
    The energy from the laser blast had temporarily paralysed Alyssa’s nervous system and she could only groan in despair, incapable of movement as she watched her doom approaching. She closed her eyes, but that offered no respite, not with the bundles of emotion that represented Calara and Dana convulsing with fear. Suddenly the image of John winked out in her mind and Alyssa screamed in terror, her eyes snapping open and darting frantically to where he had been laid low. 
 
     
 
    Terrified that he’d succumbed to his injuries, she could only gape in shock when John rose smoothly to his feet. He grasped his left arm in his right hand and snapped the dislocated limb back into its socket, then flexed his left hand as if testing it was still functional. He brushed it across his mouth, then looked down at the blood smeared over the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Not bad..." he said in a low voice, dripping with menace. "But it's my turn now..." 
 
      
 
    One of the Drakkar took a bead on him with a rotary cannon, but another pushed the barrel down and grinned evilly, knowing their warboss would want to finish his kill in the most grisly manner possible. John stalked towards the Drakkar leader, who whirled around to face him, alerted by the warning barks of his minions. The huge alien raised its blades in the air and roared out a mighty challenge, before baring his teeth at John with wicked anticipation. The rest of the Drakkar spread out to watch the impending slaughter, their harsh snapping laughter echoing around the hangar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara twisted and turned with all her might, fighting to free herself from the implacable grip of the voracious Drakkar looming above her. To her horror she realised she was hopelessly outmatched by its overwhelming strength, no matter how much she bucked and thrashed to escape. She could see the feverish gleam in the Drakkar’s soulless black eyes as it loomed over her and watched them roll back in anticipation of sinking its serrated teeth into her flesh. She screamed in terror as its jagged fangs descended inexorably towards her face. 
 
      
 
    "RAAWWWRRRRR!!!!!"  
 
      
 
    A deafening roar reverberated around the Engineering Bay and the terrified young woman tried to twist to see what new horror awaited her. The Drakkar paused as it was about to tear into her face and looked up, its bulbous eyes suddenly widening in shock and fear. It raised two of its hands defensively as if trying to ward away some unseen foe, then the heavy weight of the ravenous alien was abruptly gone, lifted off Calara’s chest in an instant and disappearing from sight. 
 
      
 
    Calara blinked in shock, trying to make sense of the gigantic dark-green shape that she’d seen slam into the Drakkar. A bloodcurdling scream sent a shiver of fear down her spine, the agonising cry reduced to a sickening gurgle a second later. Calara sat up quickly, her eyes widening in utter disbelief as she looked across the room. The Drakkar who’d been about to eat her had been brutally eviscerated, with not much left of its carcass than mangled green hunks of flesh amidst the blue smear across the deck plates. 
 
      
 
     A colossal three-metre-long tiger was now stalking towards the second Drakkar, its viridian-striped muscles rippling in its dark green flanks. The terrified alien had dropped its weapon to join in the feast, and now it backed away from the deadly alpha predator, four hands held out in supplication. The enraged feline was not feeling in a forgiving mood and it snarled in anger, revealing six-inch fangs that gleamed in the light. It lashed out with a heavy paw and the ethereal-looking claws ripped effortlessly through the alien's forearms, the swipe severing both upper limbs. The Drakkar warbled in terror as it stared at the bloody stumps where its arms used to be, watching blue blood gouting from the hideous wounds. Those tortured cries were silenced a moment later by the verdant tiger, when it swiped again, disembowelling the cowering alien. 
 
      
 
    The feline turned to stare back at Calara with a pair of very familiar emerald eyes, the great cat blinking slowly at the astonished brunette in what she knew was meant as an affectionate greeting. Before the Latina could rouse herself from her daze, the Jade Tiger stalked out of the door, tail lashing with anticipation. The sound of rotary cannons opening fire outside was followed by another deep roar, then terrified guttural screams began to echo down the corridor in the beast’s wake.  
 
      
 
    Calara frantically grabbed her assault rifle and then looked back at the podium in the centre of the room to look for Dana. She could see no sign of her, but blood was dripping down the steps, from a crimson pool behind the console. 
 
      
 
    "Dana!" Calara called out in panic, leaping up the steps to check on her friend. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa watched with her heart in her throat as the eight-foot-tall Drakkar leader swirled its great sickle-like blades in two sets of arms. The formidable alien warrior grinned evilly, its multi fanged maw curving upwards into a hideous expression of delight as it savoured the moment before it gutted the impudent Terran who dared to mount a challenge. John strode forward with no preamble so the Drakkar attacked immediately, huge blades swinging with enough force that the attacks would slice him in half should the creature land a solid blow. John calmly sidestepping one overhead chop from the right then smoothly ducked under a chest-high slash from the left, a grim smile on his face as they whistled by harmlessly. 
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of the overextended sword-wielding alien, he rose from his crouch and stepped forward to grab hold of the Drakkar leader's left arms below the elbow. With a savage twist, he broke both arms, the hulking alien bellowing in shocked outrage as its left blade clattered to the floor. The Drakkar whirled around and attempted another overhead strike with its right blade, but John simply caught the creatures lower arm in his left hand, the leader’s muscles bulging as it tried in vain to finish the strike. John grabbed the alien’s armoured collar with his right hand and hauled the creature's head downwards, slamming his own forehead into the spongy flesh of its astonished face. The stunned alien staggered backwards, its arms flailing widely as it was knocked senseless by the brutal headbutt. 
 
      
 
    John paused to pick up the dropped blade and then walked purposefully after the reeling creature, striding forward to deliver a devastating overhead chop. The Drakkar managed to parry, but the colossal force of the ringing blow drove it to its knees. John rained one overwhelming attack after another on the crippled alien, before knocking aside a trembling attempt to parry his relentless assault and shearing off both hands below the wrist. The creature’s eyes boggled in disbelief as John immediately followed up with a strike to the creature’s head, cleaving its hammer shaped skull in half, directly down the middle.  
 
      
 
    The blow was so powerful that it sheared into the alien’s armoured chestplate. John placed his armoured foot on the creature’s torso, then proceeded to haul the blade free with a grinding shriek of metal. He turned towards the rest of the Drakkar warband who had begun to back away in fear, his borrowed blade drowning in blood and dripping thick blue gore on to the floor.  
 
      
 
    One of the Drakkar soldiers raised its rotary cannon, the barrel whirring as it fired a stream of bullets at John. He was already moving though, darting swiftly to the right, then charging forward with his sword at the ready. With an effortless backhanded slash he cut the raider in half, the blade slicing through both sets of arms and the creature’s torso. It collapsed in a heap with a sickening gurgle, the rotary cannon going silent once more. The rest of the raider pack took one look at their dismembered comrade then turned tail and ran, fleeing for their dropship. 
 
      
 
    "Running won't save you..." John said ominously as he stalked after them. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa groaned with the pain from her seared back and lolled forward, closing her eyes. The pulsing bundle of emotions that represented Calara was riven with fear and Alyssa heard her thoughts yell *Dana!* in panic. She saw the other nascent presence in her mind slowly dim and fade, and Alyssa felt the icy grip of fear seize her heart. 
 
      
 
    "Sparks..." she sobbed, as the sweet darkness of unconsciousness overtook her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara leapt up onto the podium and spotted Dana's crumpled form on the floor. The girl had a jagged gunshot wound on the side of her head, the right side of her face a mask of blood. Dana lifted a feeble arm towards the console as though trying to raise herself. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God, no!" Calara gasped, seeing her friend's critical condition. 
 
      
 
    "Hit... blue..." Dana gurgled, before collapsing backward, her hand flopping to her side. 
 
      
 
    Calara blinked back tears and glanced up at the console. Amongst the bewildering array of controls on the backlit panel, a blue button flickered with a soothing blue glow. She stepped forward and slapped her hand down on the button, which registered the impact with a quiet beep. 
 
      
 
    "Program Dana-1 executing. Artificial gravity disabled. Tank purge in progress," the dispassionate voice of the computer said, piercing the deathly quiet of the Engineering Bay. 
 
      
 
    Calara wiped away her tears and dropped to the floor to cradle her dying friend in her arms.  
 
      
 
    "I won't let you go. I won't!" she said fiercely. 
 
      
 
    The brunette turned to the open door and tilted her head back. 
 
      
 
    "Jade!" she screamed as loud as she could. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, she heard the sound of fearsome claws scrabbling down the corridor and the enormous dark-green tiger bounded through the doorway. It dropped a severed arm from its mouth and padded forward, ears alert and emerald eyes bright. 
 
      
 
    "Dana's dying!" Calara sobbed, her voice filled with anguish. "We need John now!" 
 
      
 
    The Jade Tiger nodded its understanding, twisting on the spot and racing for the door. She covered the distance in the blink of an eye before disappearing into the corridor in a verdant blur. Calara tore off a strip from Dana’s shirt then hastily applied a field-dressing to stem the bleeding. Once she’d done all she could, the Latina brushed a lock of blood-soaked hair away from Dana's pale face.  
 
      
 
    "You'll be okay, little sister," Calara murmured, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks as she struggled to believe her own words. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jade raced down the corridor, her powerful muscles flexing as she leapt over the blood-slicked floor and ravaged lime-green carcasses that lay strewn around the doorway to the gym. The Drakkar had run from her in terror and tried to flee back to that room, but the doors had suddenly slammed shut, leaving the stragglers to her less than tender mercies.  
 
      
 
    She landed gracefully on her padded paws and reached the end of the hall, pressing the button to call the elevator with the blunt tip of her nose. Taking this tiger form had been an instinctive reaction, protecting her friends in the only way she could think of. The Nymph marvelled at the size and power of the exciting new shape she now assumed, astonished by the primal strength of the Jade Tiger.  
 
      
 
    The Drakkar had shot her at least a dozen times, and while the bullets had hurt, she hadn’t been badly injured. When her mottled-green prey realised that they weren’t able to stop her with their bullets, they’d dropped their rifles and ran in terror. It hadn’t done them any good, but it had taken Jade a little longer to hunt them all down. 
 
      
 
    She realised she would need to communicate quickly with John, so she braced herself to return to her normal humanoid appearance. As Jade waited for the elevator to arrive, she closed her eyes, slowing her breathing and picturing the form in her mind that would most please her Master. She nearly turned herself into the forbidden shape, but reminded herself just in time that he preferred her to wear her unique green skinned-image instead. Holding that image in her mind, Jade concentrated on filling out the form, pushing her body to adapt to that shape. The dark-green fur receded into her body, the vicious claws and fangs retracting as her body became smaller, denser, and more compact.  
 
      
 
    The elevator chimed softly and she opened her eyes again, catching a brief glimpse of her faint reflection in the doors before they slid open. She was back in her green-skinned Nymph shape now, crouching nude on all fours in the corridor. Jade rose smoothly and entered the elevator, hitting the button for Deck Nine, where she knew John and Alyssa had gone to stop the first dropship of invading Drakkar. 
 
      
 
    The elevator sank down to the bowels of the Invictus and her eyes widened when she saw the hole blasted through the elevator doors. When they shuddered open, she was faced with a tableau of utter carnage. Ruined lime-green corpses lay scattered and broken down the corridor. Riotous sprays of thick blue blood festooned the floors, walls, and ceiling in chaotic arcs of colour. The hackles on the back of Jade's neck rose up, as she subconsciously sensed extreme danger lurking nearby. The lithe Nymph dropped into a cautious crouch and she carefully crept down the corridor, her senses alert and on edge as she prowled closer to the frenzied scene of destruction.  
 
      
 
    Jade reached the open double doors that led into the Hangar Bay and her sharp eyes spotted a crumpled figure in Phalanx armour lying on the Raptor’s loading ramp. Darting into the room, she gave the hacked and mangled corpse of a hulking Drakkar a wide berth, as she sprinted over to the prone body. When she reached the ramp, she knew immediately by its size that the person in armour was Alyssa.  
 
      
 
    She took one look at the horrific charred impact that had burned right through the back of Alyssa’s body armour and Jade felt a surge of panic. Kneeling cautiously at the blonde’s side, Jade gently removed the Phalanx helmet, her fingers rushing to the girl's neck to feel for a pulse. The Nymph breathed a deep sigh of relief to find that her Master's mate was still alive, but she still had to save Dana, which meant locating John immediately. She turned to look around the hangar, searching frantically for John's body, knowing that he would not be far from Alyssa's side. She spotted a battered Phalanx armour helmet that had been discarded by the far wall, but could see no other sign of John. 
 
      
 
    A gurgling scream of terror echoed from the corridor and Jade turned sharply, wary for danger. She saw a bulky Drakkar lurch into view, both of its right arms hacked from its body and dark-blue blood gouting from the ragged stumps. Jade carefully laid down Alyssa's head then dropped into a crouch, getting ready to shapeshift again to protect her blonde friend.  
 
      
 
    Abruptly her Master strode into view, a chipped and battered five-foot blade held in his right hand. John stalked after the gibbering Drakkar that was staggering across the hangar bay and caught the terrified alien, grabbing it by the scruff of its armoured neck. Hauling it into the air with his left hand, he spun and hurled the 300lb alien effortlessly across the hangar, the raider slamming into the wall fifteen-feet above the deck. He drew back his right arm almost faster than Jade could follow, then sent his sword cartwheeling through the air to impale the stricken Drakkar, pinning it against the wall with a squelching crunch. 
 
      
 
    Jade's heart lifted at seeing her Master unscathed, but something about him seemed very wrong... frightening and discordant somehow. Knowing she had to act fast to save both her friends, she made a quick decision, then breathed deeply and shifted into the forbidden form. Jade sighed in rapturous delight as she shimmered and changed colour, her skin changing from a lustrous green to a tanned bronze. Her hair lightened from dark-green to golden-blonde and her emerald eyes shifted to a deep cerulean blue. Shivering in ecstasy, Jade rose gracefully then sashayed down the ramp to approach her Master. 
 
      
 
    John whirled when he saw movement, but his eyes widened in delight as he spotted Alyssa. The intense focus of his tunnel vision began to fade away and he teetered unsteadily on his feet. As that sensory numbness began to recede, he became aware of the burning ache in his back and shoulder, causing him to gasp with the sudden pain. 
 
      
 
    "Master!" Alyssa greeted him joyfully as she prowled closer, a glorious smile lighting up her face.  
 
      
 
    "It's great to see you... honey," he slurred, feeling very disorientated. 
 
      
 
    "I'm hungry, Master," Alyssa crooned softly. "Please could you fill my belly with your cum?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah... sure, honey, whatever you want..." he drawled, his eyelids heavy with exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, you're such a kind Master," Alyssa purred, gazing at him in adoration. 
 
      
 
    She led him to some nearby storage crates and pressed John's thumb to his left palm, making him suddenly aware he was wearing full battle armour. He stared around him with dazed eyes as the armour plates clanged unceremoniously to the floor. Alyssa helped him step out of the armoured boots, then guided him over to the crates, where she urged him to sit. Giving him a loving smile, she sank to her knees, then pulled down his trousers without any preamble. Freeing his half-hard cock, she wasted no time in tilting forward to engulf him with her mouth, while letting out a deep sigh of contentment. 
 
      
 
    John placed his hands on Alyssa's head, feeling the silky softness of her lustrous golden hair beneath his fingertips. He swayed precariously but she held him upright, with strong but gentle hands clasping his waist. Her tongue swirled and caressed him as it danced up and down his length, coaxing him to the back of her mouth, then down into the wet warmth of her clutching throat.  
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck! That feels amazing..." he moaned, as Alyssa stroked his entire shaft with the rippling muscles in her throat, his cock feeling like it was being teased by half-a-dozen soft female hands. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked up at him, her piercing blue eyes communicating her need, her insatiable desire to empty his four balls and carry his cum in her empty stomach. The absolute devotion in that gaze stirred something deep inside him and he felt a sudden surge of arousal, rushing towards his inevitable climax. 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck! I'm coming!" he gasped, as he held her beautiful face to his lap and began to shoot powerful blasts of cum down her throat.  
 
      
 
    His four balls heaved as they clenched hard, trying to ensure that the eager girl kneeling lovingly in front of him received every last drop of his spunk that she desired. The couple stayed frozen in place for what seemed like an eternity as he experienced an intense orgasm, Alyssa sucking strongly to empty his quad and making his climax even more pleasurable. Finally, he was done and he sagged back, leaning against the crates as he panted for breath. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Master," Alyssa said, tugging up his trousers again, then rising to her feet. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph caught a small dribble of cum from the corner of her mouth with a slender finger, then scooped it back within reach of her tongue. John nodded drowsily, not even noticing that Jade was shimmering before his eyes, shifting back into her green-skinned Nymph form. He slumped against the crates, closing his eyes and fell into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    Jade hefted her enormously swollen breasts in both hands, delighting in feeling their engorged weight where they sat full and taut on her chest. She darted over to the gunship’s loading ramp and grasped Alyssa's armoured gauntlet in her hand, pressing the comatose girl's thumb against her palm. With a rippling clicking sound, the armour unhooked itself and Jade was able to quickly remove the top plates, before scooping the badly wounded blonde girl into her arms. 
 
      
 
    "I'll save you, Alyssa. Don't worry," she said soothingly as she strode quickly over to the elevator. 
 
      
 
    Jade thrust out her titanic chest as she walked, so that a swollen nipple eased its way between Alyssa's parted lips. Instinctively the blonde began to gently suckle, her mouth latching on to the erect nipple that teased its way into her mouth. A delicious and sweet taste filled her mouth and flowed over her tongue, so she swallowed automatically, filling her stomach. 
 
      
 
    "That's a good girl," Jade whispered softly to her. "Take as much as you can." 
 
      
 
    The beautiful blonde girl's blue eyes flickered open and she stared up into Jade's emerald eyes as she fed from her bounteous breast. Jade gave her a warm smile as Alyssa suckled greedily, filling her toned belly with John's potent cum. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara held Dana in her arms, watching with panicked eyes as the redhead grew visibly weaker. The Latina had attempted to stem the bleeding by wrapping the terrible head wound with a crude bandage, which she made from Dana's ripped shirt, but the redhead was growing pale after losing so much blood. 
 
      
 
    "Hang on, Dana!" Calara pleaded, tears filling her eyes and rolling down her cheeks. "Jade and John will be back soon, I promise!" 
 
      
 
    The brunette tensed with worry when she heard a soft chime from the corridor, recognising the sound of the elevator door opening and wondering if it was more Drakkar. She grabbed her rifle and aimed it at the door, her heart hammering in her chest as she heard the footsteps approach. Only a few moments later, Jade walked briskly into the Engineering Bay and Calara sobbed with relief as she lowered her gun. 
 
      
 
    Her relief was short-lived when she saw that the Nymph was cradling Alyssa in her arms. "Oh God! Not Alyssa too! What happened to her?! Is she okay?" 
 
      
 
    "She'll be fine now, Calara, there’s no need to get upset,” Jade replied, her tone soft and reassuring.  
 
      
 
    She darted up the steps to the podium and gently placed Alyssa on the floor next to Dana. Calara's eyes widened when she saw Jade's gigantic breasts, her green skin rounded and taut.  
 
      
 
    "Leave Dana with me," the Nymph said firmly. "I can take care of her, but you must take care of the Invictus. We're still in danger from the Drakkar ship." 
 
      
 
    Calara looked into Jade's eyes and nodded her understanding. "I'll save us!" she said fiercely, moving aside to let the Nymph take her place. 
 
      
 
    The Latina rose to her feet and ran to the doorway, glancing back once as she left the room to see Jade cradling Dana protectively in her loving arms. The Nymph whispering softly to the redhead, cupping her head gently and guiding the critically injured girl to her hugely swollen breast. Hoping fervently that the Nymph's plan would work, Calara sprinted towards the elevator, faltering slightly as she passed the eviscerated corpses of the Drakkar soldiers who had been ripped apart with savage ferocity.  
 
      
 
    She ran the last stretch of the corridor, still trying to reconcile the gentle Nymph she had just left in the Engineering Bay, with the enormous deadly tiger that had made such a dramatic appearance. Filing it away as just one more crazy thing that had happened recently, she darted into the elevator and hit the button to take her up to the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, the doors swished open and she sprinted down the ramp to the Tactical Station. A quick glance at the Tactical Map showed her that the enormous Drakkar cruiser still hovered nearby, ready to launch a killing strike on the crippled Invictus. Calara studied the enormous alien vessel with growing despair, her eyes focusing on the bristling array of beam weapons and massive armour plating. Suddenly a soft chime from the Tactical Map alerted her to the rapid approach of incoming ships and Calara dared to let herself feel a shred of hope. 
 
      
 
    Three vessels jumped into local space, appearing abruptly as they dropped out of hyper-warp. She recognised the configurations as being Ashanath cruisers, recalling their shape and size from her training at the Terran Federation Academy.  Those days as a new recruit seemed like an eternity ago now, but in reality, was only a few months earlier. The silver disc-shaped Ashanath vessels fanned out and bore down on the marauding Drakkar cruiser, approaching the much bigger ship at high speed.  
 
      
 
    The huge black ship pivoted in place, retro-thrusters flaring along its flank, as it turned to face the Ashanath ships that were racing in to attack. Both sides shared the same firing range with their beam weapons, so all of the combatants opened fire as soon as they were in range. Searing beams of laser energy criss-crossed space between the fighting forces, lashing across their opponent's shields, which recoiled in the face of such devastating firepower. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath beam barrage struck with deadly accuracy against the stationary Drakkar vessel, the coruscating red beams from the three cruisers converging together and causing its shields to flare and wink out under the fearsome firepower. Four of the beams seared across the bulky hull and Calara grinned, expecting to see terrible devastation in their wake. She blinked with shock when she saw that the beams had barely marked the Drakkar armour, the light from the system's orange sun reflecting oddly on the sparkling onyx surface of the armour plating. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for the Ashanath, they fared far worse in the exchange. The Drakkar returned fire with the pulsating purple beams from their weapon batteries and the rightmost Grey vessel was pounded relentlessly. The saucer's shields buckled under the overwhelming strength of the twisting violet hued beams, leaving the silvery hull exposed to the wrath of the Drakkar. The right side of the ship was sheared off as the beams cleaved straight through the defenceless craft, setting off further internal explosions around the wildly spinning disc. The lights on the Grey's vessel guttered and died, leaving the ship a lifeless hulk. 
 
      
 
    Calara decided it was time to stop playing possum and she unlocked a panel on her console that would allow her to take over navigation control of the Invictus. She powered up the ship's four massive engines, bringing the assault cruiser around in a smooth arc, so that it was facing the rear of the Drakkar cruiser at point blank range. Fearing similar results to the Ashanath if she attacked with her energy weapons, she instead cycled straight through to the mass drivers and targeted the heavily armoured engines directly in front of her.  
 
      
 
    "This one's for Dana!" she snarled, as she pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    The Invictus trembled as the 200-metre-long magnetic rails accelerated the four heavy shells to hyper warp and sent them driving into the stern of the Drakkar ship. The enemy cruiser shuddered for a moment as the shells punched through the armour of the uppermost engine, driving four gaping holes into the armoured housing. A second later the shells detonated and the engine exploded outwards, the blackened armour ripping open and exposing a gaping wound in the aft of the ship.  
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Calara whooped in elation. 
 
      
 
    Before the Drakkar could react, Calara cycled to the Invictus' beams, unloading all six into the yawning crater in the massive cruiser's armour. The coruscating energy beams lanced through the enemy ship, devastating the internals of the vessel, before punching out the left side of the hull.  
 
      
 
    Calara finished her devastating salvo by cycling to the laser cannons. Clamping down on the fire controls, she began to pour laser blasts into the gaping weak spot in the Drakkar's heavily armoured hull, sending debris fragments exploding outwards from the cascade of laser fire. The Drakkar attempted to react to the lethal ambush from behind, turning their ship to try and protect the crippled rear of the vessel.  
 
      
 
    The Latina ceased fire when she no longer had a clear shot at the gaping rent in the enemy's amour. Her hand swept over the navigation controls and she rolled the assault cruiser awkwardly, pulling away in an attempt to escape the terrible vengeance of the enraged Drakkar. A barrage of purple beams lashed out at the Invictus, scything over the shields with powerful blasts of focused energy.  
 
      
 
    When the Latina glanced at the shield status hologram, she flinched when she realised they’d gone from a healthy bright green to a sickly dark red in a matter of seconds. Calara felt a shiver of fear as she saw their shields drop down to only twelve percent; the Drakkar cruiser was still pursuing her and in range for another lethal barrage. Bracing herself for the coup-de-grace, she squeezed her eyes shut, cursing herself for not being able to save the ship or her crewmates.  
 
      
 
    When the killing blow never landed, she cautiously opened her eyes again to see what had happened. Both she and the Drakkar had been so intent on fighting one another, they had forgotten about the Ashanath. As the Drakkar cruiser moved to pursue the fleeing Invictus, the Grey's had suddenly been presented with the perfect target and the two remaining Ashanath ships poured an unceasing salvo of bright red beams into the exposed inner hull of the enemy ship. Explosions rocked the enormous black cruiser as the beams cut through the internals of the ship, and with a stroke of luck, one of the beams speared the power core. 
 
      
 
    Calara watched in awe as the huge enemy vessel listed on its side, then detonated in a tremendous explosion. The ruptured fusion core consumed the Drakkar with its violent death throes, sending a tremendous blast wave out from the devastated ship. The Invictus trembled as it rode out the blast wave, the severely weakened shields just barely strong enough to protect them.  
 
      
 
    She breathed out a huge sigh of relief and slumped in her chair, never imagining she would be so relieved a fight was over. A light flashed on her console indicating an incoming hail and she pressed the corresponding button that would answer the call. The image of a grey skinned humanoid filled the vid-feed, its huge unblinking black eyes focusing on Calara. 
 
      
 
    "This is Leader Linnaeus. Where is JohnBlake?" the Grey commander asked, in its emotionless whispery voice. 
 
      
 
    "John was fighting off a Drakkar boarding action. It's just me on the bridge at the moment," Calara said, unsure of the protocol in this situation. 
 
      
 
    "We wish to apologise for the attack on your vessel within Ashanath territory," Linnaeus said, his emotionless voice robbing his apology of any sincerity. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked at him in surprise for the bland way he’d apologised, but she hadn’t seen the Grey's showing any emotion yet, so she assumed that's just the way they were. "Apology accepted, Leader Linnaeus." Calara said graciously. "But we were crippled when the Drakkar attacked and our FTL drive has been destroyed. Would you be able to tow us to a safe port please?" 
 
      
 
    Linnaeus nodded his agreement. “We shall search for survivors from our companion vessel, then will proceed with the towing operation.” He glanced at the shiny device next to him, ending the call abruptly. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for your help," Calara murmured to herself with a wry smile, rolling her eyes at the odd way the Grey's seemed to ignore normal pleasantries.  
 
      
 
    She swung the Invictus about, heading back towards the two remaining members of the Ashanath patrol and brought her ship to a halt near the friendly vessels. They were scanning the wrecked third cruiser and looking for escape pods, but Calara could tell that the search would be in vain. The damage inflicted by the Drakkar happened too quickly and had utterly devastated the third silver disc. 
 
      
 
    She watched the lead Grey vessel as it turned and moved in closer to a towing position, securing the connection to the Invictus with a powerful tractor beam. Calara stood up wearily as she saw the second Grey ship move to the rear of the Invictus and they secured their own connection in the same way. A few moments later, the Ashanath jumped into hyper warp, carrying the wounded assault cruiser with them and the fatigued brunette could see that they were continuing on the same course towards Ashana. The helpful digital readout to the side of their course on the sector map, showed that it would take twelve hours to complete the route. 
 
      
 
    Calara walked back to the elevator, the elation of the victory against the Drakkar short-lived, as she began to worry about her shipmates. She stepped inside and pressed the button for Deck Seven, where she had left Jade quite literally nursing her wounded friends. 
 
      
 
    The lift arrived at her destination and she walked briskly down the corridor, taking care to step over the remains of the Drakkar raiders outside the door to the gym. She glanced at the button by the side of the door into the gym and saw that it was currently backlit in red, indicating that the door was locked. Praying that there were no more angry Drakkar in there waiting to bust through the door, Calara darted down the last few metres of corridor and rushed into the Engineering Bay. 
 
      
 
    Her heart lifted immediately when she saw that Alyssa and Dana were now both conscious, lying back comfortably and resting their heads in Jade's lap. The two teenagers turned to watch the Latina enter the room and smiled weakly at the happy brunette. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, thank goodness you're okay!" Calara gushed as she jogged over to the podium and knelt beside the recuperating girls. "How are you both feeling?"  
 
      
 
    "I've got a splitting headache." Dana grumbled, already showing more colour than when Calara had left her. "But I guess considering the circumstances, I can't really complain."  
 
      
 
    "I thought I'd lost you for a moment there," Calara said to the redhead with a shuddering sigh, recalling just how close it had been. She leaned over to hug the Nymph. "You were wonderful Jade, thank you!" 
 
      
 
    "It was this one’s pleasure to assist, Calara," Jade said, smiling at her warmly. 
 
      
 
    The Latina sat back then glanced down at her blonde friend with concern. "How about you, Alyssa?"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa winced with discomfort from the still-tender wound on her back. "Let's put it this way, I don't want to ever get shot by a heavy weapon again!"  
 
      
 
    Jade was watching her fondly and brushed her fingers through Alyssa's golden hair. "This one will feed you again later, Alyssa, once your body has had a chance to absorb the last meal.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa blushed shyly and gazed at the Nymph in fascination. "How did you even know how to do that?” 
 
      
 
    "Master was not able to help you both at the time, so it was the only thing I could think of to do," Jade replied, her tone uncharacteristically guarded. 
 
      
 
    "Where is John?" Calara wondered, having not seen him since he went down to fight the Drakkar from the first dropship. 
 
      
 
    "Master is resting at the moment," Jade replied after a moment’s hesitation, glancing at Alyssa who had also witnessed John's disturbing behaviour. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I'll help you move to our quarters and then I'll go and get John," Calara volunteered, rising to her feet. 
 
      
 
    Jade looked up at the brunette. "What happened with the Drakkar vessel?"  
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath patrol turned up and I helped them take it out," Calara said with a victorious grin. "The Grey's are towing us to Ashana right now." 
 
      
 
    The brunette suddenly remembered she was still wearing the Phalanx armour, so she walked over to retrieve her helmet where it lay discarded on the deck. It hadn’t rolled far from where the Drakkar raider had yanked it off her head and tossed it aside, so she picked it up, then scooped up her XR75 rifle from the floor. After leaving the unmodified rifle on Dana’s workbench, she returned to the armour containers to unlock the Phalanx suit. Metal hooks rippled with soft clicks, allowing her to carefully remove the body armour and leave it in a neat pile. 
 
      
 
    She walked back to the podium and offered a hand to Alyssa and Dana, who both sat upright with pained groans. From this angle, Calara could see the big red burn mark on Alyssa's back where she’d been hit by the heavy laser. Jade saw her looking with concern at the angry wound on the blonde girl's tender flesh. 
 
      
 
    "She’s healing very quickly," Jade said approvingly. "That would have been a fatal wound if left untended."  
 
      
 
    Calara helped them all to stand and Alyssa turned to Jade and pulled her into a hug. "Thank you for saving my life," she said, her voice quiet and filled with gratitude. 
 
      
 
    "You saved me first, so it seemed only fair," Jade said with a gracious smile, holding the young woman close. 
 
      
 
    "You saved me too," Calara said joining them in their hug.  
 
      
 
    Jade turned her gentle smile to the Latina. "This one is far too fond of you to let you get eaten." 
 
      
 
    "And I owe you too," Dana said softly, hugging the Nymph and resting her head on her dark green shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Jade purred deep in her throat and leaned her head to one side to gently nuzzle against the redhead. "Come, sisters, let us get you to bed. I'm eager to feed you again," Jade said, a twinkle in her emerald eyes. 
 
      
 
    The girls pulled apart from their hug and Calara admired the Nymph’s greatly inflated breasts. "I almost wish I'd been injured too!” 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed as they left the Engineering Bay at a sedate pace, with Calara supporting Alyssa, while Jade helped Dana. They walked down the corridor towards the elevator, with Alyssa and Dana gaping at the shredded corpses as they passed the scene of the Drakkar massacre.  
 
      
 
    Calara glanced at the gym door with a worried look. "Are the others going to be able to break through that?" 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed, before wincing at the sharp pain in her head. "Not unless they can turn into fish!"  
 
      
 
    "Fish?" Calara asked with confusion.  
 
      
 
    "I'll explain later," Dana replied with an enigmatic grin. 
 
      
 
    They took the elevator up to Deck Two, and the wounded girls stumbled into the Commander's quarters, where they were helped onto the bed by Jade and Calara.  
 
      
 
    "I'll go and get John!" Calara exclaimed happily, looking forward to seeing him again. 
 
      
 
    "Calara," Jade called out to her, as the brunette bounded out of the room.  
 
      
 
    The Latina poked her head back through the doorway a moment later. "What's up?" 
 
      
 
    "There's quite a mess down there," Jade cautioned her. "Brace yourself..." 
 
      
 
    "After what I saw you do to the Drakkar, I think I'll be okay," Calara said with a confident grin. "Bye for now, Kitty-kat!" 
 
      
 
    Calara walked back to the elevator again with a bounce in her step, Jade's tinkling laughter echoing down the corridor. She went inside and pressed the button for Deck Nine, the doors swishing closed a second later. The brunette was still worried about the way things had been left with John after their chat this morning, but she was confident they would be able to sort out the unpleasantness if they could just sit down and talk about it.  
 
      
 
    Her buoyant mood abruptly dissolved when the elevator door opened to the charnel house outside the airlock. She stepped into the corridor, her eyes wide in fright as she saw what remained of the Drakkar boarding party. The corridor was strewn with dismembered corpses, the alien bodies savagely torn to pieces. Everywhere she looked seemed to have been bathed in dark-blue blood and it dripped in congealed rivulets down the walls. Stepping carefully over the severed limbs that were scattered down the hall, she gaped in astonishment at the long sword blade that had been driven straight through the reinforced steel wall about ten-feet above the ground. She poked her head around the open door into the hangar bay and was shocked to see a Drakkar impaled to that wall, the hilt of the sword sticking out of its chest. 
 
      
 
    Getting increasingly worried for John's safety, Calara's eyes darted around the room as she searched for him. Her breath caught when she finally spotted him slumped against some stacked containers.  She jogged over to him, cautiously avoiding going anywhere near the corpse of a hulking Drakkar that had been hacked apart in the middle of the Hangar Bay. Crouching down beside him, she sighed with relief when she saw his chest rising and falling; he seemed to be fast asleep but otherwise unharmed.  
 
      
 
    "Hey John, are you okay?" she asked him, gently touching his shoulder with her hand. 
 
      
 
    John groaned as she touched his previously dislocated shoulder and his eyes flickered open to see the Latina looking intently at his face. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Calara," he said drowsily with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," the brunette said her voice calm and soothing. "Let's get you up to bed and you can get some proper rest." 
 
      
 
    "Ok, honey..." he said tiredly, nodding his agreement. 
 
      
 
    Calara helped him stand and they slowly made their way to the elevator, to rejoin the girls in his quarters. Jade rose to help and the two girls led him into the shower to wash off the thick blue blood that was smeared all over his face.  
 
      
 
    After he was clean, they returned to the bedroom and carefully eased him onto the bed, before tucking him under the covers. Dana was already sound asleep, her tummy slightly rounded as she had eagerly swallowed down another helping of cum. They positioned John behind the redhead, so that he could wrap her in his arms, and soon he was snoozing blissfully as well. 
 
      
 
    Calara stripped off her clothes and joined Jade and Alyssa in bed. 
 
      
 
    "Are you ready for some more cum?" Jade said to the blonde with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded eagerly and settled into Jade's arms to greedily suck out the last of John's seed from the Nymph's swollen breasts. As she suckled strongly from Jade's erect nipple, the Nymph stroked Alyssa’s tummy, feeling it curve out slightly as the teenager filled her stomach with a second heavy load of protein. Calara watched the strangely maternal scene, finding it very arousing. Jade gazed lovingly into Alyssa’s enchanting cerulean eyes, waiting patiently for her to start getting drowsy.  
 
      
 
    When the blonde finally fell asleep with a full belly, the Nymph placed the young woman beside John, where Alyssa curled up to him with a contented smile on her beautiful face. The Latina lay back on the bed and opened her arms for the green-skinned alien girl. Jade gave her a lovely smile and settled into her welcoming embrace, resting her head against Calara's firm breasts. 
 
      
 
    "You're going to be an amazing mother," the Latina whispered softly to the Nymph. "You were so gentle and caring with them." 
 
      
 
    Jade looked up at her with big round eyes, touched by Calara's kind words.  
 
      
 
    The Latina stroked Jade's dark green hair soothingly. "Now let me take care of you."  
 
      
 
    Heaving a big sigh of contentment, Jade relaxed into Calara's loving arms and drifted off to sleep, the Nymph finally succumbing to exhaustion after such an incredibly strenuous day. Calara snuggled closer to her bedmate, kissing Jade on the forehead, and soon the entire crew of the Invictus were slumbering soundly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The unending blackness of John's sleep gently receded, a soft aura of light pushing back the dark shroud. He gazed in wonder at the luminous figure that had previously appeared in his dreams and she gave him a loving smile as she wrapped her arms around him. A pleasant glow spread out from the figure, swathing him in light and filling his body with a pleasant tingling sensation.  
 
      
 
    The gentle warmth from her radiant aura seemed to banish all his aches and pains, relaxing and soothing him in equal measure. He soaked in the rejuvenating light, enjoying the comforting embrace and feeling a profound sense of peace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leader Linnaeus gazed with large unblinking black eyes at the holographic map, watching the progress of the three ships as they crossed the sector. His ship and the second Ashanath vessel were towing the damaged Terran cruiser through hyper-warp, heading towards Ashana. They had pulled away from the substantial debris field centred around the wreck of Leader Mirani’s cruiser, her ship having been destroyed with the loss of all hands.  
 
      
 
    He was stricken at the tragic deaths of so many fine minds, Mirani’s in particular, but in that moment of grief, he also felt a flicker of hope. Darting a glance at the second ruined hulk in that sea of smashed armour and ship components, he felt a surge of relief that they had managed to destroy the Drakkar raider. Turning his attention to the console in front of him, he activated the comms interface with a thought, then initiated a high-security call. 
 
      
 
    A robed Ashanath appeared before him and the cruiser captain politely inclined his head. *Greetings Councillor. This is Leader Linnaeus of Border Patrol Epsilon, I wish to make a detailed report...* 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, John awoke to find himself sandwiched between two beautiful teenagers. He was holding Dana in his arms, her back towards him, and he had Alyssa cuddled up behind, her athletic figure draped over him possessively. Taking care not to disturb the girls, he rolled onto his back, the pair moving with him in their sleep. Dana and Alyssa pressed their breasts against his sides and rested their heads on his shoulders as they snuggled into his body. He felt like a new man after his short nap, fully refreshed and ready to go. 
 
      
 
    John hugged the two girls wrapped around him, then glanced over to his left, where Jade and Calara were cuddled up together as well. He smiled at the sight, overjoyed to be surrounded by the women he loved so much. Unfortunately, his happiness evaporated as soon as he began to remember what they had discovered earlier that morning... 
 
      
 
    Dana’s revelation about the strange transformative powers of his cum had been truly unsettling. John looked about him guiltily, suddenly feeling overwhelmed with remorse at the profound changes he had wrought on these wonderful girls. As his eyes darted over towards Jade and Calara, he saw a pair of glinting emerald eyes staring back at him. The Nymph eased her way out of the Latina's arms, then held out her hand to him, indicating her desire for John to follow. He carefully extracted himself from between his beautiful bedmates, leaving the three of them curled up together, sleeping angelically. 
 
      
 
    "Come with me please, Master," Jade whispered to him softly, leading him from his quarters by the hand and into her own room, closing the door behind them. She peeled back the covers of the bed, before slipping between the sheets and then beckoned for John to join her. "I wish to speak with you, Master. Please join me and keep me warm.” 
 
      
 
    Unable to refuse such a welcoming invitation and curious to find out what was on the Nymph’s mind, John quickly climbed into bed with her. As soon as he was settled, Jade cuddled up against him then leaned up on one elbow, so that she could stare down at him. 
 
      
 
    "This one can see that you are very unsettled, Master," Jade said calmly. "Unfortunately, I can't read your thoughts like Alyssa can, so you will have to tell me what is wrong." 
 
      
 
    John stared at the green-skinned alien girl for a long moment, then let out a heavy sigh.  
 
      
 
    "I feel so guilty, Jade," he began, feeling ashamed. “I love all of you girls so much, but I can't help but feel I've violated you and taken away your free will. It feels like all these changes have forced you to be with me." 
 
      
 
    Jade smiled at him lovingly while tracing her finger along his jawline. "You know my nature, Master," Jade said, gazing into his eyes. "You knew what I was within moments of us meeting aboard the pirate ship." 
 
      
 
    John nodded, recalling when he and Alyssa had rescued the Nymph from captivity at the hands of the pirate lord. 
 
      
 
    She studied him inquisitively. "Have I behaved differently from all the tales you've heard of my species?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not at first," John replied, shaking his head. He couldn’t help smiling as he remembered being propositioned within seconds of meeting Jade. "As soon as Alyssa told you I was your new Master, you were very enthusiastic to be with me."  
 
      
 
    Jade nodded, giving him a dazzling smile. "Master is wonderfully handsome!” She paused for a second, then continued, “But since we met, have I behaved differently?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, yes, you’ve surprised me a few times,” John admitted, thinking about the time he’d spent with the Nymph since her rescue. “You were able to shapeshift into that aquatic form in the pool and you grew those long claws to protect the girls on Gravitus.” 
 
      
 
    "Do you believe that I was violated by being gifted those new abilities?" Jade asked, giving him a quizzical look.  
 
      
 
    John paused for a moment. "Well no, I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    "You welcomed me into your crew and I now consider your three mates to be sisters," the Nymph said with a soft smile. "Do you believe you have violated me by inviting me into your loving family?" 
 
      
 
    "No, definitely not! I think it's wonderful how much you and the girls love each other," John said, shaking his head. "But-"  
 
      
 
    Jade cut him off mid-sentence. "You have given me hope that I might have a baby at some point in the future; something I wished for with all my heart..." Her emerald eyes looking down at him in adoration. "Do you consider that a violation?"  
 
      
 
    "No, of course not!” John blurted out. 
 
      
 
    "I was a slave for over three centuries, and for the first time in my life, I can honestly say I am truly happy.” Tilting her head to one side, she looked at him curiously. “Do you consider that my happiness is a violation?" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I give up!" John laughed and rolled his eyes. "You should have been a lawyer; your arguments are irrefutable." 
 
      
 
    "Good," Jade said with a satisfied grin. "I love you, John, and it pains me to see you upset like this." 
 
      
 
    "You just called me by my name instead of calling me Master!" he exclaimed, gaping at her in shock. "I didn't think Nymphs were ever able to do that!" 
 
      
 
    "You are changing me, John," the Nymph said, possessing a new air of confidence. "Just as you've changed the other three girls... and changed them for the better." 
 
      
 
    "I wish I could believe that," he replied with a despondent sigh, "but-" 
 
      
 
    "But nothing!" Jade insisted, her voice throbbing with passion. "Those girls are incredible! All the traits you like in a woman have made them into wonderful people! They are kind, loving, intelligent, capable, and caring! I have never met anyone like them in all my long years! If your cum makes people turn out like that, perhaps you should 'violate' the entire human race!" 
 
      
 
    John laughed, then smiled at her fondly. "Okay, you've made your point, defence counsel." A shadow of doubt crossed his face and sounding troubled, he added, "What about all the submissiveness? Being eager to please and all those other things?" 
 
      
 
    "You enjoy being a little bit dominant and like mildly submissive girls... I promise you it's not a big deal; you’ve never actually hurt any of us," Jade said, waving a hand dismissively. She gave him a gentle smile as she continued, “Believe me, I've encountered some truly hideous perversions in my time and the things you enjoy are so benign. I would find this conversation amusing if I were not worried about seeing you upset." 
 
      
 
    Her cat-like eyes gazed at him intently as she continued, "I didn't know the girls before they had undergone their transformations, but I do know that they all came from troubled pasts in one form or another. You must have seen how happy they are with you? Those emotions are absolutely genuine and you will never be able to convince me that they don't love you with every fibre of their being!" She gave him a shy smile as she added, “As do I.” 
 
      
 
    "I love you too, Jade," John said with a happy smile, feeling the crushing weight of guilt lifting from him. 
 
      
 
    "Show me... John," Jade purred, as she gave him a smouldering look with her glinting emerald eyes. 
 
      
 
    John moved over in the bed so that Jade could lie next to him. He raised himself up so that he was looking down on her instead and he gently brushed a lock of dark green hair away from her face. They stared into one another's eyes for a long moment, Jade's vertical pupils widening as she grew more aroused. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down to kiss her and his lips brushed gently against hers, savouring the softness of her skin. The Nymph's tongue darted out and licked his lips, before sensually curling back into her mouth, as if beckoning his own tongue to follow. John darted his tongue into her mouth in return and they kissed each other passionately. John broke away from the kiss and looking into Jade's eyes as she panted breathily, her big breasts rising and falling on her heaving chest. He reached out to cup one of those perfect orbs, feeling her taut flesh under his hand and squeezing the pert mound, making her pliant body yield to his strong fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Yes!" Jade hissed, feeling his rough touch over her sensitive skin. She bit her lower lip then studied his face, looking searchingly into his eyes. "Do you really wish to please me in bed?"  
 
      
 
    "Absolutely," John said with conviction. He grinned at her as he added, "I owe you for the dance lessons you gave Calara and Dana." 
 
      
 
    "Dancers make for wonderful lovers," Jade agreed, looking delighted. "I'm so glad you enjoyed their new skills." 
 
      
 
    "So you taught them to dance just to make them better in bed?" John asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    Jade shook her head and replied emphatically, "No, not just for that reason! I love your mates and I would do anything they asked of me. Teaching them to move sensually helps them please you more though, which makes them happier too."  
 
      
 
    John laughed and leaned in to kiss Jade once again. "You're a remarkable young woman.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm not that young," she replied with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    "You have a young soul then," John said affectionately and kissed her again. 
 
      
 
    Jade giggled happily, brushing her erect nipples against his chest. "You mentioned earlier that you wished to please me?" she reminded him, her full lips forming a coy smile. 
 
      
 
    "What would you like me to do, beautiful?" he replied, tracing his fingers down her lustrous body. 
 
      
 
    "You’ve already shown me you can be gentle and loving in bed," Jade said in a seductive purr, reminding him of the first time they made love together. Her eyes flared with excitement. “Now I wish you to be dominant with me!" 
 
      
 
    John reversed the direction of his hand, moving up to encircle her neck. He kissed her exposed throat as he held her firmly. “Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    "My body is strong and resilient. If you really wish to please me, I wish you to spank me roughly and fuck me as hard as you can," she hissed, her eyes flashing dangerously. "If you really wish to please me, you will embrace your desires and show me what a powerful Master you are. A man worth dedicating my life to!” 
 
      
 
    John's already erect cock grew painfully hard as he listened to her demands. "Present yourself for me, Nymph. I wish to see your beautiful body before I mount you.” 
 
      
 
    Jade moved eagerly to obey. "Yes, 'Master', tell me everything you want," she hissed, kneeling with her back to him, her legs parted to give him plenty of room. She looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    John approached the nubile beauty, his throbbing erection leading the way. He placed the head at her entrance, feeling the wetness of her arousal. 
 
      
 
    "You feel ready for me," John said as he nudged forward slightly, teasing her tight hole and letting her body know it was soon time to go to work. 
 
      
 
    "Always, Master," Jade said, her breath coming in excited pants. 
 
      
 
    He held on to her waist with both his hands, his fingers nearly touching around her slim waist before her hips flared out to the beautiful round spheres of her compact bottom. 
 
      
 
    "You have a spectacular ass," he complimented her, running his hand over her cool skin.  
 
      
 
    "In truth, It's Alyssa's bottom," Jade admitted, watching him over her shoulder as she ground back against him. "You will need to take me there sometime, just like you did with the rest of your girls." 
 
      
 
    "I will sometime," John promised. 
 
      
 
    "When?" Jade insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Whenever I want," John hissed dangerously. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, yes! That is very arousing!" Jade moaned happily. 
 
      
 
    He reached out to gently gather her thick dark green hair in his left hand and then gripped it tightly in his fist, causing her to tilt her head back. Jade turned her head slightly and gazed into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm ready and very willing," she encouraged him. "Do what we both want!" 
 
      
 
    John stared back into her eyes, her lusty look spurring him on. He slowly raised his right hand, building her anticipation, then brought it down sharply to spank the taut flesh of her right buttock. 
 
      
 
    "Ahh!" Jade gasped as the sharp slap echoed around the room. 
 
      
 
    John stroked her quivering cheek gently and then raised his hand back again to bring it smartly down on her rump with another stinging smack.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, Master!" Jade exclaimed, her firm flesh rippling with the impact.  
 
      
 
    He raised his hand back one final time and brought it down with a resounding slap on her upraised bottom, causing the Nymph to shriek in delight. He stroked her asscheek gently, feeling the warmth in her normally cool skin. He moved his hand up to hold her waist firmly in his grip, enjoying the feel of her perfectly smooth skin under his eager fingertips.  
 
      
 
    John held her immobile and then pushed forward with his hips, nudging her pussy lips apart with the broad head of his cock.  
 
      
 
    "That feels amazing..." Jade told him, a look of rapture on her face. 
 
      
 
    "I want to be deep inside you," he told her firmly.  
 
      
 
    "I'm ready for you," she urged him. "Make me take all of you!" 
 
      
 
    John pushed forward, spearing the incredibly aroused alien girl and driving his way into her, until he had buried his entire length into the tight hot confines of her welcoming pussy. 
 
      
 
    "You feel amazing." he whispered in her ear. "I'm so glad you're mine." 
 
      
 
    "We'll see!" she challenged him playfully. "You must prove to me you are strong enough to own my body." 
 
      
 
    "You turn me on so much!" John exclaimed, pulling back until just the head of his cock was still within her body, then driving forward to leave himself fully embedded in her clutching pussy. 
 
      
 
    He began to build up a strong rhythm, driving his full length into Jade over and over again, causing her to gasp and moan with each thrust. He pulled her back towards him and reached around to grab her tits with his free hand, squeezing them roughly and pinching her nipples. She arched her back in a perfect curve, tilting her hips and widening her pelvis to give him full access to plunder her depths. Jade panted and groaned as John fucked her relentlessly, pummelling her glowing asscheeks, the sound of slapping flesh adding a good tempo to their fucking. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly John drove himself fully into her and then leaned forward, causing Jade to sprawl onto the bed on her tummy. He followed her down and began to fuck her hard, driving her firm belly into the mattress as her athletic body trembled under his forceful pounding. He grabbed her wrists and held them above her head with his left hand, pinning them to the bed and making her stretch out below him. He snaked his right hand under her belly and then sought out her clit, so that he could stroke her in time with his thrusts. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, John!" Jade gasped enthralled, as her body responded to his domination. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, I want you to come for me!" John demanded.  "Show me you accept me as your Master!" 
 
      
 
    Jade began to wail out a long, unending climax as she came repeatedly on his plunging cock. Her eager pussy gripped and massaged him, urging him to fill her up. John rode her responsive body through one screaming orgasm after another as he worked her pliant young flesh to a crescendo. 
 
      
 
    "Where do you want it?" he demanded to know. 
 
      
 
    "In my mouth!" Jade gasped as she looked at him over her shoulder, prostrate as she was beneath him. "I need to nurse your mates. Pump me full of cum so that I can fill up their bellies!" 
 
      
 
    John had no idea what she meant, but he released her so that she could spin gracefully and kneel in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Suck my cum out of me!" he demanded, loving the wild gleam in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Master!" Jade said rapturously, swooping down to deep throat him in a smooth, elegant motion. 
 
      
 
    John sighed with satisfaction as she milked his cock as if possessed. Her flexible tongue writhed and danced up and down his length, doing things that no ordinary Terran girl was capable of. He began to thrust into her mouth, feeling Jade tighten her throat to make it feel even better for him. The frantically paced fucking earlier had already brought him close to release and it didn't take long for Jade's eager mouth to bring him to a mighty orgasm. 
 
      
 
    He yelled out with his release, long ropes of cum shooting from his trembling quad and down Jade's throat. John continued to pump out his orgasm, filling up Jade to her heart's content as she sucked on him hungrily. Finally unable to take any more sensation on his tender cock, he eased back and slipped his length from the loving kisses of her hot mouth. 
 
      
 
    Jade sat up and now that he could clearly see her body, he was in for a surprise. Normally she would be sporting a hugely swollen belly to house all his cum, but this time Jade's breasts were the part of her that had blown up and they sat on her chest, enormously rounded, like oversized melons. John reached out to grab a big handful of each massive boob, feeling their heavy weight under her silky-smooth skin.  
 
      
 
    She looked down at his mauling of her breasts with a happy sigh. “Please be careful, John. My breasts are so full of your spunk, if you squeeze them too hard, they will spray the room in cum."  
 
      
 
    He couldn't quite tell if she thought that was a bad idea, but he released his exploratory grasp and let those magnificent breasts quiver tautly on her chest. Jade looked down at the enormous orbs, cupping them gently in her hands. 
 
      
 
    "Most definitely a man worth dedicating my life to," she said with a broad grin. 
 
      
 
    They moved together and kissed passionately, before finally separating. 
 
      
 
    "Let's see if the girls are awake," Jade said, trying to keep her balance as she sat up. "I'd like you to see them with me." 
 
      
 
    John climbed off the bed and offered the top-heavy Nymph his hand, helping her stand while carrying her precious cargo. He walked beside Jade back to his room, feeling hugely relieved after their private chat and marvelling at how eloquent and persuasive she had been. All the sources of information he’d read about Nymphs had reached the same conclusions; that they were docile and compliant, eager to submit to anything sexually, but unable to offer much in the way of stimulating conversation. Jade hadn’t been exaggerating earlier, he realised just how much she must have changed to be able to say the things she had.  
 
      
 
    He remembered the furious looks that Alyssa had thrown him earlier that morning and he fervently hoped she was going to be in a forgiving mood. He took a big breath to calm himself when they reached the doorway into the Commander's quarters. It was time to straighten some things out. 
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    John stood aside to let Jade enter the room first and she smiled in appreciation of his gentlemanly manners as she sashayed past. John followed in her wake, enjoying the view of her spectacular dark green body and her swaying hips. He smiled to himself when he saw the hand print on the perfect round curve of her bottom, the evidence of their shared lust where she had encouraged him to spank her beautiful taut asscheek. 
 
      
 
    He managed to tear his eyes from the Nymph to look up at the huge four poster bed and saw that Alyssa, Dana, and Calara were all now wide awake. They sat up and watched him enter the room with neutral expressions, waiting to hear what he had to say. 
 
      
 
    John cleared his throat nervously. "Firstly, I want to apologise for dashing off from the hot-tub earlier. It was a terrible way to react and I'm really sorry." 
 
      
 
    He approached the bed and sat on the end, glancing at each of the three young women in turn.  
 
      
 
    "Jade and I just had a long chat," he said, as he watched the Nymph climb on to the bed to sit with his lovers, her enormously swollen breasts leading the way. "She made me see that at least for her, all the changes that have been made to her body and mind have been positive. The very least I can do is talk to you three about it openly." 
 
      
 
    The girls smiled at him and each other, looking more hopeful as they let him continue.  
 
      
 
    "I know that you say you love the physical way you've changed and I admit I find you all irresistibly beautiful," he said honestly, which earned him affectionate smiles from the trio of teenagers. "But I can’t help worrying that by swallowing my cum, I've brainwashed you into being with me and taken away your free will." 
 
      
 
    Calara came over to sit beside him, drawing him in with her expressive brown eyes. "I fell in love with you the moment you saved me from those pirates," she said, her guileless expression showing him the truth of her words. "That was weeks before anything happened between us sexually and then you saved me again at Port Heracles." 
 
      
 
    John looked at her in surprise, then nodded thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    "I don't feel like my personality has changed much at all, except that I feel much more confident,” the Latina said, sitting up straighter. “I don't know if that's partly because of all the amazing opportunities I've been given aboard the ship, or because I'm surrounded by people I love, or even simply because of all your cum I've swallowed, but the end result would be the same in any case. I've changed because of the positive influence you've had on my life and I'll always be eternally grateful for that." 
 
      
 
    John held out his arms for the gorgeous brunette and she launched herself into his welcoming embrace. "I love you, Calara," he said, holding her tight. 
 
      
 
    "I love you too, John," she said, with tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    They hugged for a long moment until eventually parting. John turned to the other girls and his eyes fell on Dana.  
 
      
 
    "You were the one who discovered these changes to your personalities. How do you feel?" he asked the beautiful auburn-haired girl. 
 
      
 
    Dana began to cry and she darted across the bed to fling herself in his arms. "I'm so sorry I even brought it up!" she said tearfully. "Everyone was so sad and in so much pain, I thought I was going to die!" 
 
      
 
    John held her close, rubbing her back to comfort the distraught young woman. “It’s okay, Dana. No one’s upset with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I only told everyone because I thought it was interesting,” Dana sobbed quietly into his chest. “I never dreamed we’d end up falling out over it..."  
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you found out and told us, it's important that we all know," he said, his voice soothing. When she pulled back a little, he lifted her chin and gazed into her sky-blue eyes. "But be honest, do you resent me for changing your personality?"  
 
      
 
    Dana wiped away her tears and shook her head vehemently. "No! Not for one moment!” 
 
      
 
    “You sound so sure, but what if the changes I made also just make you simply accept them without any reservations?” 
 
      
 
    The redhead sat back a little and studied him for a moment. "The girl I used to be back on Karron was shy, introverted, and so lonely... I only really had one friend and if it wasn't for you, I would have lost her for good!” 
 
      
 
    “Alyssa would never have left you alone there,” John said, smiling as he glanced at the blonde. “Rescuing you was one of the first things she asked me to do.” 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. If Alyssa hadn’t escaped, she would’ve been dead in a matter of days! The Diablos would never have forgiven her for stabbing a gang member.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa brushed her hand along John’s arm. “It’s true. The guy that tried to rape me would’ve demanded my death and it would’ve been... nasty.” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I would’ve lost her for sure if not for you, John,” Dana agreed, nodding grimly. Her expression lightened as she continued, “Anyway, we got a bit sidetracked. Since you rescued me, I’m not that scared, lonely little orphan any more. I've grown a lot smarter which has been totally awesome, and I love being able to build equipment for you and the girls. You healed all those horrible scars and transformed me into the beautiful woman I am today. We’re a family now, which is something I've never experienced before and I love you and my sisters so much! My life went from being total shit to perfection and I have you to thank for all of it!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay those are all wonderful things," John agreed. "But what about the other stuff, like being submissive and bisexual?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding? I love all that!" Dana exclaimed, her eyes flashing with excitement.  
 
      
 
    "Do you really, or has your personality changed to make you love it?" John asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
      
 
    "Does it matter?" Dana said honestly, with a nonchalant shrug. "I can tell you right now that I find those things super hot!" 
 
      
 
    She brushed her fingers across his cheek and continued, “This could all be so much worse; you haven't really thought about how fucked up this situation could really be. Imagine for a moment that I really hated being submissive but you forced me to behave like that anyway? It’d be totally degrading! Or how about me having to get it on with the other girls, but I found it disgusting but still had to do that too!” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never force you to do anything!” John protested. 
 
      
 
    “I know you wouldn’t, it was just an example of what our life might be like if you were an asshole,” she said, giving him a tender kiss. “The characteristics you’re attracted to have made us more intelligent, friendly, and loving, but what if you liked your women as mute passive morons? Or vindictive catfighting harpies? Imagine trying to run this little harem if we all hated each other and loathed the very thought of being near another girl!" 
 
      
 
    John shuddered, imagining what a living hell his life would have been like in that kind of scenario. 
 
      
 
    He stared into her sky-blue eyes with the golden ring flaring around her pupils. “So you’re really happy and don’t have any regrets or reservations at all?” 
 
      
 
    "I love my life here with you!" Dana beamed back at him. 
 
      
 
    John held her in his arms in a tight hug and rested his chin on her head as she embraced fiercely him. He glanced down, and looking at her from a different angle, he noticed the jagged scar on the side of her head for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck!" he blurted out in alarm. "What happened to you, Dana?" 
 
      
 
    "Ah yeah... about that. We got into a little scrape with more Drakkar from a second dropship," Dana replied bashfully. "I'm okay now, thanks to Jade, but I'll tell you all about it later; there's someone else you need to talk too first," the redhead said as she pulled away from him and looked pointedly at the last of the three teenagers. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa gave him a loving smile, her broad grin lighting up her beautiful face and showing her sparkling white teeth. She slid gracefully out of bed, to glide over to him and pushed him gently on to his back. With catlike agility, she straddled him and lay down atop his chest. Her breasts felt warm as they pressed against him and her long blonde hair fanned out around his face, the feathery softness caressing his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    "You were so mad at me!" John exclaimed with surprise, as he looked up at her expression of delight. 
 
      
 
    "Only because you were being a dick!" she said with a playful frown. "You were starting to feel bad about us following your orders in a combat situation, for fuck's sake!" 
 
      
 
    "But aren't you worried I might have made changes to your personality?" John asked, watching her face for any hint of distress. 
 
      
 
    "No! Of course not!" she snorted, rolling her eyes. "I love my life here with you. If you've somehow changed me so that I'm ecstatically happy all the time, then thanks!"  
 
      
 
    “Is that true happiness though?” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa paused for a second to consider her reply. "You’ve heard me talk about my past, so you know how bad it was. The only thing in my old life that wasn't shitty and horrible was Sparks, and you helped me rescue her from that terrible place. I do understand your concerns; if you'd turned us into unthinking puppets to dance to your tune, that would have been a horrible thing to do. That's not what happened though!” 
 
      
 
    She sat up, her eyes flashing with excitement. "I feel empowered, not enslaved! You’ve given me a position of responsibility here on this ship and I love being able to use my new abilities to help you, the girls, and all those other people we saved! The old me, the scared little waif that stole aboard your ship, was totally unequipped to deal with the kind of things I take in my stride now. I'm smarter, faster, stronger, and tougher which is all thanks to you!”  
 
      
 
    “You asked if I was worried you might have made changes to my personality. I'm not worried at all, because I know you did. You enhanced every single part of me and I love you all the more for it!" she exclaimed, her piercing cerulean eyes staring into his soul. Those bright blue orbs took on a much harder edge. “I would fight to the death with anyone who tried to separate us. I'm yours forever." 
 
      
 
    John stared back at her, unable to help wondering about the terrible dreams that had suddenly begun to haunt his sleep. The recent events were too coincidental and he was sure the dreams had to mean something. He was terribly afraid that some kind of hidden darkness within him would hurt these wonderful young women, maybe even using them up like the desiccated husks he had seen in his nightmares. He shuddered, the thought too horrible to contemplate. 
 
      
 
    Ayssa leaned back, studying him appraisingly as she read his every thought. She glanced at the other three girls, who were listening enraptured to their conversation. "We've all become so much more since we first met you and we love you for it. I know I'm speaking for all of us, but I’ve felt all the emotions you've stirred up in Calara, Dana, and Jade as you've cared for them and helped them develop into such amazing women!"  
 
      
 
    "I've witnessed your actions over the last few months and I know that you're a good man. But I don't have to rely on just those alone though, because I can listen to your every thought. I know you better than I know myself... and I love you so very much!" she said softly, her heartfelt words full of emotion. 
 
      
 
    "I feel exactly the same way," John said, moved by her eloquent speech. He opened his arms invitingly. "I love you, Alyssa."  
 
      
 
    She sighed with relief and happiness, then lay back down to rest on his chest as he wrapped her up in a warm hug. John’s arms brushed her back and she yelped, "Ouch!" 
 
      
 
    "What is it?!" John asked, his eyes going wide with worry. 
 
      
 
    "I kind of got shot in the back." Alyssa admitted, giving him a guilty look. She rolled off John and lay on her front, knowing that he’d want to see how severely she’d been hit. 
 
      
 
    "That’s a burn from a heavy laser!" John exclaimed in alarm, his fingers gently tracing around the reddened skin of the glaring wound. "When did this happen?!" 
 
      
 
    "You really don't remember any of it?" Alyssa asked, looking over her shoulder at him curiously. 
 
      
 
    John's brows furrowed as he tried to recall what had happened. "I remember fighting the Drakkar boarding party and then getting charged by that big bastard with the swords," he replied, his eyes widening when he remembered that he’d dislocated his shoulder after the impact. 
 
      
 
    He rolled the shoulder in its joint experimentally and was surprised that he didn't feel any pain at all. In fact, he felt in perfect shape.  
 
      
 
    "Then I remember telling you to get to the gunship so you could use the Gatling Lasers, but after that, it's all a big blur," John said with a frown, struggling to remember the events of the morning. He glanced at her in surprise. "The next thing I remember was you giving me an enthusiastic blowjob down in the Hangar Bay!" 
 
      
 
    "Actually, that was me," Jade confessed guiltily. 
 
      
 
    "No, that's not right, I remember holding a blonde head in my hands," John said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    "I was unconscious at the time," Alyssa said with a smirk. "Go ahead Jade, show him, he seems to have forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    Jade grinned at the blonde in delight, then her body shimmered as she eased her form into a perfect replica of Alyssa, except for retaining her titanic cum-filled breasts. 
 
      
 
    "Wow! You look exactly like her!" Dana gasped in astonishment. She ran her fingers over the Nymphs swollen chest and grinned at her friend. "Except for the massive rack of course!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa knee-walked across the bed to cuddle up behind the Nymph and looked over Jade's shoulder at John. "What do you think? Have you ever fantasised about fucking a pair of hot twins?" she asked him in a seductive purr. 
 
      
 
    John stared at the two identically beautiful blondes as they smiled at him lovingly, his mouth open in amazement.  
 
      
 
    Real-Alyssa winked at him when she heard his salacious thoughts, then moved back to her previous spot. "It's okay, you don't need to answer. We'll see what we can arrange." she said impishly, the tantalising promise left hanging in the air. She grinned at the Nymph. “You should have heard John’s thoughts, he wanted to do all sorts of naughty things to us. Would you like that too, Jade?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, more than anything!" Jade gasped with excitement, barely able to contain her glee. 
 
      
 
    "Can you change to look like a twin of me as well?" Calara asked intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid not, Calara." Jade apologised, shimmering as she returned to her normal Nymph form. "Copying another person is extremely difficult for me. I'm only able to exactly replicate Alyssa, because her image is what John considers female perfection. A Nymph reads her master's mind to find that out, so she can best please him." 
 
      
 
    "How were you able to change into that tiger though?" Calara asked with confusion. "That was one hell of an impressive form to take!" 
 
      
 
    "You turned into a tiger?!" John exclaimed, looking at Jade in wonder. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph looked at him, her emerald eyes sparkling with delight and she nodded excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "I think we're getting a little side tracked," Alyssa said with a grin, then turned to Dana. "Please could you bring up the internal security cam footage of the fights? It's going to be a lot easier to just show each other what happened and then talk through it." 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded eagerly and grabbed a remote from the bedside table. After opening up a holo-interface, she connected to the database storing the Invictus' cam-feed footage and began spooling through the data.  
 
      
 
    "Let's start with what happened in the Engineering Bay," Alyssa suggested to the redhead. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked up at the big holo-screen at the end of their bedroom and pushed a button, starting the feed. There were four crystal-clear cam images taken from the Engineering Bay, showing events unfolding from different angles. The footage began with Dana, Calara, and Jade bursting into the Workshop, then a few seconds later they froze as they heard an explosion.  
 
      
 
    "We saw the second dropship had landed on the hull near Deck Seven," Calara explained. "Dana found out where they were landing, so we ran down to fight them off. They blasted their way through the hull with breaching charges." 
 
      
 
    "We heard them go off too," John said, nodding. He looked at the three girls in amazement. "You fought off a whole dropship on your own?" 
 
      
 
    "It was a team effort," Calara said, grinning proudly at her friends. 
 
      
 
    The figures on the cam-feed rushed to put Calara in her Phalanx armour and the armoured girl headed over to the door. It swung open and the Latina unloaded her whole clip into the flailing Drakkar raider almost cutting it in half. 
 
      
 
    "I got a bit excited," Calara admitted, blushing with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    "It's probably lucky you did, those Drakkar are incredibly tough," John said patting her arm in reassurance. 
 
      
 
    The cam-feed footage continued and two more Drakkar burst into the room, one disarming Calara, the other shooting and wounding Dana. Everyone in the room gasped when they saw their friend go down in a fountain of red blood. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know if I can watch this!" John said, looking on in horror. "That looked like a fatal wound! How the hell did you survive?!" 
 
      
 
    "Wait and see," Dana said with a grateful smile at Jade. 
 
      
 
    One of the Drakkar advanced on Calara to fight her in melee combat. 
 
      
 
    John watched Calara dodge and deflect the incoming attacks. "You did amazingly well to fight him off like that," he said, voice filled with pride. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Calara said with a smile. "Sparring with you was great practice!" 
 
      
 
    Then the video showed the Latina being knocked on her back and the alien moving in to devour her. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck, this is horrible!" John groaned, unable to tear his eyes from the riveting footage, his heart in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, just watch." Calara said, squeezing his hand. 
 
      
 
    Centred in the view of another camera, they could see Jade watching in horror as Calara was overwhelmed by the huge ravenous alien. The Nymph dropped into a crouch then seemed to grow and fill out before their eyes, shapeshifting into the three-metre-long, 900lb Jade Tiger.  
 
      
 
    "Pause it, Dana!" John called out, standing up and walking over to stare intently at the image. The fully transformed dark-green tiger had lighter viridian bands striped across its powerful body, the colouration exactly like the green girl sitting demurely on the bed. 
 
      
 
    "You look incredible!" he exclaimed in wonder as he examined the tiger in close detail. He turned to look at Jade. "How did you change into something so huge?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, John," Jade admitted honestly. "I knew that growing claws like I did against that street gang wouldn't be enough, so I was just working on pure instinct. Decades ago, I had an owner who had acquired a collection of exotic predators. I loved his Siberian Tiger, it looked so ferocious and majestic! I just copied that form and subconsciously enhanced it a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Dana pressed play and the Jade Tiger let out a thunderous roar, paralysing the Drakkar which gaped at her in terror. The enormous feline pounced, freeing Calara by smashing her attacker across the room, before savagely ripping the alien invader to pieces with those massive claws. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you again, Jade," Calara said, hugging the Nymph gratefully. "I was so scared then you just appeared out of nowhere and saved me!" 
 
      
 
    Jade hugged the brunette back. “I couldn’t stand by and let you get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    They watched the Jade Tiger tear apart the second Drakkar before stalking into the corridor, hunting for more prey. Gunshots, deafening roars, and terrified screams told the story of what happened to the rest of the invaders. The footage then showed Calara get up and run over to the fallen redhead, who was feebly reaching to try and press the button on the engineering console. 
 
      
 
    "What did that button do exactly?" Calara asked, as she watched herself slap the glowing blue button on the cam-feed. 
 
      
 
    Dana giggled mischievously. "I reversed a maintenance routine for the swimming pool; instead of sucking in the water to the reserve tanks, I purged the tanks to flood the room! I disabled the artificial gravity to speed up the process." 
 
      
 
    The redhead pressed a couple of buttons on the remote, switching to the cameras inside the gym. A dozen four-limbed Drakkar floated lifelessly, suspended in the water, their drowned alien faces still showing their shock. 
 
      
 
    "Very impressive, honey." John said, his voice filled with admiration. "It looks like the Alpha team were on Deck Seven this morning!" 
 
      
 
    "Hmm, I'm not so sure," Alyssa said quietly, with a slight catch to her voice. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" John asked, not picking up any sense of rivalry in her tone. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "You'll see in a few minutes. Let's just watch the end of the footage in engineering."  
 
      
 
    Dana fast forwarded through several minutes of Calara desperately performing first aid on her, as she lay dying on the floor. She glanced at the brunette, her eyes communicating her feelings wordlessly. Calara smiled back at her and they moved together for a tight hug. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the cam-feed footage showed Jade walking back into the Engineering Bay carrying Alyssa, the Nymph placing her gently on the floor next to Dana. Calara spoke to Jade, then sprinted out of the room, leaving the Nymph cradling the redhead in her arms. The green-skinned girl hefted one of her huge tits and placed her erect nipple in-between Dana's lips, squeezing her engorged breast and squirting white liquid into the redhead's mouth. Almost immediately Dana responded, latching on and then sucking greedily. 
 
      
 
    "That's oddly arousing," John said with a self-conscious smile. "How did you know how to do that?" 
 
      
 
    "Ever since I've been with you, I've been feeling stronger and more powerful, Master. Some of the shape changes I've done have been instinctive, but it's been getting easier for me to control my form. Temporarily hollowing out parts of my body has become effortless," Jade explained, looking down at her huge breasts for emphasis. Her emerald eyes twinkled with lust. "Would you like to see me nursing my patients in the flesh?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, definitely!" John replied with an eager grin. "But let's finish reviewing the cam footage first, then we can have some fun afterwards." 
 
      
 
    Dana changed the cam-feed stream to the recordings taken from Deck Nine. The redhead smiled and then passed the remote over to the blonde who took over the narration.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at John. "So you remember all the way up to when you got charged, right?" 
 
      
 
    He nodded in confirmation so Alyssa fast forwarded past the intense gun battle in the corridor outside the elevator. She returned the cam-feed to normal speed as the hulking Drakkar leader roared out its challenge and charged into John, slamming him into the doorframe that led into the Hangar Bay. The girls cried out in distress when they saw their man slump to the floor in agony, his arm clearly dislocated. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" Calara gasped. "We thought we had it bad up on Deck Seven!" 
 
      
 
    "You did and I'm very proud of all of you," John said with conviction, as he looked at Calara, Dana and Jade. "We only survived because of your quick thinking and team work." 
 
      
 
    They all smiled at him, enjoying the simple reward of his heartfelt praise. Alyssa had paused the footage and she resumed it when her friends focused on the screen again. They watched Alyssa sprint for the gunship, while the Drakkar armed with a heavy laser swung into the doorway and targeted the running girl in his sights. There were shocked gasps when the bright beam of energy lashed out to strike Alyssa in the back and sent her sprawling across the loading ramp. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry, Alyssa," John said, sounding appalled. "I should never have put you in so much danger!"  
 
      
 
    "Don't be silly. Where you go, I go.” 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa hugged each other for a long moment, both eternally grateful that they had both survived such a one-sided fight. After separating, they turned their attention back to the camera footage. 
 
      
 
    "So I was knocked out and you were taken out by that shot to the back..." John said, looking bewildered. "How on Terra did we survive?" 
 
      
 
    "Watch..." Alyssa said quietly, her eyes flicking back to the holo-screen. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned and watched spellbound as John appeared to rise as if from the dead. He snapped his arm back into its socket and wiped a thin trickle of blood from his mouth, before advancing on the Drakkar leader that had spun to fight him in a duel to the death. There was a hushed silence in the room now and they watched in awe as John easily evaded the creature's powerful swipes with its blades, then casually snapped the alien’s burly arms like they were dried twigs.  
 
      
 
    "How the fuck are you doing that?" Dana murmured, her eyes transfixed by the compelling images on the screen. 
 
      
 
    They watched John yank the eight-foot-tall alien down to his height and smash his head into the creature's face, sending it staggering backwards. John picked up the enormous two-handed sword in just one hand then proceeded to smash the Drakkar leader into the floor, before cleaving its head in half.  
 
      
 
    "I have no idea..." John muttered, watching in shock as he proceeded to tear apart the Drakkar warband, literally ripping them to pieces. 
 
      
 
    The footage showed John stalking after the aliens that were frantically trying to flee from his wrath and he disappeared into the Drakkar dropship. After a few moments, Jade suddenly appeared in the cam-feed from the corridor, creeping cautiously forward as she left the elevator. She stepped warily over all the body parts along the corridor and entered the hangar. When she spotted Alyssa, the Nymph ran over to check on her. 
 
      
 
    They watched in hushed silence as the last of the Drakkar staggered into the Hangar Bay, relentlessly pursued by John. There were gasps of shock as they watched him grab the fleeing alien and effortlessly hurl it thirty feet through the air to slam into the wall, before impaling it there with his sword throw. Alyssa paused the footage again and four sets of female eyes turned to look at John in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "You're so strong!" Calara gasped in awe. "You went through those Drakkar like a hurricane then just lobbed that huge alien like it weighed nothing!" 
 
      
 
    "You mentioned this happening before," Dana said quietly to Alyssa. "When you two fought a pirate cyborg?" 
 
      
 
    The beautiful blonde nodded at her auburn-haired friend. "Yes, but that only lasted for a few seconds, this was something else entirely." Alyssa turned to look at John who was still reeling after seeing himself perform such impressive feats of strength, which he had no recollection of ever doing. Looking into his eyes, Alyssa said with certainty, "You're getting more powerful." 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the girls with a worried look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be silly, we aren't scared of you," Alyssa said as she read his thoughts, rolling her eyes and giving him an affectionate hug. 
 
      
 
    "You were magnificent, Master!" Jade gushed, her eyes glowing with excitement. "I feel honoured that someone so powerful would choose me as a mate!” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, honey," John said, feeling a certain degree of relief.  
 
      
 
    "It's just another mystery to unravel about you," Dana said with an affectionate smile. "Even when I turned up as a naughty schoolgirl and you gave me a real pounding, you were very gentle with me even though I got you really riled up. It's very sexy that you have all this caged power but we're still so safe with you."  
 
      
 
    "I know you'd never hurt us," Calara agreed emphatically. "In fact, these surges of strength seem to happen when one of us, or at least Alyssa so far, is in mortal danger." 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I would have been killed both times if you hadn’t stepped in,” Alyssa said, nodding her agreement to the Latina’s perceptive observation. 
 
      
 
    "One thing confuses me though," the brunette continued. "You're much stronger than us normally, which I actually find kind of hot. But when we were sparring, I got a pretty good idea of your physical strength, but back there on the cam footage you were in another league altogether!" 
 
      
 
    "Until now, I had no idea I was remotely capable of that," John said, looking down at his body with newly-appraising eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think you could learn to tap into it without blacking out?" Alyssa asked curiously, recalling how John's comforting presence disappeared from her mind. "I think you're operating entirely on instinct when it happens, because I stop being able to read your thoughts." 
 
      
 
    John shrugged helplessly. "I've no idea how to even begin training myself to use it," he admitted, feeling more than a little overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    "Well it's something to think about," Alyssa said, looking thoughtful. "I'll be happy to help you if we can think of some way for you to hone this ability." 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” John said, giving her a grateful smile. Intending to change the topic, he glanced around the group. "Okay, so I think we're all caught up on what happened with the Drakkar boarding actions, but what happened with the Drakkar cruiser?" 
 
      
 
    They all looked to Calara and she smiled at them in return. "When I got up to the Bridge, the Drakkar cruiser was lurking nearby with all its weapons trained on us. They must have thought the boarding was still going on, because they weren't attacking. A few moments later, an Ashanath patrol turned up in response to our distress call. They attacked and took out the Drakkar cruiser's shields but their Beam Lasers barely scratched the armour!" 
 
      
 
    “No damage at all?” he asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Not that I could see," the gorgeous Latina replied. “I don't know anything about the Drakkar; how could they just shrug off laser fire like that?" 
 
      
 
    "I’ve no idea, sorry,” John apologised. "It's very surprising to see the Drakkar this close to Terran space though, they have a distant empire on the far side of Grey territory. I’ve read reports about their species, but I've never seen any mention of this kind of armour plating before." 
 
      
 
    "Their armour might be strongly reflective," Dana interjected. "Did you see the odd way their body armour glints in the light?"  
 
      
 
    "Thank God we weren't relying on lasers to fight them off," Alyssa said with relief. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, sharing the same feeling. "The Drakkar have a well-earned reputation for being absolute beasts in boarding actions, but most species can take them out in ship-to-ship battles, usually through weight of numbers. If they've managed to make their ships practically immune to energy based weaponry though, they're going to be a serious problem."  
 
      
 
    "So how did you defeat them, Calara?" Jade asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Well they got distracted by the Ashanath and so I gave it to them with four mass drivers barrels from behind!" the brunette said with a grin. "Their armour might be reflective, but it couldn't stop hits from those! After I blew a big hole in their armour with the Mass Drivers, I hit them with everything we've got. Fortunately, only their outer hull was reflective, so I was able to rip them a new one." 
 
      
 
    Everyone cheered and the olive-skinned girl blushed with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    "I can't take all the credit," Calara admitted. "When the Drakkar turned to chase after the Invictus, they forgot about the Greys who then finished the job. The Drakkar exploded, but they very nearly took us out before that, their weaponry was so powerful!" She shuddered, remembering just how close they had come to disaster.  
 
      
 
    Dana grimaced as she asked, “Did we take any more damage?” 
 
      
 
    "No, just the initial hits that took out the FTL drive. The Greys are towing us to Ashana right now." Calara explained, before glancing at the ship's chronometer. "We should arrive in several hours’ time." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you did an amazing job as usual," John said appreciatively, before looking around the group to include all the girls in his praise. "In fact, you all did! I'm very lucky to be surrounded by such amazing young women." 
 
      
 
    "It seems luck might not have that much to do with it. I'm glad you like us hot and smart!" Dana said with a tinkling laugh. She winced slightly as her animated laughter made her head wound throb angrily. 
 
      
 
    "You need topping up, Dana," Jade said with concern. She turned to give John a coy smile. "Would you like to see me nursing my patient now?"  
 
      
 
    John nodded eagerly, so Jade beckoned Dana over with a smile of encouragement. The Nymph held out her arms and then cradled the redhead like a baby, thrusting out her enormous chest so that the teen could take an erect nipple into her mouth. Dana began to suck eagerly, the muscles in her neck moving with a steady rhythm as she swallowed down John's sweet tasting cum. Jade stroked Dana's stomach soothingly as the girls stared into each other's eyes. He saw those loving looks and grew increasingly aroused. Calara and Alyssa crossed the bed to flank him, slipping their arms around his waist as they watched the tender scene. 
 
      
 
    "It's strangely maternal and debauched at the same time," John said, watching in fascination. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shifted to kneel behind him and rested her chin on his shoulder. "You can watch me with her next," she whispered lustily. "Poor Calara's been missing out though, Jade's been saving all your cum to nurse the walking wounded back to health." 
 
      
 
    Calara straddled John's lap, her tanned breasts brushing against his chest as she crossed her wrists behind his neck. The brunette gave him a smouldering look, her mouth slightly parted as she leaned in to kiss him tenderly. 
 
      
 
    "She's so beautiful, isn't she?" Alyssa whispered in his ear as John kissed the responsive young Latina, causing her to moan with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "I know you just fucked your Nymph, but I'd love to watch you take Calara when I'm sucking your cum from Jade's boobs," Alyssa murmured, pressing her firm breasts against his back, her skin smooth and warm against him. 
 
      
 
    John and the Latina kissed each other passionately, growing more turned on as they listened to Alyssa's racy commentary. 
 
      
 
    "I love seeing you two together," Alyssa purred, nibbling John’s pointed ear. "You make such a lovely couple." 
 
      
 
    Calara turned to the blonde and kissed her next, with John turning to watch the two gorgeous young women as they expressed their love for each other via their full soft lips.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s mouth lifted up into a smile and she returned the Latina back to John, then kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll go get you some water... I think you’re going to need it!” She slid off the bed and walked to the water dispenser.  
 
      
 
    John leaned forward on to all fours and Calara wrapped her legs around him, clinging to him tightly. He carried her weight with little effort, enjoying how the toned muscles in her thighs gripped him as he repositioned her in the centre of the bed. 
 
      
 
    "How do you want me?" Calara asked, looking up at him breathlessly, relaxing her tight grip and lying supine before him. 
 
      
 
    "Just like this," John replied, kneeling between her spread thighs. 
 
      
 
    She was already very turned on and her pussy was slick with her excitement, making it easy for him to carefully push the tip of his rampant cock inside her. Calara's pupils widened with arousal as she felt his wide girth spreading her open for him.  
 
      
 
    "That feels so good!" she sighed with a moan of satisfaction, as John pushed deeper into her body, his broad cock filling her pussy to the limit. 
 
      
 
    John sat on his haunches and glanced down at her bulge in her toned belly. "I love making you stretch out around me.”  
 
      
 
    Calara let out an adorable little gasp when she felt his head nudge up against the entrance to her womb. She moved her hand down to her svelte tummy and felt the bulge in her accommodating body, her tight flesh giving way to the hard cock that was penetrating her so deeply. 
 
      
 
    "You're so big!" the Latina gasped, feeling every inch of him with her fingertips. 
 
      
 
    "There's still more to go," John said with a smile. "Are you ready for the rest?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I want all of you inside me!" Calara moaned, her hips rocking back and forth in gentle motions. 
 
      
 
    John placed his hands to either side of her head and they stared into each other's eyes as he pushed the last few inches inside her, the blunt end of his cock fitting snugly in her womb.  
 
      
 
    "Oh God, that feels amazing!" the Latina groaned, feeling absolutely stuffed. 
 
      
 
    John rested for a moment, luxuriating in being buried up to the balls in such a beautiful and willing young woman. Alyssa appeared at his side with the glass of water and he reared up so he was supporting his weight with just one hand, so he could take the glass and drink deeply. Alyssa smiled at him, but said nothing as she ducked down to kiss the brunette he had speared below him. 
 
      
 
    "Mmmpf!" Calara gasped. 
 
      
 
    John looked down, not expecting the brunette to react that way. Alyssa pulled back and the two girls laughed together, eyes sparkling with amusement. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" John asked, wondering what Alyssa had been up to. 
 
      
 
    Calara grinned as she explained. "Her mouth was full of water, I just got a nice drink too!"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa ran her hands through Calara's thick brown hair, then turned to look at John with burning desire in her eyes. "Are you feeling refreshed now, handsome? I think Dana's nearly finished and I'd like to see you ride this gorgeous girl while I'm swallowing down your cum."  
 
      
 
    Calara looked up at the beautiful blonde, her face showing her arousal. "How do you know how to talk like that?" she asked Alyssa in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "It's just what John's been thinking half the time," Alyssa admitted, smiling at her man affectionately. "He can barely keep his hands off us and would be fucking us non-stop if his body allowed him to." 
 
      
 
    "Guilty as charged," John confessed, giving the girls a lascivious grin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm wet and willing,” Calara purred in a throaty seductive voice. “You can fuck me whenever you're ready..." She giggled self-consciously a cute blush in her cheeks. "I'm going to have to practice that."  
 
      
 
    John leaned down and rested his elbows on either side of her head, so that his face was only inches from hers. "It's okay, I kind of like you being the wholesome one." 
 
      
 
    He stared into her eyes and they kissed tenderly, Calara moving her body in small sensual movements underneath him as she got more turned on. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be whoever you want me to be," she promised him, gazing at him in adoration. 
 
      
 
    She explored his arms with her olive-toned hands, feeling the muscles rippling beneath his skin. John flexed his biceps for her and gently began to move his cock back and forth. 
 
      
 
    "You're so strong," Calara gasped in a breathy moan. "You make me feel so safe and protected."  
 
      
 
    The brunette gasped as John buried himself to the hilt, the weight of his four balls resting heavily on the rounded curve of her bottom. 
 
      
 
    "You like me being stronger than you?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, I love it!" Calara agreed, gently squeezing his firm muscles beneath her fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe I'll have to start taking you whenever I win our sparring matches," John suggested, his own arousal levels building. "Claim the spoils of victory I've earned with my superior strength?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh God..." Calara groaned, arching her back in response.  
 
      
 
    Dana appeared at their side and brushed her fingers over Calara's long dark hair. "Alyssa told me to stop being greedy," the redhead admitted with a pout, using her other hand to stroke her rounded tummy. 
 
      
 
    Calara and John looked over at Alyssa who was cradled in Jade's arms, enthusiastically suckling from her as the beautiful women stared into each other's eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It's going to be amazing seeing us do that for real," Dana said with a happy sigh. 
 
      
 
    John's cock twitched at the intriguing thought, making Calara groan as he stretched her.  
 
      
 
    Dana glanced down at the trembling brunette with lusty eyes. "She's primed and ready to cum, John. Would you like me to help you get her off?" 
 
      
 
    "You're a good girl," John said with a raunchy smile. 
 
      
 
    Calara bit her lip in anticipation as the redhead slipped her hand between the two lovers. Dana started to gently rub the Latina's throbbing clit, drawing a shuddering gasp from the tightly-wound brunette. She knelt down close beside Calara, having to spread her legs a little to make room for her cum-filled belly.  
 
      
 
    "I'm going to make you scream for him while he pounds your hot little body," Dana crooned in the girl's ear. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked at her friend with wild eyes, her flushed lips parting with a breathy moan as John began to stroke more firmly in and out of her grasping pussy. 
 
      
 
    "You're so close aren't you, gorgeous?" the redhead asked her, the brunette just nodding helplessly as her body writhed under the onslaught of sensation. 
 
      
 
    "I love seeing John take all his girls." Dana said to Calara, her own eyes flashing wildly with lust. "I want to see you get packed full of cum!" 
 
      
 
    "Let's see if I can help you milk his balls," Dana said excitedly, as her fingers moved in a blur over her friend’s nub. 
 
      
 
    Calara let out groans of pleasure as John buried himself inside her firm young body over and over again, his cock brushing up against the back wall of her womb. Her thighs were spread wide to give him full access to her pussy and her toned legs trembled as Dana and John worked her to fever pitch. 
 
      
 
    "I'm cumming!" Calara shrieked, unable to resist the pounding and stroking any longer. She screamed out his name in ecstasy, her hands clutching John's arms in a vice like grip as he drove into her frantically clutching pussy.  
 
      
 
    John loved seeing her respond so enthusiastically to the vigorous shafting and he maintained a long powerful rhythm, fucking the beautiful brunette through a chain of undulating orgasms. He really picked up the pace as he felt his own climax approaching, his groin slapping into Dana's hand where she rubbed her friend's throbbing clit. The redhead sensed he was very close and when she looked up at him, the look in his eyes confirmed it. She leaned back down, moving in close to Calara's ear. 
 
      
 
    "He's going to fill you full of spunk now! Be a good girl for him and milk his cock with your pussy!" she coaxed Calara, rubbing the girl's clit furiously. 
 
      
 
    Calara screamed and her body writhed in response to Dana's words and fingers as well as John's unrelenting cock. She began another intense orgasm that had her tight young pussy massaging John's entire length just as the redhead had requested.  
 
      
 
    John buried himself up to the balls and looked down at the olive-skinned beauty who was so desperate for him to cum inside her. Her look of absolute devotion and need tipped him over the edge and he groaned as his four balls began to pump a big load into the beautiful girl he had wrapped around him. He was on such a high plateau of lust, his orgasm seemed to go on forever, having been so turned on by all four young women in their own wanton ways.  
 
      
 
    His balls eventually flexed one last time, shooting the last of his cum into the completely stuffed girl beneath him. He sighed contentedly as he sat up, admiring the Latina's enormously swollen stomach with a proud smile. Calara was panting for breath, her big breasts heaving as she sucked air into her lungs. Her eyes flickered open weakly and she looked up at him in a daze, before recovering her focus to stare in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "So good..." she murmured with a very well-satiated sigh. 
 
      
 
    John eased back, gently pulling his cock out of the exhausted young woman. He lay down beside her and relaxed on the bed, spooning up behind Calara as she rested in his arms. She ran her hands over the big bump in her belly and gave him a lovely doe-eyed look over her shoulder. John shared a smile with her, then rested his heavy hand on the taut sphere, feeling where her olive skin had been stretched to house such a vast quantity of his sperm. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa came over to join them, her own tummy rounded out with all the cum she had greedily swallowed down from Jade's breasts. She lay beside Calara, leaning in to kiss the brunette sensually, the two girls' cum-laden stomachs pressing into his hand from either side.  
 
      
 
    "Does it make you feel virile?" Alyssa asked John when she pulled back from her loving kiss with the Latina. 
 
      
 
    "What, honey?" John asked absentmindedly, brushing his hand against both their curved tummies. 
 
      
 
    "Having two teenagers filled with your cum?" Alyssa asked with a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
    John felt Dana move to snuggle in too, her gently rounded stomach pressing against his back. She had fed from Jade hungrily and her stomach was also stuffed full of his spunk. 
 
      
 
    "Make that three of us," Dana said shamelessly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to lie, I love it," John said with a self-satisfied smile, feeling incredibly potent and loving the attention from all the girls. 
 
      
 
    "I think Jade needs some cum in her stomach too." Calara said lovingly. "What do you think kitty cat?" she said to Jade when the Nymph cuddled up behind Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "I think you are a kind and generous girl, who I love very much," Jade said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    She gracefully moved between Calara's limber legs, the Latina spreading her thighs in welcome for the Nymph. They all watched the erotic scene in fascination as Jade proceeded to suck all of John's cum out of Calara's enormously stretched womb. The brunette moaned and thrashed, holding Jade's head to her pussy as her hips rocked in time with the tongue fucking she was receiving. They watched the Latina cum hard, as the hungry Nymph savoured her lovely gift, swallowing rapidly as she lapped away sensually.  
 
      
 
    Giving Calara a last lick, Jade raised herself up and moved over the brunette, kissing the groaning Latina and transferring the cum she held in her mouth back to the girl below her. They could see Calara's throat move repeatedly, as she swallowed down the cum that Jade was benevolently sharing with her. Eventually Jade lay down at Calara's side, ethereal viridian rings beginning to pulse out from her full belly and spreading around her body. 
 
      
 
    John looked around him, seeing and feeling all the girls with rounded tummies, every single one of them carrying his spunk in their stomachs. 
 
      
 
    "Just think how you're going to feel when you make us all pregnant," Alyssa said, reading his thoughts. Her cerulean eyes flashed with arousal. "We should definitely go out on the town when we're all knocked up! All those envious looks you'd receive from every man, as you flaunt how you've used your harem."  
 
      
 
    The other girls all chorused their enthusiastic approval of the plan. 
 
      
 
    "It would be great advertising to get some fresh girls for you too,” Alyssa gushed, her face lighting up at the prospect. "A handsome, powerful man, flaunting his virility..." 
 
      
 
    "You'd really want me to add more women to our little group?" John asked the aroused girls, not believing his own ears. 
 
      
 
    "I'd love it!" Alyssa gasped with excitement, the rest of the girls chiming in with their own emphatic endorsement. The blonde's eyes were hooded with lust and she was panting with desire. "We could staff the Invictus full of hot young women! Just imagine being able to wander the decks, emptying your quad into whichever beautiful girl took your fancy!"  
 
      
 
    John laughed happily. "Okay that does sound like fun. But I love you four girls and you're more than enough to keep me satisfied," he said, looking lovingly at each of them. 
 
      
 
    "Fortunately, the XO is in charge of recruitment," Alyssa teased him with a mischievous smirk. "I'll keep my eyes open for hot young girls for you to try out!" 
 
      
 
    "I think I might need your help to keep my XO in line after all," John said to Jade, flashing her a grin. 
 
      
 
    "I am yours to command, Master. But I must admit the idea of dozens of women at your beck and call is very arousing, especially if you choose to breed with them." 
 
      
 
    John laughed and rolled his eyes. "You’re as bad as Alyssa! The two of you are going to be the death of me." 
 
      
 
    "You'll be fine" Dana said, grinning at him impishly. "You have excellent stamina!" 
 
      
 
    They settled into bed, rearranging themselves so that John had two girls on each side of him. He felt gloriously decadent as he lounged in bed, surrounded by a bevy of the most beautiful women he had ever met. 
 
      
 
    "So what's our plan next, John?" Alyssa asked him luxuriating in his loving arms. 
 
      
 
    "We should be arriving at Ashana soon," John mused. "We might as well save the clean up until then. Who knows, the Greys might help." 
 
      
 
    The blonde snuggled closer. “I’m certainly not in any rush to clean up that mess.” 
 
      
 
    John stroked her back, then turned to glance at Dana. "I've got a new project for you to think about."  
 
      
 
    The redhead rested her chin on Calara’s shoulder. "Go ahead, I'm all ears!” 
 
      
 
    "We need to improve our defences against interdictions and boarding. We can't allow ourselves to get in such a dangerous situation again,” he said with a pensive frown. “It puts you all at far too great a risk!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I'll have a good think about ways of beefing up internal security," Dana promised, looking thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    "We'll need the armour frames set up first though. Those things were amazing and I’ve got no doubt that they saved my life and Alyssa’s. If we'd had to spend a few minutes getting geared up by hand, the Drakkar would have been all over the ship," he said with certainty. “We’d never have been able to fight them off.” 
 
      
 
    "Sure, no problem,” she said, nodding her agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, and we'll need some kind of weapon locker in the Briefing Room too. Running around looking for our guns was a nightmare!" he exclaimed, grimacing at how badly they had been caught unprepared. "We’ve also got the two Drakkar dropships attached to the Invictus. I might sell one to the Ashanath and we can keep the other in the storage bay for our illustrious Chief Engineer to study. I wouldn't be surprised if they have the same energy reflecting armour too." 
 
      
 
    "I'll add it to the 'To do' list," Dana said, looking thrilled at the chance to investigate alien technology. 
 
      
 
    John gave her an apologetic smile. "Sorry I’m giving you so much to do." 
 
      
 
    "No, need to apologise, I love these kinds of challenges!" the redhead exclaimed, her sky-blue eyes shining with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "I've got something for you to do too, John," Alyssa said, tilting her head so that she could look at him. 
 
      
 
    "Oh really?" John replied with a smile. "Go ahead, I'm intrigued." 
 
      
 
    "I'd like you to spend some time centring yourself then work on harnessing your superhuman strength.” She gave him a sly smile and added, “Fuck one of us first, so you're nice and relaxed." 
 
      
 
    John chuckled, then leaned down to give her a kiss. "Are you sure this isn't your way of giving me an excuse for more sex?"  
 
      
 
    "You never need an excuse," Alyssa said with a seductive smile. "You know you have my permission to take me whenever you want." 
 
      
 
    The other girls all chorused their eager willingness for more spontaneous ambush sex. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, you don't have to tell me twice," John said with equal enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    "All joking aside, I think you being calm and ordered is the key to unlocking your potential," Alyssa said, convinced her theory was right. "We can't realistically trigger you by putting ourselves in danger, so you're going to have to try and draw it out by self-control rather than wild instinct." 
 
      
 
    "It's worth a try. I'm definitely willing to give it a shot." 
 
      
 
    "Good boy," she said with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    They all laughed at her gentle twisting of one of his catchphrases. "Okay I get it, I must sound pretty condescending." John acknowledged, flushing with embarrassment. "I'll try to nip that in the bud." 
 
      
 
    "Don't you dare!" Alyssa protested. "You never mean it that way; you’re always really sincere." 
 
      
 
    "It's lovely to hear, Master. Please don’t feel self-conscious," Jade said, agreeing with the beautiful blonde.  
 
      
 
    "I like it too," Calara agreed. "You're genuinely appreciative when you say it." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I love it!" Dana said with a grin. "When you tell me I'm a good girl, it makes me want to try that bit harder to make you happy." 
 
      
 
    "You ladies are incorrigible," John said with an affectionate smile. "Okay, rampant chauvinism it is then." 
 
      
 
    "Good boy!" his women all chorused at the same time, then fell about laughing. 
 
      
 
    They all relaxed in bed together, just chatting and feeling relieved that they had managed to survive such an incredibly close battle. The hours passed in no time, before John's rumbling stomach finally convinced them they needed to get out of bed.  
 
      
 
    "We girls had our victory feast," Alyssa said with a loving smile. "We need to make sure you stay in tip-top shape too!" 
 
      
 
    They got up and had a quick shower before dressing, so that they could have dinner before they arrived at Ashana. John glanced at Alyssa's back as she was slipping on her trousers, admiring her beautiful toned figure and the perfect unblemished skin. 
 
      
 
    He blinked in amazement and blurted out, "Your back! It's completely healed!" 
 
      
 
    "I feel as good as new," Alyssa said, stretching her athletic body gracefully.  
 
      
 
    John stood beside her and ran his hand over the area that had been badly burned by the heavy laser impact. "Any pain at all?" he asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    "I feel like I could ride you for hours!" she exclaimed, standing on tiptoe to give him a kiss. 
 
      
 
    John smiled at the insatiable girl, then turned his attention over to Dana. "I’d like to take a look at your head wound too." 
 
      
 
    She stood in front of him, tilting her head to the side obediently. John brushed her lustrous auburn hair to the side, so that he could take a close look at the gunshot wound to her head. 
 
      
 
    "Amazing... all I can see is perfect, unscarred skin," he said with relief. "Any headaches or pain of any kind?" 
 
      
 
    "I feel good as new too," Dana said with a smile, as she looked up at him with a twinkle in her sky-blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    John laughed and gave her a kiss. He turned to the Nymph and opened his arms in invitation for a hug. "You did an amazing job, Doctor Jade."  
 
      
 
    Jade rushed into his embrace, hugging him back. "Their healing was down to you, John, not me. I was merely your vessel." 
 
      
 
    "Well, a very fine vessel you made too," he said appreciatively, stroking her pert breasts that had returned to a more modest, but still impressive size. 
 
      
 
    She sighed happily in his arms, enjoying his touch. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," Calara said with a smile. "We need to get some dinner inside you John. No more distractions!" 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good to me, I'm famished!" 
 
      
 
    They strolled down to the Officers' Lounge and through the door at the back. The kitchen was just large enough for the entire crew to work together and with four eager assistants, John prepared spaghetti Bolognaise in record time. They set up the table and John tucked in ravenously, his body desperately craving food after all the action that day, both in and out of the bedroom. The girls were hungry too, but they had enjoyed a filling meal earlier, so they watched John wolf down his food with some amusement. Finally, he was done and John relaxed back in his chair, feeling pleasantly stuffed. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God, that feels good," he said with a contented sigh. "I didn't realise how hungry I was!"  
 
      
 
    "I think we'll have to remember to keep you better fed", Alyssa said, studying him appraisingly. "You're burning through a lot of energy. Why don’t you go and sit on one of the sofas; we'll tidy up and bring you a drink." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds amazing," John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    He walked over to the plush sofas at the other end of the lounge, then took a seat and gazed out at the stars. Ashanath space was remarkable clear of nebulae, so the view out of the huge windows was one of jewel-like stars on a field of unbroken black. It was a breathtaking view, reminding him of the billions of star systems out there, of which humanity had explored the barest handful. He turned back to watch the girls as they worked industriously to get dinner cleared away and a minute later, Jade walked over to him with a glass of whiskey from the bar. 
 
      
 
    "Life doesn't get much better than this!" John exclaimed, as the Nymph offered him the drink, the ice cubes clinking merrily. 
 
      
 
    He took a sip before closing his eyes, feeling the burn of the alcohol as he swallowed. He could hear Jade’s quiet footsteps as she walked around behind him. Her hands moved over his shoulders and then began to massage him gently, her skilful fingers teasing and relaxing his muscles at the same time. 
 
      
 
    She leaned over to whisper breathily in his ear. "I believe I can make you feel even better John." 
 
      
 
    "Oh God..." John groaned. "You were right!" 
 
      
 
    The rest of the girls gathered around him on the sofas and he opened his eyes languidly to gaze over them. "I don't know what I did to deserve this, but thank you." 
 
      
 
    "Just a little way of showing our appreciation," Alyssa said with a lovely smile. "You thanked all of us earlier, but we wanted to say our thanks too." 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, we're out of time now," Calara said, glancing at her watch. "But tonight should be fun." 
 
      
 
    John groaned in protest when Jade reluctantly stopped her massage. She leaned in to his ear again and murmured, "Don't worry, I'll teach them all my secrets..." 
 
      
 
    He placed his drink on the table and quickly grabbed Jade, lifting her over the back of the chair and into his arms as she laughed delightedly. "That was incredible, you sexy girl!" 
 
      
 
    She returned his kisses until he released her, as the other girls looked on in amusement. Then they all stood and left the Officers' Lounge, heading up to the Bridge to prepare for their visit to Ashana, the homeworld of the Greys. 
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    John and the girls settled into their places on the bridge and a few minutes later the Invictus dropped out of Hyper warp in the Ashana system, the centre of power in the Ashanath Collective. They were in the presence of a single star and it bathed the holographic system map in a warm yellow glow. Ashana was a small reddish orange planet out on the sixth orbital path around the star, with a varied mixture of gas giants and small rocky planets making up the other ten orbiting bodies. 
 
      
 
    When Calara brought up the Tactical Map, dozens upon dozens of orbital factories and refineries could be seen dotted around the system. She immediately searched for any military bases to file away for future reference, but was surprised at what she found. As Ashana was the Collective’s capital, she had expected rings of weapons turrets and defensive starbases like those that protected Terra in the Sol system, but the Ashanath didn’t have a single defensive emplacement in the entire system. She reasoned that the Grey’s were either very confident, or very foolhardy with the defence of their homeworld. 
 
      
 
    A button on the console flashed, indicating an incoming hail and Alyssa pressed the button to accept the call. Leader Linnaeus' bulbous grey head filled the viewscreen, his huge unblinking eyes studying them unemotionally. 
 
      
 
    "JohnBlake, we have towed you to this system, as your female requested. You have been granted permission to dock at the planetary shipyard on Ashana," Linnaeus said in his strange whispery voice. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the tow, Leader Linnaeus. You also have my gratitude for coming to our aid against the Drakkar cruiser. I'm curious though, what are the Drakkar doing so deep in Ashanath territory?" John asked the small alien. 
 
      
 
    The Grey leader paused for a moment. "My apologies, JohnBlake, but that information is classified," Linnaeus said, his unemotional voice making him sound anything but sorry. 
 
      
 
    "Is it indeed..." John said, arching an eyebrow. "Well thanks again, Linnaeus, I wish you safe travels." 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath Leader turned and pressed a button ending the call abruptly, leaving John to give the girls a pointed look. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you were right," Calara said, looking up at him from her position at the Tactical Station. "They are pretty strange!" 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa, please set a course to Ashana," John asked the beautiful blonde sitting at the Executive Officer's Station to his right. 
 
      
 
    "The course is already laid in," Alyssa said with a wink.  
 
      
 
    She pressed a button on her console and the massive engines on the Invictus fired up, sending them on their way towards the Ashanath homeworld. It was a short flight to the planet with a surprising amount of Grey ships flying to and from the world, scores passing them as they approached. All the Ashanath craft followed the same disc shape configuration, in a wide variety of sizes and styles. Their hulls were all made from the same mysterious silvery metal and Dana watched them in fascination, wondering what metal composition they were constructed from. 
 
      
 
    Reminded of the Invictus’ hull, she glanced at the damage control hologram and couldn't take her eyes off the bored-out hole, where the Drakkar dropship was still attached. "The sooner we get them off my ship the better!" 
 
      
 
    "Your ship?" John asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "You know what I mean," Dana replied, giving him a bashful grin. "By the way, you'll probably want to sell the dropship that's attached to the airlock. I think the other is going to be a bit waterlogged for a while." 
 
      
 
    "I'll bear that in mind," John said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa brought the Invictus closer to the planet, following the guide path that would lead them to the planetary shipyard. Ashana loomed large as they swept around the equator, giving them a view of many brilliantly lit cities shining in the dark side of the planet. Their destination was bathed in sunlight and as their flight path drew them closer to the surface, they could tell that the reddish-orange world was dry and arid.  
 
      
 
    Eventually they were close enough to see that the planet's surface was pockmarked with silvery-grey settlements. Graceful towers and domes dominated the Ashanath architectural style and the girls were astonished to see that many of the buildings were constructed on floating chunks of orange coloured rock, tethered to the ground by glowing white beams of energy. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you might find it interesting." John said with a satisfied smile as he saw the amazed expressions on the girls' faces. 
 
      
 
    "This planet is fascinating!" Dana exclaimed. "How are they doing that?" 
 
      
 
    "Ashana has very low gravity, so it takes minimal effort to levitate huge chunks of rock like that," John explained. "The Greys have built sophisticated artificial gravity into most of their settlements though, so it's easy to get around their floating cities." 
 
      
 
    They approached a huge levitating plateau that was festooned with a bewildering array of tall spires and large domes. 
 
      
 
    "How are we going to land on that?" Alyssa asked curiously, seeing that the guide path was taking them directly towards it.  
 
      
 
    "We won't be landing 'on' it," John said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    The Invictus drew ever closer to their destination and the guide path abruptly dipped into a huge canyon that led directly underneath the enormous shipyard. Many disc-shaped vessels were flying in and out of that enormous ravine on clearly designated flight paths, which were marked by rows of bright navigation lights. Their assault cruiser dwarfed most of the much smaller ships and the saucer-shaped vessels gave them a wide berth as Alyssa skilfully guided them into the canyon.  
 
      
 
    Ashana saw a reasonable amount of trade from other species and John spotted a number of alien vessels amongst the traffic. There were several of the more ubiquitous vessels heading towards the planet, like a pair of Bract freighters, lumbering along with their ugly brown hulls. He also saw a Nethrilla gas miner making slow but steady progress to the shipyard, as well as a brightly hulled Skerawk clipper that dodged and weaved through the procession of trade ships. 
 
      
 
    The colossal shipyard loomed overhead, casting them in shadow as it completely blocked the yellow glow from the sun. After a minute of careful flying, there was a warning chime to alert everyone on the bridge that they had nearly reached their destination. Alyssa brought the Invictus upwards, closer to the underbelly of the rocky surface underneath the vast shipyard and they could see row after row of docking bays dotting the rock face above them. Eventually they reached the bay allocated to the Invictus and Alyssa used the retro thrusters to lift them up into the huge rectangular hangar.  
 
      
 
    Massive robotic arms ending in magnetic clamps swung out from the sides of the docking bay and moved inwards to the fore and aft of the ship, locking them into position. Once they were securely fastened, the robotic arms rotated the ship 180 degrees, turning them upside down. 
 
      
 
    "Nicely done, XO," John said, impressed by her piloting skills. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa tipped an imaginary hat to him, earning herself an amused grin from John in return.  
 
      
 
    "Let's go visit Ashana!" John said as he rose from his chair and the four young women on the bridge rose to join him, their excitement infectious. 
 
      
 
    They took the elevator down to Deck Two and the girls fanned out to their own quarters, so they could get dressed into something reasonably practical and not too scandalous. John put on his charcoal suit, intending to look the part of successful trader, but still strapped on a chest holster for his heavy pistol. Alyssa had accompanied him into their walk-in-wardrobe and following his lead was wearing a close fitting black trouser suit. Although it was ostensibly smart business wear, her smoking-hot figure still made her look ravishingly sexy. 
 
      
 
    John nodded his approval as he checked out her outfit, moving over to stand next to her and run his hand freely over her curves as she posed coquettishly for him.  
 
      
 
    "You look good enough to eat." he said, as his roaming hand took liberties with her phenomenal body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa arched her back, thrusting out her chest and ass to make herself look even more enticing. 
 
      
 
    "I think we might need to roleplay you being my enthusiastic secretary when we have some time...” 
 
      
 
    "You are the boss," Alyssa said, in a throaty seductive voice. "And I'm always ready to take dicktation... Sir." 
 
      
 
    John shook his head in wondrous appreciation. He offered his hand to the beautiful blonde, so that he could lead her out of his quarters before he significantly delayed their departure. Alyssa darted back to the weapons rack to grab a shoulder holster and handgun, nestling the firearm under her impressive bust as she gave him a mischievous wink. Laughing, John led her out to the corridor to meet with the rest of his crew. 
 
      
 
    Calara, Dana, and Jade were waiting for them as they left the bedroom, the three young women all wearing similar outfits. They had on form-fitting jumpsuits with high heeled boots and tightly tailored jackets. They posed for John with beaming smiles, enjoying his attention as he admired their spectacular figures. He walked behind them, letting his left hand gently drift from one pert asscheek to another as he completed his circuit. 
 
      
 
    "Damn ladies! I thought you wanted to go visit Ashana?" John said with a horny grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed, loving the blatant lust they had aroused in their man. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned on her heel and headed for the elevator, while glancing at him over her shoulder. "Just think of it as advertising for the main event tonight..." 
 
      
 
    The girls followed her lead, sashaying impressively in their four-inch heels, and leaving John watching them in awe. He jogged to catch up just as they reached the elevator doors, letting them enter first, before hitting the button for Deck Nine. The elevator took a few seconds to drop the seven floors and chimed softly when they reached their destination. The doors swished open, revealing the Drakkar bloodbath from earlier that morning. 
 
      
 
    "Let's use the door in the Cargo Bay," John suggested, grimacing at the evidence of his brutal handiwork. 
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath better have some excellent cleaning crews," Alyssa smirked, as she stepped gracefully over several dismembered lime green limbs. 
 
      
 
    They went into the Cargo Bay and John shut the double doors behind them, sealing off the slaughterhouse in the corridor behind them. He pulled a remote out of his jacket pocket and the massive set of doors rose into the ceiling, opening a huge entrance into the hull. 
 
      
 
    "When we clean up that mess in the corridor, we'll need to test the DNA reader on the airlock again." John said, looking troubled.  
 
      
 
    "I took fresh samples from Calara, Dana, and Jade," Alyssa reassured him. "We tested it the other day on the loading lift and the DNA reader worked fine." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps the old samples were corrupted in a memory glitch?" Dana suggested, although her expression revealed that she wasn’t convinced by that theory. "I think it's far more likely that our DNA has changed... We've all gone through some dramatic changes recently and nothing would surprise me at this point!" 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, I don't think any of us has the skillset to verify that for certain," John said, looking at each of the girls. "Unless one of you has hidden talents you haven't told me about?" 
 
      
 
    The girls shook their heads, confirming that it would have to remain a mystery. 
 
      
 
    "Not to worry, we have plenty of other more important things to think about for the moment," John said with a grin, as he led the girls outside. "Like not looking up!" 
 
      
 
    Predictably all four girls looked upwards and the docking bay was filled with their shocked screams as they crouched down on the floor, as though trying to hang on to the ground. They were now standing upside down on the "ceiling" of the docking bay and were looking upwards at the planetary surface of Ashana, the artificial gravity giving them quite a surprise. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa grinned at him and poked a finger in his chest. "You dick!"  
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I couldn't resist," John said with an apologetic smile, putting his arms around her and giving her a hug. "The first time I experienced this, it freaked me out too!" 
 
      
 
    The rest of the girls rose warily to their feet, each accepting a hug and apology for scaring them. He closed the door to the Cargo Bay with the remote, then beckoned the girls to follow him around the bulky Drakkar dropship that was still attached to the side of the Invictus’ airlock. Dana paused for a moment to study the ugly vessel, intrigued by the prospect of fascinating new alien technology locked away inside. 
 
      
 
    Calara clasped her hand and gave her a gentle tug. "We have an entire world full of aliens to explore! You can have fun pulling that hideous thing apart later!" 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed along with the rest of the group and only gave the Drakkar dropship one longing backwards glance as she let the Latina lead her away. 
 
      
 
    They headed to a set of doors that led into a strange looking airlock and the crew spread out to look at the graphical depictions on the walls. Alyssa caught Dana’s fingers with her own and the two Karron girls shared a secret smile. They both shared that same feeling of wonder at setting foot on an alien homeworld for the first time. 
 
      
 
    There was an arrow showing which way was up towards the top levels of the shipyard and another showing which way was down, via a mural of the planet's surface. Interspersed along the walls were metal rungs spaced evenly around the room. The girls looked around in confusion, as there was no obvious door on any of the walls in front of them or to their sides. 
 
      
 
    "Ready?" John said with a smile, as he walked over to a button on the wall. 
 
      
 
    The girls looked at him excitedly and nodded their readiness. He pressed the button and the door shut behind them, enclosing them in the room. There was a soft humming sound and they began to lift off the floor as they became weightless. The girls squealed with excitement, laughing happily as they began to float around the room.  
 
      
 
    John grinned at their youthful exuberance and excitement as they experienced this for the first time, letting him enjoy it all over again too. The floor they had previously been standing on slid open, revealing an anti-gravity tunnel that led up through several stories. There was glass panelling in the side of the tunnel, revealing an open area that contained multiple tunnels leading up to the shipyard from other docking bays. 
 
      
 
    "Grab hold of the rungs," John instructed them. "You can use them to help propel you up the tunnel." 
 
      
 
    The girls reached out to grab the nearby rungs and used them to rotate themselves the right way up and then launch upwards towards the upper deck of the shipyard. Floating upwards in the tunnel was smooth and effortless, the journey strangely peaceful. They finally reached the top and found that there was an open archway there, which led out onto the shipyard’s top deck. John stepped out on to the silvery-grey surface and walked forward a few paces before turning around. The girls noticed that the floor was covered in a light layer of reddish-orange dust and John left faint footprints as he walked. 
 
      
 
    Gesturing for them to follow, he said, "Just step out of the anti-grav field and on to this road. You'll be able to move normally again.” 
 
      
 
    Using the rungs, the girls manoeuvred themselves over to the alcove and then stepped out gracefully to stand beside John. They were in for another shock as they walked out into bright daylight. The crew of the Invictus were operating on Terran standard hours and for them it was early evening. Ashana worked on an entirely different day and night cycle and in local time, it was late morning. 
 
      
 
    "Expertly done ladies," John said, before turning around to get his bearings. "Now if I remember correctly, there's a trader's emporium around here somewhere." 
 
      
 
    He strolled over to a passing Grey, who was wearing a close-fitting silver jumpsuit that hugged its slender body tightly. The Ashanath citizen was only about five-feet-tall, but its bulbous head was much larger than a Terran's and its huge unblinking black eyes focused on John as he approached. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me," John interrupted the Grey politely. "I'm looking for the Trader's Emporium. Please could you give me directions?" 
 
      
 
    The Grey looked at him for a moment, then replied in a whispery voice that seemed to come from a computer wrapped around the citizen's arm, "Follow this thoroughfare for 200 metres to the west. Then head north for 317 metres."  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for your help," John said appreciatively.  
 
      
 
    The Grey just turned and continued on its way, not bothering to respond. 
 
      
 
    *So deliciously round!* a voice said, echoing clearly in Alyssa's head. She turned around, wondering who or what had spoken. The departing Grey was the only person nearby and she eyed it suspiciously as it walked away.  
 
      
 
    John turned in the opposite direction, pointing west and ushered the girls along with him as they followed the directions they had been given. They walked along the quiet street before it opened out into a much busier road, which was carrying foot and hover car traffic around the shipyard's surface. The girls looked around in wide-eyed fascination, gazing at the distinctive Ashanath architecture that was full of spires and domes, the city peaceful and quiet despite the activity. 
 
      
 
    However, for one member of their group, the city was far from silent. Alyssa was suddenly confronted by a bewildering wall of noise. 
 
      
 
    *Oh my, what perfect spheres!* a salacious voice said clearly in her mind. 
 
      
 
    *They wobble magnificently!* another voice said, sounding highly appreciative. 
 
      
 
    *Look at those orbs jiggle!* a third voice gasped, their excitement quite clear. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa could only imagine the lecherous leers that accompanied these voices and she whirled around, searching to find who was speaking. Everywhere she looked, Ashanath citizens walked by with blank, expressionless faces.  
 
      
 
    John noticed that Alyssa seemed unsettled and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay, honey? Feeling a bit disorientated from the anti-grav field?" 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm fine, it's nothing," Alyssa said, her darting eyes telling a different story. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure?" John asked, watching her with concern. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded and waved him onward, giving him a reassuring smile. “Just taking in the sights...” 
 
      
 
    He studied her for a moment to make sure she was alright, but saw no more outward signs of any distress. “Alright, just let me know if you want to sit down for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    They continued on, following the Ashanath citizen's directions, until John spotted the familiar trader's mezzanine that he had visited on his last trip. "I knew it was nearby!" he said triumphantly.  
 
      
 
    The girls followed in his wake as he led them up an anti-grav tunnel and then into the big merchant outlet, with stalls set up for trading in a huge variety of commodities. The trader's emporium was open air, offering impressive views in all directions as it towered above the nearby structures. John spotted an illuminated map near the entrance, which showed the location of the various different booths and confirmed where he could find the dealer that traded in FTL Drives. 
 
      
 
    "This way!" John said with an enthusiastic grin. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was finding all the voices increasingly distracting as more and more of them filtered into her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    *Such splendid curves!* a new voice said admiringly, echoing in her mind. 
 
      
 
    *Those globes would look perfect wrapped around my phallus!* a particularly lewd voice observed. 
 
      
 
    *I should build my new dwelling to resemble those spheroids!* a creative voice said, sounding inspired. 
 
      
 
    The girls followed along in John's wake and he led them to a booth on the edge of an enormous open space, filled with Ashanath citizens going about their business. The alien traders visiting the emporium towered over the diminutive greys, with a tall, blocky Trankaran ore merchant looking like a giant as he walked carefully amongst the natives of Ashana. When John stopped to talk to a blank faced Ashanath trader, Alyssa wavered unsteadily, the sheer volume of so much telepathic communication weighing heavily on her mind. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes John returned to the girls with an indignant frown on his face. "I knew their FTL drives were expensive but that's ridiculous! He wants 200 million credits!" 
 
      
 
    "How much faster is it?" Dana asked, eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "Double the rating of the last one," John said with a grimace. Letting out a heavy sigh, he grudgingly continued, "I don't think I've got much choice if I want to get the best upgrades for the Invictus." 
 
      
 
    The numerous telepathic voices were getting louder in Alyssa's mind. She was picking up so many voices that they were all starting to blur in her head. She tottered on her feet and Jade and Calara rushed to stop her from falling, just managing to hold her steady. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa!" they called out in alarm, but their voices seemed so very far away. 
 
      
 
    She reeled, wavering in their arms, before collapsing into a crouch on the floor with an anguished cry. The deluge of telepathic voices was building to a deafening crescendo... 
 
      
 
    *Round*, *Sphere*, *Jiggle*, *Orb*, *Pert*, *Curve*, *Spheroid*, *Oscillation*, *Globe*, *Quiver*, *Ovoid*, *Wobble*, *Globule*, *Shake*, *Taut*, *Arc*, *Tremble*, *Convex*.... 
 
      
 
    *Get out of my head!* she cried out in her mind, but to no avail. 
 
      
 
    *GET OUT!* she shrieked, the telepathic scream reverberating with a deeper bass that throbbed with power. 
 
      
 
    A psychic shockwave thundered outwards, causing the reddish orange dust to ripple out in waves centred around Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    Every Ashanath in the building froze and turned to look at John and the girls with stunned shock on their faces. The other alien traders were also quiet, but they were simply reacting to the startling behaviour from the Greys. There was a deathly silence as all motion and activity ceased for 1000 metres in every direction. John and the girls gaped at each other for a second, before he knelt down beside Alyssa, gathering her in his arms. He was alarmed to discover that she was completely unresponsive. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hear that too?" John asked, looking up at Dana, Calara, and Jade, who nodded, their faces registering their astonishment. 
 
      
 
    He looked around him at the crowd of grey aliens, who had started backing away in fear. To see such strong emotions in normally expressionless creatures was all the more jarring and he watched transfixed as the Greys began to flee in panic. 
 
      
 
    "Honey, what happened? Are you okay?" he asked the blonde girl, but she didn’t respond and kept her eyes tightly closed. 
 
      
 
    John scooped Alyssa up in his arms and she seemed to relax, resting her head against his chest. He glanced around and realised that the mezzanine was now completely deserted. "We should probably get back to the ship...”  
 
      
 
    They began to retrace their steps, heading for the grav-tubes that would take them down to street level. 
 
      
 
    “I heard her scream in my mind!" Calara exclaimed as she looked anxiously at the blonde girl. "But I was standing right next to her and her lips never moved!" 
 
      
 
    "We'll figure out what happened later," John said, as he led them towards the exit. "Let's get out of here for now." 
 
      
 
    They took the anti-grav tube down to the boulevard and began following the street back to their docking bay. 
 
      
 
    "John, we appear to have company," Jade said, pointing to a group of Ashanath wearing silver uniforms who were quickly approaching them. She spotted the elaborate looking rifles slung over their shoulders with her sharp eyes. "They also appear to be armed."  
 
      
 
    John turned to the green-skinned Nymph, remembering how easily she had carried Alyssa before. "Jade, can you carry Alyssa for me please."  
 
      
 
    “Of course!” the Nymph replied without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    He carefully passed the unconscious blonde girl over to Jade, then stepped in front of their group, his hand moving inside his jacket to feel the comfortable grip of his heavy pistol in his hand. 
 
      
 
    "We don't want any trouble," John said to the approaching Ashanath guards, his voice calm and even. "We're just returning to our ship." 
 
      
 
    The leader of the five uniformed Greys stepped forward, his enormous black eyes staring at John without emotion. The Ashanath’s face twitched into an annoyed frown and he stared at the computer wrapped around his wrist. His hand moved over to the device and pressed a button that caused a panel to fold out with a quiet hum. John could almost sense the alien's frustration as its fingers rapidly moved across the panel of strange alien symbols. 
 
      
 
    "Please... be... at... peace..." the whispery voice said haltingly. "We... request... that... you... follow... us."  
 
      
 
    Dana moved up to John's side and gave the irritated alien a curious look. "John, you said their machines read their thoughts. Did Alyssa do something to break them?" 
 
      
 
    The Grey leader paused and gave her an awkward nod. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you want us to follow you?" John asked guardedly. "Are we in trouble?" 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath shook his head then looked back at the panel on his arm again, its fingers tapping away at the alien symbols. 
 
      
 
    "The... High... Council... wishes... an... audience... " the murmuring voice from the computer replied, filling the hushed silence of the street. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at his companions before making a decision. "Okay, lead on.” 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath turned and walked back the way they had come, with John and the girls following behind. John was on edge as they walked, checking behind their group to see if any more Ashanath security teams should appear. He started to relax when it was clear that their guides were actually leading the way and not attempting to surround them. 
 
      
 
    "Do you want me to carry her again?" John offered, looking at Jade. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph looked down at the blonde girl she carried in her arms. "Not unless you wish to, I'm quite comfortable with her weight,"  
 
      
 
    "Okay, just let me know if you get tired," he said, looking at Alyssa with concern. 
 
      
 
    They followed the Greys for several hundred metres before they stopped at a large silvery saucer, that was parked on one of a series of glowing landing pads. The disc-shaped vehicle was the same silvery-grey as the other ships they had seen, but this one had a transparent bubble for a canopy instead of being completely enclosed.  
 
      
 
    The leader turned to face the parked ship and a section of it unfolded, dropping down with a faint whir of servos to provide stairs into the vessel. He climbed in, followed by three of his men and they moved to the seats at the front. One of the guards activated the vehicle, while the last one ushered in the Invictus crew, indicating for them to sit on the comfortable seats at the back of the circular craft.  
 
      
 
    Jade placed Alyssa on the seat next to John and the blonde girl leaned back, resting her head against his shoulder. There wasn't enough room for the last alien to fit in too, so he simply sealed the door behind Dana and watched them depart, as the saucer smoothly left the ground and soared away. The redhead took an avid interest in the control panels, watching the Ashanath pilot operating the disc, but he remained still as a statue and made no moves to operate any controls with his spindly hands. 
 
      
 
    They had been flying for a short while when John heard the Ashanath breathe audible sighs of relief. The leader turned in its chair to face him and the whispery voice from the computer on its wrist echoed around the transport. 
 
      
 
    "I am Constable Jarnus," the Grey Leader's wrist computer said, but this time without the alien having to tap away at the symbols on the panel. "Please identify yourself and state your business on Ashana," Jarnus asked, with the same flat, unemotional delivery. 
 
      
 
    "My name is John Blake and I'm here with my crew to purchase a new power core and FTL drive," John explained patiently. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath policeman studied him with its unblinking black eyes, but its unemotional face suddenly looked pensive as Alyssa began to stir at John's side. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa!" John exclaimed, turning to look at her with concern. "Are you okay?"  
 
      
 
    "There were so many voices..." the beautiful blonde replied, sounding groggy. "I just had to make them stop." 
 
      
 
    "Any headaches or pain?" John asked her, brushing his fingers through her hair. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stretched and yawned. "No, nothing like that, I just feel a bit drowsy."  
 
      
 
    "You gave us quite a fright," John said with a relieved smile and gave her a warm hug.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa nestled into his chest, enjoying his touch. "Where are we going?" she asked curiously as she took in her surroundings, looking curiously out at the vista of the massive Ashanath shipyard as it whizzed by at high speed. 
 
      
 
    "We seem to have gained the attention of the 'High Council', whoever they are..." Dana said, leaning over the seat from behind Alyssa and throwing a questioning glance at John. 
 
      
 
    "The High Council rule the Ashanath Collective I believe," John said tentatively, looking at Constable Jarnus for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    "It would be fairer to say that the High Council lead the Ashanath, rather than rule us, JohnBlake," Jarnus said in his strange quiet voice. “Respectful cooperation and nurturing good working relationships is the ethos of the Collective; Autocratic rulers in a telepathic community would be most disturbing...” 
 
      
 
    John held his hands palm up in a conciliatory gesture. “No offence meant.” 
 
      
 
    “There was none taken,” Jarnus replied, gazing at them unblinking. Without glancing away, he added, "We will arrive at the council chambers in moments." 
 
      
 
    They looked out of the windows of the hover transport and saw that they were rapidly approaching a tall spindly spire. It curved out into a dais with a spherical building in the centre and a number of landing pads surrounding the dome. The Ashanath policeman who was flying the transport brought them down for a smooth landing in the centre of one of the pads and the leader activated the unfolding saucer section. He climbed out accompanied by two of his fellow Greys, before turning towards John and the girls, beckoning them out with his hand palm upwards in a clear invitation to disembark.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa was a little unsteady on her feet and John helped her out of the vehicle, with Dana, Jade, and Calara waiting close by in case he needed any assistance. Two of the Greys who had accompanied them walked away towards the nearby building, while the leader and the pilot waited patiently for their guests to exit the disc shaped transport. 
 
      
 
    "We may proceed this way JohnBlake," Constable Jarnus murmured, pointing towards the curved building with an open hand. 
 
      
 
    The alien led the way and the Invictus crew followed after him, leaving the pilot to wait by the vehicle. Jarnus led them up to some ornate double doors with strange alien glyphs inscribed on the silvery metal of the frame. John looked up at the domed building that towered above them and noticed more of the ornate scripting covering every inch of its metallic surface. 
 
      
 
    The doors slid open, providing access to the large foyer within. The light red dusting that covered the ground stopped abruptly at the entrance, light gusts from some kind of filter set in the floor blowing the fine dust backward in tiny little swirls. Constable Jarnus guided them to the back of the spotlessly clean room, where an Ashanath wearing flowing white robes stood patiently by an open door. 
 
      
 
    The robed alien bowed towards them and then spoke in a quiet voice, "Thank you, Constable, that will be all." 
 
      
 
    Constable Jarnus turned on the spot and walked away quickly, seemingly more than happy to be leaving their company. The robed Ashanath turned to face them, studying each of the members of their group. Finally, it looked at John and began to speak 
 
      
 
    "Greetings, JohnBlake. My name is Councillor Talari. The Ashanath High Council requests an audience with you," it said, with its eerie voice echoing around the foyer. 
 
      
 
    "Okay Councillor, I'd be happy to meet with the High Council," John said remaining polite and respectful. 
 
      
 
    Councillor Talari bowed again and then led them into a comfortable looking waiting area that had a number of plush seats and tables. 
 
      
 
    "Please be seated while we wait for the High Council to assemble. You are welcome to help yourselves to refreshments," The robed Ashanath whispered cordially, gesturing to the rounded vase of light pink liquid and the crystalline cups adjacent to it. 
 
      
 
    John nodded to the girls who walked over to the chairs. “Thank you, Councillor.” 
 
      
 
    *Who amongst you is able to speak?* Councillor Talari asked tentatively while looking at the four girls, his thought sounding clearly in Alyssa's mind. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked at the Grey with a start and the alien turned to study her with his huge black eyes. 
 
      
 
    *I would very much like to talk with you for a moment, if you would permit it, beautiful Terran. May I be so bold as to ask your name?* the robed alien asked, his voice sounding wary. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was astonished at how articulate and emotive Talari was, now that he was communicating by telepathy rather than conventional speech. 
 
      
 
    She frowned with concentration, having never tried to have a telepathic conversation before. *MY NAME IS ALYSSA, I WOULD BE HAPPY TO SPEAK TO YOU,* she thought at Councillor Talari. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath shrank back, visibly wincing. *I beg you to speak more quietly, if it pleases you, mighty one,* Councillor Talari pleaded in her mind. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa flushed with embarrassment. *Oh! I'm sorry!* she thought back, trying to only form soft, light thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The robed Grey seemed to sigh with relief before turning to John, who was watching the creature suspiciously, wondering why Talari had flinched and why he had been staring at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "JohnBlake, I would like to speak to Alyssa if you give your permission," Talari asked in his unemotional whispery voice. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at Alyssa, who looked at him with big eyes, then gave him a reassuring nod. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, it's fine by me," John said, gesturing for the diminutive alien to proceed.  
 
      
 
    He and the girls sat down and watched curiously as Councillor Talari gestured for Alyssa to sit at a nearby table. Alyssa sat down and watched the Ashanath as he sat rigidly on a chair opposite. 
 
      
 
    *Firstly, I would like to humbly apologise for my people. I greatly regret any offence they might have caused,* the councillor thought to her. *We have never before encountered a Terran who is able to speak.*  
 
      
 
    Talari seemed to put particular emphasis on the word 'speak'. Alyssa guessed this was how the Greys referred to their telepathic ability.  
 
      
 
    *It's okay, I wasn't offended. There were just so many voices I felt like I was going mad,* Alyssa explained, remembering that cacophony of telepathic voices. *I just shouted to try and make the voices stop.* 
 
      
 
    *I would not wish to rouse your ire, but would you be so generous as to release the Null Zone you have created in the Trader's Emporium. It is proving somewhat disruptive,* the robed Ashanath requested, and Alyssa could feel his desperation not to offend her. 
 
      
 
    *Oh sorry about that!* she apologised. *But what's a Null Zone?* 
 
      
 
    *You have blocked all ability to speak in a sphere 2000 metres wide,* Councillor Talari explained hesitatingly. 
 
      
 
    *Oh god, I'm so sorry! How do I get rid of it?* Alyssa thought, looking shocked. 
 
      
 
    John frowned when he saw her perplexed expression. "Is everything okay there, honey?"  
 
      
 
    "Err yeah, we’re fine," she replied distractedly. 
 
      
 
    *Just will it out of existence,* Councillor Talari thought to her, puzzlement in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa blushed in embarrassment. *Any tips on how to do that?* 
 
      
 
    *You are untrained?!* the robed Ashanath thought with a shocked gasp, before managing to get control of himself. 
 
      
 
    *Yeah I am, sorry...* Alyssa thought, feeling increasingly self-conscious. 
 
      
 
    *I would be honoured to assist!* the councillor thought in a fawning rush. The creature tilted its head to the side, studying her for a moment. *Consider your mind as being filled with compartments. Each compartment can be used to maintain a separate power, such as a conversation with another person who can speak, or your null zone for example.* 
 
      
 
    *Compartments? How many have I got?” she asked in fascination. 
 
      
 
    *It depends on the psychic strength of a person. The more you train your mind, the more compartments you will unlock. Just locate the part of your mind that is maintaining the Null Zone and then will it out of existence,* the Ashanath thought, as if such complex metaphysical activity were as easy as breathing. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa took a deep breath and closed her eyes, thinking about her mind as being made up of separate compartments. By consciously organising her thoughts that way, a softly glowing orb became apparent in her mind, where she had been unaware of it before. Alyssa studied the orb closely and became suddenly aware of its vast size and where it sat, centred on the Trader's Emporium. Her brows furrowed as she concentrated and the sphere seemed to pop, dissipating in an instant. A slight tension in her head that she hadn't been aware of before disappeared at precisely the same time. 
 
      
 
    *It's gone now I think,* Alyssa said, to the Ashanath councillor who was waiting pensively. 
 
      
 
    *Your benevolence is greatly appreciated!* Councillor Talari replied, sounding overjoyed. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa found it bizarre that he could be so happy, when his face didn’t register the slightest flicker of emotion. *How many things can I keep going like that at any one time?* 
 
      
 
    *It depends entirely on the mind-strength of the individual.* Talari explained. *However, maintaining a Null Zone of that size must have been a considerable mental burden!* 
 
      
 
    *That was very interesting, thank you,* Alyssa said, masking her surprise. She hadn't even been aware that she was keeping the sphere going. 
 
      
 
    *If you should be troubled by intrusions into your mind again in the future, I would greatly appreciate it if you were to block them out, instead of creating another Null Zone.* Talari requested politely. *Just as your leader JohnBlake does.* 
 
      
 
    "He does?" Alyssa thought to herself in confusion. She had no problem reading his mind like it was an open book. She quickly masked her surprise and addressed the Ashanath Councillor. 
 
      
 
    *Sure! How do I do that exactly?* Alyssa asked, intrigued that was even possible. 
 
      
 
    Talari was silent for a moment as he decided how to phrase his instructions. *Simply imagine that your mind is surrounded by a sturdy fortress that bars entry.*  
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and imagined her mind being surrounded by massive, impregnable stone walls, the cyclopean stones dozens of feet thick. Alyssa slowly opened her eyes and saw a perplexed expression on High Councillor Talari's face.  
 
      
 
    "You have blocked me from speaking to you as well," his speech computer whispered in an eerie voice. 
 
      
 
    *Oh! Oops!* Alyssa thought towards the Ashanath, as she imagined a passageway into her mind-citadel springing into existence.  
 
      
 
    *My thanks Alyssa.* Talari said, the alien's voice in her mind sounding relieved, and perhaps a little shaken. 
 
      
 
    *You're welcome Talari!* Alyssa thought back to the Ashanath happily. *Thanks so much for teaching me these psychic tricks!*  
 
      
 
    The Ashanath nodded and then looked at her with its head tilted slightly to one side, in an unusually expressive quizzical motion. *Alyssa, I would very much like to ask you a question about JohnBlake. Would that be permissible?* 
 
      
 
    *Feel free to ask, Talari. I’ll do my best to answer,* Alyssa replied, feeling grateful for the impromptu psychic training session, but still erring on the side of caution. 
 
      
 
    *Of the lovely curvaceous females in your group, three of you are Terrans and one is a Lenarran. We initially assumed JohnBlake was Terran too, but the angular protrusions from his head make us suspect we have erred in our classification. Xeno-fauna is a fascination of ours and we wondered if you would be so kind as to identify his species?* the robed Ashanath councillor asked in his usual deadpan manner. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was surprised to notice a slight... edge... to Talari’s question. Despite that, she couldn’t see any harm in telling him the truth, so she replied, *His mother was Terran, but he doesn't know anything about his father. I'm afraid I don't know the answer, Talari.* 
 
      
 
    *Think nothing of it beautiful one. You have been most helpful,* the Grey complimented and thanked her, as he rose to his feet, turning to face John and the girls. Talari’s unemotional whispery voice emanated from the computer at its wrist as he continued, "The High council has now assembled. If you would please follow me, I will take you to them.” 
 
      
 
    The Grey glided towards the big double doors at the other end of the chamber. Alyssa walked over to join John and the rest of the girls, as they rose from their chairs. 
 
      
 
    "What was that all about?" John asked curiously.  
 
      
 
    "I'll explain later," Alyssa whispered in reply. She winked at him as she added, "It was mostly about me undoing my act of psychic vandalism!" 
 
      
 
    "You're not in any trouble, are you?" Dana asked, sounding worried. 
 
      
 
    "No, I think everything is fine," the beautiful blonde said with surprising confidence. 
 
      
 
    Feeling reassured, they followed the councillor into a large spherical room, the curved dome arcing high overhead. The windowless chamber was austere, with silver metal walls and no windows, the only feature of note being the curved dais at one end. That was where eight Ashanath in white robes were seated, the ninth high-backed chair currently empty. Councillor Talari bowed towards John, then glided over to the platform and sat in the ninth chair.  
 
      
 
    The Grey seated in the middle had an ornate silvery chain around its neck, that glinted in the light as it rose to its feet. "We gratefully appreciate your willingness to meet with the High Council, JohnBlake," he said in a quiet whispery voice. "My name is Senior Councillor Ularean." 
 
      
 
    "It's an honour to meet with the High Council and with you, Senior Councillor," John replied courteously, standing before the group of robed Ashanath. "We wish to apologise for the disturbance at the trade emporium. It was an accident I assure you." He glanced towards Alyssa, who gave him an appreciative smile. 
 
      
 
    "Think nothing of it, JohnBlake. Your wonderful companion has been most helpful," Senior Councillor Ularean replied quietly, his eerie voice echoing around the circular room disconcertingly. 
 
      
 
    "Could I ask why you wished to meet with us?" John asked, deciding to get right to the point. 
 
      
 
    The distinguished Ashanath was quiet for a long moment, before he murmured, "We wish to propose a treaty."  
 
      
 
    "I've retired from the Terran Federation military," John carefully explained. "I'm afraid I'm not in a position to sign any treaties between the Ashanath Collective and the Terran Federation." 
 
      
 
    "I apologise for not being clear and causing a misunderstanding,” Senior Councillor Ularean said softly. “We do not wish to sign a treaty with the Terran Federation. The Ashanath Collective formally requests an alliance with you, JohnBlake." 
 
      
 
    "With me?" John blurted out, shocked to the core. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that is correct, JohnBlake," the Grey said with certainty. "We believe you arrived at Ashana intending to acquire a hyper-warp drive and a power core. In a gesture of good faith and to ensure good relations between us, we wish to furnish you with these items as a gift. Should you agree to the alliance, we will supply you with the most powerful examples of each that we possess." 
 
      
 
    There was another long moment of hushed quiet as John reeled from the unexpected announcement. The nine Ashanath High Councillors remained immobile, staring at him with their huge unblinking black eyes.  
 
      
 
    John glanced at the girls and they were as stunned at the surprising turn of events as he was. "That sounds incredibly generous, but I have to ask why?" 
 
      
 
    "We have had... difficulties with the Drakkar for the last 6 months. Should you agree to enter into an alliance with the Ashanath Collective, we would ask for your assistance against this hostile species. We believe you have succeeded against them recently, where we have not. We would like to thank you for that victory," the robed Senior Councillor said, the unemotional voice leeching some of the appreciation out of its words. 
 
      
 
    John gave him a dubious look, remembering vividly just how difficult their most recent battle had been. "So you want us to go out and fight them on your behalf?"  
 
      
 
    "Yes," Ularean stated bluntly in his whispery voice. "If you are successful in your efforts, we will offer you one other thing, which we believe might have value to you, JohnBlake." 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead, I can't wait to hear what it is," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "We believe we can shed light on your parentage." Senior Councillor Ularean said quietly. 
 
      
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the deathly silence of the audience chamber, as John was rendered speechless. The Ashanath were casually offering him an answer to a question that had haunted him for decades and he felt hope surge within him, his heart racing with excitement. He had to restrain himself from immediately agreeing and turned to look at the girls, before facing the High Council once more. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for your generous offer," John said gratefully. "I would like to discuss this with my companions before I give you my answer." 
 
      
 
    "Of course, JohnBlake. The anteroom from which you entered is at your disposal," Ularean offered. 
 
      
 
    John nodded his appreciation and he led the girls back into the room they had just come from, closing the doors behind them. He walked over to one of the chairs and collapsed into it, blowing out a deep breath. Alyssa, Dana, Calara, and Jade followed him to the chairs and sat in them demurely, waiting for John to process the exciting news. 
 
      
 
    "So what do you think girls? Should I form an alliance with the Ashanath Collective?" John asked, shaking his head in disbelief at the crazy notion, before looking at his companions in turn as he awaited their reactions. 
 
      
 
    Dana was the first to reply and had an acquisitive gleam in her eyes as she exclaimed, "Getting the power core and FTL drive for free is going to save us an absolute fortune! They're also offering us the best tech they have!"  
 
      
 
    "It's not really for free though is it?" Calara said, looking troubled. "We're going to have to face who knows how many Drakkar in exchange for that equipment. The Invictus was seriously outclassed by that Drakkar cruiser and I'm not sure we could go toe-to-toe with one like that again." 
 
      
 
    Jade beamed at John with pride. "I think it's wonderful that the Ashanath recognise how powerful John is! It's important that my Master receives the respect he deserves!" 
 
      
 
    Calara and Dana smiled at her affectionately, finding her unabashed worship of their lover quite endearing.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked thoughtful as she said to John, "Councillor Talari was asking me about your species when we chatted earlier. The way he asked was a bit off... almost like he was asking for confirmation of something he already knew. I don't think they're bluffing about knowing something about your parentage." 
 
      
 
    "You all raise good points." John said, although his expression remained cautious. "It sounds like this could be an amazing opportunity, but it's going to carry some very significant risks. As I’ll be putting all of you in danger if we accept this deal, I’d like each of you to let me know your opinion: 'Yes' or 'No' to an alliance?" 
 
      
 
    "Hell yeah! All that sweet tech is too good to pass up!" Dana exclaimed, bouncing up and down in her seat with her enthusiasm. She quietened down and looked into his eyes. “But I also know how much it sucks not knowing anything about your parents; I’d agree just to help you find out what the Ashanath know.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Sparks,” John replied, touched by her sincerity. 
 
      
 
    Calara paused for a moment, studying John. "If I was basing my decision purely on the risk involved with facing the Drakkar again, I would say ‘No’." She gave him a warm smile and continued, "But with their offer to share what they know about your parentage, I vote ‘Yes’." 
 
      
 
    John returned her smile affectionately.  
 
      
 
    Jade’s emerald eyes sparkled as she purred in a sultry voice, "I find the idea of you forming alliances as a galactic power in your own right very arousing... I wish to vote ‘Yes’." 
 
      
 
    John grinned at the Nymph, shaking his head in amusement at her answer. He finally locked eyes with Alyssa. "How about you, beautiful? What do you think?" 
 
      
 
    “I vote ‘Yes’,” the blonde replied without hesitation. "I promised I'd help you find out about your parents and I’d never break a promise to you."  
 
      
 
    "Thank you for your honest replies," John said with a grateful smile. His smile twisted into a predatory grin. "Let's go discuss this with the Ashanath and see if we can play a little hardball...” 
 
      
 
    They rose and walked back into the round council chamber, somewhat surprised to see that the Ashanath High Council were all still sitting motionless, not appearing to have moved while awaiting his response. 
 
      
 
    "Firstly, let me say that I am honoured by your generous proposal for an alliance," John began. He gave them a wry smile and added, "I am sympathetic to your plight with the Drakkar, but I'd rather not fight their entire empire on my own!"  
 
      
 
    Senior Councillor Ularean spoke up in his whispery voice. "We do not require that you conquer their entire empire. We suspect that this is a raiding group, as the attacks occur deep within our territory, rather than on our borders. If you are able to find and stop the source of these attacks, we will consider that fair payment for the items we have offered." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds perfectly reasonable. Although, I do have a critically important meeting I must attend in just over a week's time, so I'd like to get things wrapped up well before then," he said, glancing at Calara and winking at her. 
 
      
 
    The Latina stifled a disbelieving laugh, shaking her head in amazement that he would be considering the meeting with her parents at a time like this. 
 
      
 
    "We believe the raider force is extensive, JohnBlake. I do not believe you will be able to locate and defeat them in such a short timeframe," Senior Councillor Ularean said, managing to sound dubious even with his emotionless whispering voice. 
 
      
 
    "We'll see," John said, sounding confident. "This leads me to the second thing I'd like to discuss with you... I have a number of additional requests I'd like to include to secure this alliance." 
 
      
 
    "Name them, by all means," Ularean said quietly. 
 
      
 
    John met the Ashanath leader’s unblinking stare. "I'll need your best operatives to work with my Tactical Officer on this. We'll need access to all your information on the Drakkar: Scanning data on their ships, attack locations as well as the precise time and date they occurred; everything you have that might help track them down." 
 
      
 
    The Senior Councillor didn’t hesitate. "Those are acceptable requests." 
 
      
 
    "I'd also like a fleet of Ashanath ships to assist us in any confrontation," John said quite reasonably. 
 
      
 
    Ularean paused, looking troubled. "We have sustained considerable losses against the Drakkar Raiders. Our ships appear to be woefully ill equipped to deal with them." 
 
      
 
    John's didn’t sound amused as he asked, "So you expect us to do all the fighting?” 
 
      
 
    The Senior Councillor actually sounded slightly abashed as he replied, “I am afraid that is correct, JohnBlake. Our fleets have been deployed to protect the Drakkar border to prevent further incursion.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing, John said sternly, "In that case, I will expect you to assign your best engineering crews to work under the direct command of my Chief Engineer. We’ll need as many teams and whatever resources she requires to help rapidly refit my ship. I want the Invictus ready for war, Councillors." 
 
      
 
    "That is acceptable," Senior Councillor Ularean said immediately. 
 
      
 
    John paused and studied the unblinking Ashanath Council for a long moment, the room silent as the grave as all present awaited his next pronouncement. "If I ask for your information about my parentage up front, you’ll say no, won't you?" he asked perceptively. 
 
      
 
    "Regrettably, you are correct, JohnBlake," Senior Councillor Ularean whispered in his eerie voice. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, realising the reason. "I understand. You need your leverage." The members of the High Council shifted uncomfortably, which was all the confirmation he needed. "I agree to your terms of alliance," he stated with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath visibly slumped with relief, audible sighs echoing uncannily around the domed Council Chamber. 
 
      
 
    "We thank you most sincerely, JohnBlake," Ularean said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    John walked forward and offered his hand to the Ashanath Senior Councillor to seal the bargain, who reached out tentatively to shake it, the gesture unfamiliar to the alien creature. "I look forward to a long and happy alliance between us, Ularean." 
 
      
 
    "As do we, JohnBlake," the robed Grey whispered gently. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I suggest we start immediately," John said, taking control of the meeting. Turning towards the beautiful blonde at his side, he continued, "Alyssa is my Executive Officer and second-in-command. She will move my ship to your drydock, so that we can begin the immediate refit with the new Power Core and FTL drive immediately." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm feeling fine now," Alyssa said with a smile, answering the unspoken question in his mind. 
 
      
 
    He nodded to her, then turned to his eager auburn-haired beauty. "Dana is my chief engineer. She’ll head over to the drydock too, so please assemble your engineering teams there so that she can put them to work.” Raising an eyebrow as he looked at Dana, he added, “How many teams do you think you’re going to need?"  
 
      
 
    "Our first priority is to repair the damage to our hull, but I also want to reverse engineer the Drakkar’s armour tech and replate the Invictus with that black armour. We’ll need enough engineers to help with stripping and rearmouring the entire ship. It’ll speed things up if we have separate crews for the core and drive refit, but I also want to reinforce the Invictus to repel boarders, and I intend to replace our central elevator with anti-grav tubes,” she replied, outlining her ambitious plans.  
 
      
 
    Dana tapped a finger on her chin and continued, "I have plans for our personnel weapons and armour, so I'm going to need schematics for the Power Core technology. Then I’ll need to use your fabricators to supply all the components I need; it’ll take too long if we have to use the ones on the Invictus." 
 
      
 
    "Finally, I have something special lined up for our mass drivers, so I'll need crews to assist with a rapid refit based on schematics that I'll provide," she said, with a feral grin. "Oh, and we'll need some cleanup crews to help tidy up the mess we made of those Drakkar that tried to board us." she added as an afterthought. 
 
      
 
    Ularean turned to one of the High Councillors seated to his left, who nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    "The required resources and engineering teams will await your arrival at the drydock, Dana," the Senior Councillor consented. "High Councillor Rathus will return you to your vessel and then meet you with the required crews at the drydock." 
 
      
 
    John smiled at the look of delight on Dana’s face. "Excellent. Thank you, Councillors. Calara and I will meet with your analysts now; we need to establish the site of the Drakkar base and the size of their forces." 
 
      
 
    “Of course, we will make arrangements for a team to meet with you,” Ularean said, almost sounding pleased despite the flat delivery of his voice device. 
 
      
 
    Turning to look at the Nymph, John gave her a warm smile. "Jade, do you want to come with me, or head back to the ship?” 
 
      
 
    She started to reply, but hesitated, stopping herself at the last second. 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead, ask me whatever you want," John said encouragingly. 
 
      
 
    "I was about to ask your permission to join the other girls instead of being at your side," Jade explained, then gave him a shy smile. "But I stopped myself, because I knew you'd prefer me to simply make my choice." 
 
      
 
    John opened his arms to give her a big hug and the Nymph happily embraced him. "I'm proud of you, honey," he whispered in her ear, recognising what a big step this was for her. 
 
      
 
    She looked overjoyed, gazing up at him in adoration. "I’d like to go with Dana and Alyssa back to the Invictus; I wish to begin pilot training in the Raptor!" 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her indulgently and stroked her back. “I’ll look forward to seeing what you can do.” 
 
      
 
    Jade bounded away to join Dana, Alyssa, and High Councillor Rathus, who had risen from his seat to glide over to them. The girls waved John goodbye as they left the council chamber. 
 
      
 
    High Councillor Talari rose from the seat at the end of the row and walked over to join John and Calara. "If you would follow me, I will take you to meet our analysts," he said with an ethereal whisper. 
 
      
 
    John nodded his assent and the robed Ashanath councillor turned to lead them from the room. 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe you mentioned meeting my parents as a reason for finishing this up quickly!" Calara whispered as she fell into step beside John. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" he asked in all seriousness. "Your family is clearly important to you and I'm eager to meet the people who raised such a wonderful woman." 
 
      
 
    Calara sighed happily, linking her arm through his and leaned against him as they followed Talari.  
 
      
 
    The Ashanath Councillor led them out of the Council Chamber via another door and after a short walk, they strolled out to another landing pad. John glanced back at the landing pad they had arrived at and instantly recognised Alyssa, Dana, and Jade as they were led over to a disc-shaped craft. Alyssa realised he was watching them and turned to speak animatedly to the other girls, before they all turned and waved at him. 
 
      
 
    *Take care and I'll be with you soon,* he promised, forming the thoughts for Alyssa's benefit. 
 
      
 
    *I love you,* the hollow echo of Alyssa's voice whispered faintly in his mind. 
 
      
 
    *I heard you!* John thought in amazement, a broad grin on his face. *I love you too!* 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Calara asked, noticing his overjoyed expression. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa just spoke to me telepathically!” 
 
      
 
    "She shows remarkable potential," Talari murmured quietly, startling John who had forgotten they had company for a moment. 
 
      
 
    John gave the Ashanath a speculative look. "Is there anything you can do to help her hone her abilities?"  
 
      
 
    Talari stared at him for a moment, his normally unexpressive face actually revealing that he was puzzled by something. The Councillor paused as if considering his next reply. 
 
      
 
    "I have guided her on the first steps," Talari said mysteriously, before abruptly turning away. "Our transport awaits." The Grey glided forward and entered the waiting saucer-shaped vehicle. 
 
      
 
    John looked at Calara and rolled his eyes with a smile on his face. Calara stifled a grin and they followed the robed councillor into the transport. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dana chattered away excitedly to Jade and Alyssa, talking about her plans and about how eager she was to get started. Alyssa listened to her absent-mindedly, nodding in the right places and letting the redhead throw out an avalanche of ideas in an unrelenting stream of consciousness. She had known Dana for years now and whenever her friend got really excited about a project, she would throw herself into it wholeheartedly, her mind working too quickly for Alyssa to keep up.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa's main focus was on John as she listened to his thoughts. She was overjoyed that he had been able to hear her very first attempt to communicate telepathically with him and now she was concentrating on maintaining his presence in her mind as they flew in opposite directions from each other.  
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and breathed long slow breaths, copying the calming rituals that she had felt John use many a time. It allowed her to maintain her focus and keep his thoughts locked in place, as the distance between them increased at an alarming rate. 5km, 10km... she was unsure how she knew the precise distance, but she knew exactly how far away he was to the metre. By the time their disc shaped transport landed in the docking bay housing the Invictus, John had also reached his final destination too, 137km and 392m away in a north easterly direction. 
 
      
 
    "Are you tired Alyssa?" Jade asked her with concern. "You’ve had your eyes closed for the trip back." 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm fine, Jade," the blonde replied, opening her eyes and reassuring the Nymph with a smile. "I was just listening to John." 
 
      
 
    Jade had a wistful look on her lovely face as she murmured, "That must be so wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa didn’t have the heart to tell her just how much she had come to rely on John's constant reassuring presence in her mind. 
 
      
 
    "I will meet you at the drydock," High Councillor Rathus whispered eerily, interrupting their conversation. "Follow the guide path on your navigation computer." 
 
      
 
    Taking that as their cue to leave, the girls rose and left the parked saucer, gliding gracefully down the steps. The robed Ashanath councillor closed the unfolding section of his vehicle the instant they had disembarked and the ship lifted off the ground, then flew away at a rapid pace. The girls headed over to the Invictus and Alyssa produced her own copy of the remote that John used to access the cargo and hangar bays. She pressed her thumb to the control and after a half second pause to scan her DNA, the remote activated the cargo bay door. It began to slide up into the hull, granting them access into the ship.  
 
      
 
    "Shall we, ladies?" Alyssa prompted her companions, once the huge portal had yawned open. 
 
      
 
    They travelled up in the elevator and took their familiar places on the Bridge as Alyssa prepared to take off. She fired up the Navigation computer and the shipyard Traffic Control supplied her with a guide path that would take them to the drydock. She pressed a button on her console to hail the shipyard Traffic controller. 
 
      
 
    "Ashana shipyard, this is the Invictus," Alyssa stated calmly. "Thank you for the guide path, we are ready for departure." 
 
      
 
    There was no response from the Greys, but the magnetic clamps that were holding them in place rotated them through 180 degrees then released with a loud clunk. The robotic arms slowly withdrew, leaving the assault cruiser to hover in the docking bay, held motionless by the powerful anti-grav fields that were in place. Alyssa powered up the enormous engines on the Invictus and then lowered the nose so that they dropped out of the docking bay and turned to follow the guide path.  
 
      
 
    Dana turned towards her, bouncing up and down in her chair with excitement. "This is going to be fucking awesome!" the redhead exclaimed, her eyes sparkling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John walked side by side with Calara as they followed High Councillor Talari towards the tall silvery-grey building. Their nimble saucer had parked on a floating landing pad that jutted out of the structure 50 metres above the ground and they now walked briskly over an arcing bridge towards the double doors ahead of them. The building looked fairly nondescript, but John's sharp eyes spotted the sinister barrels of anti-personnel weaponry set to both sides of the door, hinting that there might be more to this place than might appear at first glance. 
 
      
 
    Talari glided to a stop and the doors slid open silently. Reddish-orange dust billowed around the platform, but just as before, filters around the doorway seemed to prevent any particles from entering the meticulously clean interior. They walked inside into a lobby area and saw a uniformed Ashanath soldier sitting behind a desk. More weapon barrels set into the walls tracked them as they moved across the room and John felt very glad that he was among friends. 
 
      
 
    The soldier hit a button on his desk as the white robed councillor approached and a door opened out, revealing a corridor with many doors leading off it. Talari glided purposefully down the corridor and stopped before another set of double doors. The councillor moved to stand in front of a device set into the wall and a bright green glow seemed to encompass the Ashanath's bulbous grey head. After being scanned for a few seconds, there was a quiet beep and the door slid open. 
 
      
 
    "Wow!" Calara gasped, suitably impressed by the view as Talari glided into the room. 
 
      
 
    They walked out onto a gantry that led into the centre of a huge sphere-shaped room, with a large holographic sector map floating in the middle. The gantry encircled the sector map and around the walls there were dozens of massive view screens displaying vast quantities of data. Three Greys wearing long silvery coats approached them and then stood immobile, staring with their disconcerting unblinking black eyes.  
 
      
 
    Councillor Talari turned to face John and Calara. "These analysts have been working on divining the source of the Drakkar attacks for the last few weeks. They are sceptical that you will be able to succeed where they have not."  
 
      
 
    John was sure he could hear a hint of amusement in Talari’s voice, but it was probably just his mind playing tricks on him. "Lieutenant, why don't you show them how it's done," he suggested, his encouraging tone filling the brunette with a surge of confidence. 
 
      
 
    Calara walked a circuit around the sector map, ignoring the hologram for a moment and focusing on the data on the view screens. Wreckage analysis, black box recordings, border sensor contacts, active scans of Drakkar vessels... her eyes darted from one screen to another, cataloguing and absorbing the information. Finally, she turned towards the sector map with her shoulders squared and a determined look on her face. She began to talk quietly, vocalising her thoughts... 
 
      
 
    "Our first consideration should be logistics. To run an operation of this size, they’ll need a considerable supply of fuel." She paused for a moment, glancing at the border sensor contact data. "You show only mild contact with Drakkar on your 'Southern' border for the last nine months and each contact was repulsed after interception by your patrols. This begs the question as to how the Drakkar raiders penetrated inside your territory in the first place, but it also eliminates the possibility of their base of operations being resupplied by conventional fuel hauling vessels." 
 
      
 
    The three Greys nodded their agreement, having reached the same conclusion. 
 
      
 
    "According to your active scans, the Drakkar ion trails show they are using helium-based fuel," Calara continued, looking at the sector map. "If I was setting up a base to raid your territory, I would choose a location away from an obvious fuel source to mask my presence. Having met the Drakkar in person, I sincerely doubt they are that subtle." 
 
      
 
    She turned to look at the analysts. "Please eliminate all stars from the sector map that do not have a Gas Giant with high Helium-3 content."  
 
      
 
    One of the attending Greys turned and glided smoothly over to a nearby touch panel and tapped a number of unusual glyphs. Approximately half the stars disappeared from the sector map. 
 
      
 
    "Now show me the sites of attacks after the first three weeks of Drakkar raider assaults," Calara requested, her eyes narrowing. "Display them in sequential order with accompanying timestamps." 
 
      
 
    The same analyst activated a number of different glyphs and attack sites began to spring up on the map. At first there were just a few sporadic attacks, but after the first couple of weeks the intensity increased, with attacks happening within hours of each other, significant distances apart. 
 
      
 
    "They expanded their raiding force at that point," Calara explained intuitively, gesturing towards the hologram.  
 
      
 
    The Ashanath watched in fascination as more attack sites began to appear further afield, the Latina remaining calm and collected as she analysed the patterns she was starting to see.  
 
      
 
    "These are misdirectional," Calara said, pointing at some of the ones on the extreme edge of the attack site area. "The attacks are too random and show a deliberate effort to try and hide their source." 
 
      
 
    She turned towards the analyst and requested quietly, "Pause the display for a moment. Now eliminate all stars that are further than three days travel from these attack sites, based on typical Drakkar FTL Drive speeds." The Latina pointed at six different locations on the sector map. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath analyst paused as he tried to follow her logic, then hurried to obey and soon only 5 systems were left. 
 
      
 
    "Excellent. Proceed with the chronological display of attack sites," Calara ordered. 
 
      
 
    They watched spellbound as more attack sites sprang into existence on the map at even greater frequency. 
 
      
 
    "The Drakkar added another ship to their raiding force here," the Latina said confidently, watching the ravages of the Raiders as they unfolded before her eyes. "And again here..." About a minute later the listings of attacks abruptly stopped as they reached the present day. 
 
      
 
    Calara took in the dozens upon dozens of attack sites, imagining Drakkar ships criss-crossing Grey space to fall on unsuspecting patrols and merchant vessels. A pattern began to appear in her mind, revealing the crude attempts at misdirection as she factored in typical travel times to reach the site of each attack.  
 
      
 
    "The Drakkar are operating out of that system," she said decisively, pointing at the map. She looked at the label against the class F white-coloured star. "Kappa-Indarran."  
 
      
 
    "They currently have three raiding vessels, as we destroyed the fourth,” Calara stated confidently. “Going by the timeframe of previous expansion, they will add another raiding vessel to their fleet in approximately one week. Based on the black box recordings, the Drakkar ships all have a matching classification and loadout."  
 
      
 
    John swept her up in a big hug. "Outstanding work, Lieutenant!"  
 
      
 
    Calara's delighted laughter echoed pleasantly around the spherical chamber. 
 
      
 
    "This is preposterous," one of the Ashanath analysts said in a whispering voice, sufficiently annoyed for it to even register in his eerie echoing speech. "We should not be listening to this child, no matter how pleasing her curves!" 
 
      
 
    John put Calara down and he turned to face the rude Ashanath analyst. "I expect you to apologise when she points out how wrong you are." He paused and smiled as he glanced at the Latina. "Well except for the bit about the pleasing curves." 
 
      
 
    Calara grinned at John affectionately then turned to face the map. "Remove all the attack sites and then show them again in sets of three, starting from the fourth month after they initially began." 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath analyst by the controls hurried to follow the young woman's instructions and the Drakkar attacks were displayed again.  
 
      
 
    "The Drakkar commander is using a simple pattern of attacks," Calara patiently explained. "One near the base of operations and then two further afield." 
 
      
 
    She turned to the map. "One close by, two far away." she pointed at the attacks as they were displayed on the map. Over and over for the next few months the raiders picked their targets using the same algorithm.  
 
      
 
    "One close by, two far away," Calara said several times, highlighting the repetitive nature of the targeted attacks every time a trio of red symbols appeared on the map. 
 
      
 
    "When you know that one is close by to the source, you just have to discount the two distant attacks." she said, explaining her clinical logic. The Latina glanced at the analyst. "Eliminate the second and third attacks in the sequence please." 
 
      
 
    Kappa-Indarran was haloed by the ring of attacks, as if to paint a bullseye on the white-coloured star at its centre. 
 
      
 
    "My humble apologies," The previously rude Grey said with a deep bow. "Your intellect is staggering to behold." 
 
      
 
    Calara blushed shyly as the two other Ashanath analysts bowed to her respectfully as well. 
 
      
 
    "Bravo, Calara, bravo," High councillor Talari said in his neutral voice, but such was the strength of its delight, it bled through into the eerie echo. 
 
      
 
    Calara smiled and nodded her thanks to the ecstatically happy alien. 
 
      
 
    John said politely, "Now we know they're operating out of Kappa-Indarran, I'd like to return to my ship please Talari."  
 
      
 
    "Of course, JohnBlake. I shall take you there immediately," the High Councillor said and turned to lead them out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Calara waved goodbye to the Ashanath analyst who had been operating the panel of glyphs and said cheerfully, "Thanks for the help!"  
 
      
 
    The Grey copied her hand motion, waving back to her awkwardly as the three analysts watched her in amazement. Calara had a sparkling smile on her beautiful face as she glided out of the room at John's side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa skilfully eased the Invictus along the guide path provided to them by the Ashana shipyard. They swept into the ravine they had entered from before, following it to the North for a kilometre or so, sticking respectfully to port speed. The path suddenly cut to the right, taking them down another crevasse, that eventually opened out into a huge crater. The faint green lines of the guide path curved up gracefully, leading them to a massive refitting bay sunk deep into the rocky surface of the shipyard's underbelly. Alyssa carefully followed the path as instructed and the assault cruiser rose up to disappear into the brightly-lit glow of the vast central drydock. 
 
      
 
    Around the central dock were a multitude of slipways, dockyards, gantries, anti-grav booms, and scores of silvery ships in various stages of construction or repair. Hundred of Ashanath workers were busy in those docks, operating machinery or steering anti-grav sleds full of components and tools. The workers appeared to be well-coordinated, methodical and unhurried, a far cry from a typical Terran drydock. 
 
      
 
    Robotic arms rose to meet the Invictus, cradling the vessel carefully as it glided to a halt, its momentum slowed by the powerful anti-gravity fields that protected the vast shipyard. The magnetic clamps affixed to the assault cruiser's hull rotated the vessel precisely through 180 degrees and brought them down to land in the centre of the enormous cavern.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Dana, and Jade got up from their seats and grinned at each other in expectation as they headed down the elevator to deck 9. When the elevator chimed and the door swished open, they stepped over the mangled corpses of the Drakkar and took a left turn into the Hangar Bay. Alyssa activated the huge door and the three of them walked over to the gaping portal in the side of the hull as it slowly yawned open before them. 
 
      
 
    "It looks like the Ashanath are taking John deadly seriously," Alyssa said in a quiet voice as they looked out over the drydock. 
 
      
 
    Row after row of Ashanath engineers stood waiting patiently for them. They were dressed in silvery jumpsuits and were carrying a huge variety of delicate and complicated looking tools and components. Dozens of sets of huge black impassive eyes stared back at them as they awaited their orders. Dana grinned at Alyssa, her eyes gleaming with excitement, before she strode out purposefully to greet High Councillor Rathus who was waiting patiently with the engineering crews. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled as she watched her friend, pleased for Dana that she was fulfilling a lifelong dream of working on such vitally important and high-tech work. She turned to her other side to look at Jade, who was watching Dana with a smile on her face as the redhead walked away. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't seen her this excited before." Jade said fondly, as she turned to look at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "Me either," Alyssa said with an affectionate smile. Holding out her hand to Jade, she asked playfully, "I believe you were after another flying lesson?" 
 
      
 
    Jade gave her an eager nod and grasped her hand. The two of them walked over to the Raptor gunship where it brooded forebodingly in the middle of the Hangar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John and Calara sat in the Ashanath transport saucer as it raced back towards Ashana's main shipyard. They watched Ashana’s arid scenery zip by as they flew at tremendous speed, passing settlement after settlement as they headed back to rendezvous with the Invictus. Councillor Talari was sitting with them patiently, studying them in companionable silence. One of the Grey soldiers piloted their transport and followed the glowing guide path on the holographic HUD, descending into the wide winding canyon network underneath the shipyard. In a matter of minutes, their pilot had brought them up to the main drydock and John was relieved to see his assault cruiser carefully parked in the centre of the huge hollowed-out chamber. 
 
      
 
    The pilot rolled their transport and then ascended into the drydock cavern bringing them closer to the deck of the hangar before gently settling down.  
 
      
 
    Councillor Talari rose smoothly to its feet and turned to face John and Calara. "Thank you for already justifying our faith in you, JohnBlake. Seeing Calara identify the source of the Drakkar attacks was a wondrous thing to behold." 
 
      
 
    "It was our pleasure to help," John said, speaking for both himself and Calara. "Now we'll see about putting an end to these attacks." 
 
      
 
    "I feel increasing hope that you will be able to accomplish this task," Talari said quietly. "I will bid you farewell now, as I must report back to the rest of the council." 
 
      
 
    Taking that as their cue to leave, John and Calara rose from their seats and stepped down the unfolding steps, leaving the disc and walking out onto the drydock deck. Councillor Talari's ship sealed up after them and then rose off the ground to depart smoothly. John looked about the bustling drydock, amazed at the frenzied activity within. Teams of Ashanath engineers were guiding in strange looking heavy equipment to begin work on the repairs and refit of the Invictus and the assault cruiser was now nestled amongst maintenance gantries which were flanking the 500-metre-long craft. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of Ashanath engineers were gathered around a levitating workbench, receiving rapid orders from Dana. She cut a distinctive figure with her dark auburn hair swept back in a ponytail, towering a clear head height over the diminutive aliens and issuing orders to them imperiously. John spotted a robed Grey to her side and could only assume he was High Councillor Rathus, who seemed to be intently studying Dana's every move. 
 
      
 
    The two Drakkar dropships had been decoupled from the hull of the Invictus and were now parked off to one side, the one furthest away sitting in a growing pool of water. The somewhat soggy appearance of the second dropship slightly undermined its spiky presence and the foreboding look of its black armour plating. 
 
      
 
    Another industrious group of Ashanath were guiding a procession of grav-sleds out of the Invictus’ hangar. The floating carts were piled high with Drakkar corpses, the clean-up crew making considerable progress on tidying up the aftermath of the slaughter. As John and the girls watched the strange procession, a muscular lime-green arm in tattered armour flopped from the sled onto the deck with a wet squelch. A diminutive Grey engineer raised his spindly hand and the grisly appendage levitated back to the pile of cadavers  
 
      
 
    Further scrutiny of the scene was interrupted by the sudden appearance above the drydock of the Raptor gunship. It dropped like a stone, causing John's heart to rise up in his throat in panic, before it levelled out smoothly. The six Gatling Lasers focused directly on him as the gunship circled them, floating only a few metres above the ground, while keeping its heavily armed front to them at all times. Finally, the nose tilted up and the undercarriage deployed, before the pilot brought the Raptor down to a delicate landing. The front entry ramp lowered shortly afterwards and Alyssa came running out to greet John and Calara, happily accepting the irresistible invitation of his open arms 
 
      
 
    "John! It's great to see you!" Alyssa said with relief, feeling like they had been separated for an eternity. 
 
      
 
    "That was some pretty crazy flying honey!" John said, with a startled expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "I know! She's amazing, isn't she?" Alyssa exclaimed proudly, her eyes sparkling as she looked back at the gunship.  
 
      
 
    The Raptor took off again before smoothly inverting and then gliding over to hover only a metre above them. They looked up, fighting the urge to cower on the floor and saw Jade looking down at them through the cockpit canopy. She waved and grinned at them, before pulling back and soaring away, up and out of the drydock cavern. 
 
      
 
    John shook his head in amazement as he watched the Raptor bank around the corner of the rocky crevasse and disappear from view. He returned his attention back to Calara and Alyssa. "It's getting late." he said, starting to feel a bit weary after the incredibly long and arduous day. "I think Jade and Dana are going to be preoccupied for a little while, so how about we retire for the evening?" 
 
      
 
    Calara and Alyssa snuggled in under each of his arms, leaning up to kiss him on either cheek. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like fun," Calara said, slipping an arm around his waist 
 
      
 
    "I can hardly wait..." Alyssa purred seductively as she nuzzled into him.  
 
      
 
    They walked arm in arm to the open Cargo Bay, pausing only to wave at Dana. She looked up from her schematics and called out a friendly greeting to them over the heads of her diminutive workforce. The redhead looked like she was going to come over to join them for a moment, before an Ashanath engineer walked over and distracted her with a question. John smiled and then led the blonde and brunette into his ship. They travelled up to Deck Two in companionable silence, knowing they would all be making plenty of noise soon enough. 
 
      
 
    John stepped aside and waved the girls into the commander's quarters. Alyssa activated the lighting, setting the scene with the muted lights, casting the bed in a warm soft glow. Calara quickly removed her figure-hugging jumpsuit and glided into the bathroom. John and Alyssa heard the shower running and after removing their sidearms and clothing, they followed the enticing sound. They found the gorgeous brunette standing underneath the streams of hot water, her eyes closed as rivulets of water followed the generous curves of her incredible figure.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa entered the shower first, moving right up to Calara and moulding her body against her lover, their big firm breasts rubbing against each other in a most arousing way. Calara opened her eyes and smiled lovingly at the beautiful blonde and the two of them sighed happily, as they began to get reacquainted with sensual kisses. 
 
      
 
    John stepped in behind the sultry Latina and placed his hands on her hips, feeling her supple young skin beneath his eager fingers. His cock grew painfully hard as the two girls made out passionately in front of him and he moved forward so that he could ease his cock between Calara's slippery buttocks. Her ass cheeks felt warm and taut as he pressed up against her, the rounded softness of her bottom feeling deliciously smooth against his length.  
 
      
 
    He moved his hands up the contours of the Latina's body, enjoying the sight of his hands gliding over her olive-hued flesh. He slid his hands around in front of her, moving them up to cup her proud breasts and feeling their weight in his palms. Alyssa rubbed her breasts against his hands and he looked over Calara's shoulder, entranced by the two sets of perfect firm breasts brushing back and forth against him. He noticed the girls had stopped kissing and they were both looking up at him in their excitement, breathing heavily with arousal. 
 
      
 
    "We'll have to postpone what we'd originally planned, as I think Dana and Jade will be a while," Alyssa said to him with a coy smile. 
 
      
 
    "What would you like to do with us tonight instead?" Calara asked John softly, throwing a loving glance at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    John didn't respond, he just continued to gently squeeze and massage the lovely pair of olive-coloured breasts that filled his hands. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, yes. That sounds wonderful..." Alyssa purred contentedly as she read John's thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked into Alyssa's eyes, her curiosity piqued. “What does?” 
 
      
 
    "He wants us to perform for him," Alyssa said, staring back into Calara's rich brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm," The Latina moaned, licking her top lip and then biting her bottom lip coyly. “You’re right, that does sound wonderful...” 
 
      
 
    John moved aside so the girls could step out of the shower and then dry themselves, an air of eager anticipation growing between the two teenagers. He followed after them but kept his distance, letting the two girls enjoy each other without him being a distraction. Alyssa held out her slender hand for Calara, their delicate fingers interlacing as the blonde led the brunette out of the bathroom and over to the huge four-poster bed. 
 
      
 
    They climbed up on to the bed, kneeling and facing one another, before moving together slowly while looking into each other's eyes. They reached up to cup each other's faces tenderly and then began to kiss softly as though exploring each other's lips for the first time. The silence of the room was only broken by the sounds of their mouths as they kissed each other, tongues brushing gently across each other's wet lips. 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere was electrifying as John watched his two lovers and he was spellbound as they kissed sensually in front of him. He had moved into the comfortable chair and stared at them entranced, finding it impossible to tear his eyes away from the young women.  
 
      
 
    The inflamed blonde cradled Calara's face with both hands, kissing her passionately and slipping her tongue between the sultry Latina's lips. They writhed together, constantly repositioning themselves as they moved a hand to stroke a toned arm, or brush the back of their hand down the other's throat. The sounds of their kisses were soon accompanied by excited little gasps and moans as they became more aroused. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pushed Calara on to her back and then moved lithely with her, so that she was lying to her side. Her left hand brushed through the Latina's dark brown hair as they resumed their kissing and her right hand gently massaged and stroked the olive-skinned breast beneath her fingers. They stared into each other's eyes as Alyssa moved her right hand down over Calara's athletic figure to reach behind and roughly squeeze her firm asscheek. The brunette gasped with excitement, her mouth slightly parted as she watched the face of her blonde lover with breathless anticipation, wondering what she might do next. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa leaned forward to resume their kissing, her hair fanning down to shroud both their faces. John could hear the girls kissing and moaning with arousal, his imagination running rampant as he imagined what they might be doing. Alyssa moved her golden blonde hair back from the side of her face so that he could see the girls' tongues duelling each other and Alyssa moved gracefully over Calara so that she was directly above her. She arched her back, to make sure that their four nipples were aligned and then pressed down, the luscious mounds of teenage flesh moulding together.  
 
      
 
    The Latina spread her legs so that she was cradling the blonde between her thighs and the two girls ground together as they writhed and moaned in each other's arms. Alyssa's hips moved in a smooth, languid rhythm and she looked like she was fucking the gasping brunette beneath her. John stared at the bronzed flesh on display and was sorely tempted to move around behind them and thrust into one of the receptive girls. Alyssa even arched her back for him, tilting her rounded bottom in the air as if to show him she was ready and more than willing. He just about managed to resist and he saw the blonde girl smile as she moved down, kissing Calara's neck and exposed throat, drawing exciting gasps from the brunette. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa trailed kisses around Calara's jawline, sucking, nibbling and kissing the quivering girl, before moving around to continue her attention to the girl’s right ear. She drew the brunette's lustrous dark hair away from her target and began to whisper naughty exciting things to the girl below her, causing Calara to moan and sigh as her hips rocked up, aching with need. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa!" she gasped, at a particularly lewd suggestion and then groaned as the blonde moved over to force her tongue into the brunette's mouth. Calara accepted the tongue submissively, moaned breathily and then began to suck on Alyssa's tongue as though it was John's cock parting her luscious lips. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's right hand moved down between Calara's parted thighs and she began to stroke the girl's clit, causing her to groan in pleasure. Calara followed the blonde girl's lead and ran her olive toned hand under Alyssa's belly to find her throbbing clit too. They stared into each other's eyes as they rubbed and stroked each other at a relaxed and erotic pace, occasionally moving a hand down to slide a finger into a hot, tight little pussy.  
 
      
 
    John watched the girls for what felt like hours as they showcased their spectacular bodies for his viewing pleasure.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara's breathy sighs and excited moans filled the room as they began to grow more and more turned on, driving each other onwards with their heated kisses and probing fingers. Each girl sensed the need in their lover and they stared intensely at each other, panting heavily as they rubbed each other fiercely. They both seemed to arch their backs at the same time as they climaxed simultaneously, their big breasts squashed together and presenting a truly stupendous combined cleavage, as they cried out their synchronised orgasm. 
 
      
 
    The blonde collapsed on the brunette and they both gasped for breath, as they recovered from such overwhelming pleasure. They quickly recovered and kissed each other lovingly one last time, before turning to look at John with shy smiles on their faces. His desire was easily readable in his expression and posture as he seemed to radiate with lust. The girls moved as one, Calara sliding to the edge of the bed and tilting her head back, before opening her mouth invitingly. Alyssa stayed straddled over the girl, parting her own flushed lips into a welcoming oval. 
 
      
 
    John didn't need to be a mind reader to know what the girls were offering him and he walked over to them, eager to accept such sweet relief. He brought the throbbing head of his cock to Alyssa's lips, pushing his way into her hot, wet mouth. She looked up at him adoringly as she tilted forward, accepting him into her throat, her muscles willingly yielding for him. He groaned with ecstasy as he sank his entire length into the comforting confines of her body and he thought he had gone to heaven when Alyssa began to moan, the tight embrace of her throat meaning that he felt every vibration.  At the same time, Calara began to lovingly lick his quad, her tongue darting out to lap at the taut orbs as if coaxing them to unload their cargo.  
 
      
 
    John couldn't last long against this dual onslaught, not after being teased to fever pitch by the incredible sapphic display he had just witnessed. He placed his hands on the back of Alyssa's head, pulling her down his full length so that her tongue snaked out and licked the top of his balls. It was the combined caress of their tongues that proved his undoing and John arched his back and cried out as he began to pump out his cum in a protracted climax. Alyssa moaned in delight as she swallowed down one long blast of cum after another, her stomach quickly expanding to accommodate his heavy load. 
 
      
 
    Calara licked John's trembling sack with delight, as she watched his balls flex above her face pumping out their cum. She reached down to stroke Alyssa's growing belly as the eagerly sucking blonde did her best to drain their man dry. 
 
      
 
    Finally spent, John sagged and released his grip on Alyssa's head. She slowly pulled back, his long cock withdrawing from her throat with a wet plop. John climbed on the bed and sprawled out in the middle, stretching lazily. 
 
      
 
    "That was absolutely amazing," he enthused. "You girls are the best!" 
 
      
 
    "Of course..." Alyssa said contentedly as she moved up to snuggle up to him on his right side. 
 
      
 
    "...You made us this way," Calara finished for her with a grin, as she lay down on his left. 
 
      
 
    John sighed happily and pulled them closer, enjoying feeling the young women resting their heads on his chest and draping a lithe leg over his. Surrounded by athletic nubile bodies, he relaxed contentedly, enjoying the feelings of protectiveness as they cuddled with him. 
 
      
 
    "One thing has me confused," Alyssa said, running her hand over her taut swollen belly. "You were insistent that I take your load... Not that I mind of course, you just didn't explain why." 
 
      
 
    "When was this exactly?" Calara asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, Calara. It's what John was thinking, right before he filled me up with his spunk," Alyssa explained with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'd been wondering if you might have injured yourself with your 'psychic vandalism' back at the Trader's Emporium," John explained with a smile. "I wanted to make sure you got a chance to heal, if your body needed it." 
 
      
 
    "Ah, thanks handsome," Alyssa said, touched by his concern. "But I don't remember you thinking about that?" 
 
      
 
    "It was when we were on the way to see the Ashanath analysts," John said. "But we were dozens of kilometres apart by then." 
 
      
 
    "Oh damn!" Alyssa said in disappointment. "I thought you were a bit less talkative than normal." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" John asked. "I thought you could only hear my thoughts up to 500 metres away?" 
 
      
 
    "I managed to maintain our telepathic link," Alyssa said nonchalantly. "And we were nearly 140 kilometres apart when you landed." 
 
      
 
    "You could hear his thoughts over one hundred kilometres away!?" Calara exclaimed, gaping at the blonde in awe. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but it looks like I missed some things," Alyssa said, frowning with irritation. "I'll have to work on that."  
 
      
 
    John looked at her with wide eyed astonishment and then he laughed gently. "You never cease to surprise me!" 
 
      
 
    "I do like to keep you on your toes!" Alyssa said, looking up at him lovingly. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, talking of surprises, hearing your voice in my head was incredible!" he exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    "We all heard you too, back at the emporium!" Calara said, sounding equally animated. 
 
      
 
    "Something else for me to work on then," Alyssa said with a happy smile. She studied John for a moment, getting ready to deliver an even greater bombshell. "By the way, handsome, the Ashanath think you're psychic too." 
 
      
 
    John snorted in disbelief. "They think what?!"  
 
      
 
    "Councillor Talari taught me how to shield my mind from unwanted intruders. Apparently, you're already doing it," she said with a raised eyebrow and a teasing smile. "Is there something you haven't been telling me?"  
 
      
 
    "I don't know why they think that. I'm certainly not telepathic!" John exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Well I seem to be able to traipse through your thoughts with no problem," Alyssa said with a grin. "But Councillor Talari seemed pretty certain about the mind-shield thing."  
 
      
 
    "Maybe you have some kind of natural immunity or resistance?" Calara suggested. "We know you aren't entirely human and your super strength is ample proof you have some unknown abilities." 
 
      
 
    "Makes sense to me," Alyssa said with a shrug, then kissed him on the temple. "I'm just glad you let me in there!" 
 
      
 
    "I guess we'll have to add it to our list of mysteries," John said with a smile. He yawned and pulled the girls in closer to him. "Good night, ladies. Thanks for a fantastic evening."  
 
      
 
    The blonde and brunette grinned at each other over his broad chest, then settled down to fall asleep in John's comforting arms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 26 – Dana works on the ship, Alyssa works on John 
 
      
 
    Dana bounded out of the Invictus into the brightly-lit dockyard, hurrying to meet with High Councillor Rathus and the scores of Ashanath engineers who were staring at her expectantly. She was surprised at her surging confidence, having previously hated being the centre of attention, especially when there were more than a handful of people watching her. Instead of feeling that crippling fear of public speaking, she found herself eager to get started, and talking to everyone at once was just the most logical and efficient way of proceeding. 
 
      
 
    "Hello everyone!" she called out boldly, giving them her best winsome grin. "Thanks for agreeing to help!" 
 
      
 
    Councillor Rathus was easily identifiable in his white robes, as he stepped forward and gave her a slight nod of his large head. "Please let us know how you would like to direct the teams," he said in his quiet whispery voice. 
 
      
 
    "Okay then, gather around everyone!" she called out to the horde of Ashanath engineers, who moved forward to listen to the perky redhead. "You can call me Dana. I'm the Chief Engineer on the Invictus and I'll be co-ordinating the refit and repairs. Feel free to speak to me if you have any questions."  
 
      
 
    "Firstly, I'd like you to assemble into seven teams. let's call the first two 'Drive Team' and 'Core Team'... They need to begin with removing the destroyed FTL drive and the existing power core from the Invictus, but I also want the replacements prepared for immediate installation. Choose one representative from each team to report back to me with status updates, as soon as the old components are removed and the new ones installed." 
 
      
 
    "Next, I want a workbench with holo-displays set up out here and I’ll need it to be linked to the servers in the Engineering Bay. I’m going to review your schematics for the Drive and Core technology, as I plan to incorporate elements from both into the Mass Drivers." she said, looking thoughtful for a moment. "We need the Drakkar dropships removed from the hull and moved out the way. The next group is 'Armour Team'; they’ll need to let me know as soon as that's done, so I can take a look at what makes that armour so resistant to energy weapons. Once I've reverse engineered the tech used for their armour plating, we're going to re-armour every square inch of the Invictus' hull with upgraded plating!” 
 
      
 
    "Oh, and let me know before you remove that one," Dana said with a grin, pointing at the second dropship high up on the hull. "It's currently flooded!" 
 
      
 
    "When that dropship is gone, 'Armour Team' will be able to repair the damage to the hull, so come and speak to me when you're ready to start. I'm planning to put in anti-grav tubes to replace the lift, so someone from 'Elevator Team' will need to consult with me, so we can come up with a blueprint. I want the central elevator in the assault cruiser removed and the elevator shaft widened. I'll give you the new dimensions for the lift shaft then," Dana mentioned helpfully. 
 
      
 
    "Assemble another group called 'Defence Team'. They will be tasked with making the Invictus more resistant to boarding. I'm thinking anti-personnel turrets, reinforced buttresses for protection in firefights, and we need ways of sealing sections of the hull to slow down the progress of boarding parties. Draw up plans with potential ideas and I'll review them with the team as soon as they're done." 
 
      
 
    "We’ll also need a group called 'Gear Team'. I want you to collect the ten sets of Body armour and ten Assault rifles I plan to upgrade, then bring them out here so that we can begin prototyping and fabricating the components I'll need. I'll give you their current locations when you come and speak to me. I'm going to need miniaturised versions of your power core tech for the armour, so let me know if you don't have anything suitable already and I'll see what I can whip up," she said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "I need 'Cleanup Team' to begin work immediately,” Dana said, wrinkling her nose. “There are Drakkar corpses on Deck Seven and Deck Nine. There are more in the flooded Gym, but I want to store two of those bodies in the Med Bay on Deck Seven for later analysis. I'll let you know when I drain the room and you can move the corpses right away. I want samples of their body armour, weapons, and shields, so please find me a couple of undamaged samples of each, then hand them over to 'Gear Team'." 
 
      
 
    "Finally, I need one Engineer to act as my consultant on your technology. I'll need to know how best to make use of the equipment you have here in the drydock.” 
 
      
 
    Dana finished her long list of orders and the assembled Ashanath stared at her in stunned silence. She frowned and clapped her hands sharply, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the deathly quiet of the drydock. 
 
      
 
    "You have your instructions, proceed!" she demanded imperiously. 
 
      
 
    The silver-suited Ashanath began to cluster with their colleagues, moving silently as they grouped themselves into teams and started followed Dana's detailed instructions. Of course for the placid Greys, this was the equivalent of them exploding into a flurry of frenzied activity. 
 
      
 
    The redhead smiled as she watched them get started, then turned towards Councillor Rathus. "The workbench and schematics?" she asked him with an arched eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "I will have them here for you immediately," the robed Ashanath replied, gliding away to follow up on her request. 
 
      
 
    She smiled to herself with satisfaction, as almost all the gathered alien engineers rushed to follow her bidding. One of the Ashanath stepped towards her tentatively and she turned to face him with a disarming smile on her face. "Are you my consultant?" 
 
      
 
    "That is correct, Dana," the Grey quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "Great!" she exclaimed. "What's your name?" 
 
      
 
    "Engineer Zanthus," the Ashanath said softly. 
 
    "Well it's great to meet you Zanthus," Dana replied, looking at him inquisitively. "I want to know more about the silvery metal I've seen you use on all your ships. What is that exactly?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is an alloy of Etherite crystals and the element you know as Aluminium," Zanthus explained. 
 
      
 
    "Your ship hulls are made of Aluminium?" Dana asked dubiously. "Doesn’t that make them really flimsy?" 
 
      
 
    "Adding Etherite crystals makes the metal more malleable to our tools and hardens the metal once the shape is formed." Zanthus quietly replied. "The finished alloy is quite resilient and is known as Etherium." 
 
      
 
    "The shape is formed?" Dana asked, confused by his terminology. "What do you mean by that exactly?" 
 
      
 
    "I can demonstrate if you wish?" Zanthus offered in his neutral tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    "Great!" Dana said eagerly, gesturing for him to proceed. "Lead on!" 
 
      
 
    She followed after the Ashanath engineer as he led her to a large machine on a pivotable arm, with three large emitters on one end. At the other end there was some kind of sensor array, next to a floating display that was currently blank. She looked at the equipment, trying to figure out what it was exactly. 
 
      
 
    "We call this device a Psi-Shaper," Zanthus murmured. 
 
      
 
    Zanthus stopped in front of the machine and grew still, closing his large black eyes and looking like he was concentrating. Another nearby robotic arm swung into action, rotating around and then sinking downwards, as it moved to pick up a block of silvery material from a nearby stack. The arm rotated back towards them and then carefully placed the silvery metal near the elaborate machine. The arm with the emitters pivoted into place and loomed ominously over the block of metal. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath engineer turned to look at Dana. "What form would you like me to shape?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, something simple. How about a section of armour plating?" the redhead suggested, thinking about how she was most likely to need to use the device. 
 
      
 
    Zanthus turned back to the Psi-shaper and closed his eyes, concentrating intently. The sensor array seemed to be swathed in a green glow and the display began to list numerous alien glyphs before finally showing an image of an armour plating section. The three large emitters began to glow with an ethereal green radiance and the block of silvery metal rose off the ground, flattening and elongating as it moved like liquid to ooze into the form currently rotating in the display. Finally, the shape was complete and the newly created armour plating section lowered to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Wow!" Dana gasped, eyes wide as she clapped with excitement. "That was amazing!" 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath engineer turned back to her, his expression neutral. Dana darted over to the armour plate and lifted it up, surprised at the seemingly dense nature of the plating.  
 
      
 
    "This doesn't feel like aluminium," Dana said, fascinated by the silvery metal. She noticed the sparkling flecks that she could only assume were Etherite crystals embedded in the alloy. "It doesn't look like it either." 
 
      
 
    "The Etherite in the alloy makes the Etherium much denser and tougher," Zanthus explained. "Once formed into a shape, the crystal lattice within the structure locks into place adding considerable strength." Zanthus paused for a moment, then continued, "Reforming again is possible, but significantly harder... Twice reformed Etherium is much tougher, but the Psi-strength required to reform the alloy again makes such efforts impractical and beyond most conventional equipment." 
 
      
 
    "So if all your ship hulls are made from this Etherium, I'm willing to bet that all your refitting equipment in the drydock only works with this metal in mind?" the redhead asked.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, you are correct." Zanthus replied, confirming Dana's guess.  
 
      
 
    She pointed to the emitters and arched an eyebrow. "What was that green glow all about?" 
 
      
 
    "The sensors on the Psi-shaper receive telepathic instructions from the operator, which are boosted by this machine then directed at the metal by the emitters. The Etherite crystals in the alloy respond to the psionic waves and shape the metal accordingly." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. So If we're going to use your drydock to replate the ship, then I'm going to have to come up with an Etherite based alloy using the metal we identify in the Drakkar plating," the redhead deduced. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath Engineer paused and studied her for a moment. "Such an endeavour will be extremely hard, if not impossible. The only common metal we have found that is conducive to Psi-shaping has been aluminium." the Grey whispered quietly in its eerie voice. 
 
      
 
    "Well I better get my ass in gear then!" Dana said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Zanthus looked at her in confusion, his eyes drifting down to her pert rump. He blinked a couple of times and actually managed to look flustered – at least by the standards of the unemotional Ashanath. Dana smirked and was about to say something, when two engineers walked over towards them, sparing Zanthus from further embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    "I am from the Gear Team group," the first one said quietly. "You said that you would provide the locations of your weapons and armour that you wished to enhance?" 
 
      
 
    "Awesome! Yeah, I’ll let you know, just give me a second," Dana said with a grin, then looked at the second engineer with a raised eyebrow. "And who are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I am from the Elevator Team. You requested that one of my group consult with you on adapting our anti-grav technology?" the alien murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah, great!" Dana exclaimed, nodding eagerly. She turned back to the first engineer. "Okay, let's start off with the locations for the assault rifles and the body armour..." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly an hour later, Dana was standing next to the floating workbench that Councillor Rathus had provided for her, listening to the plans that had been drawn up by the Defence Team. They had uploaded their schematics to the displays above the workbench and she was studying them with great interest. She had been impressed so far with the Ashanath's intellect and work ethic, the engineers coming up with some interesting ideas for her to review. She particularly liked the hidden pop-out turrets and the lock down protocol that the Defence Team had proposed, and she ordered them to begin work immediately. 
 
      
 
    Senior Engineers Bathlan and Lormana locked black eyes, then cast furtive admiring glances at the curvaceous Terran, before hurrying away to carry out her plans. 
 
      
 
    The Gear Team had collected the suits of Phalanx armour along with the XR75 rifles, all of which were stacked neatly to the side of the workbench. Piled up next to them were samples of the Drakkar equipment, including their guns, shields, and armour. The Ashanath had already developed a miniaturised version of the power core technology, which would be small enough to fit in personal body armour, so that was one less thing for her to think about. She had sent the team off to return with the components needed for upgrading the Phalanx armour and tasked them with coming up with an improved power supply to use in the stock of the XR75 rifles. 
 
      
 
    The Armour Team had removed both of the Drakkar dropships and she was eager to get started with figuring out how the sinister black armour plating was so energy resistant. The Etherium alloy once hardened, seemed to be comparable in strength to the reinforced titanium that was typically used in Terran hulls and armour plating. Dana therefore gave the go ahead for that team to begin repairs to the bored-out section of the hull, fixing the damage the Drakkar had done with their breaching charges. 
 
      
 
    The sudden reappearance of the Raptor Gunship swooping and diving above her head, reminded her that she would need to allocate a team to look at upgrading the power core in the gunship too. She wanted to add stronger shields to the Raptor, as well as replate it once the Invictus had been upgraded. The sleek and deadly looking craft executed some daredevil manoeuvres at the hands of its new pilot and Dana watched the gunship swooping and diving. That was when Dana noticed that John and Calara had just been dropped off at the drydock. Her attention was drawn back to the Defence Team’s plans by some more questions and when she looked up again, John, Alyssa, and Calara were walking arm in arm back to the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    "Hey guys, wait for me!" Dana called out to them and they turned to wave at her. 
 
      
 
    The redhead grinned excitedly, knowing full well what the trio were likely to get up to and began to walk over to join them.  
 
      
 
    "Dana, we are about to begin examination of the Drakkar armour plating. Would you care to join us?" one of the engineers from the Armour Team asked her quietly. 
 
      
 
    Stifling a yawn, she turned towards the Ashanath Engineer, an enthusiastic grin on her face as she nodded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Dana tiptoed wearily into her own bedroom. She didn't want to disturb the others, who were all likely to be fast asleep, so she decided to sleep in her own quarters for the very first time. Jade had come to see her a couple of hours ago when the Nymph had finished having fun in the Raptor gunship, to see if she had wanted to come to bed too. Dana was in the middle of her analysis of the Drakkar armour at that point though and had been reluctant to leave until she had finished. Jade had given her a passionate kiss goodbye which had caused quite a stir amongst the Ashanath engineers. 
 
      
 
    Dana flopped down on the bed, her mind turning over how she was going to incorporate the new hyper-warp drive technology into the assault cruiser's mass drivers. Upgrading the power core was going to have huge immediate benefits and would allow for much faster firing, tripling the fire rate of the massive rail guns. She was convinced she could use the Tachyon field technology from the new FTL drive to enhance the speed and potential impact of the shells, but she realised she'd probably need to look inside the mass driver barrels at the magnetic rails themselves to check her theory. It was likely to be a very dirty excursion indeed and she sighed despondently at the thought of crawling through the long maintenance tunnels. 
 
      
 
    Next, she began to turn over the armour plating conundrum in her mind. Taking apart the Drakkar dropship had proved to be absolutely fascinating. The Drakkar dropship technology was fairly basic and offered no new improvements, but their armour was significantly more advanced than anything she had seen or heard of before. She strongly suspected that there was no way the relatively primitive Drakkar had come up with something so advanced, which begged the question of where did they get the technology from? 
 
      
 
    The oddly gleaming black armour reflected almost a quarter of the strength of incoming energy-based attacks like laser beams. What seemed to make the armour so effective was the mysterious element in the alloy, that allowed energy to be absorbed and channelled via a complicated hexagonal webbing matrix built into the plating and then funnelled into awaiting capacitors. These absorption properties were what really sapped the strength of incoming energy attacks. 
 
      
 
    This technology meant that laser weapons were striking at approximately 20% of their normal effective strength. The energy absorption also had the added benefit that when the armour was hit by energy attacks, the surges of power could be redistributed to other systems in the ship. There was a risk of overloading the capacitors if they absorbed too much energy too quickly, but Dana reasoned it was better than some beam weapon slicing your ship in half. 
 
      
 
    According to High Councillor Rathus, the Ashanath were familiar with the mysterious element, their word for it roughly translating into Onyxium. This element was so rare however, that it was unknown to the Terran Federation. The few sites in Terran territory where it had previously existed, had already been harvested by the Ashanath, back during the time when the Ashanath Collective claimed ownership of all the present day Terran systems. The Greys had found no practical application for the element so far, but they had stockpiled the incredibly rare metal out of curiosity and novelty value.  
 
      
 
    Dana had tasked Rathus with gathering as much of this element as possible, so that she could work on an alloy that would combine Onyxium with the Etherite crystals. Harnessing the psychic conductivity of the Etherite crystals was the only way that the Ashanath shipyards would actually be able to fit the armour plating to their hull. Her head throbbed with a mild headache and the redhead rolled on to her side and tried desperately to fall asleep.  
 
      
 
    She napped for about an hour before waking with a start, feeling inspired. Dana had taken a quick look at the portable shields the Drakkar had been carrying and she had discovered that they contained a powerful magnetic field emitter that deflected incoming ballistic rounds. She leapt out of bed, eager to test her theory that had come to her in her sleep. She still felt tired, but the headache had gone, so she darted out of the room and padded down the corridor to the lift, creeping along quietly so that she didn't wake anyone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John slowly opened his eyes, breathing a contented sigh as he awoke. He had thoroughly enjoyed himself with Alyssa and Calara the previous night and seeing them together had been tremendously exciting. He wondered to himself why he found it particularly thrilling seeing those two together, having watched all four girls playing with each other before. He thought about the way the different girls interacted with one another and realised that although all of the women were very close, only Calara and Alyssa seemed to have such a strong lustful connection between them.  
 
      
 
    Dana and Alyssa were obviously very close to one another, but that was a connection that had a strong foundation in friendship, after their many years spent growing up together on the Karron asteroid. All three of the teenagers were extremely fond of Jade and she clearly felt the same way about them too, especially after they had saved each other's lives in the heat of combat. John realised that truth be told, Jade was so totally besotted with him, it eclipsed her having such a strong connection with any of the other girls. Well at least so far, he mused.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was the thought that Calara and Alyssa were strongly attracted to each other, enough that they could be lesbian lovers, combined with the fact that he could join in with them at any time to 'straighten them out' that he found so enjoyable.  Either that or it was simply because the beautiful blonde and gorgeous brunette looked so aesthetically pleasing together, with their contrasting skin tones and hair colours. 
 
      
 
    He grinned to himself, thinking just how insanely lucky he was to be able to pose this intriguing question to himself. He looked down to check on the girls and saw Alyssa looking up at him with a coy smile on her face. She winked at him seductively, letting him know she had heard his entire train of thought and thoroughly approved. 
 
      
 
    John stifled a happy laugh, but was surprised when he didn’t see Dana when he glanced over Alyssa's shoulder. He’d been expecting to see the redhead snuggled under the covers behind the blonde in her customary spot. He looked to his left and smiled when he saw Calara with Jade curled up behind her, anticipating seeing Dana as well, but he only saw an empty place on the bed behind the Nymph. 
 
      
 
    *Where's Dana?* he thought to Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa’s telepathic voice was no more than a hushed murmur as she replied, *She’s talking to the Ashanath engineers in the drydock.*  
 
      
 
    *Your thoughts are still very quiet,* he informed the blonde, struggling to hear her. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa frowned with concentration. *How's this? Any better?*  
 
      
 
    *Perfect! You’re coming through crystal clear,* he replied, hearing her voice loudly in his mind. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smirked, her cerulean eyes twinkling with mischief. *So... do you feel like corrupting this poor little lesbian today?* 
 
      
 
    He gave her a broad smile. *You bet your ass I do.* 
 
      
 
    *Sounds like fun! It's been a while since you stretched me out back there...* Alyssa mused, glancing over her shoulder at her firm little bottom. 
 
      
 
    *Definitely, but I have other plans for this morning,* John said with a sigh of regret. 
 
      
 
    *Ah the truly vexing decision of who to plunder out of your harem. You have my sympathies.* 
 
      
 
    Calara and Jade began to stir, looking up at him as soon as their eyes opened. 
 
      
 
    "Good morning, ladies!" John said cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    The Latina hugged him and grinned. "You're in a chipper mood this morning.” 
 
      
 
    "It's because I had the love of two very good women last night!" John exclaimed, with a broad smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    His good mood was contagious and the other girls joined him in his laughter. 
 
      
 
    "I say two very good women, because the other two naughty girls were conspicuously absent," John said with a mock frown. 
 
      
 
    "I'm very sorry, Master!" Jade apologised profusely. 
 
      
 
    John pretended to be stern as he asked, "And what life or death reason did you have for not satisfying your master last night?" 
 
      
 
    "I was having too much fun in the Raptor," Jade admitted, looking shamefaced. 
 
      
 
    "That's a good enough reason for me, honey," John said gently, beckoning her over. 
 
      
 
    Jade grinned with delight and clambered over Calara to launch herself at John for a hug, much to the brunette's amusement.  
 
      
 
    "Oh you! I thought you were serious for a moment there, John," Jade said, giggling with relief as he hugged her tightly. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm really pleased you've been enjoying yourself," John said, being honest. "But try and come to bed with the others, I miss you when you aren't around." 
 
      
 
    Jade sighed happily, looking up at him with unbridled love in her dazzling emerald eyes. John felt instinctively drawn to that kind of blind devotion and he began to kiss Jade passionately, revelling in the exotic feel of her cool skin against his body. 
 
      
 
    *Ahem... I thought you already had a plan for this morning?* Alyssa asked playfully, interrupting his thoughts and rousing him from his growing lust. 
 
      
 
    *So I did, thanks, honey.* He reluctantly pulled away from the excited Nymph to look at the girls in bed with him. "I'd like to work on my strength training at some point today, but first I’d like to have a sparring match with Calara, if she’s up for it?” 
 
      
 
    "Definitely!" Calara replied excitedly, remembering exactly what the consequences would be if she lost the match. She shivered with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    He turned to look at Jade and Alyssa. "What would you two like to do today?"  
 
      
 
    "I'd like to be there to watch you try and unlock your strength." the blonde said decisively. 
 
      
 
    "That does sound very exciting!" Jade agreed, then gave Alyssa a gentle smile. "Perhaps you would let me teach you to swim while we wait?"  
 
      
 
    Not having the heart to turn down such a well-intentioned offer from so cute a girl, Alyssa nodded reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” John exclaimed, delighted that the Nymph was encouraging Alyssa into the pool. “Why don’t we go and have a quick shower and breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    They had a nice hot shower together, with only a few minutes spent stroking and caressing one another. They dressed quickly afterwards, with John and Calara putting on their sparring gear, while Alyssa and Jade wore shorts and cropped tops for quick removal when they went swimming. Breakfast was a relatively brief affair, and shortly afterwards, John and the three girls were travelling down to Deck Seven in the elevator. The elevator door opened to reveal three Ashanath engineers who were working in the hallway. The Greys had removed several sections of wall panelling and were looking intently at the underlying substructure of the corridor.  
 
      
 
    John let the girls take the lead and they sashayed down the corridor, swishing their hips alluringly as they chattered together. He watched their tight little bottoms in motion and momentarily regretted not taking up Alyssa on her wonderful offer early that morning. The girls knew exactly the effect they were having on him, adding extra sway to their step and throwing cheeky glances over their shoulders. The Grey engineers stopped their work and followed the three girls with their huge black eyes. John watched their startled reaction with amusement as an Ashanath giving someone a wide-eyed stare was quite something to behold. 
 
      
 
    Their group strolled up to the gym, noting the remarkable clean up job the Ashanath maintenance teams had done in the corridor. All evidence of the Drakkar incursion had been removed and even the bullet impacts on the walls outside the engineering bay had been seamlessly repaired. John pressed the button to open the gym door, flinching as it slid aside, half-expecting a deluge of water to come flooding out. However, the gym looked completely back to normal; the water had been drained and any extra moisture evaporated, with no sign of the Drakkar raiders to be seen. The industrious Greys had even patched the gaping hole in the hull and finished the work with such finesse, that it was impossible to tell that any damage had been done to the ship in the first place. 
 
      
 
    John nodded appreciatively then the group paired off, with John and Calara heading towards the mats to begin stretching, while Alyssa and Jade removed their clothes and stepped into the shallow end of the pool. Alyssa was tentative at first, but Jade was wonderfully reassuring and the Nymph gently coaxed the blonde into the crystal-clear water. 
 
      
 
    "You're very brave Alyssa," Jade complimented her with an encouraging smile. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa returned it and reached out for the Nymph. “It's because I trust you..."  
 
      
 
    Jade let out a happy sigh then turned around, offering Alyssa her back to cling on to.  
 
      
 
    "Climb on like before and I'll let you get used to the feel of swimming in water," the Nymph said, her arms and legs rippling as aquamarine fins emerged from her limbs. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa clung to Jade's dark-green back as the Nymph sank lower into the water and began to swim in lazy circles around the pool. The teenager quickly overcame her fears and couldn't help laughing at the unfamiliar and fun sensation of the water rushing past her body. She began to relax a little and felt a little more confident in the water. 
 
      
 
    Jade came to a stop by the side of the pool and Alyssa hung on to the side as the green skinned girl explained what she had planned for them next. Nodding her tentative agreement to the plan, the nervous blonde girl came over to embrace the Nymph who confidently leaned back to float in the water, her arms and legs moving effortlessly as she kept the two of them afloat. She began to swim around the pool in an unusual combination of an inverted breaststroke and backstroke. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was a little less supported than before, but she still felt and saw Jade's supportive presence beneath her. She began to use her arms and legs in the strokes that Jade had suggested and very soon she felt herself swimming through the water under her own steam as Jade submerged completely. After a lap of the pool, she swam to the edge, her face triumphant as Jade reappeared above the surface of the water with nary a splash. 
 
      
 
    "I did it!" Alyssa exclaimed with delight. 
 
      
 
    "You did very well," Jade said with a smile, proud of her student. 
 
      
 
    They embraced happily and then turned to watch John and Calara, who had begun to fight. 
 
      
 
    The sparring session had begun with a lengthy series of stretches, to make sure their bodies were nicely relaxed and to make it less likely either of them would strain a muscle. John couldn't help but steal salacious glances at the gorgeous young Latina, particularly when she bent at the waist to begin stretching her hamstrings. 
 
      
 
    "Patience..." he reminded himself. "Remember the lesson you're teaching her today." 
 
      
 
    Eventually they had finished their stretching routines and they moved across the mat to square off against each other. They bowed respectfully and the sparring match was on. John began by dancing around with excessive showmanship, taking the Latina by surprise.  
 
      
 
    "Do you remember we discussed the consequences of this bout if you lose?" he teased her playfully. "You wanted to be taken by a strong man, who claimed the spoils of victory..."  
 
      
 
    John watched the brunette get distracted by his lewd comments and Calara was about to make some playful retort when he sprung into action. Darting forward, he scooped her up in his strong arms then brought her down to the mats, knocking the wind out of her. Calara gasped for breath, but was not seriously harmed. 
 
      
 
    John casually flipped the beautiful brunette over on her front and pulled off her tight-fitting leggings. Calara was too stunned to react as he reached into his pocket to produce a tube of lube, which he eased into her snug little rosebud and then squeezed, sending cool lubricated gel shooting into her back passage. She gasped in shock at the cold sensation shooting into her bowels and then grunted with surprise as John pinned her down on the mat, lying with his weight on her and holding her arms out in front of her. She let out a long piercing shriek as he then smoothly pushed his entire cock up her deliciously tight little ass. 
 
      
 
    "Ahhh! Fuck!" the Latina screamed as her yielding body was forced to stretch to accommodate his enormous shaft. 
 
      
 
    Totally restrained by the much heavier, stronger man above her, Calara let out a low moan as he started to move. John eased back then pushed forward, loving the feel of her taut round buttocks as they cushioned his thrust. 
 
      
 
    "Now, what lesson did you learn today?" he whispered into Calara's ear as he slid deep into her belly. 
 
      
 
    "That you feel absolutely huge in my ass?" the Latina groaned, her hands clenching into fists. 
 
      
 
    John eased back then lunged forward, grinding Calara into the ground mat. "I’m sure that’s true, but it’s not the answer I was looking for."  
 
      
 
    “Sorry...” she whimpered, eyelashes fluttering as she felt every inch buried inside her. “It’s kind of hard to concentrate with you fucking me like this!” 
 
      
 
    He grinned as he ploughed her perfect little rump. "If someone is talking in a fight, they’re distracted. You should’ve attacked while I was teasing you, but instead you decided to banter and then left yourself exposed." He finished his sentence with a hard thrust. 
 
      
 
    "I won’t... let it... happen... again," Calara grunted between thrusts, as he began to build up a steady pounding rhythm. 
 
      
 
    "That's okay, it's far better to lose against me and learn from the experience, than to lose in a real fight," he murmured in her ear, his breath quickening with excitement. "If you lose against me, you’ll just get stretched..." He emphasised the word with a rotation of his hips. "...not lose your life." 
 
      
 
    "I'll do better..." Calara promised him, then bit her lower lip to keep from crying out with ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    "I’m happy to repeat the lesson," John whispered in her ear as he began to really assfuck the beautiful brunette.  
 
      
 
    Calara tilted up her hips so he could really go to town on her and she grunted as he pistoned his shaft in and out of her tight young body. "I thought you wanted me to be the wholesome one?" she asked him, shivering with delight as he held her down and thrust powerfully forward, making her buttocks ripple with the impact. "I'm certainly not thinking wholesome thoughts with you fucking me in the ass like this!" 
 
      
 
    "There's nothing wrong with a girl enjoying being taken by her man," John said in her ear as he worked his way towards his orgasm. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to let me cum?" Calara hissed, looking at him over her shoulder as he pounded her snug passage. "I'm very close!" 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm just going to use your tight little body... You’re being punished remember?" John growled, the sound of slapping flesh reverberating around the room, as his groin pounded into her trembling bottom. "I want you to concentrate on making your ass nice and tight for me when I cum."  
 
      
 
    She did as he asked, clenching her muscles around his grinding shaft. 
 
      
 
    "That’s a good girl, just like that,” he whispered in her ear, causing the Latina to quiver with excitement. “If you do a really good job, I'll ask Alyssa and Jade to help you out..."  
 
      
 
    John looked over to his side, where Alyssa and Jade were watching them from in the pool. Two beautiful sets of eyes followed his every thrust as he ravaged the Latina. He looked down at the gorgeous young woman he had pinned to the mat, as she turned her head to look at her friends. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God!" she gasped, seeing the lustful looks she was receiving from the other girls. 
 
      
 
    "They're enjoying your performance," John said with a broad grin, feeling the urgent need to unload his quad.  He thrust inside her up to his balls, squashing the brunette into the mat, then threw his head back as his four balls sent his cum rocketing up his shaft. “Oh fuck yeah!" 
 
      
 
    Calara cried out as she felt John's spunk shooting deep inside her, then whimpered as she flexed the muscles in her ass to make herself even tighter for him. Her abdomen rapidly inflated as he filled her up, her hips lifting higher as her belly rounded with cum, making it even easier for him to stay balls deep and unload himself fully. John groaned as Calara's wonderfully tight ass rippled around him, milking him obediently, just as he'd requested. With a final trembling jerk, his balls eventually relaxed, having pumped their heavy load into the submissive girl held down underneath him.  
 
      
 
    He slowly eased back, releasing Calara's arms from his fevered grip, as he concentrated on carefully and slowly pulling his cock out of her widely-stretched ass. Rolling to her side, he gasped for breath, his heart pounding in his chest. Looking over at the Latina, he saw Calara watching him with hooded lustful eyes, desperate for her own release. 
 
      
 
    He grinned at their aroused audience and asked, "Girls, do you want to come and help Calara out?"  
 
      
 
    Jade and Alyssa rose gracefully from the pool,  the Nymph licking her lips as they approached the brunette, who let out a lusty moan of anticipation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dana winced as she looked at the charred ruin of the old FTL drive, as the anti-grav cranes carefully lifted it out of the Invictus. She chuckled to herself with relief that John hadn't asked her to attempt to jury rig a fix for the devastated piece of equipment. The replacement Tachyon Drive was currently positioned next to the Invictus and several Ashanath were attaching the hoist that would lift it into the hull of the assault cruiser.  
 
      
 
    The new Power Core was stored nearby, recently removed from the storage container it had arrived in. It sparkled in the light and seemed to eagerly await its own turn to be transplanted into the Invictus. If the technical schematic for the new power core was accurate, the Ashanath device would put phenomenal amounts of power at Dana's disposal. However, the projected increase was going to be so huge, she had trouble believing the data on the schematics could be true. 
 
      
 
    A spokesman from the Defence Team had just delivered their progress report and it sounded like everything was coming along nicely. Dana grinned to herself, imagining how different the Drakkar's boarding action would have turned out if all these improvements had been in place. She rubbed her head where she had been shot, frowning as she vowed to herself that she’d do everything she could to prevent something similar happening to one of her friends. The redhead felt a fresh wave of gratitude to the lovely girls who had saved her life and remembering that she was surrounded by people that loved and cared for her was tremendously comforting.  
 
      
 
    The modifications to their rifles and body armour were coming along nicely, the Ashanath assigned to the tasks throwing themselves into the work with gusto. She glanced over at the team of engineers working at a frenzied pace as they laboured on the weapons and armour. She estimated they would have upgraded the entire set by this evening and she nodded approvingly. 
 
      
 
    She had sent off engineer Zanthus to act as a runner and inform John and the girls to take whatever they needed from the upper decks of the Invictus. The engineers were about to remove the elevator, so travelling between decks would have to be done by ladders built into maintenance conduits. Dana would have gone to let them know herself, but there were just too many things that needed her personal oversight. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath had transferred every last gram of Onyxium that they had to the drydock.  It was now stacked near to the Psi-shapers, waiting for her in dozens of sturdy containers alongside a substantial supply of Etherite crystals. Dana was toying with the idea of using titanium instead of aluminium in the alloy, but coming up with the exact combination of elements that would fuse the mix together was proving elusive. Still, she was so confident she could accomplish the task, she had asked the Ashanath to start stripping the old Titanium armour plating from the assault cruiser's hull. 
 
      
 
    Dana had been putting off the trip into the maintenance tunnels along the Mass Drivers, knowing that it was going to be a cramped, dirty, unpleasant task. However, everything else was proceeding smoothly and didn’t require her immediate supervision, so she had run out of excuses. She reminded herself that once she could confirm that her plans for the weapon were viable, they would be able to begin work on the upgraded Mass Drivers. With a newfound burst of enthusiasm, the redhead skipped off towards her workshop with an added spring in her step. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John smiled at the girls as he got dressed. He felt wonderfully relaxed after cumming so hard and then watching Alyssa and Jade lapping away at Calara as she screamed out her orgasms had been a glorious sight to behold. Jade stroked her hugely swollen belly while purring with contentment, the glowing viridian lines pulsing outwards from her stomach and spiralling across her luscious green body. She looked up at John and returned his smile, relishing being able to carry his load in her stomach. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glided across the mats and picked up the clothes that she and Jade had dropped when they entered the pool. John admired her pert little bottom as she walked away and considered raising the idea of self-defence classes for all the crew. The beautiful blonde laughed at his lewd thoughts, wiggling her hips to make the view even more alluring. 
 
      
 
    John offered Calara a hand and helped the weary brunette to her feet. She picked up her discarded clothes and gave him a blissful smile as she got dressed. Calara was back to her slender athletic figure now, after Jade's enthusiastic assistance, and she stretched her arms above her head, sighing happily as she stood beside him.  
 
      
 
    "Great sparring session," she complimented him with a lop-sided grin. 
 
      
 
    "It certainly was," John agreed enthusiastically, his eyes sparkling with delight. "You girls have been teasing me for days; it was nice to do something about it!" 
 
      
 
    Calara laughed, a contented smile on her face. “I’m glad you picked me to take out your frustrations!” 
 
      
 
    Facing her, he looked into her lovely brown eyes. "All joking aside, did you get the point of the lesson today?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I understood," Calara said, meeting his curious gaze. "Don't get distracted in a fight and strike if you see your opponent lose concentration." 
 
      
 
    "Good girl," he said, nodding his approval. His firm expression shifted into an apologetic smile. "Sorry we didn't get to do any actual sparring today. Try not to let me get in any cheap shots next time, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Sensei!" Calara said, smiling back at him before she bowed deeply.  
 
      
 
    When she straightened, John gathered her up in his arms and hugged her affectionately. He heard a tentative knock coming from the door and he glanced that way in surprise. After getting used to only having his crew on board the Invictus, it was strange to think of all those Ashanath engineers roaming the corridors. He glanced at the girls and saw that only Jade was still undressed. She smiled confidently and gave him a nonchalant shrug, answering his unspoken question as she walked over to collect her clothes from Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "Come in," John called out in his deep baritone. 
 
      
 
    The door swished open and one of the Ashanath engineers walked in, just as Jade glided over to the blonde. The glowing ethereal bands on her engorged belly were casting verdant bands across the ceiling, the luminous display making for an incredible sight. The Grey's huge black eyes blinked extremely rapidly as he stared in amazement at the resplendent Nymph, who gave the diminutive alien a coy smile as she sashayed away. 
 
      
 
    John stifled a laugh at Jade's impromptu exhibitionism and the devastating effect it had on the poor Ashanath engineer. "Everything okay there?" he asked the stunned Grey. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my, yes..." the Ashanath murmured, the unemotional speech of the computer managing to pick up the sheer wonderment in his voice. Abruptly the Grey managed to pull itself together and turned away from the dressing Nymph to face John. "Dana wishes me to inform you that she will be removing the elevator shortly. She asked that you collect any belongings from your quarters before then, as the elevator will be out of commission for at least six hours." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for passing on the message," John said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    "You are welcome, JohnBlake," Engineer Zanthus replied, before leaving the room to return to the rest of his tasks. 
 
      
 
    "Okay then," John said rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "Calara and Jade, please could you gather up a set of outdoor clothes for us, then put together a packed lunch." 
 
      
 
    "Sure John, are we going out somewhere?" Calara asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    He gave her an enigmatic smile. "If Jade feels like taking us for a flight, there's somewhere interesting I'd like you to see."  
 
      
 
    The Nymph clapped her hands with glee and bounced up and down excitedly, somehow managing to keep her balance even with her swollen belly. "Oh, I'd love that!" 
 
      
 
    "Great," John said, with an affectionate smile. "Meet back here when you're ready and we'll gather up Dana before heading out." 
 
      
 
    The Latina and the Nymph nodded eagerly and then headed out of the door, chatting to each other happily as they speculated on what they would see that afternoon. The door closed behind them, leaving the gym quiet and peaceful, which made for a startling change after all the raucous activity so far that morning. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa quirked an eyebrow and grinned as she said, “And then there were two.” 
 
      
 
    "And those two both have abilities they need to train," John said, sinking to the ground and adopting a meditative pose. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa sat in front of him and copied his position, giving him a warm smile before they closed their eyes. Taking deep breaths, they slowed their breathing and centred themselves. After a few minutes of relaxation in the quiet tranquillity of the empty gym, they both felt themselves achieve a state of focus. 
 
      
 
    "Let's start with you first," John suggested, as he opened his eyes. "You've said that you can sense the girls' emotions and you know their whereabouts. Describe to me where they are and what they're feeling right now." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa studied the metaphysical portraits in her mind that represented each of her friends. John was centred and foremost in her thoughts, with Jade, Calara, and Dana positioned around him in the little slots that she had reserved for them. With a start, Alyssa realised that she had instinctively compartmentalised her mind, just as High Councillor Talari had taught her. 
 
      
 
    "This is helping!" she exclaimed, bright blue eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "Shh..." John said soothingly. "You're doing really well, but just stay calm and focus on the task at hand." 
 
      
 
    The beautiful blonde girl nodded obediently and concentrated on each of the girls in turn. "Calara is currently in the kitchen; she's radiating with happiness and contentment," Alyssa said with a fond smile.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s a good start. Now try focusing even more on her...” John suggested, watching the blonde with curiosity.  
 
      
 
    "She's thinking about... how proud she'll be introducing you to her parents!" the blonde gasped in astonishment. "I heard her thoughts so clearly! I've only picked up snippets of words before!" 
 
      
 
    "That was excellent, honey," John said with an encouraging smile. "Now relax and focus on the others." 
 
      
 
    "Dana's in..." Alyssa paused, her eyebrows furrowing in confusion. "What is she up to? She's not in any of the rooms, it feels like she's inside the structure of the ship!" She focused intently to see if she could pinpoint the redhead's exact location. "She's... in a maintenance tunnel!” 
 
      
 
    Curious to see if she could pick up Dana's thoughts the same way she had with Calara, she concentrated on the presence in her mind, trying to listen for any words.  
 
      
 
    "I can hear her!" Alyssa said with a happy grin that slowly turned into a frown as she continued listening. "Ugh! I can't understand half of what's she's thinking about, it's all super-complicated science stuff." Her eyes widened as she got more accustomed to the redhead’s thoughts. “Her mind is amazing! I can’t believe how much she’s thinking about or how quickly!”  
 
      
 
    John reached out to clasp her hand. "You're doing great, honey. Now move on to Jade.” 
 
      
 
    "Jade's mosaic shows her in her Nymph form. She's looking up at the image of you and..." Alyssa paused, concentrating on the happy expression on the image depicting Jade's face. "She loves you so much!" Alyssa’s eyes flew open, amazed at the purity and intensity of the emotion pouring from the image. "Oh John, I wish you could feel this, it's so beautiful!" the blonde exclaimed with a sob, a happy tear rolling down her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a wonderful girl, I feel the same way,” John said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    He spread his arms invitingly and Alyssa wasted no time sitting on his lap and wrapping her arms around him. They cuddled like that for a little while, as Alyssa recovered from the astonishingly intimate glances into her friends’ minds. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for encouraging me to do that," she said with a contented sigh. "That was a wonderful way to explore my abilities. I feel closer to those girls than ever..." 
 
      
 
    "You did brilliantly," he said proudly, holding her in his strong arms. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa felt the comforting strength of that wonderful embrace and she tilted her head to whisper in his ear. "It's your turn now. Why don’t you show me what you can do..."  
 
      
 
    John held her close and nuzzled into her beautiful golden hair, feeling the wonderful softness against his cheek. He took in a deep breath, filling the air in his lungs with her wonderful scent, feeling almost dizzy with intoxication. He opened his eyes and stared into Alyssa's, losing himself in her sky-blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm ready," he said solemnly, feeling truly at peace. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa rose gracefully and John followed after her. He walked calmly over to the bench press in the heavy weights section of the gym.  
 
      
 
    "Two hundred and fifty pounds," John noted, looking at the weights stacked on the bar. "That's normally my limit." 
 
      
 
    He sat down on the bench then lay back, looking up at the bar where it rested on a sturdy steel cradle. Reaching up, he grasped the bar with both hands and lifted it from the cradle, moving it back an inch or so to clear the edge. He smoothly benched the weight, doing three reps before placing it back on the steel frame. 
 
      
 
    "That's normally a struggle," he said with surprise. "That didn't feel too bad at all." 
 
      
 
    He looked up at Alyssa who was watching him from behind his head. "Please could you add another... 25 pounds to each side." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded eagerly and collected the additional plates, adding them to either side and locking them in place. John pushed up to take the weight, then smoothly moved through the three reps. 
 
      
 
    "More?" Alyssa asked, beaming at him with excitement. 
 
      
 
    John looked up at her and gave her a cautious nod. The blonde moved to the rack of plates and came back to add more.  
 
      
 
    "What are we at now?" John asked her. 
 
      
 
    "Four hundred pounds," Alyssa said, glancing at the readout. 
 
      
 
    "Before we go any further," John said with some trepidation. "If I get in trouble you won't be strong enough to assist. Just flick the red safeties to the side on the bar and the anti-grav cyclics will kick in and help me lift off the weight." 
 
      
 
    "I see them." Alyssa nodded, giving him a reassuring smile. "Don't worry, I'll keep you safe!" 
 
      
 
    John reached up and grasped the bar with a firm grip. He pushed up and really felt the weight this time. He breathed in deeply then moved the bar down to his chest and back up, wavering slightly at the apex. Confident that he still had control of the weight, he slowly lowered then raised the bar twice more before hooking it back on the cradle. 
 
      
 
    "That was amazing..." Alyssa murmured, moving forward to look down at him with wide eyes. "Do you want to do more?" 
 
      
 
    John nodded and closed his eyes, focusing on keep his breathing steady. He heard the clanging of metal plates being added to the bar as Alyssa added more weight. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, you're all set," she said, her beautiful face appearing above him. 
 
      
 
    "What are we at now?" John asked curiously as he adjusted his grip on the bar. 
 
      
 
    "500 pounds!" 
 
      
 
    John took a deep breath and pushed up, struggling to lift the bar. He tried twice more then relaxed, slowly exhaling as he did so. "I think we reached my limit," he ruefully admitted. 
 
      
 
    "Just close your eyes," Alyssa said, kneeling down so that her head was next to his.  
 
      
 
    He did as she asked, relaxing as he felt her soft fingers brushing through his hair. 
 
      
 
    "Just think how much you love me and the girls,” she said soothingly, her soft breath tickling his ear. “How much you want to protect us and look after us. You're a good, powerful man and we love you so much. I know you can lift this weight with no problem. Show me why I'm right to dedicate my life to being with you." 
 
      
 
    John opened his eyes and his pupils dilated with the adrenalin in his system. 
 
    "Okay, let's do this!" he said with a surge of confidence. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa eye's gleamed as she moved back out of the way and John grasped the bar firmly in his hands. He took a deep breath then pushed up, hearing the bar creak ominously as he lifted it smoothly in his grasp. He brought it down to his chest and then pushed it back up, doing 12 reps in a smooth controlled manner. He carefully repositioned the bar then looked up at Alyssa's face as she gaped at him in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "That was awesome!" John exclaimed with an eager grin. "let's see if I can do 550!" 
 
      
 
    "You already did..." Alyssa said in a hushed voice. "That was everything..." 
 
      
 
    "Hah! Very funny," John said with good natured laugh. 
 
      
 
    He sat up and saw that he had an audience. Calara and Jade were standing a few metres away, staring at him with their mouths open in astonishment, the picnic basket and the bundle of clothes lying on the floor where they'd dropped them. 
 
      
 
    "What's up with you two?" John asked, bemused by their reaction. 
 
      
 
    He turned to look at the bar and his jaw dropped in shock. Alyssa had been lying about the weight... The bar was fully loaded with high density plates and he counted 900lbs on the bar! Not only that, he'd just done 12 reps with barely any effort! 
 
      
 
    "That can't be right..." he stammered, standing to look at the bar and trying to wrap his brain around what had just happened. 
 
      
 
    There was a long moment of absolute silence as everyone there stood and stared. 
 
      
 
    "That was magnificent master!" Jade gasped breathlessly, finally breaking the spell. 
 
      
 
    The three girls rushed over to him, then started running their hands over his body, feeling his muscles and murmuring appreciatively.  
 
      
 
    "I knew you could do it!" Alyssa exclaimed, beaming at him with a dazzling smile. 
 
      
 
    "You're so strong!" Calara breathed, lovingly stroking his biceps. 
 
      
 
    Jade let out an ecstatic sigh. "You're so powerful John!"  
 
      
 
    He felt a moment of worry and doubt, then grinned with delight. "That was pretty awesome!" He swept Alyssa up in his arms, giving her a tight hug. "Thanks for the pep talk! That was just what I needed to hear." 
 
      
 
    The girls all hugged him, revelling in his moment of triumph and proud of how he’d begun to tap into his hidden potential.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa grinned at him and exclaimed, "We need to get Sparks to work on a way for you to lift more!" 
 
      
 
    "Where is she right now?" John asked, missing the exuberant redhead. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa closed her eyes, focusing on her auburn-haired friend and trying to picture her location. "Still in the maintenance tunnels, right inside the Mass Drivers.” 
 
      
 
    His face fell and he said with resignation, "That's a shame, I guess we'll have to take our trip without her this time." He turned to face Jade and smiled at her warmly. "Are you ready to take us on our mystery flight?"  
 
      
 
    Jade nodded at him excitedly. “I can’t wait!” 
 
      
 
    She gathered up the clothes she had dropped and handed them out to John and Alyssa. They got dressed in comfortable trousers, tops and jackets and pulled on sturdy boots. 
 
      
 
    John watched Alyssa stand and slip on her jacket. "Okay, let's go."  
 
      
 
    They left the gym and headed down the corridor to the elevator, taking it down to Deck Nine where the Raptor gunship awaited them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dana crawled out of the maintenance tunnels and breathed a huge sigh of relief that was muted by the mask she was wearing. She disengaged the rebreathers and pulled it off, letting it dangle by the cord around her neck, then lifted the goggles off her eyes. Taking a look at the magnetic rails had been a grubby job and annoyingly time consuming, but well worth the effort. They showed no signs of stress fracturing and she was sure that boosting the power to the rails would not have any adverse effects. Now she just needed to get the Ashanath to begin fabrication of the customised Tachyon field generator she had designed, which would help launch the shells out at even faster warp speeds, and her upgrades would be complete.  
 
      
 
    Grinning happily, she strolled out into the corridor and headed over to the elevator shaft. A couple of Ashanath engineers were hard at work, overseeing the final removal of the soon to be retired elevator cabin. The industrious Greys had already widened out the elevator entrance at ground level and when she looked down the shaft, the elevator cabin was levered out through the doorway. Dana hopped on one of the anti-grav pads that had been placed in the elevator shaft and held on to the security rail as she sank down to ground level.  
 
      
 
    "Everything going okay?" she asked the engineers in a friendly tone. 
 
      
 
    "All our tasks are proceeding according to plan, Dana," the closest engineer stated, as the elevator was carried on an anti-grav sled through the big double doors into the Cargo Bay. 
 
      
 
    "Fantastic!" Dana said enthusiastically. "Let me know if there's any problems installing the new grav-tubes." 
 
      
 
    "We will alert you immediately if there are any problems," the Grey said, before returning to his examination of the elevator shaft’s dimensions.  
 
      
 
    Dana walked out into the cargo bay and though she was oblivious to it, every Ashanath Engineer stopped work to give her a reverent bow as she passed. She stopped by the big elevator that was now lying forlornly on the grav sled. She looked around furtively to make sure no-one was watching and then pulled out a portable power supply from her pocket and hooked it up to power leads for the elevator cabin. Flipping on the power, the elevator chimed mournfully for the last time and the doors swished open as if waving goodbye. 
 
      
 
    "You did good work..." Dana whispered fondly to the elevator, before giving it a gentle pat on its side and unhooking the power supply. 
 
      
 
    She heard the approach of another Ashanath and turned to see who was arriving.  
 
      
 
    "Dana, we have fitted the new Power Core," the engineer said tentatively, in its quiet eerie voice. 
 
      
 
    "That's great news!" The redhead said, her face lighting up with a brilliant smile. "Is it hooked up to the Invictus' systems?" 
 
      
 
    "We have made the connections, but have not yet begun the flow of power,” the Ashanath carefully explained. “Would you like us to do so now?" 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I'm going to go up to the Engineering Bay in a few moments anyway. I can do it from there," Dana replied with a dismissive hand wave. "I'm more familiar with the power relays on the assault cruiser than you guys, so it's probably best if I do it myself." 
 
      
 
    "As you wish," The engineer said with a respectful bow. 
 
      
 
    Dana studied him speculatively for a moment. "If the Core Team is finished, I’ve got a new task for you...” 
 
      
 
    "We are ready for new instructions," the engineer said, his automated voice sounding almost eager.  
 
      
 
    "I've confirmed that the plans I've made for the Mass Driver upgrades will work,” Dana said, with no small amount of satisfaction. “When I go up to my workshop, I'll send the schematics to the workbench outside. Get everyone from the Core Team and Drive Team working on them as soon as they’ve finished installing the new components." 
 
      
 
    "We will begin work immediately," the Ashanath murmured, then turned to gather his teammates. 
 
      
 
    Humming happily to herself, Dana took the loading lift up from the Cargo Bay to her Workshop. Everything seemed to be going brilliantly well with the refit, except for the thorny problem with the new alloy for the armour. She had initially thought that the addition of a couple of extra elements to the mix would let her create a viable alloy. Unfortunately, the Onyxium ore and Etherite crystals had stubbornly refused to bond together with any type of base metal, no matter what other elements she had added so far.  
 
      
 
    Putting that problem aside for the moment, she darted up the glowing steps of the podium to face the numerous consoles that operated the ship's systems. Dana powered off the backup core that was currently keeping everything running and holding her breath, she fired up the new Power Core.  
 
      
 
    She breathed out a sigh of relief when nothing exploded, then swiped her hand across the console, activating the energy distribution hologram for the Power Core. There was a shower of sparks and the console dimmed as the panel overloaded. Dana winced and looked around quickly to check no-one else was around to witness such a silly mistake. With the amount of power the new core was putting out, of course she’d need to upgrade the power regulator for the console! She walked over to the component storage to retrieve a replacement. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, she popped the maintenance panel back into place on the console and tentatively hit the button that would active the energy distribution hologram. The hologram activated, but showed no power readings for the core. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong now?" she muttered in frustration. "We've got power, because everything else is still on...” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly realising the problem, she rolled her eyes and recalibrated the hologram to allow for much larger power ranges. She frowned again as she cycled tentatively through the magnification ratings. Double, triple, quadruple... still nothing showed on the hologram, as she slowly cycled through the amplification settings.  
 
      
 
    "Ugh... what have I missed now?" she exclaimed in annoyance and span the holographic dial in irritation.  
 
      
 
    The display flickered briefly, showing a burst of colour before it went dark again. Freezing her hand on the dial, she gradually wound it back again until the amplification rating reached twelve and the energy distribution hologram sprang into life, bathing the console in a cheerful green glow. The energy graphs looked stable showing minimal power fluctuations. 
 
      
 
    "That can't be right!" Dana gasped, double checking the readout and rubbing her tired eyes.  
 
      
 
    A second look confirmed it. They were now running at 1189% power, nearly 12 times the power that the old power core had been able to supply. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck!" Dana swore animatedly, her mind racing at the possibilities this vast source of power now provided. She shook her head in amazement, then gently patted the console as she said to the Invictus, "Looks like we've got one hell of a new heart for you!"  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John’s mystery trip started with a tour of the various vast canyons and floating plateau cities that covered the surface of Ashana. The girls thoroughly enjoyed the views out over the distinctive terrain on the reddish-orange surface of the planet and they had finally stopped for lunch by a waterfall that dropped off into a seemingly bottomless chasm. The refracting light above the waterfall formed spectacular rainbows and they admired the crystal clear colours as they ate their picnic in the scenic spot. It reminded them of the ambush from the pirate heavy cruiser and their narrow escape through the ice fields, which had reflected the light in a similar dazzling way. 
 
      
 
    When they finished the picnic, they packed up and returned to the Raptor for the journey back to the drydock. Jade raced back over Ashana’s dusty plains, then brought the gunship down for an expertly handled landing in a clear space adjacent to the Invictus. Dana's Ashanath engineers had been very busy in the time that John and the girls had been away sightseeing and the assault carrier was now completely stripped of armour, looking oddly naked without the sturdy reinforced armour plating. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Calara, and Jade were busy discussing the handling and weapon targeting on the Raptor, so John decided to go looking for Dana. He knew that he could just ask Alyssa and she’d tell him precisely where the redhead was, but that felt a bit like cheating and he was eager to find his Chief Engineer himself. Alyssa looked up at him as he departed, smiling at him affectionately as he left the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    John hadn't seen the feisty redhead all day, what with her being so busy, and he found himself missing her cheerful exuberance. He searched the drydock first, but not seeing her around, he walked over to an engineer working on an enormous hollowed out chamber. "Excuse me," he asked the Ashanath engineer politely. "Have you seen Dana around here anywhere?"  
 
      
 
    The Grey looked up from his work and stared at John with huge black eyes. "The resplendent curvaceous genius is currently in her workshop," the engineer said in an eerie whisper, its strange alien features almost appearing wistful. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, sorry to bother you," John said appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    He walked into the open Cargo Bay on the Invictus, intending to take the loading lift up to the Engineering Bay. The girls had left the gunship and were walking over to rejoin him. 
 
      
 
    "It looks like Dana's making quite an impression on her new workforce," John said with a smile, as they moved on to the rectangular platform delineated by glowing chevrons. 
 
      
 
    "These Ashanath seem to be obsessed with curves and rounded shapes. A tech-minded girl who looks like us must be their idea of heaven!" Alyssa explained with a melodic laugh, the beautiful sound echoing around the cavernous hangar. She activated the loading lift and they began to glide upwards. 
 
      
 
    "The Greys have great taste," John said with a grin, gently squeezing Calara's and Jade's pert asscheeks. 
 
      
 
    They giggled and cuddled up against him, as the ceiling panels separated to allow the loading lift to ascend into the Engineering Bay. John looked around and spotted Dana leaning over one of the consoles on the central podium, poring over technical schematics for one of her inventions. She was frowning intently and so absorbed with what she was doing, that they were able to walk up to the Engineering Podium before she even realised she had company. She jumped, startled by their unannounced arrival. 
 
      
 
    "Wearing orange with red hair?" Alyssa said with a disapproving frown as she looked over Dana's outfit with a critical eye. 
 
      
 
    Dana was wearing a set of bulky orange overalls criss-crossed by yellow reflector stripes. Her outfit was covered in oil stains after crawling around in the maintenance ducts in the bowels of the assault cruiser. Her dishevelled auburn hair was tied back in a long ponytail and covered with a cloth bandana that was similarly smeared with grease. She was currently sporting a pair of safety goggles that were pushed up on her head and a breathing mask dangled around her neck.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, hey guys," she said with a tired smile, her teeth gleaming white on her grubby face. 
 
      
 
    She looked at them owlishly with big white circles around her eyes where they had been covered by the goggles and around her mouth where it had been covered by the mask. The rest of her face was masked in a thick layer of dirt. 
 
      
 
    "You look like I used to after cleaning out the engine filtration units on the Fool's Gold," John said with a shudder, remembering the horrible dirty job. 
 
      
 
    "Ah yeah, I must look a right fucking state," Dana said self-consciously, glancing at a couple of the Invictus' cleaning robots that were hovering nearby. She stifled a yawn then jerked a thumb at the bots. "I knew it must be bad when these two started following me around..." 
 
      
 
    "You look like you’re about to drop, Sparks,” Alyssa said with concern. "You haven't been getting enough sleep..." 
 
      
 
    "I've been so excited I haven't been able to," Dana admitted, rubbing the back of her hand across her eyes. "And we still have so much to get done!" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about that," John said supportively. "Nothing is more important than your health. We can delay a few days if you need to rest." 
 
      
 
    Calara gave her a concerned frown. "John's right, you don't need to wear yourself out! I'm happy to be your assistant."  
 
      
 
    "I am sure she’d feel a lot better with a warm meal in her stomach," Jade suggested, her face showing a curious mix of lust and tenderness. 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed at the Nymph's innuendo laden suggestion, but they nodded their approval of the plan nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head with regret. "I'd love to, but I haven't got the time."  
 
      
 
    "Nonsense," John said, give her a flirtatious smile as he took charge. "Alyssa and Calara, can you get her ready for me please. And Jade, I could use your assistance." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara moved eagerly to obey his instructions, ignoring Dana's feeble protestations as they carefully removed her filthy overalls then walked her down the steps and bent her nude body over a convenient tool cart. Alyssa grabbed the redhead's firm breasts in her hands, gently tweaking her nipples as she lifted the girl's boobs to make sure they didn't get any grease on them from the cart. 
 
      
 
    Jade looked up at John with sparkling emerald eyes as she unzipped his trousers and hauled out his burgeoning cock. Sinking to her knees, she swallowed him down effortlessly, encasing his entire length in her warm, wet, mouth. John stood above the Nymph with her dark green hair in his hands, gently thrusting at her full lips as she massaged him with her throat. A startled gasp from the three teenagers drew his eyes away from the eagerly sucking girl in front of him and he smiled appreciatively at Alyssa and Calara's enthusiastic interpretation of his orders. 
 
      
 
    The gorgeous brunette was on her knees behind the redhead, spreading her asscheeks wide so that she could eagerly lick Dana's pussy. Alyssa meanwhile was sucking and tweaking Dana's nipples, making the redhead gasp and moan at the dual onslaught to her senses. 
 
      
 
    "That's perfect, thanks honey," he said to Jade appreciatively, as he slid his slick cock from the warm confines of her throat.  
 
      
 
    Jade eased back, helping his withdrawal and then beamed up at him, happy to have been able to assist. "It was this one’s pleasure... Master." 
 
      
 
    "You're such a good girl," John said, returning her grin. 
 
      
 
    He walked down the illuminated steps of the podium to the tool cart, where the three young women were joined together by mouths and tongues. He ran his hand through Calara's thick brown hair and smiled at her as she looked up at him, her tongue still buried in Dana's pussy. 
 
      
 
    "Is she ready?" he asked Calara as she pulled back. 
 
      
 
    "Tight and wet," the brunette said, licking her lips salaciously as she stood up and gave Dana an affectionate pat on the bottom. 
 
      
 
    John leaned down to kiss Calara and tasted Dana on her lips. "Perfect."  
 
      
 
    "I'll go help Alyssa..." Calara said with a coy smile, moving out of the way. 
 
      
 
    John walked up to Dana and nuzzled the slicked-up head of his cock against her well licked pussy. 
 
      
 
    "Are you ready, honey?" he asked Dana as he teased her with his throbbing crown. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck me!" Dana groaned, as Alyssa handed over a pert breast to Calara and the two teens began to suck and nibble at her sensitive nipples. 
 
      
 
    John held her hips in his hands and then pushed forward, sinking inch after inch into her clutching depths. Jade stood at his side and slid her left hand under Dana's tummy, finding the girl's clit and gently stroking it. 
 
      
 
    "Oh fuck that's good!" 
 
      
 
    "Shh, just relax," John said. "I'm going to use your tight little pussy to get me ready and then I'll give you a nice big meal. That'll perk you right up.” 
 
      
 
    Dana held on to the rocking tool cart and sagged against the blonde and brunette in front of her as they supported her weight, while they eagerly sucked and teased her breasts. She moaned helplessly as John's thick cock drove in and out of her pliant body, nudging up against her cervix. Her body unfurled for him, yielding to the pressure and she grunted as he pushed forward with the last few inches until he was deep in her womb. She gasped and groaned continuously as John fucked her with long, tummy-stuffing thrusts, her receptive body reacting eagerly to the deep penetration. 
 
      
 
    "Would you like me to make her tighter for you?" Jade asked John with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    John glanced down at Dana’s labia that were already stretched taut around his girth. "What have you got in mind?" 
 
      
 
    He watched intrigued as Jade took the first two fingers of her right hand in her mouth and sucked on them lewdly, getting them slick and wet. She then smiled at him impishly as she placed her fingers between Dana's trembling asscheeks, watching them ripple every time he thrust against them. John nodded with a wide grin and Dana groaned as Jade's fingers circled her tight rosebud, massaging it gently to get her slippery and pliant. The groans turned into a shriek as Jade pushed two fingers inside, stretching the girl’s tight anus.  
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" Dana screamed as her four lovers worked her body to fever pitch. 
 
      
 
    She began to shudder as Jade elongated her fingers, pushing them deeper inside then moving back and forth to match the steady rhythm of John's hips. Defenceless against such stimulation, Dana convulsed with her orgasm, waves of pleasure crashing over her. Her friends and lovers kept up the pace, stimulating her young body relentlessly.  
 
      
 
    Jade gazed at John with an intense look of concentration, watching and waiting for him to get close to his own orgasm. “Does that feel good for you, Master?” 
 
      
 
    “She feels incredible!” He glanced at Jade's other hand. "Can you take over for me?"  
 
      
 
    Nodding her understanding, Jade grinned at him excitedly. John waited for Dana's current orgasm to roll to an end and then steadily pulled out of her, causing the redhead to gasp in shock at the sudden feeling of emptiness. He moved around the cart to stand behind Alyssa and Calara who were still working over Dana's nipples. 
 
      
 
    Dana moaned, her body tingling with the aftermath of that first electrifying climax, as the three girls around her focused purely on her pleasure. She opened her eyes to see John standing in front of her, his massive cock throbbing tantalisingly in front of her face. Her eyes widened in disbelief as Jade lifted her right leg, the Nymph crouching down to lap away at Dana's clit as well. Dana was about to open her mouth for John's cock when she suddenly felt an enormous intrusion in her pussy as Jade elongated her left forearm and steadily pushed it into her tight hole.  
 
      
 
    "Oh my fucking God!" Dana shrieked, as Jade knelt behind her and began to fist her pussy with the same rhythm that John had used, while still easing two fingers in and out of her ass. 
 
      
 
    John stifled her scream by pushing the broad head of his cock in between Dana's plush lips and she sucked on him mindlessly as she was triple penetrated. He pulled the goggles off the girl's head and removed the bandana from her hair, so that he could grip her head in his hands. He used his purchase on her sweat slicked hair to pull himself into her mouth, but his progress into her throat was temporarily halted as Dana groaned through another orgasm, the sounds muffled by his big cock. As her climax eventually subsided, he felt her relaxing, submissive and compliant underneath him. He pushed all the way down her throat so that his four balls bounced on her chin with every inward thrust. 
 
      
 
    John looked down at the redhead, admiring the spectacular view. Her body trembled uncontrollably as she was fisted by the Nymph, while her tits were being nursed by the beautiful blonde and brunette on their knees in front of him. Content that they were driving her out of her mind with pleasure, John fucked Dana's face as she slurped and sucked on him hungrily, desperate for his cum. 
 
      
 
    Unable to hold back any longer, he thrust up to the balls down her throat and held her face to his lap as he began to unload his cum into her empty stomach. Dana whimpered with joy as her belly started to swell, rounding out with the high-protein meal he was pumping into her hungry tummy, long spurts of cum splashing down into her sperm packed abdomen. Eventually his climax faded away and he eased his spent cock out of the redhead's mouth and throat. 
 
      
 
    "Good girl," John murmured as he gently stroked her head. "Feel better with a full tummy?" 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit!” Dana gasped as she panted for breath, her sky-blue eyes sparkling with lust. “That was fucking incredible!" 
 
      
 
    She groaned as Jade slid her hands from her pussy and ass and Dana gingerly stood upright, being careful not to overbalance with the heavily rounded belly filling out her waistline. 
 
      
 
    "And you!" Dana exclaimed, turning to Jade with a broad grin on her face. "I can’t believe you just bent me over and fisted me!" She shook her head as she giggled. "I don't think I've ever felt so stuffed!" 
 
      
 
    "Well, you seem much perkier," Alyssa said, gently caressing Dana's heavily rounded tummy.  
 
      
 
    "John just gave me an energy boost!" Dana beamed, before her expression suddenly turned thoughtful. She suddenly squealed with glee, her eyes opening wide with inspiration. "Oh! That's how I can increase the power feed!"  
 
      
 
    Dana glided up the illuminated steps of the podium, her swollen belly leading the way. She began tapping away at the console, completely absorbed by the schematics on the slowly rotating hologram before her.  
 
      
 
    John shook his head with a grin as he watched the nude redhead absorbed in her work. "We'll see you in the Officers' Lounge for dinner... don't be late!" 
 
      
 
    "I'll make sure she's there," Calara said with a fond smile, then turned to join their Chief Engineer, volunteering to work as her assistant. 
 
      
 
    "Don’t forget to have a shower, you dirty girl!" Alyssa chastised her old friend with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Dana turned and waved goodbye, an absent-minded grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    Jade bent over to lick the last traces of his cum from John’s cock and then tucked him back in his trousers. “There, nice and clean...” 
 
      
 
    John, Alyssa and Jade headed out of the door and down the corridor, intending to go to the Officers' lounge, but finding the elevator missing. A number of Ashanath were working on the elevator at that moment and they turned to stare at their group as they approached. 
 
      
 
    "We'd like to go up to deck two please," John asked politely. 
 
      
 
    "Please take one of the anti-grav devices until we have installed the grav tunnels," an Ashanath engineer murmured, pointing to a floating disc. 
 
      
 
    They stepped out cautiously on to the floating pad and held on to the safety rail before activating the control to make the device ascend. The pad levitated up to Deck Two and they carefully stepped into the corridor before heading into the Officers' Lounge. John put Alyssa and Jade to work as his assistants in the kitchen and they spent the next couple of hours preparing a tasty dinner, chatting together amiably. 
 
      
 
    Calara and Dana arrived early, with the redhead now freshly scrubbed and none the worse for wear after her expedition through the grubby maintenance tunnels. They sauntered into the kitchen and were greeted warmly by the chefs who were still hard at work. 
 
      
 
    "Your hair is still a bit damp, Calara," Alyssa pointed out, arching an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    The Latina gave her a naughty grin. "Dana asked me to wash her back for her."  
 
      
 
    "Well she was very dirty..." Jade said, sharing a smile with the redhead. 
 
      
 
    "She certainly was!" John agreed, wrapping up Dana in an affectionate hug. 
 
      
 
    With two new assistants, they finished preparing dinner in short order. They enjoyed a wonderful relaxing meal, sipping wine and eating the curry that they had just cooked.  
 
      
 
    "These crackers are amazing," Jade said, admiring one of the thin round wafers. 
 
      
 
    John took one off the serving platter and broke it into fragments on his plate. "They're actually called papadums. Why don’t you try them with the mango chutney?” 
 
      
 
    John had made the normally spicy food pretty mild, knowing that the girls would be unused to anything too fiery. They all thoroughly enjoyed the exotic flavours and after the meal was eventually cleared away, they relaxed on the sofas. Dana was enthralled as they recapped the events in the gym, filling her in on John's staggering display of strength. When he explained that running out of weights had prevented him from testing himself further, Dana offered to think about some kind of solution. 
 
      
 
    Despite repeated begging, Dana refused to go into detail about the work she and her horde of Ashanath engineers had been labouring away at over the last day and a half. She promised them a comprehensive walkthrough of everything tomorrow. They realised that she was not going to crack, when even the most extreme of interrogation methods failed to provide results. John and the girls finally stopped tickling the gasping redhead and grudgingly accepted that they had to wait.  
 
      
 
    Laughing happily, they left the lounge then settled into the Commander's Quarters on the huge four-poster bed, with two of the girls on each side in their usual places. Curious if any of the girls were going to initiate some late-night action before they went to sleep, John was surprised when they urged him to wait until tomorrow, promising that they would make it worth his while.  With an offer like that, he had no intention of refusing such a request, so they curled up together and fell into a restful sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    High Councillor Rathus was taken aback by the electric mood of the assembled engineers. His teams had started off the refit thoroughly entranced by the spectacular orbs and impeccable spheres of their youthful overseer possessed, but as time rolled on the nature of that fascination had shifted. He had soon started receiving a constant stream of reports regarding the brilliance of the female Terran known as Dana. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath had all been highly dubious when she had announced her grand plans and detailed the daunting scope of the refit, but that doubt had soon faded. Incredulity had changed into awe as she took their best designs and technology, effortlessly improving them with almost trivial effort. Dana’s grasp of science, mathematics, and chemistry had left their most gifted engineers feeling quite humbled, and as word had got out, he had received hundreds of requests from more engineers to join the refit effort. 
 
      
 
    Turning to look up at JohnBlake’s formidable warship, Rathus closed his black eyes and concentrated on reaching out to make a special report. *Ularean, we have matters to discuss.* 
 
      
 
    The Senior Councillor quickly responded. *What news do you have for us, Rathus? Are you making good progress on the refit?* 
 
      
 
    *Spectacular progress... far faster than the normal bounds of reason should permit,* Rathus replied, before hesitating for a second his mind deeply unsettled. *I believe... that Councillor Talari was right.* 
 
      
 
    There was a momentary pause before Ularean murmured, *Do you believe in a higher power, Rathus?* 
 
      
 
    *I believe in science, Senior Councillor,* Rathus replied firmly. 
 
      
 
    *Pray to science then and hope for deliverance,* Ularean whispered, his fear palpable with his every word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 27 – Putting the upgrades to the test 
 
      
 
    Dana woke up first, feeling completely refreshed after a good night's sleep. The Ashanath engineers had been tasked with completing the last of the work while she slept and she was so eager to check on their results, that she wanted to leap out of bed and go sprinting out the room. Instead, she stealthily climbed out from under the covers and tiptoed out softly, being careful not to awaken John, or the other three girls who were still fast asleep. She dressed in her own room, then walked down the corridor quietly, wanting to do a final check on everything before she presented the results of her hard work to the rest of the crew. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    High Councillor Rathus waited patiently in the drydock with his two-hundred Ashanath engineers standing behind him. Engineer Zanthus had been correct in his prediction that the Terran girl would arise early, to do a final review of their work and make sure that everything was up to her meticulous standards.  
 
      
 
    Dana gave them a broad smile when she stepped through the airlock, then bounded across the deck to join them. “I can’t believe you guys were all up waiting for me!” 
 
      
 
    Rathus bowed to her. “We wished to thank you for sharing your insights. We have learned so much in such a short span of time; it is as though your mere presence has sparked a wave of scientific discovery... but we know that all this new knowledge has stemmed from your brilliant mind.” 
 
      
 
    The redhead’s cheeks turned pink and she nudged him gently with her elbow. “Rathus, you old charmer, you’re making me blush!” 
 
      
 
    “My words were not intended to flatter, merely to state fact,” the High Councillor replied.  
 
      
 
    “Well I’ve learned a shitload from all of you too,” she said sincerely with a grateful smile. Turning around to face the engineers, she continued loudly, “Seriously, you guys are totally awesome! Thank you so much for all your hard work on the ship... you did an amazing job!” 
 
      
 
    Rathus paused for a moment, then asked in his whispery voice, “I understand that you must be in a hurry to complete your inspection, but a number of engineers have requested that they be permitted to ask you a scientific question related to their fields of research. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded eagerly. “Sure, I’d love to help out; it’s the least I can do after all the hard work you’ve put in.” She turned to face her audience. “Anyone with a question feel free to come over and ask!” 
 
      
 
    As one, the entire audience stepped forward, their excitement thick in the air... 
 
      
 
    Councillor Rathus watched from a respectful distance as Dana raced through an impromptu Q&A session with the engineers. Like every other Ashanath there, he listened spellbound as she solved one conundrum after another, advancing their species’ knowledge of physics and chemistry by leaps and bounds. 
 
      
 
    *She is magnificent, is she not?* Engineer Zanthus murmured, gazing in wonder at the Terran savant. 
 
      
 
    Rathus simply nodded, focusing too intently on Dana’s answers to be willing to divert any attention to distracting conversation.  
 
      
 
    All too soon Dana ran out of time and gave the engineers a cheerful wave goodbye. “Sorry guys, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got to run!” 
 
      
 
    There was a whispering groan of disappointment from the crowd, then they awkwardly returned her wave as she returned to the Invictus.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John, Alyssa, Calara and Jade woke to the gentle sounds of a melody, yawning and stretching contentedly as the tune drifted around the room. Dana pressed a button on the remote she held in her hand and the soothing music faded away into silence. 
 
      
 
    "Good morning ladies and gentleman!" Dana said cheerfully, beaming at her friends. "The tour of the Invictus Mk II will begin shortly!" 
 
      
 
    Dana stripped off to join them in the shower, then they washed and dressed in double time. Everyone sensed the auburn-haired girl's excitement and were fascinated to see what she'd been up to. She led them out of the bedroom and down the corridor, stopping in front of the old lift shaft. 
 
      
 
    "Here's the first modification." she said proudly. "We all know how annoying it used to be having to wait for the elevator. Well I've removed that completely and replaced it with anti-grav tubes." 
 
      
 
    Dana gestured towards the open doorway with a flourish. The elevator shaft had been widened and was now divided into two, each side roughly the same size as the old elevator had been. There was a blue haze in the right empty elevator shaft and a red one in the left. When they leaned out to hesitantly look over the edge, they could see the archways leading to each of the decks below. 
 
      
 
    "The colours are to let you know that the anti-gravity field is in place. You wouldn't want to just step out and then find the field was out of action in the event of power loss," she said with a wry smile. "Blue for up and red for down. I figured it was easier to let the fields do the hard work, rather than having to propel ourselves up and down the shaft." 
 
      
 
    “This’ll make life so much easier... excellent work, honey,” John said, full of admiration for the ingenious redhead. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” she replied, thrilled to see how impressed he was. "If you'd care to follow me, I'll show you what else I've done!” 
 
      
 
    Dana stepped backwards into the anti-grav field on the left and was swathed in a warm red glow. She waved at them with a smile on her face as she sank down at a comfortable speed, eventually disappearing from sight. John glanced at the other girls with a grin on his face and stepped into the tube, the hairs on his arms standing up as he was enveloped in the field. He dropped down at a steady pace and landed lightly at ground level, where Dana was waiting impatiently for him. Alyssa, Calara, and Jade touched down shortly afterwards and they laughed at the odd sensation. 
 
      
 
    "That was really nicely thought out," John said, pleasantly surprised by the simplicity and effectiveness of the design.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at him happily then waved the group forward. "The next thing to take a look at is our defences against boarding actions." Dana said, producing a remote with a flourish. "I've set up panic buttons in the bridge and our bedroom; they’re locked by a DNA reader.” 
 
      
 
    Dana pressed the big red button on the remote after a showy swirl of her thumb, which earned her a few chuckles. A robust looking security door slid smoothly down from the ceiling, blocking off the airlock entrance.  
 
      
 
    "That ought to buy you some extra time to get geared up, then you can come down here to use these..." she said, pressing a green button. 
 
      
 
    Panels on each side of the corridor slid open and two multi-barrelled turrets swung smoothly into position, their muzzles covering the airlock. At the same time, sturdy looking barricades rose up from the floor just outside the elevator entrance, large enough to provide substantial cover even for a person in full body armour. 
 
      
 
    "These are excellent!" John nodded appreciatively at the heavily reinforced cover.  
 
      
 
    "These security precautions are built into all decks, just in case any more bad guys breach our hull," the redhead explained. 
 
      
 
    "What are the turrets?" Alyssa asked, walking over to the nearest one to take a closer look. 
 
      
 
    "Automated Gatling Lasers," Dana replied. "They’re easy to build and we’ve got more than enough power for them." 
 
      
 
    "Will they be effective against the Drakkar though?" Calara asked, sounding concerned. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they should be," Dana nodded, a smile on her face. "I'll explain why a little later on the tour. Now, if you'd like to follow me, I'll show you what our home looks like now on the outside. It's had a makeover!” 
 
      
 
    Dana bounced away down the corridor, hitting the red and green buttons on the remote which caused the defences to withdraw back into place. The turrets and barriers merged seamlessly with the walls, floor and ceiling. She pressed her hand to the DNA reader next to the airlock and the green light moved silently across the panel, scanning her hand. It beeped quietly in recognition and the airlock spiralled open.  
 
      
 
    "Okay hold hands, close your eyes, and follow me," Dana said mysteriously, holding her hand out for Jade to take as she led the Nymph through the airlock collar. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group followed her instructions and walked out in a line across the floor of the shipyard, following each other hand in hand. Dana brought Jade to a halt after they had walked out about a hundred paces and called out for everyone to stop. She walked down the line, gently turning everyone to face back towards the ship. 
 
      
 
    "Now... open your eyes!" Dana urged them, hardly able to contain herself as she awaited their reaction. 
 
      
 
    There was a hushed silence as her shipmates stared in shock at the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck..." Alyssa swore quietly under her breath. 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned proudly at the stunned reaction of her friends and lovers. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I'm ever going to be able to pass myself off as a peaceful trader again," John said wryly. 
 
      
 
    The assault cruiser had been totally stripped of its old grey armour and had been completely re-sheathed in jet-black armour plating. The lights from the shipyard glinted off the ship's hull, giving the whole ship a glistening lustre, like it had been highly polished to a fine sheen. Where their ship had looked sleek and ferocious before, now it looked positively terrifying. 
 
      
 
    "Why is it sparkling like that Dana?" Jade asked curiously, her sharp eyes spotting the subtle shine. "The Drakkar armour plating looked slightly different, a bit duller." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you asked," Dana said, grinning excitedly. "I had to come up with a new alloy, so that we could use special psychic sensitive crystals in the composition. We wouldn't have been able to use the shipyard equipment to rearmour the ship otherwise." 
 
      
 
    "I call the new metal 'Invictium'!" she exclaimed, looking justifiably proud of her achievement. "It's a Titanium alloy, but the Etherite crystals have made it stronger. It's twice the toughness of the old reinforced Titanium!” 
 
      
 
    "That sounds incredible!" Calara exclaimed. "But what about resistance against energy weapons? The Drakkar armour was able to just shrug off the Ashanath beams." 
 
      
 
    "Now that's the best part!" Dana exclaimed, barely able to contain her delight. "Come and check this out!" 
 
      
 
    Nearby was a three-metre-square panel of black Invictium that was held securely in place by four robotic arms. A small beam laser turret was positioned 50 metres away, with the barrel pointed squarely at the armour plating.  
 
      
 
    "Okay, watch the target," Dana said, as she produced a remote from another pocket.  
 
      
 
    She hit the button and a red beam of bright energy blasted out to hit the armour plating squarely in the centre. The beam pulsed angrily for a few seconds, before Dana flicked off the remote and the beam blinked out as suddenly as it had appeared. 
 
      
 
    "Wow!" Calara exclaimed with wide eyes. "The beam barely even scratched it!" 
 
      
 
    Dana grinned, beaming from ear to ear. "The armour is partly reflective and deflects some of the initial energy of the attack. Whatever's left gets channelled through the armour and absorbed by capacitors that are spaced evenly around the hull. The Drakkar armour was able to channel and absorb the energy by using this incredibly rare element called Onyxium. Their armour is a Steel/Onyxium alloy. Invictium is a Titanium/Onyxium alloy that I made much tougher by adding Etherite crystals. I had to add another 15 other elements before I could stabilise the bonds!" the redhead stated proudly.  
 
      
 
    Calara was listening attentively and asked, “How much more effective is it?” 
 
      
 
    "When Drakkar armour is hit by an energy weapon, it reflects 20%, absorbs 60% and allows 20% of the power through to cause actual damage.” Dana looked smug as she continued, “Invictium reflects 35%, absorbs 60% and allows just 5% through to cause damage." 
 
      
 
    "So you've made us practically immune to laser weapons!" Alyssa blurted out. "That's fucking awesome, Sparks!" 
 
      
 
    Calara stared a shocked look with John. "We won't even need to turn our shields on!"  
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, the capacitors can get overloaded if they absorb too much energy too fast. Onyxium is also incredibly rare, so try not to take any hits if you can avoid them," Dana admitted reluctantly. The redhead grinned, proud of her creation. "But yeah, the Invictus is one tough bitch now!"  
 
      
 
    "I already thought you were one of the smartest people I've ever met, but you've managed to surpass my already sky-high expectations!" John said, wrapping her up in a warm hug. 
 
    "You've done an amazing job, Dana. Thank you!" 
 
      
 
    Dana sighed, ecstatically happy to have earned such high praise. She suddenly wriggled out of his grasp and exclaimed, "Wait, we’re not done yet! There's more to see!" as she beckoned them to follow her back to the ship. 
 
      
 
    Dana led them through the airlock and opened the double door into the Hangar Bay. The Raptor gunship loomed over them, black and glistening like some kind of abyssal horror. John shivered for a moment, the ship bringing back a few unpleasant lingering memories from his recent nightmares. 
 
      
 
    "I replated the Raptor as well and added a new Power Core,” she said, pointing to a section near the rear of the gunship. “The huge surplus of power meant I could add an upgraded shield generator, so the gunship should be able to shrug off most defence grid weaponry." 
 
      
 
    Jade walked forward and ran her hand along the Raptor's hull. "The ship looks magnificent, Dana," she said, thrilled with the improvements. 
 
      
 
    The redhead bowed with a flourish. "Just doing my best to keep you guys safe." She grinned and bounded away towards the grav-tube. “Let's move on to the next part of the tour!"  
 
      
 
    They stepped into the dim blue glow of the anti-gravity field and rose up smoothly, spontaneous laughter echoing around the tube as they experienced the odd sensation of being lifted off the floor. They stepped out onto the command deck and Dana led them across the Bridge and into the debriefing room. The armour equipping frames now had company and there was one in place for each of the crew.  
 
      
 
    "Jade, would you care to be my model again?" Dana asked sweetly. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph nodded and walked over to the alcove. "Of course, Dana."  
 
      
 
    She stepped into the armoured boots and slipped her hands into the plated gauntlets. With the touch of a button, the robotic arms swung into action, pressing armour plates together to fully encase the girl's wonderful figure in Phalanx armour. The difference was immediately obvious to everyone. Where the old body armour suits were a bland dark grey, the body armour was now plated in Invictium and was a sinister jet black.  
 
      
 
    "You look badass," Alyssa said, nodded approvingly as she walked around the armour suit. 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, I can't get the capacitors to work with the body armour," Dana admitted to her intrigued audience. Scowling with irritation, she continued, "Personal armour has too many uneven curves, so I couldn’t get the energy absorbing lattice to work properly." 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn’t worry about it, we’ll probably just scare our enemies to death before they can shoot at us," Calara noted with a raised eyebrow, as she took in the enhanced body armour's terrifying new appearance. 
 
      
 
    "I’ve added a few more tricks under the hood too," Dana said with a playful smile. "The Invictium on the suits is just like the Invictus’ armour. It’s much tougher against projectile weapons and it still has that passive 35% deflection trait against energy weapons." 
 
      
 
    "Do the Drakkar use the same kind of metal from their ships in their body armour?" Alyssa asked, remembering the ribbed armour that the Raiders had worn. 
 
      
 
    "Their body armour is slightly resistant to laser fire, but it's not the same tech as the armour plating on their ships. They probably couldn't get the capacitors to work either," Dana replied with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "You did a great job on the armour, honey,” John said, then walked over to the newly installed weapons locker. He opened it up and saw five of the XR75 rifles on the racks. Picking one up, he hefted it in his arms, checking safety before getting a feel for the balance of the intimidating looking weapon. 
 
      
 
    "Bring that with you..." Dana said with a wink. "We're off to the firing range next!" 
 
      
 
    They waited for Jade to return the armour to the alcove and followed after Dana when she led them down to Deck Seven, then along the corridor to the Firing Range. Nothing had really changed in here, except there was another armour equipping frame in place against the wall. Dana walked over to it and stepped into the boots, as the robotic arms swung in to encase her in Invictium body armour. The armour plates locked into place with the quiet rippling of metallic clicks.  
 
      
 
    Dana walked over to the nearby weapon rack and took out an old, unmodified XR73 rifle. She slotted in a magazine of caseless hollow point ammo, then walked back to the range and handed over the assault rifle to Alyssa. "Here you go," she said happily, the speakers built into the armoured helmet transmitting the playful tone in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa inclined her head. “Thanks, Sparks.” 
 
      
 
    Next Dana strolled off down the firing range, before coming to a stop 50 metres away. "Okay try and shoot me!” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at the others, not feeling entirely comfortable at shooting a rifle at her oldest friend, no matter how well-armoured she was.  
 
      
 
    "Hurry up!" Dana goaded her. "We haven't got all day!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes then sighted down the scope at their Chief Engineer. The rifle chattered as she fired a three-round burst directly at the redhead. There was a peculiar whumping sound and the bullets bounced away from their intended target, striking the walls.  
 
      
 
    "Woohoo!" Dana cheered and did a little victory dance. "It worked!" 
 
      
 
    "That was the first time you've tested it?" Alyssa balked, staring at her friend with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "The science was good... there was nothing to worry about," Dana replied with a nonchalant shrug. "Besides, this new armour is tough as old boots. Hollow point rounds would never be able to penetrate it." 
 
      
 
    "So what was that strange noise?" John asked. "It sounded like when I tried to shoot the Drakkar and some rounds deflected off their shields." 
 
      
 
    "That’s it exactly!" Dana said, clapping her hands approvingly. "Those shields have emitters that produce strong magnetic fields; they’re awesome for deflecting small calibre bullets. I just built more sophisticated, miniaturised versions of them into the armour." 
 
      
 
    "Very impressive," Calara said, nodding her approval. "But won't we run the risk of rounds bouncing off and hitting one of us?"  
 
      
 
    "When you’re fighting together while wearing Invictium armour, the suits link up and will sense each other's location. They’ll deliberately angle deflections away from friendly troops," Dana explained. 
 
      
 
    "It seems you've thought of everything," the brunette said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "There's one last thing," Dana said quickly. "If you reverse the magnetic field to attract rather than repulse, you could use the armour suits to go for a spacewalk on the ship's hull!" 
 
      
 
    John, Alyssa, Calara and Jade broke into a spontaneous round of applause for her handiwork. Dana took a bow then stepped into the armour frame so that the suit could be removed. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, but I'm not done yet!" the redhead said exuberantly. "John, have you noticed anything different about the XR75 railgun?" 
 
      
 
    "It feels a bit lighter," he said, bouncing it slightly in his hands to feel the weight. 
 
      
 
    "I swapped out the heavier old power supply! The Ashanath power generators can pump out a lot more power in far smaller devices. If I'd done a direct swap, that railgun would be about ten times as powerful!" she explained with a wistful sigh. 
 
      
 
    John quirked an eyebrow. “That sounds pretty good to me...” 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head and gave him a rueful frown. "Unfortunately, if I did that the barrel would explode, killing the shooter as well." 
 
      
 
    "Well I'm glad you didn't choose that option," Alyssa said, with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    "I did for the Invictus..." Dana said, her eyes gleaming. 
 
      
 
    Calara started to look worried. "Err, I hope that means the ship isn't going to explode!"  
 
      
 
    "I did fry a console when I hooked up the new power regulators," Dana admitted, looking embarrassed. "In my defence, I had a lot of things on my mind and was pretty sleepy at the time." 
 
      
 
    "So exactly how powerful is our new Power Core?" John asked, his curiosity piqued. 
 
      
 
    "Well the Power Core they've fitted is the most advanced version they can produce. The one now powering the Invictus is sized for a battleship!" Dana replied with a wicked grin. 
 
      
 
    John and the other girls exchanged glances, nodding at each other as they started grinning too. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to face Dana again. "That sounds amazing, but what kind of practical difference will that make?"  
 
      
 
    "In layman's terms, we now have about twelve times the power as before. We can run the entire ship at full power constantly, so the ship will be able to fly faster and our shields will be able to regenerate quickly, without me having to divert power from the weapons or anything like that," Dana explained, her eyes flashing with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "How about the lasers?" Calara asked eagerly. "Will they be more powerful or fire faster?" 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, no," Dana replied, her face falling. "The weapon barrels would melt with the heat build-up. We’d need to upgrade the laser weapons themselves, or improve their heat sinks to see any improvement there. At least we have the power in place for anything we can get our hands on in the future." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like we need to take that trip to the Maliri sooner rather than later then," John said speculatively. 
 
      
 
    “I have upgraded the Mass Drivers though! When we leave the planet, we'll do a weapon test and you can see what they can do!" she exclaimed enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    Calara's eyes sparkled as she tried to imagine what Dana might have done to the Invictus' main guns. 
 
      
 
    "You've done outstanding work here, Dana,” John said, truly amazed. “More than I would have dreamed possible and in so short a time frame!"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Calara and Jade joined in with the effusive praise and Dana smiled at them, blushing a little with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I almost forgot!" she blurted out. "We need to test fire the improved XR75!" 
 
      
 
    John moved into position at the firing range and hit the button that made a target dummy appear at the end. Bracing himself, he glanced at Dana who nodded approvingly and then fired a round off down the range. 
 
      
 
    "Pkow," the railgun murmured, the shockwave from the weapon muffled by the sound dampener built into the barrel. 
 
      
 
    The target dummy tottered as a big hole was punched in its chest. 
 
      
 
    "It seems the same as before," John said, looking confused. "It's a little lighter, but other than that, I can't tell any difference." 
 
      
 
    Dana moved to stand beside him and pressed another button on the wall. The regular target dummy disappeared and a 9' tall hulking mock-up of a Drakkar Warboss appeared in its place, its four arms raised angrily. 
 
      
 
    "I only made one of these for demonstration purposes...” The perky redhead moved over to stand by John. She raised an eyebrow and asked in a seductive purr, "Mind if I put my hands on your weapon?"  
 
      
 
    John laughed and held it out towards her. "Be my guest."  
 
      
 
    She stood on tiptoe then flicked the fire-rate selector switch to full auto. 
 
      
 
    "Give that a try," she said with a wink, then skipped out of the way. 
 
      
 
    John took a deep breath, calming himself and getting ready to control the barrel in case of muzzle climb. He sighted down the range, aiming low on the Drakkar just in case. 
 
      
 
    "PrrrrrrrrrKow!" the railgun purred as 49 hyper-accelerated rounds raced down the range, slamming over and over into the quaking target dummy. 
 
      
 
    John walked the rounds over the target, finding the barrel surprisingly easy to control, each bullet blasting huge holes in the inanimate Drakkar Warboss and sending chunks flying around the range. He shot off the four arms, decapitated the dummy, cut the chest in half and then blew out the legs before he ran out of ammo. When the railgun finally clicked, the magazine empty, all that was left of the target Drakkar was a pair of smoking boots. 
 
      
 
    "The smoother power curve and improved power couplings radically reduce heat build-up in the magnetic rails!” She looked up at John, breathless with anticipation. "You like?" 
 
      
 
    John looked down at the railgun and nodded. "Yeah, it's not bad," he said with a shrug, placing the weapon on the table dismissively. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Dana said crestfallen. 
 
      
 
    "Haha!" he grinned, scooping her up in his arms. "If I didn't love you already, I'd fall in love with you all over again! That gun is the coolest thing I've ever fired!" 
 
      
 
    The redhead laughed with relief. "You bastard! You had me going for a minute there!" 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, honey," he apologised, leaning in to rub noses with her affectionately.  
 
      
 
    Dana hugged him tightly and let out a happy sigh.  
 
      
 
    "Well, we better go and have a chat with the Ashanath and start our little Drakkar hunt," John said, before glancing down at the redhead in his arms. "Unless you've got some more crazy new upgrades to show us?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "That’s all for now,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, let's move out ladies," John said, his voice firm and authoritative. 
 
      
 
    "Yes sir!" they chorused in amusement and left the firing range.  
 
      
 
    John picked up the XR75 railgun so that he could return it to the weapon locker on the Bridge and followed them out the door. They strolled down the corridor and entered the grav-tube, stepping confidently into the blue light and rising up through the levels. Everyone stepped out on to the Command Deck and moved to take their usual places. 
 
      
 
    "Could you secure this please, honey?"  John asked Jade, smiling at her affectionately and handing her the railgun.  
 
      
 
    "Sure, John!" she immediately agreed, taking the weapon and bounding off towards the Briefing Room to stow it away. 
 
      
 
    He shared a meaningful look with Alyssa, and they both watched the Nymph stride away quite untroubled. They climbed the illuminated steps up to the command podium together and John sat in the Commander’s Chair, while Alyssa sat gracefully at the Executive Officer's station to his right. 
 
      
 
    He turned towards the Latina sitting at her tactical station, watching her as she settled into her familiar seat. "Calara, could you bring up the Sector Map for the systems around Kappa-Indarran please." 
 
      
 
    The brunette responded quickly to his request and the glowing Sector Map appeared a moment later, hovering above the bridge. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, let’s think about this for a second," John said, looking thoughtful. "They have numerical superiority over us, but we should try to take their raiding ships one-on-one. We need to thin them out before we tackle the base." 
 
      
 
    "Why not set a trap?" Calara suggested. "If we ask the Ashanath to greatly reduce any civilian traffic around that area, then get them to send a patrol through as bait, I bet the Drakkar will fall for it." 
 
      
 
    "Then when they appear, we pounce!" Jade said enthusiastically as she walked back onto the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    Calara grinned at her and nodded. "Exactly!"  
 
      
 
    "If we can disable their ship rather than destroy it, I can perform an active scan. That should provide you some useful data on the structure and layout of their vessel," Dana suggested. 
 
      
 
    "That's a great idea!" Calara readily agreed. "Once I know where their weak points are, I can take them out a lot faster." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like we have a plan," John said, before glancing to his right. "Alyssa, can you contact the Ashana shipyard and see if they can put us through to the High Council." 
 
      
 
    "There's no need," Dana interrupted quickly. "High Councillor Rathus gave me a secure transmission code so that we can reach Senior Councillor Ularean directly." 
 
      
 
    "A direct line to their boss! They must really want to keep us happy!" Alyssa said, entering the secure transmission code that Dana transferred to her console.  
 
      
 
    The viewscreen in front of them flashed and then a moment later, Senior Councillor Ularean's grey bulbous head appeared on the screen in front of them. "Ah, JohnBlake. It is a pleasure to see you," the leader of the Ashanath Collective said in his unemotional whispery voice.  
 
      
 
    "Likewise, Ularean," John said with a smile. "Please thank your engineers for the incredible job they did on the Invictus. Dana showed us all the upgrades this morning and they really excelled themselves!" 
 
      
 
    "I am very pleased that you are satisfied with our efforts, I will pass on your kind words to High Councillor Rathus," Ularean murmured with a slight bow of his head. “But in truth it is the one called 'Dana' that you should be thanking. Rathus has repeatedly begged me to ask if you would permit her to stay on Ashana and teach at our Engineering Seminary." 
 
      
 
    John looked at Dana with a raised eyebrow, but she shook her head with a smile. He returned it then faced the Senior Councillor again. "I'm sorry, Ularean, she politely declined. Besides, Dana’s an indispensable member of my crew. I'll need her more than ever right now, as I fully intend to keep my side of our bargain." 
 
      
 
    Ularean's unblinking black eyes seemed to sharpen their focus as they stared at him. "What do you intend to do?" the robed Grey asked, the light from the room glinting off the silvery chain around his neck. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like you to restrict all traffic around the Kappa-Indarran system," John requested. "We plan to spring a trap on the Drakkar." 
 
      
 
    "We already have, JohnBlake." Ularean whispered. "We did not wish to lose any more civilian vessels to the raiders, their depredations have been severe." 
 
      
 
    "We have to move fast, John!" Calara said in alarm. "If there's suddenly no ships around, the Drakkar will be alerted to the fact that the Ashanath have identified the location of their base." 
 
      
 
    "Okay then,” John said to Ularean, looking to Calara who nodded and began plotting a flightpath for the Ashanath vessels. “We're going to need you to send some patrol ships on a route that we'll supply for you. We'll follow close by and intercept as soon as the Drakkar attack." 
 
      
 
    "I have deep reservations about using my people as bait," Ularean said, his normally unemotional whispery voice edged with concern. 
 
      
 
    "They’ll only have to hold on for a few moments; we’ll strike the moment they send the distress call," John said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    "We will do as you request, JohnBlake." The Ashanath Senior Councillor agreed after a moment's hesitation. 
 
      
 
    "Ularean, I've got an idea on how to keep your people out of any danger for the next ambush!" Dana interjected eagerly. "Please tell Rathus to look out for the schematics I'll send him." 
 
      
 
    "I will inform him, Dana," Ularean said and abruptly ended the call. 
 
      
 
    "Right, let's get moving," John said, eager to begin. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa contacted Ashana Shipyard and requested leave to exit the drydock. The robotic arms holding the Invictus securely in place rotated around and the magnetic clamps released with a loud clang, freeing the assault cruiser. The blonde grinned and dipped the nose of the ship, the Invictus dropping smoothly out of the drydock as she powered up the engines. Alyssa winked mischievously at John and boosted the power, causing the 500-metre-long assault cruiser to surge forward, flagrantly violating port speed.  
 
      
 
    The sinister jet-black ship rolled and turned as she brought them through the rocky canyon, skilfully avoiding other ships and looming sheer walls alike. The civilian traffic gave her a sensibly wide berth as the Invictus raced out of the crevasse and soared away into the upper atmosphere of Ashana. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck yeah!" Alyssa exclaimed, exhilarated by the daredevil flying through the ravine and out of the shipyard. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think the High Council would approve," John said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed rebelliously then turned to look at Dana. "The handling on the Invictus is so much better!" she said with delight. "I thought we were just going to be able to go a bit faster?" 
 
      
 
    "Well I boosted power to the retro thrusters and got the Ashanath to fit a few more," Dana said with a smile. "We have insane amounts of spare power, so I figured... fuck it, why not?" 
 
      
 
    "I love you!" Alyssa said happily. 
 
      
 
    "When you've finished having fun, could you plot a course to the nearest uninhabited asteroid belt please?" John asked the blonde fondly. 
 
      
 
    "Will do," Alyssa nodded and her hands darted over the console as the sector map around Ashana sprang into life on the bridge.  
 
      
 
    She found a swathe of asteroids in a nearby system that had already been fully mined. According to the data on the System Map, all that was left of the exploited asteroid belt were floating hunks of worthless rock.  
 
      
 
    "Looks like we have a winner!" she grinned and laid in the course. 
 
      
 
    "This can't be right." she muttered under her breath a moment later, as the course she had plotted was displayed on the map. 
 
      
 
    "The Navigation computer is reporting that we'll get there in a third of the time it should normally take!" Alyssa said with surprise. "Nothing's that fast!" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing except us and a handful of special ops Ashanath ships," Dana said looking smug. "The Ashanath High council weren't kidding. They've given us the best equipment they know how to make!" Her delight at acquiring such exotic and incredibly advanced technology was quite apparent in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa pressed the button that would start to warm up the FTL Drive and they noticed that their ship on the sector map was surrounded in a light blue glow. The ship leapt effortlessly into hyper warp and the Invictus began to race across the system map.  
 
      
 
    "Holy shit!" Alyssa exclaimed, staring in disbelief as their ship tore through system after system. "Look at us go!"  
 
      
 
    John shook his head in astonishment. His old freighter seemed like some kind of decrepit turtle in comparison to the incredibly quick ship he now commanded. After only a few minutes, they had zoomed through several systems and arrived at the system containing the asteroid belt Alyssa had chosen for their fire test. She guided the Invictus into position, pointing towards a stupendously huge hunk of rock on the edge of the asteroid field, that could well be classified as a small moon. 
 
      
 
    "Powering up main guns," Calara said, feeling her heart pounding in her chest. 
 
      
 
    She took a firm hold of the armrest controls and the holographic targeting array hovering in front of her cast a soft blue glow over her beautiful features. The brunette flipped off the safety switch and activated the ship’s primary weapons. The armoured panels covering the Mass Drivers slid to the side, revealing the barrels of the 200-metre-long rail guns.  
 
      
 
    "Weapons armed, Commander." Calara stated, falling back into familiar Terran Federation protocol as she looked at the gigantic asteroid through the holographic targeting grid. 
 
      
 
    "Let’s see what they can do," John said with a grin, excited to see the new upgrades in action. 
 
      
 
    Holding her breath, Calara pulled the trigger and the Invictus trembled with the recoil, the 200-metre-long magnetic coils accelerating the shells to Tachyon-induced Hyper-warp velocity. The colossal asteroid shook violently with the impact, as four enormous craters were punched into its surface, the shells boring in deeply and blasting out debris from the shattering strikes. A moment later, the small moon quaked as the four shells detonated deep within its surface. Four faint blue trails linked the Invictus to the enormous hunk of rock as it continued to shake with aftershocks. 
 
      
 
    "The rails are recharging so fast!" Calara exclaimed, watching the progress bar next to the Mass Drivers on her weapon loadout hologram for the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    "You should only have to wait ten seconds before you can fire again, instead of thirty," Dana confirmed for her. 
 
      
 
    "They're powered up already!" Calara said in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "Let's teach this evil asteroid the error of its ways!" John barked in a stern, imperious voice. "Fire at will, Lieutenant!" 
 
      
 
    Calara laughed before pulling the trigger, sending another four shells blasting out at incredible speed. The asteroid shuddered with the next four impacts, beginning to break apart with the massive momentum of the strikes as they ploughed into its core. The shells detonated a second later and the titanic asteroid slowly split into three chunks, ripped apart by the devastation to its structure. 
 
      
 
    John remembered their original fire test with the Mass Drivers and spotted a spinning hunk of rock about the same size as that first asteroid. "One last volley on that smaller piece."  
 
      
 
    Calara nodded obediently and, as soon as the icon flashed “Ready”, she pulled the trigger. The four shells blasted out, pounding into the asteroid section and sending it rocking backwards with the impact, its surface fracturing with rapidly expanding fissures. A moment later, the explosives in the shells detonated and the shockwaves blew the asteroid apart, sending thousands of rock fragments scattering through the belt. 
 
      
 
    "Triple the fire rate, massively increased penetration..." Calara said appreciatively, her eyes gleaming. "You did an outstanding job, Dana!" 
 
      
 
    The redhead smiled at her friend, overjoyed at the results of the successful fire test. 
 
      
 
    "There's one downside," John said, with some reluctance. "If we're firing three times as quickly, we'll go through our stockpile of shells pretty quickly." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I thought about that," Dana said glumly. "Unfortunately, there isn't much I can do unless we can find a better source of explosives. If we can make the detonations more powerful, then I could reduce the size of the shells and we could carry a lot more." 
 
      
 
    "Not to worry, it isn't a problem for the moment," John said with a reassuring smile. He turned to face Alyssa. "Any news on the Ashanath patrol?" 
 
      
 
    She checked on the current status of the Grey ships and saw they were moving steadily into position, to follow the flightpath she had set for them. "They should be ready to start in a few minutes." 
 
      
 
    John looked at Calara next. "When do you think the Drakkar will attack?" 
 
      
 
    "Their normal attack patterns have been disrupted, but I'd expect them to launch an attack as soon as they pick up the Ashanath patrol in their long-range scans," the Latina said, appearing lost in thought. "I suspect they might have set up sensors farther out from their base... They seem to be too well informed about sector traffic to just be relying on their ships’ long-range sensors. If we assume they know the Ashanath are there, based on what we estimate for their FTL drive capabilities, I'd predict a strike on the patrol in roughly twenty minutes." 
 
      
 
    "We better get into position," John said. "Alyssa can you trail the Ashanath patrol, so we can respond as quickly as possible without making it obvious we're tailing them." 
 
      
 
    "Yep, no problem," she said confidently, powering up the Tachyon Drive. 
 
      
 
    "Okay then, let's start repaying the Ashanath for these new toys," John said with a grim smile. 
 
      
 
    The Invictus soared into hyper warp again and raced through system after system as they caught up with the Ashanath patrol near the Kappa-Indarran system. Alyssa swung the assault cruiser around into a tailing position via a long arcing curve. 
 
      
 
    "Hail them please," John ordered. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa hit a button on the console and a few moments later the Ashanath patrol leader's face appeared on the viewscreen.  
 
      
 
    "We are following your patrol route as requested JohnBlake," the Grey stated in an echoing murmur.  
 
      
 
    "Call for backup the moment you're attacked," John said brusquely. "We'll be there within..." he glanced at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    Her voice rang crystal clear in his head. *Fifteen seconds.*  
 
      
 
    "...fifteen seconds, so just perform evasive manoeuvres with full power to shields until we arrive." he ordered, with no doubt or hesitation in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "We will do as you command, JohnBlake." the Grey leader whispered quietly and then ended the communication. 
 
      
 
    "Four minutes until Calara says they will strike!" Jade said excitedly, looking at the ship's chronometer on the wall. 
 
      
 
    The Latina frowned as she protested, "It's just an estimate!"  
 
      
 
    "I have no doubt in your calculations,” the Nymph said with a warm smile.  
 
      
 
    Dana helpfully displayed a ticking clock in the centre of the bridge, counting down the seconds. 
 
      
 
    "Aw come on!" Calara groaned. "Pile the pressure on why don't you?" 
 
      
 
    They laughed good naturedly at her protestations, but watched the countdown on the clock nonetheless as it inexorably ticked down . 
 
      
 
    0:04 
 
    0:03 
 
    0:02 
 
    0:01 
 
    0:00 
 
      
 
    There was a pregnant pause as they waited with bated breath, but nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "See I told y..." Calara started, but was interrupted by the flash of an incoming hail. 
 
      
 
    "We are under attack!" the Ashanath's patrol leader said, the speech transmitted by their communication device picking up his panic. 
 
      
 
    "We'll be there in a few seconds," John said. "Hang on!" 
 
      
 
    The frightened cruiser captain ended the communication and John glanced at Alyssa.  
 
      
 
    "Already on it!" she replied to his unspoken question, her eyes focused on the console. 
 
      
 
    The System Map showed the location of the Ashanath patrol and the Invictus charged towards them, the hopes of the entire Ashanath Collective riding with them. 
 
      
 
    "Weapons ready, shields up," John ordered, not taking his eyes off the map. "Hit them with everything we've got as soon as we're in range." 
 
      
 
    Calara and Dana moved to follow his orders and seconds later they dropped out of hyper warp. The sensors sent out a pulse and the Tactical Map quickly redrew itself, showing the vessels in their vicinity. Three Ashanath patrol craft were scrambling away from the huge ship that was bearing down on them. The black and purple Drakkar cruiser roared in, multiple violet hued beams pulsating angrily as it fired on the fleeing Ashanath saucers. The evasive manoeuvres helped the silver disc-shaped vessels dodge some of the beams and the saucer's shields proved strong enough to save the Greys from any hull damage. 
 
      
 
    Calara opened fire without having to be asked and six orange beams scythed out and slashed across the rear of the Drakkar's shields, causing bright pulses of light to crackle over the surface. Alyssa dipped the nose of the Invictus and Calara cycled to Laser Cannons, pouring a relentless cascade of laser bolts into the enemy shields.  
 
      
 
    Realising the threat behind them, the Drakkar halted their rabid pursuit of the Ashanath ships and began to turn the cruiser to face the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    "Not this time, fucker!" Alyssa said with a wicked grin, using the retro-thrusters to roll the Invictus. 
 
      
 
    She pulled the nose back and they began to perform a graceful loop, staying to the rear quarters of the Drakkar cruiser. Alyssa kept the top deck facing the black armoured behemoth and pumped bolt after bolt of laser fire into the Drakkar shield, causing it to spark and flicker alarmingly. 
 
      
 
    "Why aren't they firing back?" Dana wondered aloud.  
 
      
 
    "Scan them," John said. "Try and identify the positioning of their weapon batteries."  
 
      
 
    "On it!" Her hands darted over her console as she engaged the active sensors. 
 
      
 
    "They're out-turning us!" Alyssa's warning cry echoed around the bridge. 
 
      
 
    "Just a little longer," Calara said. "Their shields can't take much more of this!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa shot a quick glance at Dana and demanded, "Give me more power to the engines!"  
 
      
 
    The redhead flicked off the safeties and poured more power into the assault cruiser's four massive engines, causing the Invictus to leap forward. "Burn out in twenty seconds!" 
 
      
 
    "Active sensor results are in!" she exclaimed, noticing the rapidly scrolling data appearing on the display. "Transferring it to Tactical." 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar cruiser was pictured on the holographic tactical display, in a separate area highlighting the current target of the Invictus. The huge cruiser loomed large with its hull covered in thick black armour plating, flanked by purple ribbing securing it in place. The front of the cruiser showed dozens of long barrelled beam lasers, but there were none to the rear. 
 
      
 
    "All their guns are forward-facing!" John exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "It makes sense," Alyssa said through gritted teeth, as she struggled to control the Invictus, the engines bucking with power. "That thing turns at an incredible rate." 
 
      
 
    "Five seconds until burn out!" Dana warned. "Shutting down the extra power!" 
 
      
 
    "We're good!" Calara cried. "Their shields are out!" 
 
      
 
    "Get ready to let them have it!" John called out, watching as Alyssa eased off with the thrust from the engines and pulled the front of the Invictus around to face the Drakkar.  
 
      
 
    Calara kept her eyes locked on the holographic targeting grid and the second she was able to hit the enemy cruiser, she opened up with the four Mass Drivers. The shells roared out and slammed into the right side of the Drakkar ship, knocking it back and temporarily halting its rapid turn. The tachyon wave punched through the massive armour plating and the shells disappeared inside the hull. A second later, the cruiser trembled as it was rocked by a series of tremendous explosions that rippled along its flank. Calara wasted no time cycling to the Beam Lasers, opening fire on the gaping wounds rent into the side of the Drakkar hull. The coruscating beams pulsed brightly as they seared into the superstructure of the enemy ship, burning through the interior and causing terrible damage to the starboard internals.  
 
      
 
    "Yeah! Great shooting, Lieutenant!" John yelled. 
 
      
 
    Dana pointed at the map and cried out in warning, "They're still coming!"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa powered up the engines to maximum and performed a half roll, just as the Drakkar opened up with their entire beam battery. Pulsating violet beams lanced out as though eager to consume the Invictus, but Alyssa's roll made nearly half the shots miss.  
 
      
 
    "Shields at 58%," Dana announced, watching the damage control hologram intently and seeing the shield display go from bright green to a bright yellow in an instant. 
 
      
 
    The assault cruiser charged towards the Drakkar, seemingly intent on ramming them. 
 
      
 
    "What're you doing, Alyssa?" John asked with growing concern. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me," she said, with a look of intense concentration on her face. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa dropped the nose of the Invictus and they tore past the Drakkar, missing the enemy cruiser by less than a dozen metres as they dived under the belly of the other ship. The Drakkar began to turn to pursue, retro-thrusters speeding their turn, the exhaust flares lighting up the port side as they began to rotate. 
 
      
 
    Calara narrowed her eyes as the enemy ship loomed overhead, opening fire with her Laser Cannons. She seemed to be firing haphazardly all over the Drakkar vessel, laser impacts hitting the craft in a dozen different places. 
 
      
 
    "Don't you need to target one place to overload their capacitors?" Dana asked worriedly, unsure what the brunette was up to. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, but that's not what I'm doing," Calara replied, a predatory gleam in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa slowed the Invictus and brought them around to face the Drakkar again. Calara cycled to the Mass Drivers and unloaded just before the Drakkar opened fire with their overwhelming array of beam lasers. The shells punched into the topdeck, the four pounding impacts instantly destroying several of the Drakkar's beam weapon emplacements. The shells bored deeper before detonating, rocking the enemy ship again.  
 
      
 
    The returning fire from the Drakkar was more accurate this time and the Invictus’ shields fizzled out as they were overloaded. Three of the virulent purple beams punched through to strike the hull, but they left only a minor scar, as the armour channelled most of the energy to the capacitors. Calara fired back with their own Beam Lasers, searing into the gaping holes in the top of the Drakkar cruiser, the beams causing ferocious damage to the internals as they lanced through. Alyssa powered up the engines again, preparing to joust past the enemy cruiser once more.  
 
      
 
    "Go to their port!" Calara called out and Alyssa rolled the ship, bringing it around to a heading that would bring them past on the left side of the Drakkar vessel.  
 
      
 
    Calara opened fire with the Laser Cannons again, seemingly firing at random all over the port side of the Drakkar cruiser. The Invictus swept past and Alyssa slowed the ship, bringing the front around towards the enemy yet again. 
 
      
 
    "Why aren't they turning?!" Jade asked, frowning at the black cruiser in confusion.  
 
      
 
    John let out a belly laugh. "They're trying to, honey." He turned to grin at Calara. "Spectacular shooting, Lieutenant!" 
 
      
 
    Calara gave him a playful salute in return. "Thanks, Commander."  
 
      
 
    Dana looked at the image of the Drakkar cruiser in the holographic targeting display. The active scans revealed more data the longer they were able to analyse the enemy ship. "She shot off nearly all their manoeuvring thrusters!" the redhead blurted out in surprise.  
 
      
 
    The hapless cruiser began to turn at a pitiful rate, but Alyssa stayed firmly in the blindspot to their rear.  
 
      
 
    "Let me know when you have all the data we need," Calara said to Dana. 
 
      
 
    “Incoming ships!” Jade called out in warning.  
 
      
 
    Two dropships had launched from the stricken enemy cruiser, full of Drakkar marines eager to get to grips with the Invictus crew in close combat. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, not today," the brunette said, pulling the trigger to fire the Mass Drivers. 
 
      
 
    The shells slammed into both dropships, crumpling them both like they were made out of tissue paper and sending them careening away. The huge explosions that followed a second later just added insult to injury, obliterating the crushed remnants of the blocky dropships. 
 
      
 
    "Shall we ask the cruiser to surrender?" Alyssa asked, darting a glance at John. 
 
      
 
    "We can try, but they don't strike me as the 'live to fight another day' type," he replied, with a dubious frown. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa attempted to hail them, but sure enough, her repeated requests for an open comms channel were ignored. 
 
      
 
    "You have everything you need, Dana?" John asked the redhead. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, studying the detailed sensor data. "Yep, we're all set."  
 
      
 
    "Take them apart, Lieutenant," he commanded the brunette, his order signalling the Drakkar cruiser’s doom. 
 
      
 
    Calara ripped a big hole in their stern with the Mass Drivers, then cycled between Laser Cannons and Beam Lasers, pouring an unending cascade of destructive energy into the Drakkar ship. Internal explosions began to rip through the enemy cruiser as the Invictus tore into the devastated raider vessel, the laser weapons hitting vital components. Eventually a Laser Cannon blast ruptured a fuel tank and supercooled liquid helium gouted through the ship, warping and splintering bulkheads and flash-freezing the Drakkar crew where they stood.  The starboard side of the cruiser shattered as laser bolts continued to strike home, splitting the hull open. All lights on the enemy ship guttered and died, leaving the once terrifying Drakkar cruiser a broken desolate hulk.  
 
      
 
    "Remaining life signs are fading rapidly," Dana reported. 
 
      
 
    Calara ceased fire and they stared at the huge vessel as it rolled away in a slow, tumbling death spiral. The rear of the ship glowed brightly where it had been seared and scorched by the beam lasers, while the massive rent in the starboard side was brittle and frozen, where the supercold helium fuel had caused such catastrophic damage. 
 
      
 
    "Good work ladies." John said quietly. "It's over." 
 
      
 
    They slumped in their chairs and breathed a collective sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    "One down, two to go," Alyssa said with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, watching the ravaged Drakkar vessel rolling away. "Let's tell the Ashanath High council the good news." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa quickly followed his orders and a few moments later, Senior Councillor Ularean answered the secure channel communication. 
 
      
 
    "It is good to see you, JohnBlake. Our patrol ships reported that you had engaged the Drakkar,” Ularean said, sounding hopeful even with his unemotional whispering computer voice relaying the message. “My thanks for preventing the deaths of my people. I can only assume you were victorious?" 
 
      
 
    John nodded, a flicker of a smile on his face. "Target destroyed...” 
 
      
 
    "Excellent work, JohnBlake." Ularean said softly, sounding positively delighted – at least as much as a Grey was capable.  
 
      
 
    "We have begun work on following the plans that Dana provided," the robed Ashanath continued. "High Councillor Rathus reports that they will be finished with the construction in four hours." 
 
      
 
    "That’s awesome, nice one!" Dana cut in. "Tell him to launch it immediately!" 
 
      
 
    The Senior Councillor turned to look at her and murmured, "I will do as you ask, Dana."  
 
      
 
    John looked confident as he said, “We'll report back after the next Drakkar ship is destroyed."  
 
      
 
    "We shall await your news with eager anticipation," Ularean said quietly and ended the communication. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to look at him curiously. "What should we do now John?"  
 
      
 
    "Let's head back and orbit Ashana while we wait for whatever Dana's got them building," he said throwing a curious look at the redhead, who just gave him an enigmatic smile. 
 
      
 
    "Setting a course back to Ashana," Alyssa said, turning the Invictus back towards the Ashanath homeworld and engaging the Tachyon drive. 
 
      
 
    "So what shall we do for the next four hours?" John asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "We definitely need to be debriefed after that battle," Alyssa said, biting a flushed lip and giving him a coy glance under her long lashes. 
 
      
 
    Dana and Calara looked up at him with hungry looks on their faces, the adrenalin in their bodies looking for a release. 
 
      
 
    "It was extremely exciting," Jade agreed, her cat-like pupils dilating. 
 
      
 
    John rose to his feet with a eager grin. "Alright, ladies, I suggest we reconvene in the Commander's Quarters for a lengthy victory celebration." 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed happily and rose to join him, the group heading down the grav-tube to reach Deck Two. John watched them walk ahead of him, admiring their lovely figures as they glided elegantly down the corridor.  
 
      
 
    "Why don’t we take a shower," Alyssa suggested, before flouncing into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    The girls managed to get undressed at record speed and entered the shower first. They welcomed John as he joined them, making space for him in between them all. He closed his eyes as the water cascaded down over his body, washing away the tension of the battle, as eight hands stroked and lovingly caressed his body. Soft hands ran over the muscles in his arms and chest, while one of the girls encircled his length in a firm grasp and began to stroke him to rigid attention. 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes again, seeing the girls watching him with mounting passion building in their eyes. "I think I'm clean now," he said with an affectionate smile, looking down to see Jade's dark green hand wrapped around his cock. "Why don’t we clean up Alyssa next?"  
 
      
 
    The girls enthusiastically agreed and the beautiful blonde took his place in the middle, an excited smile on her face. Soon everyone's hands were running over her wonderful tanned skin, gliding over her firm breasts and pert bottom. One of the girls even went so far as to slowly slide a finger inside her tight little ass, stroking her gently while John stared into her eyes and rubbed her clit with his strong hands. 
 
      
 
    Each of the girls took a turn being the centre of attention, gasping and moaning while the others tenderly caressed and teased her. Soon all four were panting with arousal and staring at John with a burning need. Before he got ravished right there in the shower, he suggested they move the party to the bedroom. The girls exited the shower cubicle one by one, each leaving in a unique way. Calara glanced at him over her shoulder with smoky lustful eyes, Dana winked at him suggestively, Alyssa blew him a kiss, and in Jade's case she just wrapped her arms around his neck, pressed her cool skin up against his body and kissing him passionately. The other three eventually dragged her out and she grinned at him happily as she left.  
 
      
 
    John soaked under the water a little while longer, before turning off the shower and strolling into the bathroom where he dried himself unhurriedly. It was hard to believe that he had four stunningly beautiful girls at his beck and call, all of whom were now waiting for him in the bedroom, each of them just as eager to be with him as he was with them. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's voice popped into his mind, her tone equal parts mischievous and seductive. *We're ready when you are.*  
 
      
 
    He walked out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, then stopped for a moment to appreciate the spectacular sight in front of him. All four girls were naked and kneeling on the edge of the bed, looking at him over their shoulders and watching for his reaction. They were lined up in the chronological order that they had joined him, with the three athletic teenagers in a row and then Jade to their right.  
 
      
 
    "Ladies, you look absolutely wonderful," he said with a happy sigh. 
 
      
 
    "Just work your way down the line, handsome," Alyssa purred at him seductively. "Try and limit yourself to one minute per girl, then move on to the next one. We have a bet going on who's going to be the lucky girl, but we’re not allowed to try and tip you over the edge with dirty-talk." 
 
      
 
    She gave him a final smile and then as if on cue, all four girls faced forward and arched their backs, presenting themselves for him. 
 
      
 
    Grinning in delight, he walked purposefully to the left side of the line and moved up behind Alyssa. He was hard as steel by now and he just nuzzled up against her slippery wet folds before pushing forward, eliciting an excited gasp from the blonde as he stretched her to take his girth. He slid all the way inside to the end of her pussy and nudged up against her cervix, then gave her a moment to get used to his broad shaft spreading her open. John placed his hands on her firm buttocks, separating them slightly as he pushed forward again, causing Alyssa to moan with pleasure as he pushed his way into her womb. The tiny knot of muscle between her ass cheeks glistened in the light, looking mysteriously inviting where she had prepared herself to be taken. 
 
      
 
    *I expect you to make your way down the line at least twice,* Alyssa's said, her voice carrying the playful hint of a challenge. 
 
      
 
    *What are the stakes on the bet?* he asked as he started to thrust into her luscious body. 
 
      
 
    *My lips are sealed,* she said archly.  
 
      
 
    *Not these lips happily,* John said, thrusting hard into her pussy, causing the blonde girl to let out an excited moan. 
 
      
 
    He stroked in and out of her for roughly a minute, before gently easing out of her delightfully tight pussy and stepping behind Calara. Her olive-skin looked very exotic in between Alyssa and Dana’s bronzed bodies. John wasted no time and placed his eager hands on the perfect spheres of her compact little ass, letting her know she was about to be mounted. He moved forward and his glistening cock slid smoothly into her pussy, his progress eased by Alyssa's juices coating his length. The Latina groaned as her tight passage was forced to make way for the blunt head of his cock, her young flesh gripping him like a fist. 
 
      
 
    John pulled back then began to stroke in and out of her at a nice steady pace, letting her get used to being taken. When the brunette was panting and moaning nicely, he shoved forward the last few inches, burying himself up to the balls and drawing a delighted cry from Calara as the head of his cock was embedded in her womb. He rode her lovely toned body hard, loving the sound of her buttocks slapping against him as he fucked her powerfully. 
 
      
 
    *Time to move on...* Alyssa prompted him. 
 
      
 
    He reluctantly pulled himself out of Calara, taking his time to make sure she wouldn't be left feeling empty too suddenly. 
 
      
 
    *You're so considerate,* Alyssa said, making no attempt to disguise her admiration. *Now hurry up and make Dana squeal!* 
 
      
 
    *You're such a bad girl,* he thought to her as he moved on down the line. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked just like Alyssa from behind, with exactly the same figure and even an identical skin tone. They had very different faces obviously, but turned away from him like this, the only real difference was her dark auburn hair, rather than the golden blonde mane of the girl he'd been inside only two minutes before.  
 
      
 
    He placed his hands on her small waist, causing Dana to let out a heated moan of anticipation. He smiled at how eager she was to be taken and he slid forcefully into her hot little body, his cock well lubricated by the two teenage pussies he had stroked in and out of in the last couple of minutes. He fucked her with steady strokes, enjoying feeling her rippling pussy gripping his length. Not wanting to waste any time, he pushed forward insistently, aching to spear the girl beneath him.  
 
      
 
    Dana let out a lusty groan when he was completely embedded in her womb, her taut round cheeks pressed up against his groin. Using the firm grip on her waist he began to pound into her roughly, her buttocks rippling with the forceful impacts. Alyssa got her wish and Dana began to cry out repeatedly every time he drove into her, driving all the way up to his quad. 
 
      
 
    *Thanks, handsome, she loved that,* Alyssa purred, her lascivious voice clear in his mind. *Now it’s time to get some Nymph pussy...* 
 
      
 
    John smirked at Alyssa's lewd commentary and gently withdrew from Dana, leaving her sighing in disappointment as she felt him pull out. He gave the redhead a gentle slap on the bottom, causing her to gasp with delight.  
 
      
 
    Finally, he arrived at the last girl in the line. Jade's dark green skin was a wonderful contrast to the regular human colourings of the young women he had just fucked. He placed his hands on the perfect globes of her ass, feeling the smooth, slightly cooler skin of her flesh under his fingers. The Nymph was already primed during the teasing in the shower and after listening to him take each girl in turn she was desperate for release. Not being able to watch had built her up to fever pitch and she was whimpering with need. John just pushed smoothly and steadily inside her, right up to the hilt, feeling her ribbed internal walls accommodating him eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "Oh Master..." Jade groaned in ecstasy, not sticking strictly to their pre-agreed rules of no talking. Fortunately, no-one really cared. 
 
      
 
    John loved hearing Jade’s rapturous delight as he ploughed her with smooth strokes. She sighed and moaned with every thrust, radiating pure lustful need as he fucked her with increasing force. He ignored Alyssa's first prompt to move on and drove happily into the Nymph, relishing hearing her panting and gasping, rewarding her for having to wait the longest. 
 
      
 
    *I need you, John,* Alyssa pleaded with him, the debauched sounds of his cock in Jade's pussy turning her on no end. 
 
      
 
    John began to slowly withdraw and Jade squeezed and massaged him hungrily with her body, desperately encouraging him to stay and fill her up. He gave the Nymph a friendly slap on her right asscheek, making her cry out in delight and distracting her enough so that he could pull out of her sucking pussy. He moved back to the start and plunged back into Alyssa again with no preamble. 
 
      
 
    She let out a blissful sigh. *Oh God that's good...* 
 
      
 
    *You like having my cock in you after it's just been in three other girls?* he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa groaned in excitement, her pussy rippling around him *Oh fuck...* 
 
      
 
    *Isn't this cheating, us chatting like this?* he asked playfully, while taking her more forcefully. 
 
      
 
    *Yes, but it turns you on more and that's all that really matters,* Alyssa thought back to him, savouring every inch as he drove deep into her body. 
 
      
 
    John vigorously shafted the beautiful blonde for the rest of the minute, before moving on to Calara. The Latina quivered excitedly as he buried himself in her up to the balls in one long pussy-stuffing thrust. She sighed with contentment at having him inside her once again, her cute little moans and gasps echoing around the bedroom as he established a pounding rhythm. Eventually it was time to move on again and Calara cried out mournfully when he withdrew for a second time.  
 
      
 
    The brunette's loss was the redhead's gain, as he sank up to the balls in Dana's lovely pussy, his passage eased after stretching her out the first time down the line. John fucked her hard, enjoying seeing the strong muscles in her back flexing and moving gracefully under her lovely tanned skin as she bounced in his lap. Just like all the other girls, Dana was strong and athletic, her body built to take a pounding, so he did exactly that. She tossed her auburn hair back as she groaned excitedly, at being taken so roughly. 
 
      
 
    *I love it when you get all dominant. But don't forget about the rest of us!* Alyssa thought to him, her tone a lovely mix of arousal and playfulness. 
 
      
 
    John smiled and pulled out of the panting redhead, causing Dana to groan with frustration. Deciding to take over control of the game, John thrust into Jade then pulled her up by the waist, so her back was flush with his chest. She arched herself further, reaching up with her arms to link her hands behind his neck. He cupped her big firm breasts in his hands, supporting her and nuzzling into her hair. 
 
      
 
    "I need your help, Jade. Will you be a good girl for me and assist your Master?" he whispered in her ear, knowing just what to say to drive her wild. 
 
      
 
    Jade groaned ecstatically. "Just name it, Master! I'd do anything for you..." she promised him with all her heart. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in and began to whisper his plan, all the while stroking in and out of her tightly squeezing pussy.  
 
      
 
    "Who shall we start with master?" she hissed, feverish with excitement. 
 
      
 
    *Hey that's cheating, what about the game?* Alyssa asked indignantly. 
 
      
 
    "I know who..." John whispered to the Nymph he held in his arms.  
 
      
 
    He gently pulled out of her and then offered her his hand, so that she could stand and move with him. Her emerald eyes sparked with a fiery passion he hadn't seen in them before and her intensely lustful look nearly had him throw her back on to the bed and seek his release in her glorious verdant body. He managed to control himself and walked with her hand in hand back to Alyssa at the other end of the line. Jade smiled at him hungrily and then knelt down facing him, directly behind the blonde girl. The Nymph tilted her cute dark green face back, so that her tongue could snake out and began to lap at Alyssa's clit. 
 
      
 
    John stepped up and sank into Alyssa, making her groan as he skewered her on his shaft. Between his rock-hard cock and Jade's incredibly agile tongue, they had the blonde girl screaming in ecstasy in no time. They kept at it, pushing the teenager through another intense climax before John slid out and let her collapse on the bed.  
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Calara and Dana who were watching events with lusty stares.  
 
      
 
    "You're next Calara," he said firmly. "Dana, kiss her while we make her cum." 
 
      
 
    The Latina looked at him over her shoulder with wild eyes, while Jade knelt down and began to lick her pussy. John pushed his cock into her and Calara's mouth hung open as she let out a long moan, which was soon muffled by Dana’s eager kiss. He focused on keeping up a strong relentless pace as he pounded the Latina's incredible body and the other two girls soon had Calara crying out her pleasure as she came for them. They didn't give her a moment to recover from the first orgasm, before building her up to the second one. The brunette wailed as she came a second time, her pussy rippling as her body urged him to cum inside her. When she had finally come down from her high, John pulled out and they helped Calara lie down on her side as she panted for breath.  
 
      
 
    "How do you want it?" he asked Dana with a grin on his face.  
 
      
 
    Dana told them with a slight blush to her cheeks. John caressed her cheek as Jade moved up on the bed, lying down with her head towards them. He offered Dana his hand, and she climbed lithely over the Nymph to sit on Jade's face. The redhead gasped as Jade’s long tongue slid deep inside her pussy, her hips rocking back and forth as Dana ground her clit against Jade's full lips. 
 
      
 
    John moved to the side table and collected a tube of lubricant then applied a liberal coating to himself. "Double penetration again?" he teased her playfully, holding on to her hips and nuzzling the blunt head up against her ass. "Is my cock not good enough for you on its own?" 
 
      
 
    "Just hurry up and... fuuuuucccckkk!" Dana yelped as he pushed firmly inside her snug rear passage, forcing her malleable little body to spread for his invading length. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God, that's so... fucking... good!" the redhead squealed, as his cock and Jade's tongue speared her body. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Calara had recovered by now and they watched John sodomise the teenager with barely controlled lust. John pulled the redhead back against his chest, pinning her to him with his strong arms, as he smoothly hewed in and out of her tightly grasping ass. 
 
      
 
    "You two..." John said to his audience. "Her breasts need attention." 
 
      
 
    Moving eagerly to obey, the blonde and brunette darted over and each grabbed one of Dana's swaying tits, before leaning in to start sucking hungrily on her nipples.  
 
      
 
    Dana screamed wordlessly with the onslaught, her body not able to take so much stimulation at once. She grunted as she climaxed, her body contracting reflexively around John and Jade. To make sure they were fair, the group made Dana cum a second time, her mouth open in a silent scream as her body writhed in pleasure. Calara and Alyssa helped the exhausted girl lie down and John held his hand out to Jade, so that she could rise and stand in his arms.  
 
      
 
    "What would you like to do Jade?" he asked her, his cock throbbing with anticipation as he awaited her answer. 
 
      
 
    "You haven't taken me like that yet, John," Jade said, her voice throaty and seductive. 
 
      
 
    "You'd like to offer me your ass?" John asked, meeting the Nymphs excited gaze. "Let me see then. Show me where I'll be fucking you." 
 
      
 
    Mewling excitedly, Jade moved on to the bed and lay down flat on her stomach, tilting her hips upwards and using her hands to pry apart her firm buttocks. Her last unplundered hole lay exposed to his eager eyes, the tight knot of muscle an even darker green against her verdant bottom. John moved up on the bed and followed after her, covering her body with his. 
 
      
 
    "You want me to fuck your ass like this, little Nymph?" he asked, his excitement matching hers. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, ever since I saw you take Calara this way," Jade moaned passionately. "She looked so submissive being used like that, it was so exciting!"  
 
      
 
    John lined up his cock and began to push his way inside Jade's hot asshole, the warmth inside her body a sharp contrast to her cooler skin.  
 
      
 
    "Oh Master, that feels amazing!" Jade groaned, her hips rocking under him as she tried to take every last inch.  
 
      
 
    John took hold of her wrists and held her arms down as he pushed all the way into her luscious body, her rounded asscheeks feeling firm and proud as he thrust against them. 
 
      
 
    "It's even better than I dreamed!" Jade sighed.  
 
      
 
    "You feel amazing," John agreed, beginning to drive in with longer strokes. 
 
      
 
    "Take me hard, Master!" she begged him. "Let me service your cock!" 
 
      
 
    John grinned wickedly and picked up the pace, fucking the submissive alien girl vigorously. Suddenly Jade let out a strange groan. 
 
      
 
    "What is it Jade? Are you okay?" he asked with concern, halting his movements. 
 
      
 
    "I feel strange, John," Jade murmured, sounding oddly distracted. 
 
      
 
    John began to pull back, worried about the girl underneath him, when Jade reached back with her hands to grab his ass and hold him steady. 
 
      
 
    "Please don't pull out!" she begged him. 
 
      
 
    John froze, still buried up to the balls inside the beautiful green girl.  
 
      
 
    "Just roll so I'm on top," Jade pleaded with him. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you want," he replied, still worried about her. "Are you sure you're ok?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes..." Jade moaned, pushing back against him.  
 
      
 
    John rolled with her and lay on his back, letting Jade be on top in reverse cowgirl, his cock buried deep inside her tight body. He looked to the side where Alyssa, Calara, and Dana were all watching them with concern, having heard Jade's call to stop. 
 
      
 
    Jade began to move her hips sensually, her ass rippling up and down his length as she lay back against his chest. She let out a deep moan and John heard the teenagers to his side gasp in surprise.  
 
      
 
    "John, something's happening to Jade's body!" Alyssa exclaimed, the shock evident in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "What?" he asked distractedly as he held on to the writhing Nymph's hips, savouring the wonderful way she was massaging his pulsing length. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God! She's grown a copy of your cock!" Dana blurted out in shock.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Calara and Dana disappeared from John's view as they darted around to get a close-up view of the dark green replica of the male member they all knew by heart. John grabbed some pillows to prop himself up and then he looked down over Jade's shoulder to see the copy of his cock sticking out of her body just above her pussy. 
 
      
 
    "How are you doing that?" he asked Jade in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "This one does not know master." Jade purred quietly, her eyelids heavy as she continued to writhe on his length. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked up at John with a sly look on her face and then knelt down between Jade's legs, who spread her verdant thighs wide to give the blonde plenty of room. Alyssa stared into his eyes as the dark green head of the replica cock disappeared between her pouty lips. 
 
      
 
    "I felt that!" John gasped in shock, as he felt the familiar sensation of Alyssa's mouth wrap around the head of his cock. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's eyes flared and she began to suck eagerly, bobbing up and down on Jade's newly grown phallus. More gasps of surprise from Calara and Dana had John wondering what was happening now, distracted as he was by one of Alyssa's amazing blowjobs, combined with the sensation of Jade's ass riding him too. He glanced down and was stunned to see two more cocks sprouting from the lower part of Jade's belly.  
 
      
 
    "Come service your Master," Jade crooned seductively, as she took Calara and Dana's heads and brought them down to wrap their pouty lips around the newly grown cocks. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck!" John exclaimed in astonishment as he clearly felt the other two girls taking the head of his cock inside their mouths. 
 
      
 
    He looked down in amazement at the blonde, brunette and redhead who were kneeling in front of Jade, sucking eagerly at the dark green copies of his shaft. He could feel every delicious sensation from their hot little mouths. Dana swabbed the slit at the end, lapping away gently as if trying to coax his balls into giving her pre-cum. Calara's tongue licked the underside of his shaft in long sensual strokes, while she sucked softly on him, her cheeks hollowing slightly with the suction. Meanwhile Alyssa was deep throating her replica, with her lips tightly stretched around his root as the muscles in her throat squeezed and massaged him with unparalleled expertise. His eyes flew open in stunned surprise as he felt it all, the three distinctive blowjobs all happening to his cock at once. 
 
      
 
    "How..?" he groaned into Jade's ear where she leant against him. 
 
      
 
    "Just enjoy, let us all give you pleasure," she murmured, turning to kiss him passionately. 
 
      
 
    Calara and Dana had started to take him into their throats as well and the triple simultaneous deepthroat after the last hour of teasing and frenzied fucking, was too much for any man to withstand. With an inarticulate howl, he grasped Jade's hips and thrust against her mindlessly as he came, long gouts of his spunk shooting into her body. The teenagers impaled on the dark green cocks let out surprised squeaks as they felt John's cum shoot down their throats to splash into their stomachs. They began to suck hungrily, three eager mouths working excitedly to empty the contents of his taut quad. John panted and groaned, writhing in ecstasy as the girls sucked every last drop of cum from his four balls.  
 
      
 
    He finally had nothing left to feed them and he collapsed in a heap, groaning helplessly. Jade's replica cocks shrank back into her body and the three kneeling teenagers sat up, rubbing their now full tummies contentedly. Jade gently eased herself off John's painfully sensitive cock and the four girls curled up around him. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell happened?" John mumbled, rendered nearly insensate. 
 
      
 
    "A triple blowjob assfuck!" Alyssa exclaimed, hugging the Nymph in delight. "Bravo Jade!"  
 
      
 
    Jade smiled in satisfaction at the earnest praise and stroked her own stomach, having retained some of her Master's cum for herself. She sighed, deliriously happy as the effervescent viridian lines began to appear on her belly, pulsing out around her body. 
 
      
 
    "I think Jade won the competition," Calara said, smiling fondly at the Nymph who was lying beside her. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the girls laughed gently then snuggled closer to John, luxuriating in the feelings of closeness as their bodies absorbed his cum. John smiled to himself in wonder, as he lay back with the four girls in his arms. Never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined anything so crazy, but he had loved every second of it.  
 
      
 
    His mind began to wander back to his pledge to assist the Ashanath against the Drakkar raiders. They had made a great start, but if they were to prove successful against the Drakkar, he began to worry whether the Ashanath would fulfil the rest of their bargain. The Greys had been nothing but trustworthy in their dealings so far, but after hunting for these answers for so long, he found it hard to believe that he was this close to finding out more about his parentage. Even more troubling was what the Ashanath might actually reveal. If it had anything to do with his recent nightmares, John wondered if he might not want to know the answers after all. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa hugged him tightly, making him look down at her. Her piercing blue eyes stared up at him comfortingly, a warm, loving smile on her full lips. *I'll be there to support you. We all will,* she thought to him reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    John heaved a big sigh and then relaxed, Alyssa had known exactly what to say to calm his mind, just as she always did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 28 – Forging ahead against the Drakkar 
 
      
 
    Senior Councillor Ularean glided into the Council Chamber, then other eight members of the High Council greeting him with a respectful nod. 
 
      
 
    *Shall we begin our review of JohnBlake and his crew?* Ularean thought to his colleagues.  
 
      
 
    His black eyes drifted to Rathus who replied, *You have all heard my findings on Dana, so I will not go into detail again. Suffice to say, her skills as an engineer are unparalleled.* 
 
      
 
    Councillor Talari murmured, *We have already discussed the bewildering extent of Calara’s analytical skills; she accomplished in minutes that which our teams were unable to achieve in several weeks. I believe she is also their Tactical Officer and her marksmanship during the engagement with the Drakkar was intimidating to say the least.* 
 
      
 
    *I have been unable to garner any more substantive information on the one known as Jade,* Councillor Lirrash volunteered. *We know that she is a Lenarran, and she has been spotted piloting their gunship, but has not displayed any exceptional skills so far.* 
 
      
 
    *Alyssa is by far the strongest psychic I have ever encountered,* Talari whispered, his voice reflecting his sense of awe.  
 
      
 
    Ularean turned to him and asked, *It is likely that she is JohnBlake’s chosen one, but I never once suspected that her position would grant so much power...*  
 
      
 
    *Are we quite certain of his origins?* Lirrash asked, her voice hushed. *Much about him differs from what we know of his kind...* 
 
      
 
    *He has not claimed his birthright,* Rathus stated confidently. *We know this from his vessel. If he had been in contact with them, the Invictus would be... dramatically different.* 
 
      
 
    Lirrash sighed with regret. *If only we had been able to read his thoughts... there are so many unanswered questions.* 
 
      
 
    Ularean nodded slowly. *Agreed, it is most unfortunate. Until we know more, I would suggest that we err very much on the side of caution.*  
 
      
 
    There was an ominous silence for a long moment, before they all turned to look at Talari.  
 
      
 
    *We have made appropriate preparations...* he said, but they could all sense his doubt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John stretched contentedly after enjoying a relaxing cuddle with his girls. He looked over at Jade and saw that her stomach was still emitting glowing green lines, which spread out over her body and curved along her limbs. 
 
      
 
    "So that was new," he said with a smile, before looking at her curiously. "Did you know you could do that?" 
 
      
 
    "No, I had no idea," the Nymph said, shaking her head with a puzzled frown. "I just felt a strange tingling sensation when you took me that way and then... well you saw the result!"  
 
      
 
    "I felt a little more than a tingling sensation the first time he took my ass!" Alyssa laughed, with Dana and Calara bursting into fits of giggles. 
 
      
 
    John tried to remain composed despite all their laughter, but failed dismally and cracked a self-deprecating grin. "Well you certainly are full of surprises," he said to the Nymph, opening his arms in invitation.  
 
      
 
    She eagerly accepted his warm embrace and started to purr with contentment. “I was full of you, Master!* 
 
      
 
    "So does that mean you can just grow a copy of John's cock whenever you feel like?" Dana asked, biting her lip coyly at the thought of being sandwiched between Jade and John. 
 
      
 
    Jade tilted her head to the side to smile at the redhead. "I don't know, but I’m eager to find out!" 
 
      
 
    She lay back on the bed and closed her eyes, filtering out the distractions and concentrating hard. Her brow furrowed as she focused intently on making her body grow another replica of John's impressive cock. After straining for a couple of minutes, Jade blew out an exasperated sigh and opened her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It's no good," she said wistfully. "No matter how hard I try, I can't seem to form my body into that shape."  
 
      
 
    "That's a relief," John said, pretending to wipe his brow. "You won't be replacing me that easily, little Nymph!" 
 
      
 
    The girls laughed at the joke, diving towards him as one and burying him under a pile of nubile flesh, cuddling and tickling him in equal measure. Finally managing to extricate himself from the impromptu assault by the appreciative young women, John glanced at the ship's chronometer on the wall. They still had a couple of hours to wait until the Greys launched whatever it was Dana had them constructing, and his thoughts turned to tactical planning for the upcoming confrontation with the Drakkar. The girls sensed his shift in focus and they sat around him on the bed, waiting to follow his lead. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Alyssa grew impatient and asked the question on all the girls’ minds. "So what's the plan then?"  
 
      
 
    "First, I need to know what Dana's got the Ashanath working on at the moment," he said, raising an eyebrow as he glanced at his Chief Engineer. 
 
      
 
    "They're going to automate a freighter and modify it to tow a string of decoys," the redhead explained, giving him a cheeky grin. "I've given the Ashanath instructions on how to hack the transponders so that it'll look like a nice fat convoy of freighters and civilian transports." 
 
      
 
    "I thought hacking transponders like that was highly illegal?" Calara asked. “Doesn’t that break one of the Galactic League’s laws?” 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that’s true," John replied. "But we've been given the go ahead by the Ashanath High Council as this is an emergency situation. Besides, the Drakkar didn’t sign any of those agreements, so it’s not like they can complain at the next meeting." 
 
      
 
    "Well you've got no objection from me," Calara said, with a grim smile. "The Drakkar won't be able to pass up a juicy target like that, especially after the Ashanath starved them of targets over the last couple of days." 
 
      
 
    "So we lure them in with another tempting target," John said with a nod. "It's a good plan. Calara, can you look at the system charts and find me a selection of good ambush sites." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Sir!" the Latina said, swiftly climbing out of bed in her eagerness to get started 
 
      
 
    "I'll keep you company," Jade said, curious to see how the cunning Latina was going to set her trap. 
 
      
 
    The Latina and the Nymph got up and disappeared into the bathroom to take a shower, the sound of splashing water soon accompanied by soft feminine giggles. Dana, Alyssa and John exchanged glances and laughed, before returning to the discussion at hand.  
 
      
 
    "We took a few hits in that last battle," John said to Dana, turning serious once more. "If this Onyxium element is really rare, is it going to be difficult to do repairs?" 
 
      
 
    The auburn-haired girl looked at him in joyful surprise. "You really were paying attention during my presentation!" 
 
      
 
    John chuckled and brushed his fingers against her cheek. "If my science teachers had looked as hot as you, I'm sure I would have found the subject far more compelling!" 
 
      
 
    Dana preened at the compliment and blew him a kiss. Her mood then turned serious as she said with a frown, "In answer to your question: we do have a bit of spare Onyxium, but not much. We’ve definitely got enough to fabricate enough Invictium alloy to patch the hull, but if we take major damage, we’ll be in deep shit.” 
 
      
 
    Before John could reply, Dana’s expression brightened as she turned to look at Alyssa. “That reminds me! I’ve got something really cool for you to test, if you can spare a few minutes?” 
 
      
 
    "Consider me your beck and call girl!" Alyssa said, winking at her friend. 
 
      
 
    "I'll come along too," John said, standing up. "You’ve got me curious.” 
 
      
 
    They got up to go and have a shower, saying farewell to the two girls coming out of the bathroom. Jade watched John heading into the shower and nearly turned around to join him, but he shooed her along, telling her they could shower together next time. After they were all washed and dressed, Dana led John and Alyssa down the grav-tubes to Deck Nine and into the Cargo Bay. 
 
      
 
    "So... what are we doing down here?"Alyssa asked, looking intrigued.  
 
      
 
    "Aha!" Dana exclaimed, turning and spreading her arms theatrically, as she led them over to the far side of the vast room. "All will soon be revealed!" 
 
      
 
    A few dozen ore containers were stacked together neatly, conveniently positioned next to a large exotic piece of machinery that loomed overhead. 
 
      
 
    "This is called a Psi-Shaper," Dana said with a flourish of her hand. "The Greys operate them to manipulate the metal they use to construct and armour their spacecraft. I asked if they had any they could spare, so Rathus gave me this." 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa approached the odd-looking piece of equipment, taking a few steps around it as they studied its bulky base and robotic arm that ended in a group of emitters. It looked very much like a conventional crane, but the emitters and otherworldly sensor array clearly marked it as being of alien design. 
 
      
 
    "I embedded Etherite crystals in the Invictium alloy, so that we could armour the ship using the Psi-shapers they have at the Ashana shipyard," Dana explained. "However, if we're off having adventures somewhere, light years from Grey Space, we'll need to be able to do field repairs ourselves." 
 
      
 
    "That was good thinking, well done," John said, impressed. He frowned, and nodded with his chin towards the device. "How do we use it exactly, anyway? I don't see any obvious controls on that thing." 
 
      
 
    "We don't," Dana said with a grin, pointing a finger at Alyssa. "She does." 
 
      
 
    "Me?" the beautiful blonde asked in bewilderment. She looked distinctly dubious when she glanced at the redhead. "I've never been much good with machinery." 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head and insisted, "Councillor Rathus seemed convinced you'd have no problem with it. And it needs to be you, because it's operated by Psionic waves." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa looked slowly back at the device, her expression still somewhat doubtful. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I guess I can give it a try," Alyssa conceded, reluctantly studying at the Psi-shaper. "So, what do I do with it exactly?" 
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath engineers said it’s easy. You just have to visualise the form you want the metal to shape itself into and think that at the Psi-shaper controls," Dana explained, pointing to the psychic sensor and display attached to the bulky base of the device. 
 
      
 
    "John, we need a block of Invictium," Dana said, turning to flutter her eyelashes at him. "Could you put your big manly arms to work and bring me some?" 
 
      
 
    John smiled at her, amused by her antics, and walked over to the crates she pointed out. He looked inside and saw a dense-looking block of shiny black metal. It glistened in the overhead lights, the tiny Etherite crystals embedded in the metal reflecting the light. 
 
      
 
    "That's the one!" Dana called out when she saw him look back at her for confirmation.  
 
      
 
    He tensed his muscles and picked up the heavy looking metal ingot, then looked down at it in surprise. It weighed much less that he thought it would, so he scooped it up under his arms and strolled back over to Dana.  
 
      
 
    "Perfect!" she exclaimed, beaming at him in delight. "Can you drop it down over there please?" 
 
      
 
    John walked over to the spot the perky redhead had indicated, positioned just under the emitters on the robotic arm. He dropped the ingot and it made a deafening clang as it struck the floor, the din catching him by surprise. It was actually much heavier than it seemed, and only his super strength made it feel light as a feather. 
 
      
 
    "This is just a spare piece," Dana said to Alyssa, as she squatted down by the block and patted its surface. "You can use it to practice with, then move onto a large section later when we need to make some proper armour plating." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded her understanding as she studied the shiny black block of metal that John had dumped unceremoniously under the Psi-shaper. 
 
      
 
    "Try making it into a flat piece like those armour sections over there," Dana said, pointing to several large armour plating panels that were stacked neatly on the far side of the ore containers. 
 
      
 
    "Just think the shape at the machine?" Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow, looking askance at the odd-looking alien equipment. 
 
      
 
    "Yep, it should be as easy as that," Dana said with a smile of encouragement. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa closed her eyes, imagining the shape of the armour plate in her mind and letting it solidify into a clear image. She opened her eyes and then concentrated on channelling her thoughts through the machine. The sensor on the machine began to glow a soft pink and a clear image of the armour plated panel appeared on the display. The emitters on the Psi-shaper began to glow the same ethereal colour and the shiny block of onyx coloured metal rose from the deck. It spun lazily in the air for a moment, then elongated and flattened out, moved like a black viscous liquid as it oozed into the new shape. The metal began to solidify before their eyes, before lowering to the deck. 
 
      
 
    Dana hopped gleefully in place, clapping her hands at Alyssa's performance on her first try. “That was awesome!” 
 
      
 
    John looked at the slab of metal with his eyebrows raised. "That was amazing, well done!" John said, impressed to see Alyssa handling the device so comfortably. 
 
      
 
    Dana skipped over to the armour plate and lifted the edge of it up with a groan. John darted over to give her a supporting hand and Alyssa walked over too, eager to take a look at her first piece of psychic-sculpture. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks!" Dana said to him with a grin, as he held up the Invictium armour plating with ease. 
 
      
 
    The redhead began to scrutinise the panel, unclipping a small device from her belt and carefully examining every cubic inch of the armour plate with an in-depth scan. Data streamed through the holo-display and Dana's eyebrows kept creeping higher. 
 
      
 
    "You did an awesome job, Alyssa!" Dana said in amazement. "The Ashanath said that for the first few tries, their engineers sometimes leave behind bubbles in the metal, or they fuck the shape up and warp it, but you seem to have been able to get it spot on." 
 
      
 
    John gave Alyssa a proud hug and she beamed happily at him. 
 
      
 
    "That's actually a huge relief," Dana said with a cheerful smile. "If you hadn't been able to get this working, we would've been totally fucked!" 
 
      
 
    "Now she tells us," John chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    "What are you going to use that armour plating piece for now?" Alyssa asked Dana curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Umm... nothing really," Dana said with a shrug. "I thought you might fuck up your first try, so I gave you something small to play with. This was just a practice piece."  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence!" the blonde said, playfully elbowing her friend. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we could still turn it into something useful," Dana said, looking at the piece of metal speculatively. "Why not turn it into a weapon for John to poke things with? Considering how he dispatched most of the Drakkar, he must fancy himself as some kind of master swordsman.” 
 
      
 
    "Ha-ha, very funny," John said dryly, grabbing the redhead and beginning a vigorous tickling session as punishment.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed at the squealing redhead's misfortune, until the feisty engineer begged for mercy. 
 
      
 
    "I'm serious!" Dana gasped, wiping the happy tears from her eyes when John released her from his grasp. "Besides, I can't think of anything else practical to do with it at the moment." 
 
      
 
    "Okay then, one sword coming up!" Alyssa said with a grin, looking forward to putting her psychic talent to the test. 
 
      
 
    John and Dana stepped clear of the Invictium armour plate, while Alyssa went to stand by the machine again. The beautiful blonde closed her eyes and imagined a simple sword shape in her mind, then concentrated on the machine. The sensor glowed a soft pink again and the adjacent display showed the image of a plain black sword with a flat crossguard. The black armoured panel lifted slowly off the ground and began to fold in on itself, narrowing down and elongating as the metal formed the blade, crossguard, and hilt, all of which were depicted on the display. The newly forged sword rotated lazily in the air for a moment, before coming to rest on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "That was quite a bit harder!" Alyssa noted, frowning at the redhead. 
 
      
 
    Dana’s expression was one of artful innocence. "Really?"  
 
      
 
    "Maybe you're getting tired?" John asked with concern, laying a heavy reassuring hand on the blonde’s shoulder. "Do you need to rest?" 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm okay," Alyssa said, smiling and waving away his worries. "Try it out, see what you think!" 
 
      
 
    John walked over to the now inanimate sword and picked it up off the floor. He hefted it in his right hand, testing the weight. The weight of the big blade was just about manageable, but the balance seemed off somehow. 
 
      
 
    "You forgot to put on a pommel honey." he said, realising what the problem was. 
 
      
 
    "What's that?" Alyssa asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    "It's a counterweight for the blade and goes on the end of the grip." he explained. 
 
      
 
    "Ok, I'll have another go!" the blonde girl said enthusiastically. "Put it down and I'll reshape it again." 
 
      
 
    "Could you make the grip a bit longer too, so I can hold it with two hands if I need to?" he asked, starting to get into the custom forging of this new weapon. 
 
      
 
    "And make it more elaborate!" Dana said excitedly. "A blade fit for our mighty champion!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa held her hands up in surrender and laughed. "Alright, alright! Instead of me guessing at what to make, why don't you search the holo-net for something you have in mind. If you can find a good picture, I can have a go at copying it." 
 
      
 
    "That's a great idea!" Dana chirped. "You two wait here a minute, I'll be right back!" 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa watched the redhead sprint over to the loading lift and begin the ascent up into her workshop. 
 
      
 
    "So, what should we do while we wait?" Alyssa said coyly, facing John and tracing her fingers over the muscles in his chest. 
 
      
 
    John smiled and pulled her into his arms. The beautiful blonde sighed happily as he moved in to kiss her, luxuriating in the wonderful touch of his firm, demanding lips against hers. They lost themselves in their passionate embrace as Alyssa moulded her body against his and surrendered to his probing tongue, his firm hands following the delicious contours of her curves. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you two," Dana said with a playful smile as she strolled over to rejoin them. "Sorry to interrupt, but you didn't look like you were planning to stop anytime soon." 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa reluctantly broke apart then shared an intimate smile before turning back to face the redhead. 
 
      
 
    "I've been doing some searching while you two were busy," Dana smirked, then beckoned them over. "Take a look at this bad boy!" 
 
      
 
    She was holding the trusty holo-reader and turned it around to show them a rotating 3D image of an ornate black sword, which looked like it was straight out of a high fantasy illustration. 
 
      
 
    "Where did you find that?" John asked, giving her a dubious glance. 
 
      
 
    "It's funny you should ask," she said with a grin. "I created this image using another picture for inspiration." 
 
      
 
    She pressed a couple of buttons on the holo reader then held it out for him to see. It showed a picture of a barbarian warlord wielding a long steel blade, standing protectively over a couple of scantily clad barbarian women.  
 
      
 
    Dana wiggled her eyebrows at him. "Uncannily accurate, right?" 
 
      
 
    "You're incorrigible," John said, laughing along with her. 
 
      
 
    "That picture is pretty hot," Alyssa murmured, admiring the curvaceous girls in their fur bikinis and getting some intriguing ideas for the future. "I'll do my best!" 
 
      
 
    John placed the crude black sword back on the floor under the Psi-shaper emitters, then they all stepped back, giving Alyssa plenty of room to work. Dana brought up the 3D image of the blade on the holo reader again and held it up for her friend to study. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stared at the impressive looking sword for a long time, then turned to focus on the Psi-shaper again. The psionic sensor array began to glow a bright pink and the image of the blade appeared on the display, rotating slowly. Nothing else seemed to happen for a long moment, until Alyssa let out a long groan as she focused intently on the Psi-shaper, baring her clenched teeth. The Ashanath machinery began to creak ominously but after a heart-stopping pause, the emitters at the end of the arm began to glow with the same bright pink as the sensors. 
 
      
 
    The rough sword rose off the floor and after trembling for a few seconds, folded in on itself, forming a black glistening bar of metal. Alyssa held her head in both hands, her brow furrowed with concentration and ever so slowly, the metal began to reshape itself to match the image of the sword on the holo reader. The bar of Invictium flattened, extending out to form a long sharp blade that was nearly five-feet-long. The crossguard elongated, with the quillons turning back towards the point of the sword and shaping into dagger-like claws that flanked the base of the blade. The blade pirouetted slowly in the air before silently coming to rest on the ground.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa groaned, wavering slightly and her companions darted to her side to steady her. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Take it easy there, honey," John said soothingly, his voice filled with concern. "Are you alright?" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa rubbed her temples and took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. "That was a 'lot' harder..." she said, glancing at Dana, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. "Is there something you aren't telling me, Sparks?" 
 
      
 
    Dana had trouble meeting Alyssa's eyes and stared down at her feet, twisting and turning her boot on the toe, unable to avoid looking incredibly shifty. "I was just curious!" she admitted, rushing through her confession. "The Ashanath said reshaping Etherite alloys got more difficult every time you did it."  
 
      
 
    "Dana..." John rumbled disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    "They mentioned Etherium getting stronger if it was shaped twice!" Dana spoke up quickly. "I just wondered if it could be reshaped three times!" 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you tell me?" Alyssa asked, looking bewildered. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you might find it easier if you didn't know," the redhead said guiltily. 
 
      
 
    "Well I guess I'm okay, so there's no harm done." Alyssa rolled her eyes as she smiled, before turning to John. "Why don't you pick up the blade and let me know what you think. After all that effort, it better be worth it!" 
 
      
 
    John left Alyssa standing steadily next to Dana and walked over to the glimmering black blade. He knelt down and picked it up tentatively, the jet-black claymore looking sinister and foreboding where it lay on the floor. He tested the weight and balance of the newly forged weapon in his hand, finding it finely balanced, as though it was an extension of his own arm. He turned it back and forth and admired the dark lustre of the razor-sharp blade. The tiny innumerable flecks of Etherite caught the light and reminded him of the blackness of space, the unending void twinkling with infinite stars.  
 
      
 
    Taking an easy grip with both hands, he performed a few experimental slashes and heard the satisfying sound of the blade whistling, as it cut cleanly through the air. He had an excited lop-sided grin on his face as he walked over to show the girls the new sword. 
 
      
 
    "Wow..." Dana murmured breathlessly. "That looks absolutely awesome!” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled at him happily, proud of her work on the Psi-forged blade and his delighted reaction to the new weapon. “What does our barbarian warlord think?” 
 
      
 
    "You've done an amazing job on this, but I'm not sure how practical it's going to be hauling it around with me," John said, holding the five-foot-long weapon in front of him with care.  
 
      
 
    "I could rig up some kind of scabbard for it," Dana offered, head tilted to one side as she examined the sword. 
 
      
 
    She held out her hand, ready to take it up to her workshop to check the measurements for a scabbard. John handed over the weapon hilt first and when she had a firm grasp of the grip, he let go. The blade clanged noisily to the floor as soon as he released his hand, the redhead dropping it awkwardly, point first to the deck. 
 
      
 
    "This thing weighs a ton!" Dana exclaimed in surprise, struggling to pick it up with both hands, as the razor-sharp point gouged a big divot out of the steel decking.  
 
      
 
    "I think you're getting used to your new-found strength," Alyssa said with a smile, as John retrieved the Invictium sword from the straining girl and lifted it effortlessly in one hand. 
 
      
 
    "Let me carry this for you, fair damsel," he said to the redhead with a courtly bow. 
 
      
 
    "My thanks, Sir Knight!" Dana said dipping in a curtsey and fluttering her eyelashes at him. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's laughter echoed around the Cargo Bay as they walked over to the loading lift to head up to the Workshop. They ascended on the slow-moving lift with the girls talking avidly about recreating the scene from Dana's picture. 
 
      
 
    "You quite like us dressing up for you, don't you John?" Alyssa asked, smiling at him coyly as she listened in to his wandering thoughts about scantily clad amazons.  
 
      
 
    "Can't a man have any secrets?" he retorted with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "When we have some time, I must dress up in my business suit for you," she declared, then shivered with excitement as he started thinking about ravishing her over his desk in the Commander's Ready Room. 
 
      
 
    "I could barely take my eyes off of you in that outfit!" Dana said, her eyes sparkling wickedly.  
 
      
 
    "You cut an exceptionally fine figure yourself, the last time you played dress-up," John said with a salacious grin, remembering the heart stopping moment the redhead had appeared in his bedroom dressed as a naughty schoolgirl. 
 
      
 
    Dana flushed with excitement as she remembered that night of fiery passion. “I loved being a good girl for you... Sir.” 
 
      
 
    "Where do you want it?" John asked in a seductive voice as the loading lift came to a halt in the Engineering Bay. 
 
      
 
    Dana looked up with a wild gleam in her eyes, and then groaned in disappointment, when she saw him waving the sword in the air with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, very funny," she said with a pout, then pointed to a workbench. "Just over there on the workbench is fine..." Dana smirked as she added, "And that applies to either weapon!" 
 
      
 
    "Maybe later," John said, giving her a playful swat on the rump as he strolled past. 
 
      
 
    He left the heavy sword on the workbench for her to size up later, then jogged to catch up with the girls who waited patiently for him at the doorway. They walked arm-in-arm to the grav-tube so they could head up to the Bridge. John stepped out on to the Command Deck first and saw Calara sitting at the Tactical Station, with Jade hovering nearby. They were gazing up at the Sector Map and looking at a string of stars a long way from the Kappa-Indarran system. The local star was highlighted in an adjacent System Map and he saw that the Invictus was currently orbiting Ashana. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you two," John called to them. "Have you had any luck with finding us an ambush site?" 
 
      
 
    "Calara has found three places we could attack from," Jade said eagerly. "We're just discussing which one would be the most effective." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like we're in luck then," he said, approaching them and leaning against the Tactical Station as they examined the sector map. "What have you got for us, Calara?" 
 
      
 
    "Well the first option is a wide, tightly-packed asteroid belt," the brunette explained, shifting the holographic focus to the System Map with a swipe of her hand. "It's been fully strip mined, so there's lots of hollowed out asteroids and abandoned mining equipment that will hopefully help mask our approach." 
 
      
 
    "That could definitely work," John said. "What's the second option?" 
 
      
 
    "There's a planetary nebula over there," Calara replied, pointing at a dark red star on the stellar map. "Which is actually a dying red dwarf star. It's throwing out lots of radiation and magnetic fields, so we could definitely launch an ambush undetected, but if the shields get knocked out we could be in trouble." 
 
      
 
    "I think we'll have enough to worry about with the Drakkar, without having to avoid environmental hazards too," John said cautiously. "What's our third option?" 
 
      
 
    "There's another ice planet in this system over here," Calara said, moving the sector map to focus on the system she had in mind. "It's surrounded by dense rings of ice fields. Our shields will take some damage flying through that, but energy weapons will be a lot less effective due to the refraction effect of the ice particles that fill the area." 
 
      
 
    "That could be good too," John agreed. "We can rely on our Mass Drivers to inflict damage, while they're restricted purely to their beam weapons." 
 
      
 
    The brunette nodded soberly. "Yes, that's what I was thinking,"  
 
      
 
    "Have you got any particular preference at the moment?" John asked, fascinated to find out what the cunning Latina might have in mind. 
 
      
 
    "I'm leaning towards the first option, the abandoned asteroid field in the Gomeisa system," Calara said thoughtfully. "I've checked and it's completely deserted, so we wouldn't have to worry about civilian casualties either." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah that's good, I don't want to put any civilians at risk. Okay, it seems we've made our choice," John said decisively. "The asteroids at Gomeisa it is." 
 
      
 
    He turned towards Alyssa, who was already reaching for the console. "I'll hail the Ashanath Council," she said and winked at him. 
 
      
 
    John smiled at her fondly as she pre-empted his next request; he sometimes forgot that she was constantly reading his mind. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to ask them something too..." Calara said cryptically. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok the Voracious sprawled in the command throne on the Bridge of the Drakkar Cruiser. He stretched his four muscular arms contentedly before hunching forward to stare at the sector map in front of him, watching the cluster of signals move slowly across the Gomeisa system. His underling, Lieutenant Drikog stomped up beside the throne, grinding his teeth with annoyance. 
 
      
 
    "It's been nearly a week since I last feasted!" Drikog grumbled. "When are we going to get some more action?" 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok's stomach rumbled as he remembered the mouth-watering taste of delicious Grey flesh. He and his fellow Drakkar had been taking full advantage of the unending buffet of pathetically weak aliens and he congratulated himself on his cunning for joining up with Overlord Okug on this most rewarding of raids. 
 
      
 
    "Remember how we boarded that last freighter and devoured every last crew member?" Drikog grinned toothily and starting to drool at the memory. "These Greys are tiny, but they’re so easy to hunt down... How long until we can fill our bellies?!" 
 
      
 
    "Patience Drikog, we will feast again soon!" Vermogrok replied, masking his own irritation at having to wait around on Overlord Okug's orders. "I have found us a new banquet!" 
 
      
 
    "Your pod brothers must be so envious of you!" Drikog said to Vemogrok admiringly. 
 
      
 
    "They would be, if I hadn't eaten them all!" Vermogrok said, then threw his hammer shaped head back and barked a burbling laugh, his tooth-filled maw snapping up and down with glee.  
 
      
 
    Turning his attention back to the signals, more details about the convoy were starting to appear, as the sensor probes they had embedded in asteroids around the sector gathered more data. It looked like some Ashanath freighters and passenger liners according to their transponders.  
 
      
 
    "Behold Drikog! That convoy has passenger liners!" Vermogrok exclaimed, his bulging eyes gleaming with excitement as he began to drool. 
 
      
 
    "We will gorge ourselves until we burst!" Drikog chortled. "You have done it again, Mighty One!" 
 
      
 
    "Set a course for Gomeisa!" Vermogrok bellowed at his helmsman. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, Warboss!" the helmsman replied with a toothy grin. 
 
      
 
    "Overlord Okug is calling us," his first mate grunted. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok snarled with irritation. "Put him through..."  
 
      
 
    The grizzly face of the massive Overlord filled the viewscreen. "Vermogrok!" the huge Drakkar shouted. "What’re you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "We've picked up a convoy and it's well past feeding time!" Vermogrok replied, his long tongue licking his fangs in anticipation.  
 
      
 
    "We still haven't heard back from Giruk or Ookur!" the Overlord yelled. "I won't risk losing any more ships!" 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok chortled to himself quietly. "Those two were always spineless, pathetic worms! We're better off without them!" he said to Okug, gloating at their disappearance. 
 
      
 
    "There's only two ships left with the new armour!" Okug roared. "I won't risk losing any more!" 
 
      
 
    "The Greys are helpless against us!" Vermogrok countered. Now that the Dark One had given them the tech and the materials for their new armour, he knew that his ship was invincible. "There's no danger to be found in a tasty little convoy!"  
 
      
 
    "No! Until we find out what happened to Giruk and Ookur, I want you around in case I need support!" Okug bellowed, his lime-green face contorting with rage. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok studied the Overlord and wondered for the first time if Okug was getting old and tired. He had personally seen the massive Warleader tear apart and devour five of his supposed sixteen challengers and it hadn't been pretty, but getting too cautious like this usually meant ending up in the maw of a bold challenger. Maybe it was time to start making a name for himself, then he’d be able to make his own challenge... 
 
      
 
    "My minions are getting hungry!" Vermogrok snarled, before giving the Overlord a sly look. "This is the first fat target we've seen in days! By custom you can't deny us this prey!" 
 
      
 
    Okug stared at him for a moment, his face twisted up into a hideous grimace. "Take Zarog with you!" the Overlord bellowed, then cut off the comm channel abruptly. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok threw his head back and howled in rage. "Zarog!" he snarled, chewing the word over in his mouth. The thought of having to share all those tasty Greys with his hated rival was absolutely galling. "I didn't spend five years in the fighting pits to share my prey with the likes of that maggot!" Vermogrok growled to Drikog in irritation. 
 
      
 
    "Mistakes can always happen on a hunt. Who knows what tragic accident might befall Zarog?" Drikog rasped quietly, his bulging black eyes lighting up with malicious glee. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Drikog! I love how your twisted little mind works!" Vermogrok guffawed with delight. "It's no wonder I haven't eaten you yet!"  
 
      
 
    Drikog chuckled to himself, relishing his own deviousness. 
 
      
 
    "Get us to Gomeisa!" Vermogrok roared at his helmsman. "And we better get there before Zarog, or I'll start my feast with you!" 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar bridge crew surged into motion, their four arms moving over the controls and turning the huge cruiser on an intercept course. The FTL drive powered up and the cruiser lurched drunkenly into hyper-warp. They were only a few parsecs away from Gomeisa, so Vermogrok only had to bellow and swear for about ten minutes before they finally entered the system and exited hyper-warp. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok stared at the tactical map, his bulging black eyes looking hungrily for the hapless Ashanath ships he intended to plunder. His eyes tilted up as his hammer-shaped head furrowed in confusion. Instead of seeing five cowering freighters and two passenger liners, there was just one disc-shaped ship, moving in an unusual pattern.  It was circling a wide asteroid belt and appeared to be towing some kind of very long metal frame with what looked like metal spheres attached to it. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on here?" Vermogrok growled, scanning the tactical overlay. 
 
      
 
    "Just one pathetic freighter... There probably isn't enough crew to count as a starter!" Drikog snarled in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    The helmsman twisted around in his seat and asked, "Want me to disable it anyway boss?"  
 
      
 
    Vermogrok shrieked the order to attack and the cruiser surged forward.  He watched the overlay angrily, expecting the Ashanath freighter to flee, just like all the others had tried to, but this one just kept plodding along. His eyes narrowed in suspicion, warning bells ringing in his head at the bizarre behaviour of the Grey vessel. It was almost as if the freighter was completely oblivious to their presence, even when the Drakkar opened up with their beam batteries, wiping out the Grey's shield in a single crackling burst. Several of the beams followed through and sheared off one of the Freighter's engines, but the helpless ship kept limping along regardless. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly warning lights began to flash around the bridge, casting a sinister red glow over the command deck. 
 
      
 
    "I knew it," Vermogrok rumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    "We're being attacked, Warboss!" the first mate cried out in warning. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok slugged the panicking bridge crewman in the face with a powerful haymaker, sending the Drakkar sprawling. "Keep it together you simpering coward!" he roared, before turning back towards the tactical map. 
 
      
 
    Now that the enemy ship had been revealed by their cowardly sneak attack, Vermogrok stared at it in confusion, as it was displayed on the tactical map.  
 
      
 
    "That's not a Grey ship!" Drikog blurted out, stating the obvious. 
 
      
 
    "Of course it isn't," Vermogrok scoffed. The Greys built their ships to look like a dinner plate, ready to serve up its tasty crew.  
 
      
 
    Drikog gaped at it in confusion. "It looks like a Terran cruiser, but they’ve got the same armour as us!"  
 
      
 
    Vermogrok's instinctive reaction was to fire back, but something made him stay his hand and he hesitated. "Maybe they're an ally of the Dark One?" he growled uneasily. 
 
      
 
    "We don't want to face Okug's wrath if we kill one of our new allies..." Drikog hissed with trepidation. 
 
      
 
    "Forget about Okug, there's no way I'm crossing the Dark One!" Vermogrok snarled vehemently. 
 
      
 
    The mysterious black ship fired again, six bright orange beams lancing out to scythe across his shields, followed by a hail of laser cannon blasts.  
 
      
 
    Mistaken identity or not, no-one shot his ship up like that. "Fire back!" he roared, his lime-green skin darkening with anger.  
 
      
 
    The sixteen beam lasers on the front of his ship opened fire, the lights inside the bridge dimming as the weapons drew massive amounts of energy from the power core. The Terran cruiser rolled on its side, effortlessly avoiding half the lancing purple beams. Vermogrok gnashed his teeth in frustration and stared balefully at the Drakkar sitting at Tactical. The imbecile just shrugged idiotically, making Vermogrok seethe with anger.  
 
      
 
    "Miss like that again and I'll beat you to death with my bare hands!" Vermogrok roared at the head-scratching crewman. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Zarog's ship appeared on the tactical map as it dropped out of hyper warp, turning towards the duelling cruisers. The Terran vessel swung sharply about and began racing away towards the asteroid belt, its four engines glowing with power as it surged away from the fight. 
 
      
 
    "Gahhhh!" Vermogrok snarled, apoplectic with rage as the enemy cruiser fled. By the time his Beam Lasers had cooled down enough to be able to fire again, they were just out of range. "That thrice-damned Zarog!" Vermogrok shrieked. "They're getting away!" 
 
      
 
    "What should we do?" The helmsman asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok stormed up to the quivering Drakkar helmsman and backhanded him across the face. "Get in there after them you fool! Must I give the most simple of orders?!" he screamed. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar Warboss stomped back to his throne and glowered at the Tactical Map as his ship followed after Zarog's cruiser into the asteroid belt. The vast jumble of rocks was illuminated by the blue-white light of the binary star system, but the black ship seemed to repulse that light as it raced in and out of the asteroid’s shadows. 
 
      
 
    Zarog's gunner seemed to be even more inept than Vermogrok’s, with beam after beam sailing harmlessly wide. The Terran cruiser led them on a merry dance, rolling and turning nimbly around the enormous floating asteroids, never presenting much of a target to its pursuers. The sinister black ship seemed to suffer none of the same targeting difficulties however, as Zarog's shields were being pummelled by an unrelenting hail of orange laser fire from the rear and side mounted Laser Cannons. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok was just out of range, the enemy ship so tantalisingly close but still just that little bit too far. Every time he thought he might be able to catch up, his crew were forced to perform evasive manoeuvres to avoid hitting the massive hunks of rock that floated aimlessly across their snaking path through the asteroid field.  
 
      
 
    After a teeth-gnashingly long pursuit that was proving as fruitless as it was frustrating, the two pursuing Drakkar ships split up to go around a large asteroid that was pockmarked with mine shafts. The Terran cruiser circled around a big asteroid up ahead, but instead of continuing to flee, it turned back to face them. Vermogrok trembled with excitement, sensing the chase was at an end and he slammed one of his fists down on the armrest of his throne. 
 
      
 
    "Fire!" he bellowed, as the jet-black cruiser closed to firing range. 
 
      
 
    Zarog's cruiser fired as well and dozens of virulent purple beams blasted out from the Drakkar ships, many of them striking the black-hulled enemy vessel and overloading their shields. Vermogrok leaned forward excitedly, eagerly awaiting the sight of the irritating black ship being scythed in half. The beams caressed the enemy hull, but other than a couple of minor explosions, they seemed to only mildly score the jet-black surface. He stared open-mawed in shock as the practically unscathed Terran ship fired back, but not at Vermogrok's ship and not at Zarog either.  
 
      
 
    Four shells roared out from the black cruiser and Vermogrok snorted with laughter as they missed both Drakkar ships and slammed into the nearby asteroid. The vast hunk of rock trembled with the massive impacts, and a second later, there was a colossal explosion from within the hollowed out asteroid. Chaos reigned on the Bridge as everything turned upside down, the shockwave from a secondary explosion rocking Vermogrok’s cruiser. Panels blew open and conduits exploded with a shower of sparks, while the metal superstructure shrieked as if being tortured. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok was thrown clear across the bridge, slamming into a far bulkhead. Smoke poured out of overloaded consoles and alarms blared out through the command deck, as his crew rolled around in a daze, trying to get up. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck was that?!" the Drakkar Warboss gasped in shock as he struggle to regain his feet. 
 
      
 
    He lurched upright and hauled himself over to his throne, staring at the damage control display in horror. His glorious cruiser had been battered, the port side of the ship horribly torn and mangled by the devastating explosion. His ship was listing on its side and drifting out of control towards another huge asteroid.  
 
      
 
    "Turn damn you, turn!" he screamed, turning towards the Helmsman's Station, only to find that the seat was empty. 
 
      
 
    He charged frantically for the helmsman's station, desperate to avoid looming disaster, and grabbed the flight stick with a grasping hand. He yanked back on the controls, pulling the stricken cruiser up and narrowly clearing the enormous rocky obstacle that had threatened them with imminent death. Vermogrok turned frantically around, his bulging eyes searching for the missing helmsman. He finally spotted him, hanging upside down and impaled on an exposed girder that had been torn out of the wall by the explosion. Swearing animatedly, Vermogrok turned the Drakkar cruiser back towards the fight, scanning the flickering Tactical Map to see what was happening.  
 
      
 
    The mysterious black cruiser was bearing down inexorably on Zarog's vessel. His rival's ship seemed to have survived relatively unscathed by the exploding asteroid, merely having been knocked sideways by the blast. Vermogrok's eyes filled with hate as he glared at the two ships. "Zarog always was a lucky bastard!" he snarled resentfully.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly the black cruiser fired again, as Zarog began to turn his ship around to face them. Four shells blasted out from the Terran ship and pounded into the flank of the turning Drakkar cruiser, sending splintering fractures through the armour plating as the shots drove in deep. A second later, rippling explosions rocked Zarog's ship and it quaked as if in terror. A flickering corona of electricity arced out around the cruiser as the power core went critical and a few moments later, a tremendous blast tore the ship in half.  
 
      
 
    "Maybe he wasn't that lucky after all," Vermogrok cackled with glee as his hated rival was vaporised in an instant. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar Warboss' gloating was cut short as the lethal enemy cruiser swung smoothly about to face them.  
 
      
 
    "Fire! Kill them now!" Vermogrok roared in fury.  
 
      
 
    The Drakkar gunner pulled the trigger, but the Terran ship had already changed course and most of the shots missed, purple pulsating beams of energy firing wildly off into space. A couple of the beams hit, but they just gouged the glistening black surface of the enemy armour and didn't penetrate into the hull. 
 
      
 
    "You fool!" Vermogrok bellowed at his gunner. "You've doomed us all!" 
 
      
 
    The black ship bore down on them like death itself and fired back with its Beam Lasers, rocking his ship with the impact, as the shots punched their way into his cruiser.  
 
      
 
    "They destroyed our fire control systems and took out our drive couplings!" Drikog gasped, staring in disbelief at the damage control display which was a riot of crimson. "We're adrift and toothless!" 
 
      
 
    "Order the transports to prepare for boarding!" Vermogrok snarled at his lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    The enemy cruiser pulled up to a halt next to them and began pumping an endless volley of laser blasts into the shattered side of his ship.  
 
      
 
    "No!" Vermogrok gasped, tasting fear for the first time. "NO!"  
 
      
 
    He turned and sprinted full-tilt for the exit, the deck trembling under his feet, as his supposedly invulnerable ship failed him spectacularly. Vermogrok approached a bewildered crewman, his lower body lying crushed by a collapsed section of steel wall panelling. The crewman reached out to paw at him for assistance and the Warboss ran straight over him, as he raced towards the ramps that led down to the hangar. This enemy ship might have crippled his cruiser, but no-one could defeat the Drakkar in a boarding action. Vermogrok would just seize their ship as his own! 
 
      
 
    He lurched into the hangar and sprinted for his personal dropship, seeing the crews for two other ships milling around by their craft, waiting for orders that had not yet arrived. 
 
      
 
    "Get moving you fools!" he roared at them and the Drakkar pilots lumbered into the waiting dropships to prepare for launch. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok charged up the loading ramp for his dropship, seeing his fearsome handpicked retinue waiting on board. "Launch!" he bellowed at the pilot, as he closed the ramp behind him. 
 
      
 
    The three Drakkar dropships rose ponderously off the floor of the hangar and headed towards the shielded entrance in the centre of the bay. His cruiser was being ripped apart by the pitiless black cruiser. Sirens howled continuous warnings as explosions kept tearing through his once mighty vessel, debris crashing down from the walls and ceiling of the hangar. The dropships plunged out of the hole in the hull of the cruiser, eager to escape the certain doom that awaited them should they have stayed inside.  
 
      
 
    The black cruiser was also waiting for them outside and was just as remorseless. As the dropships raced out into the void of space, bright orange beams enveloped the first two Drakkar vessels, searing through their shields in an instant and melting glowing holes as they bored straight through, spitting the dropships like a kebab. The beams winked out as fast as they had suddenly appeared, leaving the Drakkar raiders and their dropships a charred ruin. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok clung desperately to the cockpit doorframe as his terrified pilot brought the ship around in a turn that made his stomach sink to the floor. They were still being peppered by uncannily accurate point defence weapons, but at least they were out of the fire arcs of those lethal Mass Drivers and Beam Lasers. The pilot performed a skilful docking manoeuvre and the dropship nestled alongside the glistening black hull of the enemy cruiser. His fanged mouth was opening and snapping shut with relief as he fired off the docking clamps. 
 
      
 
    "Right, time to get us a new ship!" Vermogrok roared, stirring the Drakkar raiders who shouted and bellowed their own warcries. 
 
      
 
    There was a heavy clang as their dropship made contact with the outer airlock and the two ships locked together. Vermogrok grinned evilly, surging with confidence once again. He moved over to his personal armoury and picked up the custom shieldblades that had seen him to 37 bloody victories in the fighting pits. His men began to move into position, opening the airlock on their ship and then getting ready to tear open the airlocks on the enemy ship. They were surprised to see that the enemy airlock doors were already open, but their passage was still blocked by a sturdy-looking reinforced door that completely sealed the corridor ahead of them.  
 
      
 
    "Bust that down!" Vermogrok yelled eagerly, beginning to drool at the thought of what tasty morsels might wait inside for him. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar raiders moved up, waiting in position as one of them brought forward a siege hammer to buckle the door enough to either smash it out of the way, or get a jack under it. The burly four-armed Drakkar lifted the huge hammer over his head and brought it down in a booming crash against the reinforced door. The echo of the impact rang around the corridor, bringing big toothy grins to the raiders waiting around Vermogrok. The hammer wielder raised the hammer back for another overhead smash when suddenly the security door slid smoothly up into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    "Uh?" The hammer wielder grunted in surprise, before his shocked face exploded, showering the nearby Drakkar in thick blue blood. 
 
      
 
    Then everything descended into a terrifying nightmare.  
 
      
 
    The corridor lit up as two turreted lasers began hosing down the invaders with an unending stream of viciously accurate laser fire. The Drakkar desperately pulled their reflective shields into place to protect their bodies, only to have their feet shot out from under them by high powered rounds. The airlock entrance began to stink of roasted flesh as the toppling raiders were skewered by searing energy bolts.  
 
      
 
    Vermogrok dived to the side, covering himself with both his shields. He heard the reassuring whumping sound as the magnetic fields deflected enemy shots away from him and the reflective surface of the mirrored shieldblades were doing a good job of keeping him safe from the turreted lasers too. He peeked through a small gap around his shields and saw there were only two defenders, clad entirely in shiny black armour, who hid cravenly behind two bulkheads and shot unopposed at his men.  
 
      
 
    "Fire back or we're done for!" he screamed in rage at the Drakkar around him. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar raiders further back began to return fire, bullets from rotary cannons zipping down the corridor to pepper the bulkheads. Vermogrok looked on hopefully, but then shook his head in disbelief as the bullets were harmlessly deflected away from the black armoured enemies, to the same whumping sounds he had previously been so relieved to hear. 
 
      
 
    "We need heavy weapons, you idiots!" he roared, as his own shields came under fire once again. 
 
      
 
    Vermogrok ducked back and hugged the wall as the warrior beside him was flung backwards, big holes punched through his body by the impact of incredibly powerful rounds. He was about to scream at his men again, when one of them brought a heavy laser to bear, aiming down the corridor. The laser bolt blasted out, leaving a white flash across his vision and he rapidly blinked to regain his sight. He looked back at the barricade and saw that one of the laser turrets had been hit by the blast and now hung forlornly, the barrel partially melted. The Heavy laser operator roared out a victorious shout, before a shot from the smaller of the two armoured enemies hit the Drakkar in the mouth, blowing his head apart with a sickening wet squelch. 
 
      
 
    "Charge!" he boomed at his remaining men and the handful of surviving Drakkar leapt over their fallen podmates and raced down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Using his men as a distraction, Vermogrok sprinted after them, as raider after raider were shot to pieces by a combination of high powered rounds and laser fire from the remaining turret. One of his men managed to leap up onto the barricade and lifted his shield up to batter the black armoured defender in the head. The enemy soldier dived backwards, simultaneously opening fire on full auto, blowing huge fist sized holes through the raider’s torso and cutting the Drakkar in half. The barricade was showered in blue ichor as the eviscerated creature fell to the ground in two pieces. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, that distraction was the opportunity that Vermogrok needed. He dived over the barricade and crashed into the second armoured figure, who was looking back to check on his prone comrade, knocking him to the floor. The two of them sprawled across the deck, but the Drakkar Warboss was quicker to react, his fighting instincts honed to perfection after years spent duelling in the blood pits. As they both regained their feet, Vermogrok moved faster, unleashing a backhanded slap with his left shieldblade at the man's rifle, aiming to knock it out of his hand. 
 
      
 
    His left arms swung round and the shield smacked squarely into the rifle. He winced as it felt like he had just punched a wall, but he managed to knock the rifle out of the man's grasp. Expecting the armoured figure to try and flee in terror, the Drakkar Warboss was astonished when the unarmed man charged forward instead, barrelling into his chest with a shoulder slam. Vermogrok went sailing backwards to crash into the barricade he had just leapt over, slumping down to his knees as he reeled from the impact. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head to clear the daze, Vermogrok dismissed the knockback as a lucky hit, assuming his opponent had just caught him off balance. He brought his shield blades around protectively as he stood once again. The armoured man strode towards him, stopping only briefly to pick up a long black sword that was leaning against the wall. The Drakkar watched his opponent cautiously but was relieved to see no kind of martial technique to the man's stance; he was even holding the glimmering black blade as an amateur would. He grinned evilly, thinking how easy this fight would be. A quick parry and counterattack would end this in a single killer blow, this novice would never see it coming! 
 
      
 
    The man grabbed his long sword in a two-handed grip and raised his arms, telegraphing his upcoming attack to the Drakkar, who grinned slyly in anticipation of the quick kill. The blow came sailing downwards, just as Vermogrok knew it would. He stepped forward to block the attack with his left shieldblade, whilst drawing back his right arms and prepared himself to drive his right shieldblade into the man's unguarded torso with a powerful counterpunch.  
 
      
 
    The plan was good, but he was never able to make that counter attack. The black blade came crashing down on his parrying shield with a force Vermogrok didn't think was possible. He was driven down to one knee with the colossal impact, his left arms practically wrenched out of their socket as they tried to absorb the blow. No longer in a position to attack, Vermogrok had to bring his right arms up to protect his head as the black blade came arcing down in another identical chop. He howled in pain as the wild smash cleaved a huge chunk out of his right shieldblade, leaving his arms ringing with the impact.  
 
      
 
    Vermogrok's bulging black eyes looked up in fear, as the armoured man drew the sword back for another overhead swing, seemingly intent on battering him into the floor. "This isn't right!" he jibbered to himself. There was no finesse, no style to the man's attacks, but his sheer brute power was quite unstoppable.  
 
      
 
    The Drakkar tried to scramble backwards as the blade came sailing down, hacking into the right shieldblade again and splitting it in half. The razor-sharp edge then continued through to neatly sever his right hands, leaving Vermogrok to stare at the stumps in shock, dark-blue blood gushing out like a fountain and spraying the nearby wall. Cowering behind the left shieldblade, the Drakkar tried to ward away the incoming attacks, but the swordsman was merciless. He hammered away at the huddled Drakkar, eventually smashing the shield to pieces and dismembering his left arms. The last thing Vermogrok saw with his terror-stricken eyes was the black blade whistling down at his head, as the man performed one final, crude, overhead chop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hey, nice work!" Alyssa said happily, as she walked over to stand next to John, removing the helmet from her Phalanx armour and freeing her long blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    John had his boot on the armoured torso of the enormous Drakkar leader and was heaving the black sword out of the alien creature's breastplate. His final sword blow had split the Drakkar leader's head in half and scythed through to eventually get stuck in its chest armour. With one last tug, the black blade jerked free, dripping dark-blue blood over the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, honey," John said cheerfully, as he cleaned his gore-streaked blade on the raider’s uniform. "You were great too! That backwards dive you did when you took out that charging Drakkar was nicely done. You had me worried there for a moment." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stepped up to him with a big smile on her face and lifted off his helmet so she could plant a loving kiss on his lips. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm, very nice," John said, his broad smile matching hers. 
 
      
 
    The exquisite young woman rubbed noses with him affectionately before stepping back and handing him the black armoured helmet.  
 
      
 
    "What did you think of the sword?" she asked him curiously, proud of her first attempt at psychic-weaponsmithing. "It seemed to be very effective." 
 
      
 
    "It’s an amazing weapon!" John replied enthusiastically. "With the number of enemies we end up fighting in close combat, this blade is going to be invaluable." 
 
      
 
    "Hopefully Dana will come up with something innovative so you can bring it with you," Alyssa smiled. "We can't just leave it propped up against walls like that!" 
 
      
 
    "We better check to see if there's any stragglers on the dropship, then we'll regroup with the girls on the bridge," John said, glancing through the open airlock. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded eagerly, checking the ammo counter on the freshly loaded magazine and flicking off the safety on her railgun. She winked at him and pulled on her helmet again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Calara, Dana, and Jade were waiting on the bridge, the excitement in the air palpable. John and Alyssa had strolled through the command deck a minute beforehand on their way to the debriefing room, so that they could remove their body armour and stow away their gear. They emerged a moment later with triumphant grins on their faces. 
 
      
 
    "Group hug!" John called out exuberantly and the three waiting girls rushed over to him. 
 
      
 
    He gathered all three of them up in his arms and lifted them effortlessly in the air, accompanied by their delighted squeals of laughter. Alyssa jumped on his back, not wanting to be left out and the girls descended into fits of giggles as John faked a groan under their supposed weight. He carefully put them back down on the ground again with a happy grin on his face, but he hung on to the feisty redhead, not letting her go. 
 
      
 
    "The new defences worked perfectly," he enthused, as Dana looked up at him with sparkling eyes, revelling in his excitement. "Those automated laser turrets are incredibly accurate."  
 
      
 
    "That was actually Jade doing the shooting," Dana admitted as she snuggled into his arms. "She didn't want to be left out." 
 
      
 
    "Really?" John blurted out in surprise, darting a quick glance at Alyssa. Turning back to smile at Jade, he continued, "It looks like I'm hugging the wrong girl!" 
 
      
 
    Dana laughed and made way for Jade who eagerly rushed in to take her place. "When did you become such a crack shot?" John grinned at the Nymph who hugged him tightly. 
 
      
 
    "I've been practicing a lot with the Gatling Lasers on the Raptor. I hope that's okay?" the green-skinned girl asked, looking up at him for approval.  
 
      
 
    John dipped her backwards, holding her in his arms and kissed her passionately. "You were wonderful," he said happily, when he came up for air. "Thanks for saving our bacon." 
 
      
 
    Jade sighed ecstatically and looked up at him with big doe eyes. John stood up straight again, holding the Nymph in his arms. 
 
      
 
    "Not that I mind being kissed like that..." Jade said, her face alight with a beaming smile. "But I think someone else deserves most of the credit for that battle." Her eyes darted to the Latina who was standing nearby. 
 
      
 
    John turned to Calara and opened his arms for her again. Smiling shyly the brunette snuggled into his chest as Jade stepped out of the way for her. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what I'd do without you, Lieutenant," John said sincerely to the gorgeous girl he held in his arms. He stroked her hair as she leaned into him. "I thought we were in big trouble when that second Drakkar cruiser turned up, but your plan to load that asteroid with explosives was pure genius." 
 
      
 
    "I'm just glad to be able to do my part," Calara said, looking up at him with her big brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Well thanks to you, the Drakkar have no Cruisers left," John said, his mouth turned up in a feral grin. "Just their base to go and we're done." 
 
      
 
    "So what do we do now?" Alyssa asked, razing a quizzical eyebrow. "Plan the attack on the base, call the Ashanath High Council to tell them the good news, or go to bed for some victory sex?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes to all three but regretfully in that order," John said with chagrin. "Come on, let's go use the Briefing Room for its intended purpose for once, rather than a walk-in-armoury!" 
 
      
 
    The girls led the way and he followed in after them as they filed into the Briefing Room. He took the head seat and the rest of his crew fanned out, taking the seats along the long table. Alyssa then Dana were seated on his right, with Calara then Jade seated on the left. John was surprised at how comfortably familiar the seating plan felt and chuckled when he realised why. 
 
      
 
    "What's so funny?" Dana asked, enjoying seeing the playful smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    "I just noticed you girls are sitting on either side of me the same way we cuddle up in bed together," he explained, shaking his head with amusement. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa arched her eyebrow. "Maybe we all have the same thing on our mind?"  
 
      
 
    The accompanying nods had everyone laughing together and then they settled back in their chairs. 
 
      
 
    "Well first things first, let's sort out our plans for the attack on the Kappa-Indarran system," John said, restoring some semblance of order to the meeting. "I think the main thing we need at the moment is more intel. We don't have any idea what we could be facing at the moment and I don't want to just charge into any surprises like we did with the Kirrix!" 
 
      
 
    "I was going to suggest the exact same thing," Calara stated soberly. "I think we need to carry out a scouting mission then make our plans accordingly. We just don't know enough yet to be able to make any sensible attack strategy." 
 
      
 
    "Now we've killed off their raiding ships, do you think they might get twitchy and desert their base?" Dana asked curiously. "If I'd just lost four ships in the space of a few days, I wouldn't want to hang around!" 
 
      
 
    "The Drakkar don't seem that bright, but Dana makes a good point," Calara said, nodding her agreement. "First, the Ashanath withdrawing their civilian traffic from the space lanes around Kappa-Indarran and then us wrecking their fleet..." She paused, shaking her head. "No matter how dim their commander, I can't see them staying there for much longer!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so we need to move fast, but we took some damage in that last battle," John said. "How bad is it, Dana?" 
 
      
 
    The redhead got up from the table and retrieved a remote from a tray at the other end of the room. She walked back, pressing buttons on the remote as she returned. Just as she sat down, a holographic display of the damage control system sprung into life and rotated slowly above the conference table, bathing the room in a soothing green glow. There were a couple of angry red spots on the smoothly turning image and Dana pointed to them as she began to speak. 
 
      
 
    "You can see where we got hit in that last exchange," she said with an annoyed expression on her face, indicating the red marks on the display. "We lost a couple of capacitors when the Drakkar barrage overloaded the armour absorption matrix." 
 
      
 
    "Well I consider it an exceptionally successful field test of your Invictium armour," John said, grinning at her in delight. "We got hit by..." 
 
      
 
    "13 beams!" Calara supplied helpfully. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks. By 13 beams in a single volley and we shrugged it off with only minor damage!" he exclaimed. "If we'd still been using the old Titanium armour, they would have carved us up into tiny pieces!" 
 
      
 
    "You did some phenomenal flying out there today as well, Alyssa," John said, turning to the blonde sitting to his right. "You must have dodged at least half of their incoming fire!"  
 
      
 
    "70% actually," Calara supplied helpfully. "I got the computer to calculate the Drakkar hit percentages after the battle." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for taking good care of the Invictus!" Dana said, grinning at Alyssa. Her expression shifted into a worried frown. "But I'm still worried about our staying power against powerful enemy ships.” 
 
      
 
    "Unless John plans to have us duelling battleships, I think we'll be okay," Alyssa said cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, and the new Mass Drivers were fantastic!" Calara enthused, smiling at the memory. "The faster recharging rates were a decisive factor in that battle. Being able to quickly follow up with the coup-de-grace on that first Drakkar cruiser, just after triggering the explosives in the asteroid, made all the difference.” 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Calara," Dana said, blushing cutely. "I think your shooting had as much to do with it as anything though. Taking out that ship with a single shot to their power core was incredible!" 
 
      
 
    "She also crippled that second cruiser with a single volley from the Beam Lasers," Jade supplied helpfully, putting her arm around the Latina's shoulder and giving her an affectionate hug. 
 
      
 
    "You all make good points," John said seriously, before his face lit up with a grin. "My crew of exceptional hot babes proved they aren't just pretty faces once again!" That got him plenty of giggles from the girls.  
 
      
 
    "All joking aside, you all did an amazing job today," he said proudly. "I don't think there's a finer crew in the whole galaxy!" 
 
      
 
    The girls preened under his glowing praise and smiled happily at one another. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so we need to do some quick repairs first. Then as soon as we're done, we investigate the Drakkar base. Everyone agreed?" his question was met with approving nods all round. 
 
      
 
    "I can put you through to the Ashanath High Council from here," Dana offered, brandishing the remote she still held in her hand. 
 
      
 
    John nodded and said, “That would be great, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The redhead pushed a few buttons on the remote and entered the secure transmission code that would allow them to speak to the Grey leaders directly. The big viewscreen on the far side of the room lit up and Senior Councillor Ularean appeared, apparently having been in conversation with two of his fellow councillors. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, JohnBlake," he murmured softly. "We were just talking about you." 
 
      
 
    "All good things I hope," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Oh certainly. We have been delighted with your progress so far," Ularean whispered, his voice computer sounding unusually eerie over the transmission. 
 
      
 
    Another High Councillor stepped into view and asked, "Did the explosives we embedded in those two asteroids for you prove useful?"  
 
      
 
    "Spectacularly so, Councillor....?" John inquired politely. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Councillor Lirrash.” 
 
      
 
    "Well thanks to your explosives Councillor Lirrash, I'm pleased to report we've just taken out what we hope were the last two Drakkar raiders," John said with no small degree of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    The robed Greys looked at each other with their huge unblinking eyes, communicating using telepathy and seemingly forgetting about the crew of the Invictus on the other end of the call. John quirked an eyebrow and looked at the girls, who smiled back at him in amusement. He let the Ashanath continue their silent discussion for a long moment before he cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    "My apologies JohnBlake," Ularean replied in his strange whispery voice. "To have destroyed two of the Drakkar cruisers single-handed is most impressive indeed. We are most grateful that you agreed to this alliance." 
 
      
 
    "You're welcome, Ularean," John said magnanimously. "Our victory was only possible due to the efforts your people put into the refit of my ship." 
 
      
 
    Ularean bowed in answer to the praise. 
 
      
 
    "We took a few hits in the last battle and need to replace some armour and capacitors," Dana interjected. "Would it be ok to come back to Ashana and use the shipyard to make some quick repairs?" 
 
      
 
    "You will always be welcome," Ularean replied quietly. "Return to the drydock and we will assist you with whatever help you need.” 
 
      
 
    "We'll be back with you shortly," John replied. "Once we're done, we'll go to investigate Kappa-Indarran and see if we can finish off the Drakkar once and for all." 
 
      
 
    "I will alert them of your impending arrival," Ularean replied and gave them a brief wave goodbye before ending the communication. 
 
      
 
    "So that's two things from our checklist done, one last item to go," Alyssa said coyly. "Why don't you go and wait for us in the bedroom, we'll be down shortly." 
 
      
 
    John stood abruptly and stretched his arms over his head. "Ladies, I'll take that as my cue to leave." 
 
      
 
    The girls waved goodbye as he left, then turned back to Alyssa as she elaborated on her plan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John strode into his quarters with a contented grin on his face. Everything seemed to be going well so far in his campaign against the Drakkar and with a little luck, they would soon be able to finish off the raider base and repay their debt to the Ashanath. More importantly, he was just that little bit closer to getting some answers about exactly who and what he was. Finally, he was about to get laid and every time the girls got together to plan something for his entertainment, he usually ended up having an incredibly satisfying romp in the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    He realised he was still sweaty after the furious combat earlier on, so he stripped off his clothes and left them in a neat pile to wash later. Alyssa had been right just a few days ago when she'd noted how he'd changed. The old John would have fretted about leaving a mess on the floor, his obsessive need to clean kicking in and leaving him scrubbing for hours. Now he was completely beyond caring. That whole part of his personality that had been desperate to impose order on everything, no matter how trivial, seemed to have receded into the background. He guessed that running his own private assault cruiser and entertaining a demanding group of gorgeous young women kept him more than a little distracted. He hummed a jaunty tune to himself as he strolled into the bathroom and turned on the shower. 
 
      
 
    John swished his hand over the controls to activate the showerheads and a lovely hot cascade of water pattered down, running through his hair and over his body. He sighed happily at the soothing sensation of the water rolling over him and just luxuriated in the soft caress of the shower. He lost track of time for a little while, before the sound of the door opening brought him back to reality. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, handsome," Alyssa purred as she entered the shower, stepping gracefully inside to stand next to him.  
 
      
 
    She didn't move straight into his arms and instead stood right beside him, close enough to invade his personal space, but still keeping an inch between them. She looked up at him with a challenging expression on her face and he felt a strong sense of déjà vu as the mischievous blond girl re-enacted one of their first encounters together. At that moment he felt ridiculously happy and thoroughly smitten with the beautiful young woman looking up at him with a teasing smile on her face. He was just about to pull her into his arms when the shower door opened. 
 
      
 
    "Hey handsome," Alyssa purred as she entered the shower, stepping lithely inside and gliding over to stand right beside him and her twin.  
 
      
 
    The sense of déjà vu was overwhelming as he stared at the two identical girls, who studied his bemused expression with barely contained glee. As one they stepped forward, to rub their identical bronzed breasts against his chest, the matching sets of twinkling blue eyes watching his every expression like a pair of hawks. 
 
      
 
    "I believe you expressed an interest in fucking a pair of hot twins?" left Alyssa asked him coyly. 
 
      
 
    "We can't wait to see what you're going to do to us," right Alyssa whispered seductively. 
 
      
 
    John was unable to respond and stood in stunned silence as both girls stood on tip toe to kiss him tenderly on each cheek. His eyes darted from one of them to the other, but Jade's copy of Alyssa was flawless and there wasn't a single discrepancy to let him tell them apart. The idea of being with twins excited him no end and his rapidly rising cock was a testament to just how turned on Jade and Alyssa were getting him. 
 
      
 
    "Whichever one of you is Jade, are you sure you're okay with this?" he asked both of them curiously. 
 
      
 
    "She loved the idea!" left Alyssa said enthusiastically. "Jade would stay looking like this all the time if she could." 
 
      
 
    "Jade finds adopting this form as natural as breathing and she can't wait for you to cum in her looking like this," right Alyssa said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    "Just relax and don't worry about it," left Alyssa said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    "Imagine you've seduced a pair of real twin sisters and just have fun," right Alyssa said with the same identical smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    "Well as you put it so nicely," John laughed in delight, reaching around to grab at a supple asscheek from each of the twin Alyssa's and squeezing them gently. He noticed that whichever one was Jade had somehow altered her body temperature, warming her skin so that she felt exactly the same as the real Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "No fucking us in the ass today though!" left Alyssa warned him, as John manhandled her bottom. 
 
      
 
    "That might give the game away," right Alyssa agreed with a grin, as he gripped the perfect round sphere of her bum. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go through to the bedroom," John suggested, eager to get started. 
 
      
 
    The identical blondes smiled and nodded their agreement, leaving the shower together and drying themselves off at a leisurely pace. John wrapped a towel around himself and watched in delight as the Alyssas gently towelled each other off, throwing flirty glances his way as they caressed each other. They dried their hair in a couple of seconds with the moisture evaporators and then posed for him coquettishly, their glorious athletic figures looking like a reflection in a mirror. 
 
      
 
    "You're a very beautiful girl," John said appreciatively as he approached them and trailed his hand over the matching teenagers. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," left Alyssa said with a gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you approve," right Alyssa said with a melodic laugh. 
 
      
 
    "You seem to have gotten a bit distracted," left Alyssa said archly. 
 
      
 
    "Would you like us to help you get dry?" right Alyssa smiled playfully. 
 
      
 
    John grinned and nodded, glancing from one girl to another. "It's remarkable... you're absolutely identical! You even both sound and act the way Alyssa does." 
 
      
 
    "I should hope so," left Alyssa said with a smirk. "I am her after all." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm just behaving the way I normally do," right Alyssa said with an impish smile. 
 
      
 
    Both girls began to use their towels to dry him off, the soft caring motion feeling very sensual. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," left Alyssa said, offering him her hand. "Let's go to bed." 
 
      
 
    "And remember this is all about you, so you can do or say anything you like," right Alyssa said. 
 
      
 
    Left Alyssa stared into his eyes and tapped her temple as a reminder. "I know all your desires anyway."  
 
      
 
    "That's right, I love listening in on your naughty thoughts," right Alyssa grinned at him lasciviously. 
 
      
 
    *Ah, but only the real Alyssa can hear this,* John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    *But you can't tell who's replying!* Alyssa's voice sounded clear in his mind, enjoying the game. 
 
      
 
    They led him into the bedroom and climbed onto the bed, both beautiful versions of Alyssa staring at him seductively. 
 
      
 
    "So, what would you like us to do?" left Alyssa asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Kiss," John said without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    "But that would be incest!" right Alyssa said in a mock outraged voice.  
 
      
 
    Left Alyssa smiled as she moved closer to her twin. "That would be very naughty..."  
 
      
 
    Both young blondes turned their attention to one another and then leaned in for a kiss, their soft full lips brushing against each other. They sighed contentedly and then began to kiss with more passion, pressing their bodies together as the kissing grew more heated. John watched enraptured, unable to tear his eyes away as one of the twins pushed the other on to her back and then gracefully lay across the supine Alyssa. They gasped and sighed as their sensitive breasts rubbed together, erect nipples dragging across deliciously soft skin. Staring into each other's eyes, they kissed sensually, growing more aroused as they read the obvious desire in the other girl's expression. 
 
      
 
    John moved over beside them, his rampant cock throbbing with excitement. The two Alyssas looked up at him with matching sets of excited cerulean eyes and the kneeling Alyssa took the head into her mouth, while the other one licked at the underside of his shaft.  
 
      
 
    "That's right, get me nice and wet," he said, running his fingers through the kneeling girl’s hair. 
 
      
 
    The girl on top let the head of his cock slip from her mouth and then they both began to glide their tongues up and down him, from the base right up to his crown. They worked together in perfect harmony, the mouths gliding up and down as they licked every part of him. When his cock was glistening and wet, John gently pulled back. 
 
      
 
    "Stay exactly like that," he ordered them as he moved around between their spread legs. 
 
      
 
    "This one will obey master," they both replied, imitating Jade's speech affectation that she had managed to overcome. 
 
      
 
    They giggled cutely and resumed their kissing, the wet sound of their tongues together sounding wonderfully debauched. 
 
      
 
    John took hold of the kneeling girl's bottom and spread her cheeks apart, exposing her ass and pussy to his eager eyes. Alyssa hissed excitedly, tilting her hips up for him, as the other Alyssa kissed her twin and watched John move into position. Not wasting any more time, John pushed steadily into the kneeling girl's soaking wet pussy, hearing her cry out in relief as he penetrated deep into her body. This girl certainly felt like Alyssa on the inside and the tight little tunnel he knew so well, gripped and massaged him as he began to fuck her with long deep strokes.  
 
      
 
    Her twin watched him with excited eyes, then moved her hand underneath the panting blonde above her to begin to rub her clit. Between her eager fingers and John's pounding rhythm they soon had Alyssa screaming with pleasure as she climaxed spectacularly. He rode her pliant young body, letting her savour the deeply satisfying orgasm. When she sagged against her twin with a happy sigh, he gently pulled out of her and tilted his cock lower so that he could plunge into the girl below. 
 
      
 
    Top Alyssa moved lithely out the way and spread her twin's pussy lips apart so that John could slide in without hesitation.  
 
      
 
    "Oh god, that feels amazing!" the second girl replied as John pushed his way into her pliant body. 
 
      
 
    This Alyssa felt exactly the same as the one he had just ridden through her orgasm and John accepted defeat, realising he was never going to be able to tell them apart physically. He leaned down to rest his weight on his elbows and began to gently ease his way back and forth in the girl below him. She spread her athletic thighs nice and wide, giving him full access to her pussy, as he pushed all the way inside her. Feeling the lovely curve of her bottom as his balls rested against her, he relaxed, knowing he wouldn't be pulling out of the girl below until he'd unloaded his quad. 
 
      
 
    He kissed the Alyssa below him as the copy moved around to lie on the bed beside them, her face pressed up nice and close so she could watch them both. He stared into the girl's eyes below him and she stared right back, as though looking into his soul. Her hips began to gently rock back and forth, signalling her willingness to take his seed. 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to do this again when I get you both pregnant," John said, his eyes burning with lust. 
 
      
 
    Both girls drew in their breath sharply, those bright blue eyes flashing with excitement.  
 
      
 
    "Would you like to pretend you knocked up a pair of twins?" the Alyssa below him whispered excitedly. "I find that extremely hot!" she purred as he fucked her. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah me too," the side Alyssa said lustily. "But then again, we are the XO and in charge of recruitment. We could just find you a real pair of twins to join the crew and impregnate!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh God!" the other Alyssa groaned as John's cock flexed excitedly inside her. "I think he likes that idea!" John smiled as Jade accidentally revealed her real identity.  
 
      
 
    "I know he does," the second Alyssa said, tapping her temple. 
 
      
 
    *Don't let on you know, just let her enjoy this,* the genuine Alyssa said in his mind as she smiled at him to his side. 
 
      
 
    *I love you beautiful. You're just a genuinely wonderful person,* he thought to her. 
 
      
 
    *I love you too!* her happy thoughts came back to him. *Now make love to her and give her what she craves.* 
 
      
 
    John focused on the Jade-Alyssa who writhed languidly beneath him, the Nymph gasping and moaning as he stroked in and out of her. 
 
      
 
    "I love you beautiful," John whispered in Jade's ear as he began to pick up the pace. 
 
      
 
    Jade groaned and arched her back, thrusting her full breasts up against him and rubbing her nipples across his chest.  
 
      
 
    "I love you too!" she cried in Alyssa's voice, as he plunged into her tight little pussy. 
 
      
 
    "You're perfect!" John said to Jade as he took her passionately, pushing all her buttons. "Everything I could ever want in a girl!" 
 
      
 
    Jade gasped and moaned as he drove forward, grinding his pelvis against hers when he was fully embedded inside her and rubbing her clit teasingly.  
 
      
 
    "I'm going to cum soon," he promised Jade as he felt his balls tensing up, his orgasm fast approaching. 
 
      
 
    "Oh please, yes!!" Jade pleaded emphatically. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I'm going to keep filling you with cum until I put my baby in your belly," he promised. 
 
      
 
    "Aahhhhh!" Jade shrieked, as she experienced an explosive orgasm, her body quivering in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    "That's a good girl," he whispered to her encouragingly. "Grip me nice and tightly. Massage my cock for me!" 
 
      
 
    Jade's pussy began to grip him like he had several soft female hands stroking his length. John held her head in his hand and tilted it back so that his face was inches above hers. The Nymph's eyes were screwed tightly shut as she rode wave after wave of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    "Look into my eyes while I cum inside you!" he urged her. 
 
      
 
    Jade's eyes flew wide open, emerald green now and cat-like as she stared back at him in disbelief, never having cum so hard before. John stared into those beautiful sparkling eyes, feeling unbelievably close to the girl and he couldn't hold back any longer. He cried out as he came, straining to keep staring into her eyes as his four balls shot long spurts of cum into her eagerly sucking pussy. Jade gasped as she felt his cum pump into her womb and just stared up at him in wonder as he rounded out her belly with his heavy load. Again and again his quad flexed and pulsed as he stuffed her body full of every last drop of his cum. With a last trembling quiver his balls were finally done and he sagged against her, feeling deliciously wasted after such an intense climax. 
 
      
 
    Jade held him to her chest and murmured grateful appreciative words as he rested on her. He eventually recovered enough so he could lean back and take his weight on his arms, smiling down at her happily. 
 
      
 
    Real Alyssa stroked her hand through Jade's imitation blonde hair and smiled at her fondly. "That looked like it was a good one.” 
 
      
 
    "Oh thank you, Alyssa!" Jade said, her voice tinged with awe. "That was better than I could have dreamed." She winced and then looked back at John, a shy smile on her face. "I guess I just gave the game away.” 
 
      
 
    "It's okay, I knew at the end anyway and I meant every word I said," he said, making no attempt to hide the love he felt for the wonderful girl. 
 
      
 
    Jade looked up at John, sheer adoration in her eyes. "You make me so happy, you have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    "I think I do," he said with a warm smile. "Now turn back to normal please.” 
 
      
 
    Jade shimmered and returned to her dark green Nymph form. "Mmm, much better!" John said and leaned down to give her a tender kiss. 
 
      
 
    *Hey!* Alyssa exclaimed with pretend indignation. 
 
      
 
    *Just one Alyssa is more than any man can hope to manage,* he thought back to her in amusement. 
 
      
 
    *Hmm,* she replied. *You seem to keep me under control with a firm hand.* 
 
      
 
    John and Jade kissed for a while before he finally pulled back, easing his way out of her and moving to one side to lie in the middle of the bed. Jade and Alyssa snuggled up against him and they all cuddled together contentedly. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, both of you," John said. "That was amazingly sexy." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I loved it too," Alyssa said happily as she looked up at him. She glanced across his chest at the Nymph. "I hope it wasn't too much of a chore having to copy me?"  
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding?" Jade laughed incredulously. Looking up at John with a lovely smile on her face, she added, "I've never cum that hard before.” 
 
      
 
    "What are Dana and Calara up to anyway?" John asked curiously. "I'm surprised they didn't want to be around for that." 
 
      
 
    "They did," Alyssa replied, rubbing her breasts against his chest. "But I wanted you focused solely on the twins."  
 
      
 
    "Don't you mean the quad?" Jade said as she copied Alyssa's movements and John was flanked on both sides by two magnificent sets of warm, pliant breasts. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, true," Alyssa conceded. "Both sets of quads," she said and gently stroked John's emptied sack. 
 
      
 
    John let out a big belly laugh at that and the girls looked up at him and grinned. 
 
      
 
    "To answer your question though," Alyssa continued. "I laid in a course back to Ashana, where Dana will oversee the repairs. Calara is studying Kappa-Indarran to find good places for us to hide when we scout out the system." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like it's all well under control," John said with satisfaction, as he relaxed in bed. 
 
      
 
    "It is," Alyssa replied confidently. "Now you have a rest, while I see if Jade feels like sharing..." 
 
      
 
    The Nymph giggled excitedly and John settled back to enjoy the show. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Square Meals Ch. 29 – First encounters 
 
      
 
    John looked up in surprise as Dana and Calara walked into the bedroom. They both wore slightly confused expressions on their beautiful faces, which soon evaporated when they took in the scene on the bed. Jade was lying on her back, her rounded belly sticking up proudly where she was stuffed full of John's cum. She was panting to get her breath back, having just been licked to a very satisfying orgasm by Alyssa, who was lying between the Nymph’s spread thighs.  
 
      
 
    The ravishing blonde looked back over her shoulder and grinned excitedly, licking her lips. "Yes! It worked!" she exclaimed happily, as the brunette and redhead entered the room. 
 
      
 
    "I could hear you calling my name!" Dana blurted out, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    "Me too!" Calara exclaimed, looking equally startled. "I heard you calling to me in my mind. You can transmit your thoughts now?!" 
 
      
 
    "Well, I've been doing that with John for a while now and it just worked perfectly with Jade. I figured now was as good a time as any to experiment with you two," Alyssa replied with a grin. "By the way, Jade has a womb full of cum and she's feeling in a generous mood..." 
 
      
 
    Calara and Dana exchanged excited glances and then rushed over to Jade on the bed, who smiled at them both affectionately. The brunette gave the Nymph a loving kiss, while Dana knelt between the green-skinned alien girl's spread thighs. 
 
      
 
    "This makes a change!" the redhead said with a giggle. "You're normally the one eating me out."  
 
      
 
    She settled into place and began to lap away noisily at her friend's pussy. Jade arched her back and moaned into Calara's mouth, while running her fingers through Dana's lustrous auburn hair and writhing against her. Alyssa crawled over the bed to cuddle up with John and the two of them watched the three gorgeous young women coupling together so intimately.  
 
      
 
    "Dinner and a show," the blonde said, as she ran her fingers lightly over her stomach, slightly rounded where she now carried his cum. "You sure know how to give a girl a good time!" 
 
      
 
    John laughed as they watched Jade bucking through another climax. "You always show me a good time," he said affectionately. 
 
      
 
    "Are you really happy?" Alyssa asked him curiously, staring up at John's face with her big expressive eyes. 
 
      
 
    John swept the ravishing teenager up in his arms. "Are you kidding me?!" She squealed happily as he pulled her over him, so that he was staring up at her face. "I've been living on cloud nine pretty much as soon as I met you and life seems to be getting better every day!" 
 
      
 
    "Good," Alyssa said with a smile of satisfaction, then she leaned down to kiss him.  
 
      
 
    He held her in his arms for a long time, just losing himself in her tender kisses, as Alyssa's soft lips moved with his own. The blonde's long hair fanned down around his face, brushing gently against his cheek, and he enjoyed the feel of her perfectly sculpted body as she lay on top of him. A breathy chorus of sighs finally broke the enchanting spell and they looked over to see Jade, Dana, and Calara watching them with delight. 
 
      
 
    "Seeing you two together like that was beautiful," Dana said wistfully. 
 
      
 
    "You get your fair share too!" Alyssa countered with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Dana and Calara were both up for a good smooch and John was happy to oblige. Jade curled up with Alyssa and watched, as he took turns kissing the eager young women. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa glanced at the Nymph and stroked her arm. "Not going for a passionate kiss?"  
 
      
 
    "I already had one," Jade said, looking contented and happy. "He's rocked my world once today already, I think twice is being greedy.” 
 
      
 
    They enjoyed a nice hug and once all the girls were done they relaxed in bed together for a little while. 
 
      
 
    "We should be arriving at Ashana in a few minutes," Alyssa warned them a short while later as she glanced up at the ship's chronometer. 
 
      
 
    "No rest for the wicked," John said, sitting up and stretching. "I'll go make us all some dinner while you ladies make sure repairs are under way. Anyone up for being my assistant in the kitchen?" 
 
      
 
    "I'd love to help!" Jade immediately volunteered. 
 
      
 
    "Me too," Calara said unexpectedly. "I've done all I can with reviewing the Kappa-Indarran system." 
 
      
 
    John smiled, happy to have their company. "Great! Let's get washed up and then we'll reconvene to the kitchen." 
 
      
 
    After a quick shower, all five of them headed out, parting ways as they passed the grav-tubes. John insisted that Alyssa and Dana join them for dinner in an hour, and after swearing that they’d be on time, the blonde and the redhead stepped into the soothing blue light and levitated up to the Command Deck. John hit the button to enter the Officers' Lounge, then led Calara and Jade across the huge room through to the welcoming kitchen at the back. 
 
      
 
    "So, tell me a little bit more about your family," John suggested to Calara as he handed her a sharp knife and set her up with preparing the vegetables. 
 
      
 
    The Latina began to chop up carrots with neat motions of her knife. "What do you want to know?"  
 
      
 
    "Everything!" he laughed. "I really want to make a good impression, so anything you think might be helpful. All I really know is your mother is called Maria and she really misses you." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that was so embarrassing when she called," Calara muttered, flushing as she remembered the holo-vid call after her mother had seen John's TFNN interview. 
 
      
 
    "Your mother seemed quite lovely. You have nothing to be embarrassed about," Jade interjected kindly, as she began to slice up some chicken fillets. 
 
      
 
    Calara shared a warm glance with the Nymph. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    "So, start with your parents first," John prompted her, as he prepared a chicken stock. "Tell me a little about them." 
 
      
 
    "Well, their names are Jack and Maria," Calara began, a look of pride in her eyes as she spoke about them. "They're both from a military background and my dad still serves; He's the Captain of the cruiser Damocles. My mother used to be a communications officer, before she retired to raise me and my brothers." 
 
      
 
    "My parents bought a nice house on Jericho in the Episilon-Eridani system and my mother holds the fort while we're all off having adventures," she said with a grin. "It was a great place to grow up with lots of open space to roam around. My parents were great believers in discipline, but as long as you played by their rules, my brothers and I had a great time," she explained fondly, as she tipped the sliced-up vegetables from her chopping board into the pan. 
 
      
 
    "What about your brothers? What are they like?" 
 
      
 
    "I have three older brothers, Mateo, Dylan, and Eduardo. Mateo is the eldest and is a lieutenant commander now. He's a navigator on a light carrier, the TFS Hydra. Dylan is a medic stationed at Port Megara near the border with the Trankaran Republic. Finally, there's Eduardo..." she trailed off, chuckling lightly. "He's always getting into trouble, but he's an engineer, lieutenant second class, on the battleship Orion." 
 
      
 
    "So, you outrank him now?" John asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Calara paused for a moment, a startled expression dawning on her face, then burst into laughter. "Oh, I'd forgotten about that! He's going to be so pissed! Mateo and Dylan will never let that go..." 
 
      
 
    "You all seem to have gone into quite different military specialisations," John observed.  
 
      
 
    The brunette looked wistful for a moment. "My Dad always liked to joke about crewing our own family ship, with everyone filling different roles."  
 
      
 
    John was fascinated to know more about her father. "What did Jack start his career as?"  
 
      
 
    "He was a tactical officer, like me," Calara said with pride, then paused awkwardly, a blush spreading across her face as she realised how much of a daddy’s girl that made her sound. 
 
      
 
    "I'm looking forward to meeting them," John said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I'm not so sure you'll feel the same way after you've met them. They like to give my prospective boyfriends the 'Full Fernandez' and none have passed the test so far...” 
 
      
 
    "That sounds intriguing,” Jade said, putting down her knife and handing over the slices of chicken to John. “What did they do to your last boyfriend?"  
 
      
 
    "They're all into sparring," Calara said, rolling her eyes. "They aren't malicious, but they like to put a guy on the spot and see how he handles himself under pressure. The last guy I took to meet them didn't fare so well..." She laughed with embarrassment at the memory. 
 
      
 
    "If they're all into martial arts, how come you weren't trained too?" John asked, looking puzzled. Calara had been a novice when he'd started their morning training sessions. 
 
      
 
    "Well, before we met, I wasn't quite so robust as I am now," the brunette said with a self-effacing grin. “They're all big guys, and they didn't really approve of their little sister getting into the ring,"  
 
      
 
    "Any pointers on how to win them over?" John asked, as he stirred in all the ingredients. 
 
      
 
    "Conquer the boss, and the rest will fall into line," Calara replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Who's the boss though? Your mother or your father?" John asked, nudging her gently with his elbow. 
 
      
 
    The Latina giggled, imagining her mother ordering around her stern father. She stopped laughing abruptly though, when she began to remember the many subtle ways her mother actually steered many of the family decisions. 
 
      
 
    "Curse you and your magic cum!" Calara started laughing again and shaking her head in wonder. "Now that you've made me smarter, I'm starting to re-evaluate my whole family dynamic!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, honey, I can't help but be attracted to beautiful, intelligent women," John said, stepping closer and running his fingers through her long dark hair. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked at him lovingly and moved into his arms for a soul searing kiss. 
 
      
 
    Jade watched John kissing the beautiful teenager and waited for them to break for air before she spoke up. "I'm curious, John. Who do you see as being the boss in our little family?"  
 
      
 
    John laughed and answered immediately. "I think you know who rules the roost," he said, as he reached out to grab her with his left arm and pulled her close, squeezing her taut buttock firmly.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, without a doubt," Jade sighed ecstatically. "I just wondered if you were aware of how much we hang on your every word." 
 
      
 
    "You like me being in charge, don't you?"  he asked rhetorically, with a confident smile on his face, enjoying feeling her body pressed against him. 
 
      
 
    Jade nodded exuberantly, her eyes flashing with excitement. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I can only agree. I for one, like taking your orders," Calara murmured, giving him a sensual smile. 
 
      
 
    "You're a very good girl," John said approvingly, caressing her pert asscheek as well. 
 
      
 
    The Latina brushed up against him and purred, "For you, always..."  
 
      
 
    "I'll remember that later," he promised. "For now, we better get dinner finished." 
 
      
 
    They wrapped up the last of the meal preparations and soon dinner was happily simmering away on the stove. Dana and Alyssa rejoined them, and soon they had the table set as they chattered away together. The girls gathered around the dinner table as John brought out the piping hot pan, the mouth-watering aromas wafting into the Officers' Lounge. 
 
      
 
    "Honey, could you activate the serving platform for me please?" John asked distractedly, trying to avoid burning himself on the hot pan. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, no problem!" Dana said eagerly, standing up and moving towards the controls. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, handsome," Alyssa replied, rising from her chair. 
 
      
 
    "I'm on it, Sir..." Calara said, her eyes still smouldering with arousal from the kiss in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Jade said, obediently moving to follow his request. 
 
      
 
    They all stopped and stared at one another for a moment and then burst out laughing, the chorus of melodic female voices lighting up the room, accompanied by John's embarrassed baritone chuckle. Jade winked at him, and as the closest person to the controls, pressed the button to raise the serving platform.  
 
      
 
    John placed the pan down carefully and then looked around at the girls who were still smirking with amusement. "Perhaps I need to come up with some more creative nicknames for you all," he laughed lightly. "I guess I can't keep calling you 'honey' all the time!" 
 
      
 
    He was met with a chorus of protests, begging him to keep using the affectation. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay!" he conceded with a grin, knowing better than to challenge their happy consensus. 
 
      
 
    The girls smiled at him fondly and everyone tucked into dinner, thoroughly enjoying the tasty meal they had prepared. Once they had finished eating, John settled down on a comfy sofa with Dana keeping him company while the rest tidied up. 
 
      
 
    "How long to go on the repairs?" John asked the redhead as he put his arm around her. 
 
      
 
    "Not long actually," she replied, sounding impressed. "The Ashanath can strip damaged plating off the ship and replace it with fresh armour very quickly using the Psi-shapers." 
 
      
 
    "That's good news. I want us up and ready as soon as possible, so we can try and hit the Drakkar base before they evacuate and set up shop elsewhere," he said with a satisfied nod. "How bad was the damage?" 
 
      
 
    "The Drakkar left some nasty gouges in several plates, but they didn't punch through," Dana said smugly. "They did blow out two capacitors though, so if we'd continued taking hits in those locations, it would have started to get very dicey." 
 
      
 
    "It's a good job our sexy blonde pilot managed to avoid the worst of it then!" John replied, raising his voice to carry over to Alyssa, then chuckling lightly as he belatedly remembered she would be eavesdropping the entire conversation anyway. 
 
      
 
    *I appreciate the thought,* Alyssa said with an affectionate smile, as she glided over to sit next to John. 
 
      
 
    "I know you said we're in short supply of Onyxium,” John said to Dana with a frown. “Can we salvage anything from those damaged armour plates?"  
 
      
 
    "Sure," the redhead replied, nodding eagerly. "If Alyssa is up for reshaping the plates again, we can just add more alloy and then reform the Invictium into a completely fresh armour section." 
 
      
 
    The blonde slumped at the thought of having to use the psi-shaper again. "If I have to..." she sighed melodramatically. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, come on! Reforming it a second time shouldn't be so bad. It's not like I'm asking you to triple-shape it!" Dana said, trying to buoy up her friend’s spirits. "Besides, the armour will be tougher if you reform it, so when we have the time, maybe you could re-armour the entire ship?" 
 
      
 
    "The entire ship!" Alyssa groaned. "My poor brain!" 
 
      
 
    "Don't strain yourself, honey," John cut in, with a disapproving frown at the redhead. "You're still getting used to using psychic powers, so I want you to be careful." 
 
      
 
    "I'll probably need you to top me up afterwards," Alyssa said, suddenly warming up to the idea and looking at him coyly. "Just to make sure I'm alright, obviously." 
 
      
 
    "Obviously..." John agreed with a wry grin, slipping his hand under her top and letting his fingertips brush over her slim toned midriff possessively. Alyssa stared into his eyes, enjoying the intimate, familiar way he was caressing her. 
 
      
 
    A beep coming from Dana's waist drew their attention away from each other and they looked up curiously. Calara and Jade had finished tidying up and they gathered around as Dana unclipped a communicator from her belt, placing it on the coffee table in front of her. She pressed a button to answer the call and High Councillor Rathus' bulbous grey head filled the holo-image.  
 
      
 
    "Rathus! It's great to see you!" Dana said in a friendly tone. 
 
      
 
    "It is wonderful to see you too Dana," the robed Ashanath said in his whispery voice. "We have completed all of the repairs that you requested and the damaged armour plates have been stored in the Cargo Bay." 
 
      
 
    "That was fast! Tell the boys I send them a big kiss!" Dana said delightedly. 
 
      
 
    Rathus dipped into a low bow. "Some of the engineers are female, but I will convey your message nonetheless."  
 
      
 
    "Yes please. Kisses for the girls too!" Dana giggled and waved him goodbye, before ending the communication. "And we're ready to go!" 
 
      
 
    "Ok ladies, let's go finish what we started," John said soberly, rising to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "It's time for serious faces now, right?" Alyssa grinned at him and dodged out of his grasp to avoid being tickled. 
 
      
 
    They laughed and followed the blonde as she flounced out of the Officers' Lounge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Invictus slipped out of hyper warp, the tachyon wave that had carried them dissipating in an instant, but leaving the ship briefly shrouded in a nimbus of slowly fading blue light.  
 
      
 
    "Tactical overlay on the System Map if you please, Calara," John said, leaning forward eagerly. 
 
      
 
    He was seated in the Command Chair up on the podium that dominated the bridge. From here he had an excellent view of everything and everyone on the Command Deck, as well as being able to gain the full benefit of the holo images displayed before him.  
 
      
 
    The System Map showed the Kappa-Indarran system, centred on its white class F star. There were three gas giant planets in this system and two asteroid belts, both of which had been strip mined by the Ashanath centuries ago. The Helium-3 rich gas giant they were interested in occupied the second orbital path around the star and was currently on the other side of the system to the Invictus. Alyssa had brought their assault cruiser out of hyper warp on the outskirts of the system to avoid detection. She was following Calara's plan to ghost around the asteroid belts, until they got close enough to pick up the Drakkar base with passive scans. 
 
      
 
    "Are we still running at minimal power, Dana?" John asked the redhead, who was watching the holographic maps intently. 
 
      
 
    She threw a quick glance at the energy distribution hologram. "Yep, everything's fine."  
 
      
 
    Letting out a breath he didn't realise he'd been holding, John turned towards Alyssa, who was seated to his right on the command podium. "Take us in whenever you're ready." 
 
      
 
    The blonde nodded eagerly and gently powered up the engines, but only enough to allow them to make steady progress, whilst maintaining their low energy profile. The Invictus stalked forward, prowling towards the first swathe of asteroids that orbited the star on the sixth orbital path. 
 
      
 
    "Now, let's just hope they haven't left minefields in the asteroid fields or rigged them with proximity sensors," Calara said, glancing back at John with her fingers crossed for luck. 
 
      
 
    "Wouldn't it have been a good idea to raise that before?" Jade asked her curiously, noting the worried expression that suddenly appeared on John's face. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps, but if I were a betting woman, I'd lay good money that the Drakkar haven't done either," Calara said confidently.  
 
      
 
    "Why did you mention them then?" Jade asked her, looking puzzled. 
 
      
 
    The Latina shrugged. "It's what I'd do."  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the first asteroid belt had neither, and Alyssa was able to guide them through the sparsely populated asteroid belt with the bare minimum of retro-thruster usage. She changed course towards the next asteroid belt that lay on the third orbital path, fired the main engines for a couple of seconds, then powered them off completely. The energy profile of the Invictus dropped like a stone as the engines were effectively shut down and they coasted in closer to the second asteroid field, silent and deadly like some vengeful apparition. 
 
      
 
    "Very nice..." John whistled appreciatively as the momentum from the initial engine burn carried them in closer, the ship absolutely undetectable except by the most powerful of sensors. 
 
      
 
    "Better safe than sorry," Alyssa said, returning his smile. 
 
      
 
    She began to feather the retro thrusters as the slowly moving asteroids loomed closer, not using them for more than a second at a time, in tightly controlled little bursts. The Invictus turned and pointed directly into the heart of the asteroid belt, gradually losing speed as Alyssa braked by using the front-mounted thrusters. She had set the course perfectly, so they were able to coast in on a straight line, eliminating the need to use side-mounted thrusters for asteroid evasion purposes. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, the Tactical Map began to light up as the passive sensors came in range to detect a number of vessels in orbit around the nearby gas giant. They stared at the Tactical Map with bated breath, hardly daring to move, as they waited to see what lurked in the Kappa-Indarran system. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you were right!" Jade congratulated Calara happily. "We found their base!" 
 
      
 
    "Look! They've set up a helium refinery and some kind of temporary dry dock!" Dana exclaimed, intrigued by the design of the structures. 
 
      
 
    "Is that what I think it is?" Calara asked John pensively, her expression revealing her dismay. "It looks like they’ve got two more cruisers as well!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's a Drakkar battleship alright," John growled as he stared at the huge vessel, confirming Calara's worst fears. "How the fuck did they sneak that into Grey space?" 
 
      
 
    "That battleship is huge!" Alyssa said, casting him a worried glance. "It's got to be over 1500 metres long!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know..." John said with a grimace. "There's no way we can take that in a stand-up fight." 
 
      
 
    "Dana, are the sensors broken?" Jade asked suddenly, an odd catch to her voice. 
 
      
 
    The redhead shot a worried look at her console and rapidly ran a diagnostic routine. "No, everything checks out fine. Why do you ask?" 
 
      
 
    "If the sensors are working correctly, what is that odd glitching over there..." the Nymph said, pointing to an area of the Tactical Map behind the current location of the Drakkar battleship.  
 
      
 
    "What do you mea-" Dana said, before cutting off abruptly. "What the fuck is that?!" she swore, staring at the holographic map in shock. 
 
      
 
    They all peered intently at the Tactical Map, trying to make out the flickering image. It was faint and only appeared for one second out of every ten, but now that Jade had spotted it and pointed it out, they were now very aware of the ghostly ship that appeared to be haunting the Kappa-Indarran system. The ship was vast and jet black, only really noticeable against the darkness of space because of the absence of stars in that blackness, rather than being able to actually make out its profile. A deathly quiet descended on the bridge as they stared at it with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "John, who flies a ship like that?" Calara whispered, as though afraid to disturb the tense silence. 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen or heard of anything like that before," John replied in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa darted a nervous glance at John. "I think it's a fair bet that something that looks that evil isn't going to be friendly..."  
 
      
 
    "That ship actually reminds me of the Invictus," Jade offered helpfully. 
 
      
 
    John's abrupt laughter broke the tense mood on the bridge like a thunderstorm clearing the air. 
 
      
 
    "Well at least we know where the Drakkar got the tech for their armour," Dana said. "I knew there was no way they came up with that on their own!"  
 
      
 
    "If whoever is flying that ship is advanced enough to come up with radically enhanced armour, we probably don't want to find out what their weapons can do," Calara said, her expression grim. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, still staring at the flickering image. "Yeah, agreed. A ship that size is likely to be armed to the teeth.” 
 
      
 
    "What do we do now?" Dana asked darting a glance at the unsettling ship. "Tell the Ashanath 'sorry they're too tough for us' and then give up on the alliance? I'm kind of fond of my new toys...” 
 
      
 
    "No, I don't think so," John replied, sounding cautious. "But we're going to have to come up with something creative. Our chances of defeating them in a ship battle have just crashed from very slim to none." 
 
      
 
    Calara spun her seat so she could look up at the command podium. "Have you got anything in mind?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, we could try luring them to the remaining asteroid that's still filled with explosives," he said dubiously. "Dana, are you able to fabricate more explosives if we need them?"  
 
      
 
    Dana looked thoughtful for a moment then replied, "Sure, but I'm a little short on raw materials. If we can stock up, I could produce as much as we need. Well, within reason of cour-" 
 
      
 
    "Something's happening with the black ship!" Jade blurted in alarm, cutting Dana off and pointing at the Tactical Map. 
 
      
 
    They watched transfixed as a spiralling circle of energy appeared in front of the massive ship, casting a ghastly pale shroud over the sinister black hull and briefly illuminating its sleek and angular lines. The light moved down the length of the ship, rotating slowly around the hull as it went, and appeared to be erasing the terrifying craft from existence. A few long seconds later, the pallid nimbus of light winked out and the otherworldly ship was gone. The girls all looked to John, who shook his head, equally mystified.  
 
      
 
    "Oh! I think I know what that was!" Dana gasped, her eyes widening in amazement. 
 
      
 
    "You do?" Alyssa said bemused. "Okay, who's flying it?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not the ship, silly! That strange pale light!" Dana exclaimed, her face alight with her excitement. "I think they just generated their own wormhole!" 
 
      
 
    "No way. That's impossible," Alyssa said curtly, having studied all the current attempts at wormhole generation when training to be a Navigator. "It's all only theory and you can't stabilise them!" 
 
      
 
    "There's lots of species out there with tech way more advanced than ours," John said gently, surprised at Alyssa's vehement rejection of the idea. 
 
      
 
    The blonde looked suitably chastened and she turned to the redhead. "I'm sorry, Sparks. I had to learn all the navigator stuff verbatim in a crash course and I guess some of it stuck a little too well." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it," Dana replied with a nonchalant shrug. "But I'm fairly certain that's what we just witnessed. What I'd give to have technical schematics of a wormhole generator!" She sighed wistfully at the thought. 
 
      
 
    "If that black ship can generate wormholes whenever and wherever it likes, that explains how they brought the battleship here to Grey space, along with all those cruisers!" Calara exclaimed in a sudden flash of insight. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well done, Lieutenant!" John said approvingly. "That makes far more sense than any of the possibilities I've had running through my head." 
 
      
 
    "The remaining ships don't seem to have black hulls. Well except that one in the temporary drydock, but that's only half complete," Jade noted as she continued to stare at the tactical display. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, you're on fire today," John said, giving the Nymph an encouraging grin. 
 
      
 
    Calara zoomed in the Tactical Map to show the Drakkar battleship and cruisers in detail. The battleship was absolutely enormous and at double the size of the Drakkar cruisers, it was triple the size of the Invictus. The front of the battleship sported row after row of Beam Lasers and on the flanks, the massive fifty-metre-long barrels of heavy bore cannon jutted out from the hull. Atop the spine of the ship were rack after rack of missile ports, which would be capable of launching an overwhelming barrage of high explosives. 
 
      
 
    One of the cruisers looked to be the same size and configuration as the ones they had previously faced, but instead of the purple ship being covered in black armour plating, the way the last ones had been equipped, this vessel was encased in dark grey plates. The cruiser in the drydock looked to be in the process of being upgraded to black armour, but only the front half appeared to have been upgraded so far. 
 
      
 
    John narrowed his eyes as he studied the ships currently stationary in orbit around the gas giant. "If they're using the drydock to replate their ships, maybe we can do something about your Onyxium shortage, Dana..." he said, grinning wickedly. 
 
      
 
    "Are you suggesting we steal from the Drakkar?! John, I'm appalled!" Alyssa gasped, her eyes gleaming with delight as she held her hand over her open mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Oh wow! That's a great idea!" Dana said eagerly. "That mystery ship must be their source for the ore as well! Maybe they've just dropped off a new batch?" 
 
      
 
    "What do you think Jade? Would you be able to sneak us in there to pull off a heist?" Alyssa asked the Nymph eagerly. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, yes! Please let me try, John!" Jade started bouncing up and down, barely able to contain her excitement. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you can get us in there undetected?" he asked, his voice turning serious. 
 
      
 
    Jade’s emerald eyes sparkling in the light. "They'll have no idea we're there, I promise!"  
 
      
 
    "Alright then, but we're still going to have to do something about that battleship," John said, studying the zoomed in view of the Drakkar command ship, deep in thought. "If we're going in with the Raptor anyway, maybe we could do a spacewalk and plant explosives on critical places on the hull. You said you could create as many explosives as we need, right Dana?" 
 
      
 
    "True, but that's going to take me quite some time to fabricate and we'd need to do a supply run to stock up on the various chemicals I'd need." she replied, wincing and looking doubtful. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like you to be negative," Alyssa said perceptively, narrowing her eyes. "What have you got in mind?" 
 
      
 
    Dana’s face lit up with a malevolent grin. "I might have a much quicker way of achieving the same results..."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure this is a great idea," John said, narrowing his eyes as he glanced at the feisty redhead. 
 
      
 
    "You worry too much!" Dana said, standing up on tip-toe to give him a peck on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    They were standing at the back of the Raptor’s roomy cockpit, as Jade skilfully brought them gliding in towards the Drakkar shipyard, drifting along on minimal power. Alyssa was sitting beside the Nymph in the co-pilot's chair, guiding her protégé on how best to approach, while minimising the chance of detection.  
 
      
 
    "It feels weird wearing body armour!" Dana said excitedly, as she twisted and turned experimentally in the heavily modified Phalanx suit, her helmet tucked under her arm. 
 
      
 
    "And you're definitely sure you need to come with us?" John said, concerned about having Dana go anywhere near the battleship. "You can't just contact us on the communicators and guide us through what we need to do?" 
 
      
 
    "No, afraid not. If we're going to overload their power core, it's going to be too complicated for me to walk you through it," she said, accompanied by an apologetic shrug. 
 
      
 
    "We should have had you practicing in the firing range with Calara these last few weeks," he said with a frown.  
 
      
 
    "I'm not too bad a shot actually," she reassured him, adding a cheeky wink. "All those handguns I designed for the Diablos weren't going to test fire themselves!" 
 
      
 
    "I'll take your word for it, but a fully automatic railgun is quite an upgrade on the pistols and SMGs you had in your old workshop. I still want you to let me and Alyssa take the lead. We've had a lot of experience fighting as a team now," he said sternly.  
 
      
 
    She gave him a mock salute. "You got it boss!"  
 
      
 
    John laughed at her antics then turned his attention back to the gorgeous women flying the ship. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, just bring us in nice and gently," Alyssa said encouragingly. "Head towards those containers over there first." 
 
      
 
    Jade nodded and coaxed the Raptor around to slink ever closer to the small group of containers, situated near the Drydock framework that the Drakkar had constructed. They passed around the rear of the partially refitted enemy cruiser and it blocked all light from the Kappa-Indarran star as it towered over them. After waiting pensively until their gunship left the shadow of the Drakkar cruiser, they continued onwards to their target. Jade brought them in very close to the containers, before halting their forward momentum with the judicious use of retro-thrusters. 
 
      
 
    "That was perfect!" Alyssa said proudly. "I couldn't have done any better myself." 
 
      
 
    Jade beamed at the blonde with delight and then turned to look at John. "I kept my promise!" 
 
      
 
    "You were amazing," he agreed, stepping forward to lean over the back of her chair and give her an upside down kiss. The Nymph giggled and kissed him back. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," Alyssa said with a laugh. "You can fuck her brains out later, but we better get on with this first!" 
 
      
 
    John smiled at Jade as she blew him a seductive kiss, then placed his black armoured helmet back on his head. He glanced up to the icon in the top right, enabling external speech and audio pickups. Alyssa donned her helmet too, and they waved Jade goodbye as they left the cockpit and activated the elevator in the corridor outside. 
 
      
 
    "I need to get some grav-tubes fitted in here," Dana said thoughtfully. "And a Tachyon drive too. It just didn't seem important when we had so much more critical things to do first." 
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath seem very happy with us at the moment," John said with a shrug. "I'm sure they'll be glad to assist with the refit." 
 
      
 
    The door to the elevator swished open, leading out into the Raptor's lower deck. John led the way, and the two girls followed him to the large storage compartment at the back, which contained the airlock collars to either side of the gunship. They strode into the large room and walked over to the port airlock. John activated the inner airlock door then stepped through with Alyssa and sealed the door behind them.  
 
      
 
    "These suits are definitely vacuum sealed, right Sparks?" Alyssa asked, sounding a little worried, which was most unlike her. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, you're perfectly safe. When I upgraded the suits with the magnetic field generators, I had to install a faraday cage in between the inner and outer protective layers to keep you safe. I made sure the body armour was fully sealed then," Dana said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned back to John and put her hand on his shoulder. "Be careful, alright?" she said, sounding uncommonly concerned. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be fine, this isn't my first spacewalk!" he said, the wide grin on his face carrying over with his speech. After unclipping one of the micro-fibre safety wires that were attached to the wall inside the airlock collar, he attached it to his belt. He pointed at the glowing red button above his safety wire. "Just hit that red button when you need to reel me in.”  
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded as John approached the outer airlock door and hit the button to open the portal. Overhead warning lights began to flash ominously and a sombre computer voice spoke up. "Outer airlock door activated. Airlock will be compromised in five seconds." Alyssa resisted the strong urge to dart over and hit the button to cancel the airlock opening and mentally counted down from five. "Decompression has begun," the computer voice said, as the air was sucked from the room. 
 
      
 
    The outer airlock door spiralled open, giving John and Alyssa an unimpeded look at the stunning vista of stars.  
 
      
 
    "It's breathtaking!" Alyssa gasped, standing close to John's side and looking out in awe.  
 
      
 
    "I'll take you for a proper spacewalk sometime," he promised. "Preferably when we aren't surrounded by bloodthirsty Drakkar." 
 
      
 
    "I'll hold you to that!" she said affectionately. 
 
      
 
    John looked out at the dozens of containers stacked nearby. Jade had done a really excellent job and brought the Raptor's hull to within five metres of their target. The containers looked to be generic five-foot-cubed ore storage units, similar to those that they'd used to transport the Tyrenium only a month ago. He leaned out of the airlock and then gently pushed away from the collar, drifting easily towards the orderly rows. 
 
      
 
    The first box he came too had a metallic grey glyph stamped in the middle of the lid. He took hold of the lid and pulled, but found it was sealed tight. Bracing himself, John tugged at the side of the container, applying his newly discovered strength, and the lid crumpled then tore free. He looked inside and saw dozens of shiny metallic bars that had the familiar grey glint of steel. He moved on to the next container, pulling himself along with his hands and saw an identical metallic grey glyph. Sure enough, when he ripped off the lid, he found more steel bars. 
 
      
 
    Having confirmed what the metallic grey glyph meant, John moved along the row of containers, finding the exact same copies of the glyph on all of them. 
 
      
 
    "Ok, haul me in honey, we need to move on to the next batch," he said to Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    She pressed the button on the wall and he felt a gentle tugging on the safety cord as he was pulled back into the ship. As soon as he reached the airlock, Alyssa grabbed his arm and guided him inside. A few seconds later, the Raptor thrust forward and began to glide smoothly on to the next stack of containers. 
 
      
 
    "How did Jade know we were ready so fast?" he asked Alyssa, watching as the gunship coasted into position. "I didn't hear you use the voice-comms." 
 
      
 
    "I thought it to her," she replied. "It's actually slightly easier to send my thoughts to Jade telepathically than it is with Dana and Calara." 
 
      
 
    "Nymphs are latently psychic," John reminded her. "Perhaps that makes a difference?" 
 
      
 
    "That makes sense," Alyssa agreed, before pointing out the airlock. "We're here!"  
 
      
 
    John looked out and saw that Jade had pulled the Raptor right alongside another row of containers. He leaned out the airlock and saw grey glyph after grey glyph on the lids in front of him, so he stepped back inside next to Alyssa. "They're all steel, better let Jade know to move on," he said to the young woman at his side. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later the Raptor pulled away again, easing forward with the gentle and sparing use of the manoeuvring thrusters. He looked out at the next set of containers, seeing the grey-glyphed lids as they approached. "Keep going," he said to Alyssa and the Raptor continued past the containers without stopping. 
 
      
 
    Starting to wonder if they might have guessed incorrectly about the mystery ship supplying the Drakkar with ore, he leaned out again to take a look at the next batch of crates. Instead of the grey glyph, these ones were topped by a black rune. "We've found them!" he called out to Alyssa triumphantly. "There's too many to bring in through the airlock though, so tell Jade to bring the tail of the Raptor around to face them." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded as he stepped back from the outer airlock doors and sealed them shut. As soon as air had been pumped back into the airlock collar, he opened the inner doors. 
 
      
 
    "We'll bring them in through the loading ramp at the back of the gunship," he told Dana, who had been waiting inside the ship, listening to the conversation between him and Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "Sure!" Dana said excitedly and walked over to the big loading ramp that made up the back wall of the room when sealed.  
 
      
 
    John and the two girls secured themselves with safety wires, then Dana hit the button on the wall, beginning the decompression of the room. Warning lights flashed and the computer advised caution, then a few seconds later the air was sucked from the cargo storage area. When they were standing in a vacuum, she hit the button to activate the rear loading ramp and it swung open slowly, revealing the twenty neatly-stacked containers. 
 
      
 
    John grabbed another ten safety cables, unhooking them from the wall. Not wasting any time, he walked forward to build up some momentum and stepped off the deck to float smoothly over to the rows of containers. He took a cord from the bundle in his hand and clipped it to the handle on the side of the crate.  
 
      
 
    "Ok, start winching them in," he said to Dana, his voice transmitted clearly to her helmet. 
 
      
 
    She was standing at the wall panel and once Alyssa had gently tugged the cables, identifying the correct one, Dana pressed the appropriate button to start hauling it in. John went down the row, attaching cable after cable until he'd used up the entire bundle. He hung on to the last container and drifted back to the Raptor when Dana activated the winch.  
 
      
 
    The containers were in a disorganised jumble by the entrance and he had to clamber over them to get back inside the gunship. He carefully pried open one of the lids, revealing bars of jet black ore and when he looked to Dana she gave him the thumbs up.  
 
      
 
    "Jackpot!" 
 
      
 
    He picked up each of the heavy containers without any trouble, then moved them to the back of the cargo compartment and stacked them neatly, freeing up room for them to load the rest. The girls stood back and watched him work, the ore containers much too heavy to lift by themselves. 
 
      
 
    "This is awesome!" Dana exclaimed over the intercom, as he launched himself out to float to the next set of containers, another bundle of safety cables in hand. She sounded greatly relieved as she continued, "With this much ore, I could make enough Invictium to re-armour the ship twice over!" 
 
      
 
    Alyssa laughed as they started bringing back the last of the containers. "Who says crime doesn't pay?"  
 
      
 
    "I prefer to think of it as 'requisitioning', rather than stealing," John said, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
      
 
    "Ah yes, the old requisitioning excuse. I think I've heard that one before," Alyssa said archly. 
 
      
 
    It took a few more minutes to drag in the last few ore containers and John stacked them neatly in the gunship, so that Alyssa could close up the loading ramp and re-pressurise the back of the ship. Dana went to each container in turn, activating their magnetic base to lock them down securely. John watched her work for a moment, then activated the voice-comms between his body armour and the Raptor cockpit.  
 
      
 
    "Top notch flying, Jade," he said to the Nymph with delight. "We're fully loaded with ore." 
 
      
 
    "That's wonderful, John!" she replied excitedly. "Shall I bring you round to board the battleship now?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, go ahead, we'll be ready in a few minutes," he agreed, as he led Dana and Alyssa through the reinforced doors at the back of the room and headed down the corridor to the gunship's armoury. 
 
      
 
    They had transferred three rifles and plenty of ammo over to the dropship, so they securely fastened the loaded magazines to their utility harnesses before picking up the XR75 railguns. John slapped in the magazine of sabots in front of the trigger guard, then picked up a clip of hollow point caseless and slotted it into place at the back of the weapon. The ammo counter on the side of the gun read 250/50, showing that he was ready to go. He brought the rifle up to his shoulder to look through the scope, before lowering it and turning to look at the girls. They were performing similar weapons checks and they nodded to him, signifying they were ready to move out. 
 
      
 
    John turned and looked at his Invictium sword, which was leaning forlornly against the wall. Given the Drakkar's propensity for melee combat, he would have liked to have brought it with them, but hauling around the five foot long blade would be too encumbering. He sighed regretfully and turned to leave the armoury. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, John, I forgot," Dana said, reaching out to put her hand on his chest to stop him from leaving. "I came up with a way you can carry the sword around with you!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh really?" he asked with interest. "I don't see a scabbard with you." 
 
      
 
    "It's the 28th century! I think we can come up with something a little more high-tech than that," she said with an impish grin. "Now turn around so I can attach it for you." 
 
      
 
    John did as she asked, facing away from the eager young woman. He felt her attaching something into place against the armour on his shoulder, followed by a rapid series of clicks, before she tapped him lightly on his arm.  
 
      
 
    "Okay, you're good to go!" she said excitedly. "Go and pick up the sword and bring it around to your back as though you were sliding it into a scabbard." 
 
      
 
    He went over to the glistening black blade and picked it up in his right hand. Being careful not to hit the girls, the weapon racks or anything else in the armoury for that matter, he brought the sword over his shoulder. He felt an odd tugging sensation on the grip when the hilt was parallel to his shoulder, as though the sword wanted to move out of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Perfect!" Dana exclaimed. "Now, just let go."  
 
      
 
    Following her instructions, John released his grip on the weapon, wincing as he awaited the deafening crash of the sword clattering to the floor... but nothing happened. He turned his head and saw the hilt and pommel sticking up over his right shoulder, floating there silently. 
 
      
 
    "How did you do that?" he asked, fascinated by her intriguing solution. "Is it done by anti-grav?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah, the cyclics would burn out if you had them running all the time. I just tweaked one of the magnetic field emitters on your back to act as a harness, then attached some bands around the grip to keep the sword perfectly positioned in the field. To draw the sword, just hold the grip and pull it over your shoulder!" she said eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Doing exactly that, John tugged slightly on the blade and it moved easily out of the magnetic field that had been suspending it in place. He returned the weapon to his back then clapped the redhead on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "This is perfect!" he said, marvelling at her creativity. "Zero encumbrance. Where were you when I was training as a marine, hauling around heavy weapons?" 
 
      
 
    "I hadn't been born then," Dana giggled wickedly. 
 
      
 
    John let out an exaggerated groan. "Oh God, you're making me feel old.” 
 
      
 
    "Come on old timer, we better go raid the Drakkar battleship before you need your afternoon nap!" Alyssa said teasingly, gesturing towards the armoury door. 
 
      
 
    "After you," John said chivalrously, gesturing with his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Age before beauty," Alyssa smirked, squeaking in surprise when he slapped her armoured rump as he walked past. 
 
      
 
    "I need to come with you two on more combat missions, this is great fun!" Dana said, grinning at her companions. 
 
      
 
    They walked back to the big room at the back of the gunship and gathered around the starboard airlock. Dana pressed the button on the door and the three of them stepped into the airlock collar, before she closed the inner door behind them. 
 
      
 
    "Jade?" John called over the voice-comms to the cockpit. "We're in position, have you docked us with the battleship?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, John, the docking clamps are secured,” the Nymph said confidently. “You can board them whenever you're ready."  
 
      
 
    "Great work, honey. Get clear and stay out of sight as soon as we're safely on board," he ordered, pressing the button on the outer airlock door. As the collar was secured with an airtight seal, the sombre computer voice stayed silent this time and the airlock door spiralled open. 
 
      
 
    "That was anticlimactic," Alyssa said wryly as they faced the sealed reinforced airlock door on the Drakkar ship. 
 
      
 
    "Well I guess this is where I bust our way in," John said eagerly, getting ready to batter the door. 
 
      
 
    "Easy there, Hercules," Dana said, placing a restraining hand on his arm. " I might be able to help with this one."  
 
      
 
    She stepped up to the panel beside the airlock door and attached a hand-held device. After rapidly entering a series of commands on the unfolding keyboard, the heavy bulkhead door split down the middle and slowly eased apart, accompanied by the hiss of hydraulics. It signified that it had opened fully with a deep metallic clunk. 
 
      
 
    "Very impressive," John said, nodding his approval. "How are you able to hack your way into their systems? I didn't know you could speak Drakkar?" 
 
      
 
    "I tripped the hydraulics and the door opened automatically," Dana explained revelling in her success, as they stepped through the now yawning portal and into the airlock. She disconnected the device and fitted it to the other side of the door. “I’m pretty sure I bypassed everything related to the Drakkar control systems, so they shouldn’t get any warning about the airlock being opened.” 
 
      
 
    “You are handy to have around,” he said fondly, patting her on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Before Dana sealed the outer door, John placed his hand on the DNA reader on the Raptor. The green light scanned across his gauntleted hand and after a quiet beep, the gunship’s airlock door spiralled shut. A few moments later the Drakkar airlock door hissed and groaned as it clanged closed.  
 
      
 
    "Okay stay safe, we're clear," John said to Jade on the voice-comm. 
 
      
 
    The Nymph sounded worried as she replied. "Please call me as soon as you need a lift home..." 
 
      
 
    They watched through the small porthole in the airlock door as the gunship detached from the battleship and disappeared silently from view. Turning towards the inner-airlock door, they saw that this one was operated by a button and Dana stepped forward to push it. The inner door clanked open noisily and they winced at the din as the small airlock filled with the grating sound. 
 
      
 
    John and Alyssa moved forward as a pair, leaving the airlock with their railguns raised, each looking down either end of the corridor to check for enemies. They could see no sign of angry crew, or hear the sound of alarms being raised and as they relaxed a little they realised why. The Drakkar ship seemed to be alive with sound, heavy clanks and shrieks of metal echoing down the corridor, greeting them raucously where they stood in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "For once I'm glad someone did a crap job on maintenance!" Dana laughed with relief. 
 
      
 
    John turned to look at the redhead and asked quietly, "Okay, which way to the power core?"  
 
      
 
    Dana paused for a moment, mulling over his question. "If their battleship follows the same design doctrine as their cruisers, the power core will be centrally located in the aft of the ship. If I had active scan results I could tell you for sure, but that's my best guess." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds sensible. Let's move out," he said decisively, taking the lead and walking down the corridor ahead of him with his weapon at the ready.  
 
      
 
    Dana and Alyssa followed behind, easily keeping pace as they headed deeper into the battleship. The blonde followed John’s thoughts, maintaining a wary watch on their rear, while keeping herself at the ready to support him to the front if they should be attacked. The Drakkar vessel was dimly lit, with half the lights blown completely and every third or fourth light flickering intermittently, casting creepy shadows. Panels were pulled off the walls here and there, with the occasional cable snaking down from the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head in disapproval as she looked over the exceptionally shoddy state of disrepair the ship was in. “It looks like they’ve built spares of everything; that way if a component fails, it’s only a partial failure and everything keeps on running...” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good thing isn’t it?” Alyssa asked in confusion. “You make it sound like it’s a bad design...” 
 
      
 
    “Well building five copies of every power coupling is a massive waste of effort!” Dana protested indignantly. “You can make do with just a primary and secondary, then keep them well maintained. The Drakkar have built a shitload of spares for everything, which just lets them be sloppy with maintenance. It probably makes these ships a bitch to disable, but it’s a shitty way to treat your equipment!”  
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the first cross section, John immediately moved to check the right corridor, while Alyssa moved fluidly to the left. Poking their heads out to check at the same time, they saw no signs of life, so they headed further inwards and soon approached another junction.  
 
      
 
    Twenty metres ahead, Dana could see that the corridor opened out into a larger room, where bulky four-armed Drakkar lurched about in the distance. While she was waiting pensively, unsure what to do, Alyssa moved left and John simultaneously checked to the right. Abruptly John raised his railgun and fired, the quiet "Prrrkow!" of the three-round burst sounding worryingly loud to the tense redhead. Alyssa seemed to react instantly, pivoting on the spot and firing a second later, high-velocity rounds blasting out to seek their targets. The two of them fired repeatedly down the corridor to the right, targeting some unseen foe. 
 
      
 
    Dana watched the Drakkar up ahead in the room in front of them, her weapon raised in case any of them turned and tried to raise the alarm. Her nerve wracking vigil ended as soon as it had began, when Alyssa tapped her lightly on the arm and whispered, "Follow me, we need to cover the corridor." 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Dana followed after her armoured friend and stepped around to the right, hiding from the Drakkar in the room across the junction. She stared wide-eyed at the trio of still-twitching Drakkar corpses sprawled on the deck, the monstrous aliens ambushed as they walked down this corridor towards the junction. With the element of surprise, John and Alyssa had been able to hose them down with railgun rounds before they could hope to react. Huge holes had been shot through the black armoured aliens, dark-blue blood and gore decorating the wall opposite.  
 
      
 
    John was nowhere in sight, and Dana panicked for a moment, wondering where he had gone. Her question was answered a few seconds later as he re-entered the corridor from a room 15 metres away on the right.  
 
      
 
    "Cover me a moment, girls, I'll stash the corpses in here," he said quietly.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa dropped to one knee near the intersection, checking for approaching Drakkar. "Watch the other way Dana," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    Dana knelt down by the other wall and watched down the corridor. She couldn't help but be distracted, when John picked up one of the 300lb Drakkar and carried it over his left shoulder, it's many arms dragging on the floor behind him. He dumped the corpse unceremoniously in the room ahead, before returning to stash the other two corpses in a similar fashion. The door had a strange wheel set into the frame and once John had closed the door to his impromptu morgue, he spun the wheel, locking the door in place. Waiting for a particular cacophonous clanging from the ship, he wrenched the wheel off the frame to the accompanying shriek of twisting metal, then rested it by the door. 
 
      
 
    He winked at the watching redhead. "Oops..." 
 
      
 
    "Err, what about all that mess?" Dana said, waving at the gouts of blue blood sprayed all over the heavily shadowed walls. 
 
      
 
    "Let's just hope they think it's from a random fist fight," Alyssa said optimistically. 
 
      
 
    John turned his railgun around and knocked out a couple more lights with the butt of the weapon. His wanton act of vandalism cast the area in even darker shadows, making it much harder to see all the Drakkar blood. He beckoned them to follow him and they headed further down the corridor, away from the scene of the ambush. The corridor took a few random twists and turns, as they followed it towards the rear of the ship, before it eventually opened out in a stairwell. But instead of stairs, there were long sets of ramps heading up and down. 
 
      
 
    "We better not hang around here," John said quietly. "Which way do you think, Dana?" 
 
      
 
    Remembering that they had docked around the middle of the ship and halfway up the hull, she stopped for a moment to get her bearings. "We probably want to head down a couple of levels, then head in towards the central spine of the ship," she said cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. Let's go," John said, and strode over to the nearest slope leading down.  
 
      
 
    "Movement above us!" Alyssa called out in warning. 
 
      
 
    "Move!" he said brusquely, darting ahead down the slope.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa and Dana followed his lead, sprinting after him as he raced down the ramp. They rushed around a corner, then jogged down another ramp to the level below. Instead of heading down any further, John moved quickly across the open area by the many ramp entrances and checked the corridor that would take them into the central part of the ship. Alyssa and Dana darted over to join him, relieved to be moving out of the open and feeling a little less exposed. 
 
      
 
    They moved forward cautiously now, passing a few sealed doors and leaving them undisturbed as they moved ever deeper into the battleship. Finally, they reached a sturdy blast door that was currently wide open, giving them a clear view into the big central chamber ahead. 
 
      
 
    "This is it!" Dana whispered excitedly, peering around the corner. "I can see the power converter and the plasma conduits. We should definitely find the power core located in there." 
 
      
 
    There were numerous gantries leading upwards from the floor they were currently standing in, but they noticed many bulky figures wandering around on the upper levels. 
 
      
 
    "So, what's the plan?" John asked Dana quietly. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to shut down most of their power regulators," she replied in a hushed but eager voice. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to look at Dana. "Is that something you can do from down here?"  
 
      
 
    "Afraid not," the redhead replied, with a rueful shake of her head. "For a ship of this size, there should be about six, but with the Drakkar’s redundant design there’s probably going to be a couple of dozen. They'll be scattered around the central core on the higher levels." 
 
      
 
    "So that means we'll have to clear out the Drakkar," John surmised. Glancing at Dana, he continued, "Is there any way you can get them to leave without a fight?" 
 
      
 
    She frowned in frustration. "If they were using Terran computer systems, sure! Unfortunately, as you helpfully pointed out, I don't speak Drakkar.” 
 
      
 
    "We clear them out the fun way then!" Alyssa said enthusiastically, checking the ammo counter on her railgun. 
 
      
 
    John nodded and took the lead, walking quietly out across the darkened lower level of the reactor chamber. The trio scuttled across the floor like shiny black beetles as they moved into position. They turned the corner of the ramp up to the next level and began to ascend cautiously, spotting three Drakkar engineers hunched over brightly flashing consoles. 
 
      
 
    *Take the left one,* Alyssa's voice sounded clearly in Dana's mind as they silently drew closer. 
 
      
 
    Dana aimed at the left most Drakkar, holding her breath as she targeted the creature through her scope. It's hideous lime-green hammer-shaped head filled the crosshairs and she could see the subtle mottled brown patterning on the bulging section that housed its brain. She gently squeezed the trigger, and the railgun whispered a quiet message of death to the unknowing alien. "Prrrkow," her weapon murmured, closely chorused by Alyssa's and John's railguns. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar's head exploded in an instant as it was hit by the three-round burst. A shower of blue blood geysered up from its now headless torso and the creature slumped lifelessly over the console it had been so focused on before.  
 
      
 
    Dana let out her breath with a relieved sigh, and then looked around the platform. John and Alyssa had similarly dispatched their allocated Drakkar and the floor was now covered in a sticky sea of blue blood. She spotted a dark red cylinder embedded in the wall, which was pulsating rhythmically and casting an eerie crimson light into the room.  
 
      
 
    "That looks like a constant load regulator!” she whispered as she approached it cautiously. “I think this is it!” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's voice sounded clearly in her mind. *We'll start clearing the upper levels, you do whatever you need to, and follow us up.*  
 
      
 
    Dana half-turned and gave them a thumbs-up sign, before turning her full attention back to the power regulator in front of her. Unclipping a handheld multi-tool from her belt, she undid the screws on the casing and got to work. 
 
      
 
    John took the lead up the ramp, moving swiftly and silently to the next level, knowing that time was now of the essence. Any of the Drakkar engineers up here could head down to the bloodbath below at a moment's notice, so they needed to act fast while they still had surprise on their side. This next level was dominated by the bottom half of a pulsing red sphere set into the ceiling. Power cables and wiring snaked in and out of the enormous globe, the throbbing light making the power core look like some enormous sickly heart.  
 
      
 
    There were five more Drakkar here, three of them watching and cheering avidly while two of their colleagues grappled in the centre of the room. The slightly larger of the two managed to knock the other engineer to the floor and began to rain blows down on his head, while the prone Drakkar attempted to ward him off with four frantically waving hands. 
 
      
 
    Taking pity on the hapless engineer who was on the receiving end of a vicious clobbering, Alyssa narrowed her eyes and targeted the victorious Drakkar. She gently squeezed the trigger and sent three hyper-speed rounds into the unsuspecting creature’s face. The hollow point bullets slammed into the alien and knocked its decapitated body off his victim, spraying blood over his cohorts. 
 
      
 
    "I don't like bullies," Alyssa said with grim satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    The other three Drakkar looked up at them in shock. Their fang-filled maws hung open as they stood there stunned, still frozen mid-cheer, their faces covered in blue blood and ichor. John calmly fired two bursts, hitting the first solidly in the chest and punching big holes through its torso, the second doubling over with an excruciating shot to the groin. The last one whimpered in fear and sprinted for the doorway, only to be shot in the back as it ran. It staggered on for several steps before crashing into a computer console and sprawling on the floor.  
 
      
 
    The remaining Drakkar got to its feet on shaky legs and turned towards its mysterious benefactors. Alyssa pulled the trigger and gunned it down, sending it cartwheeling backwards, its azure lifeblood fountaining out behind it.  
 
      
 
    She shrugged apologetically. "I don't like Drakkar much either..." 
 
      
 
    "Listen to you with the quips!" John said, shaking his head with amusement, as he moved forward to check down the corridor.  
 
      
 
    "You must be a bad influence," she replied, laughing gaily. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar John had shot in the groin was rolling around on the floor in agony, and he put it out of its misery with a headshot. He walked past it, then stepped over the spasming Drakkar that had tried to flee and scanned the corridor ahead. The passageway ran on for over fifty metres before being shrouded by the gloom. "Okay this looks clear, let's move on to the next level." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa strode over to join him and they paused to reload their railguns with full magazines. The blonde was keeping a close eye on the swirling nebula of emotions in her mind that represented Dana, who was quite content as she worked her destructive magic on the Drakkar ship. Alyssa smiled and followed John up the next ramp. They moved quickly and quietly, hugging the wall as they ascended to the top level of the reactor chamber. When John had walked far enough up the ramp to see into the room, he ducked back quickly waving Alyssa to a halt with a warning hand.  
 
      
 
    *You can just think it to me, remember,* she said in his mind, her psychic voice carrying an undercurrent of playfulness. 
 
      
 
    *Sorry it was instinct,* John explained as he nodded. *The top level is heaving with Drakkar, this could get nasty.* 
 
      
 
    *Shock and awe?* she smirked, raising her railgun and deliberately turning off the sound suppressor. 
 
      
 
    John returned her grin, turning off the suppressor on his own railgun. *Remind me to pass on my thanks to whoever trained you.*  
 
      
 
    They crept up the last few metres of the ramp and ducked behind some bulky computer consoles. There were at least twenty Drakkar in this room, most of them spread out around the walls, operating machinery, and studying displays. There was a small group of four standing in the middle, arguing ferociously about something in their guttural tongue. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the top right icon on the HUD inside his Phalanx armour helmet and turned off external audio. Alyssa did the same as they crouched there, preparing to unleash their ambush. *Dana, turn off audio in your armour, we're firing the railguns without sound suppressors,* she warned her friend who was now disabling her fifth power regulator. 
 
      
 
    *Give her five seconds,* Alyssa cautioned John, and they waited patiently, counting to five in their heads, their blood pumping with adrenaline. 
 
      
 
    *Now!* John thought to her, and they rose as one to face the Drakkar in the room. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa started on the left, while John started on the right. "PRRRRRRRRRRRRRKOW!" The railguns thundered as they fired them on full auto, spraying their incredibly destructive firepower around the room. The first dozen Drakkar didn't even have time to react as high velocity rounds slammed into them, blasting holes in the creatures, and sending dismembered limbs and blue gore flying around the room.  
 
      
 
    As John and Alyssa's weapons finally clicked, the magazines spent, the Drakkar reacted in several different ways. The group in the middle stood and stared, open-mawed in shock. A couple of the survivors around the walls who had been showered in their colleagues’ blood turned and fled, while some of the bolder engineers pulled out pistols and began to return fire.  
 
      
 
    Expecting only conventional rounds, John was surprised when the Drakkar engineers started firing virulent purple laser beams in their direction. He was hit twice in the chest before he ducked down, the breastplate of his armour smoking where the shots had gouged into the black surface. Fortunately, the reflective nature of the armour had robbed the shots of some of their strength, but they were still potent enough to worry about. He slapped in another clip before he rose and began to fire in bursts, specifically targeting the armed Drakkar who were shooting at them. 
 
      
 
    Once Alyssa had reloaded, she opened up with full auto again, cutting down the group of stunned Drakkar engineers who were clustered around the reactor. She deliberately aimed high, not wanting to test how well the power core was armoured, and focused on shooting the group of Drakkar in the head and upper chest. She smiled with satisfaction when she hit the last one in the throat, sending its head sailing through the air.  
 
      
 
    *Shit!* John swore with his inner voice, bringing her focus back to the rest of the room. 
 
      
 
    *A couple of the runners got away,* he warned her as he shot the last of the laser pistol wielding Drakkar, stitching fist sized holes across the alien's chest and sending it slumping over, quite dead. *We better get back to Dana.* 
 
      
 
    Their industrious chief engineer had moved up the ramp to the level below them and was humming a merry tune to herself as she worked on disabling her eleventh power regulator. Dana was so wrapped up in her work, she wasn't paying attention to her surroundings, apart from stepping carefully over the occasional Drakkar corpse. She pried the housing off the next power regulator and began to work on shutting down the power feeds, not noticing when a Drakkar entered the room from the corridor. The alien engineer wielded a big wrench in his hands and he charged towards her with a feral roar. Dana had her external audio turned off, so she was completely oblivious to the imminent danger. She was caught completely by surprise when the Drakkar swung the wrench around, smashing it into her arm and sending her crashing into the wall. 
 
      
 
    *Dana's in trouble!* Alyssa yelled to John as she picked up the fear and pain from Dana’s presence in her mind. She sprinted towards the ramp heading downwards, vaulting over the computer console in the way.  
 
      
 
    John charged after her, feeling a surge of panic rising in his chest. *Fuck! We should have never have left her!* he chastised himself, as he barrelled down the ramp after Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    Dana had bounced off the wall and sprawled on the floor, yowling in agony as pain shot up her right arm. She had propped her railgun up against the wall, to free up both hands to work on the power regulator, and she turned back frantically to look for her weapon. She gasped as the Drakkar stepped into her line of sight and swung the heavy wrench at her again. Twisting to the side, she narrowly avoided having her head caved in as the massive makeshift club crashed into the floor behind her. Her armour plated feet scrabbled on the steel decking, trying to gain purchase as she crawled backwards, attempting to escape from the looming Drakkar. 
 
      
 
    The enraged alien engineer lifted back its head and roared at her, but his bellow made no sound, which added a certain surreal nature to the deadly fight. She glanced up at the icon on her HUD to re-enable sound and caught the end of the blood curdling howl, making her wish she had left the creature on mute. It stepped forward to take another overhead swipe at her, and she skittered backwards, desperately trying to get some distance from the creature. It swung the wrench down again, and caught her on the right leg, causing the armour plating to crack and warp, badly bruising her thigh. The Drakkar dropped the wrench, then loomed over her with grasping hands and its sharp toothed jaws spread wide, dripping saliva down on her chest. 
 
      
 
    Just when she thought she was doomed, the Drakkar lurched violently as an azure bloom appeared on its chest, accompanied by the deafening "PKOW!" of an unsuppressed railgun. Dana saw the shock on its face before it whirled to face the new foe, just as the railgun fired again. "PRRRRRRRRRRRRRKOW!!!!!!" the weapon roared and the Drakkar's upper body seemed to disappear in a riotous blue explosion as round after high-velocity round blew it apart. 
 
      
 
    "Sparks, are you okay?!" Alyssa gasped in a frightened voice, as she leapt over the obliterated Drakkar to hover over her friend. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine..." Dana replied. "I just wasn't paying attenti- Ow! fuck!" The redhead hissed in pain as she tried to stand up, instinctively putting her weight on her right arm to steady herself. She collapsed backwards, holding her arm as white-hot lances of agony shot up to her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "That looks bad, I think you've got a broken arm," John said with concern, kneeling beside her. 
 
      
 
    "I'm alright," Dana said stoically, wincing with the pain. 
 
      
 
    John helped her up while Alyssa picked up the discarded railgun. "We need to get you out of here," he said worriedly. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be fine, honestly..." Dana said slurring her words slightly, as she shivered and wobbled uncertainly on her feet. 
 
      
 
    "Shh, you'll be ok, let me take care of you honey," he said to her soothingly. 
 
      
 
    *She might be going into shock!* John's inner voice said to Alyssa, shot through with worry. *We need to get her to safety as quickly as we can.* 
 
      
 
    Alyssa nodded and moved to his side to take over supporting Dana. *I've got her, you lead us out,* she thought to him. 
 
      
 
    John headed over to the ramp that led to the lower level, reactivating the sound suppressor on the end of his railgun. He checked behind them to make sure nothing else was following, then moved down the ramp looking for any signs of approaching Drakkar. Alyssa and Dana followed behind, walking awkwardly down the ramp then across the floor of the reactor room. They walked down the corridor that returned them to the open area with the ramps, before cautiously moving over to an upwards slope that would return them to the level where they initially boarded. John jogged a little way ahead and disappeared out of sight as he turned around the corner to continue up the slope. He suddenly came sprinting back, urging them back with his hand.  
 
      
 
    *There's a big armed group of them up there!* he thought to Alyssa with alarm. *They must be investigating the gunshots.* 
 
      
 
    *Or checking the airlocks for signs of forced entry,* Alyssa guessed as she turned Dana around and they made their way downwards. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, an alarm sounded out loudly, blaring obnoxiously down the corridor.  
 
      
 
    "We've got to find another way out," John said pensively as they headed down another level. "Did you see any signs of hangar bays?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not that I remember." The blonde replied, recalling the image of the huge battleship on the tactical map, as well as what she had seen up close from the dropship. 
 
      
 
    "That probably means they have a hangar at the bottom of the ship, like the Stalingrad," he guessed. "Does that sound right to you, Dana?" 
 
      
 
    The redhead nodded groggily, focused mainly on standing upright and trying not to be sick. "Yeah, makes sense...” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa's voice echoed through his mind; the blonde sounded small and scared. *She's worrying me John. People can die from going into shock, right?*  
 
      
 
    *She'll be fine, honey, just try not to jostle the break and keep her calm.* John said, sounding confident. He was suppressing his worries though, having seen comrades die from shock, caused by what had initially seemed like relatively minor gunshot wounds. 
 
      
 
    They stumbled deeper into the bowels of the Drakkar battleship, luckily avoiding any patrols. "Where is everyone?" Alyssa asked him as they reached the lowest level, having descended down the ramps unopposed. 
 
      
 
    "All their patrols must be either investigating the carnage in the reactor room, or sealing off access to the airlocks," John guessed from experience. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, which way now?" Alyssa demanded, holding Dana steady. 
 
      
 
    "Jade?" John called out to the Raptor gunship on the voice-comm. "Can you hear me?" 
 
      
 
    After a couple of seconds, the Nymph replied, "There's some interference, but I can hear you,"  
 
      
 
    "Good. Dana's been hit and we need an immediate evac," he explained. "We can't get to the airlocks, so I need you to check the underside of the battleship's hull and see if you can find any hangars." 
 
      
 
    "You can count on me!" Jade said fiercely, as she moved the Raptor out from the shadow of the battleship’s vast engines.  
 
      
 
    Using minimal thrusters to keep her energy profile low, she glided down underneath the belly of the huge Drakkar vessel. The gunship made slow but steady progress, Jade letting herself drift a little further away from the black-hulled ship. With a little more distance between the Raptor and the looming battleship, she was able to rotate the cockpit upwards to give herself a nice clear view of the underbelly. Her sharp, cat-like eyes zeroed in on a couple of darkened indentations amidships, in the centre of the vessel.  
 
      
 
    "You were right! There are a couple of hangars, John!" she said excitedly on the voice-comm. "They're positioned in the middle of the ship, on the lowest deck." 
 
      
 
    "Perfect! We'll head that way and meet you there," he replied, sounding relieved. 
 
      
 
    Jade nudged the gunship forward, slowly approaching the two hangars. Studying the darkened portals intently, she could see that they were both sealed, with what looked like heavily-reinforced outer hull doors. The Nymph sighed in frustration, having hoped that she'd be able to just sail straight in and wait for her friends, but now she knew she’d have to wait for John and the girls to open the doors from the inside. 
 
      
 
    The minutes ticked by as Jade waited impatiently, worrying about how Dana was doing and how seriously she was hurt. Abruptly, her eyes darted to the battleship hull as she spotted motion above her, the massive doors beginning to separate. Thinking that her friends had managed to make it to the hangar much faster than she expected, a big beaming smile lit up her face and she readied the Raptor to rise up through the slowly opening hangar bay doors.  
 
      
 
    Just as she was about to move the gunship forward, the gap now large enough for her craft, a blocky Drakkar transport dropped out of the yawning portal above, its purple hull covered in thick grey plating and long sharp spikes. "Grey plates..." Jade thought to herself and grinned wickedly. "Bad for you, good for me."  
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrowed for a second, which activated the optical targeting system, and the Drakkar dropship was haloed in a targeting reticle. Jade pulled the trigger on her flightstick, and the Raptor's Gatling Lasers spun up for a second before unleashing six bright orange streams of laser bolts at the enemy transport. Caught completely unawares, the dropship hung there as if in a daze as she raked their shields with an unending stream of laser fire. A few seconds later their shields fizzled out, overwhelmed by the amount of deadly energy being poured into them. The Gatling lasers continued unabated, now gouging molten impact craters into the heavy steel plating. 
 
      
 
    Casually flipping up the red safety cover, Jade pressed the thumb button on her flight control, and opened fire with the shoulder-mounted Laser Cannons that ran the length of the gunship. Two amber-hued energy bolts blasted into the side of the ship, punching gaping holes in the hull, and causing the dropship to drift away as the air was sucked out of the ship in an explosive decompression. She fired twice more with the Laser Cannons just to make sure, the final shot rupturing the enemy cockpit and instantly killing the pilot. 
 
      
 
    Jade grinned happily to herself, then sprang into action when she noticed movement from above her head once again. It looked like the Drakkar were attempting to close the hangar bay doors, but they were too slow, and the Raptor was much too fast. Jade gripped the flightstick and concentrated on making her body much denser, so that she could withstand high acceleration. She cranked up the throttle, and the gunship surged forward, darting nimbly through the gap. 
 
      
 
    The spiking G-counter set off warning lights and sirens around the cockpit. She slammed on the retro-thrusters the instant she was safely through the hangar doors, causing the G-counter to have a negative-G aneurysm, while her incredibly resilient body simply shrugged off acceleration forces that would have been fatal for a Terran. She closed her eyes and relaxed for a moment, returning her body density to normal before slowly opening her eyes. The hangar bay was a riot of motion, with four armed aliens sprinting around in a panic, some darting for cover, others running to another parked dropship. The Nymph grinned excitedly. She liked it when her prey ran away, it made the hunt more satisfying. The Raptor's Gatling Lasers began to rotate again, the six gun barrels spinning up and filling the huge hangar with an ominous high-pitched whir. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John moved cautiously down the corridor, checking the passageways to the right as they reached each T-junction. They were on the lowest deck of the enormous vessel, moving as quietly and stealthily as they could. Dana was having trouble going much faster than a slow walking pace, what with the lingering effects of the shock, as well as the nasty bruising to her leg. Alyssa was supporting her friend well, being very careful not to aggravate the injuries, while keeping up a constant stream of reassuring, comforting thoughts to Dana's mind. Unfortunately, this meant that she was in no position to aid in a firefight, so their little three-man fireteam had been effectively reduced to one. 
 
      
 
    Pausing at the fifth right hand T-junction in a row, John glanced back at the girls. "I think we're about at the middle of the ship by now, let's head in.” 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay, honestly..." Dana said unconvincingly, wincing with the sharp pain in her arm. 
 
      
 
    "I know you are, Sparks. You're doing so well," Alyssa replied softly, as they followed in John's wake. 
 
      
 
    They progressed further into the gloomy ship, their quiet footfalls completely masked by the dreadful clanking and grinding of machinery in desperate need of maintenance. Down here on the lower decks, the corridors were in an even worse state of disrepair, with floor panels pulled up and broad cables left undulating over each other in chaotic jumbles. Their progress was slowed further by having to carefully step over the mess and the journey down the corridors seemed to take forever.  
 
      
 
    John reached a barely-lit intersection and looked left first, but saw nothing, then glanced to the right and cursed as two Drakkar stumbled into him. He brought his rifle up instinctively and shoved it into the closest creature's chest before pulling the trigger. The Drakkar stared at him in shock with its two wide black eyes, its fang filled jaw snapping up and down reflexively as round after round punched through its quivering torso. It keeled over on its side, grabbing the railgun in a deathgrip with all four hands, and pulling it out of his grasp.  
 
      
 
    The second Drakkar roared in fury and took a wild double-haymaker swing with its left arms, knocking John off balance and away down the corridor. Seeing that his railgun was well out of reach, he grabbed the hilt of his sword and drew it over his shoulder, releasing it from the magnetic fields. The Drakkar snarled in rage and surged forward with eagerly grasping hands, only to have John do a wide sweep with his blade and cleanly chop off the creature's right limbs at the forearm. The alien was brought up short, frantically grasping each bloodied stump with its left hands in an attempt to stem the gushing flood. That left the Drakkar open to a broad backhanded swing that cleaved through its head, splitting its astonished face horizontally across the middle.  
 
      
 
    John stepped over the Drakkar after it crashed to the floor and walked over to the first Drakkar that had collapsed on his railgun. "That's mine I believe," he said, as he heaved the creature over and yanked the weapon out of its nerveless fingers. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa held her railgun in her right hand, the heavy barrel wavering unsteadily in her one-handed grip. She relaxed when she saw that the danger was over and concentrated on supporting Dana again.  
 
      
 
    *Let's keep going, I'm worried about Dana,* she thought to John as he turned to check they were alright.  
 
      
 
    He nodded silently, putting his sword back in the embrace of the magnetic scabbard, and then jogged ahead up the corridor to check the next junction. John looked both ways, but didn't see any signs of life. He walked forward cautiously, as his sharp ears picked up what sounded like gunfire coming from up ahead. Spotting a pair of sturdy double doors on the left side of the gloomy corridor, he checked the ammo counter on his railgun and saw he was down to 87/13. Deciding it was better to be safe than sorry, he swapped the hollow point magazine, and loaded a fresh sabot magazine in the second slot.  
 
      
 
    He had only just slid the mag home when the doors ahead burst open with a deafening clang, and a terrified Drakkar burst through. John quickly raised his railgun, but before he could pull the trigger, the alien was drilled through by dozens of laser bolts, leaving it to stagger forward a few more steps before it tottered over flat on its face. Its perforated corpse smouldered with the glowing wounds that pockmarked its ravaged torso. 
 
      
 
    John approached the door cautiously, hearing an unending stream of laser fire coming from inside the room within. He glanced over at the Drakkar that had tried to flee just to be sure, but the only sign of activity was the steam rising from the charred corpse. Not wanting to poke his head out and risk getting shot in the face, he activated the voice-comm to the Raptor.  
 
      
 
    "Jade? Is that you tearing up the hangar? We're behind the double doors, next to the Drakkar you just turned into Swiss cheese," he said wryly. 
 
      
 
    "John! I'm so glad you're here!" she replied, sounding greatly relieved. "I'm just about done, let me finish off the last couple and then I'll land." 
 
      
 
    He turned back towards Alyssa and Dana, beckoning them forward as they heard the Gatling Lasers exacting a heavy toll on the Drakkar in the room beyond. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Boss, it looks like they're trying to escape through the hangar bay!" the Drakkar lieutenant gasped to the darkly brooding Drakkar raid leader. Overlord Okug was seated in his impressive war-throne, resplendent with spikes and the impaled leathery skulls of the sixteen challengers who had dared to usurp his command. 
 
      
 
    "Have you sent down the reinforcements?" he snarled angrily.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, Boss, but they aren't responding to our comms any more..." the trembling Lieutenant said nervously, well aware of Okug's notorious hair-trigger temper. 
 
      
 
    "Put me in contact with whoever's in charge down there!" he shouted angrily. 
 
      
 
    "I can’t... we lost contact with everyone..." the lieutenant whimpered, cowering before the Overlord.  
 
      
 
    "We've also had reports from the drydock. The black ore the Dark One gave us seems to have disappeared!" Overlord Okug bellowed in apoplectic fury. He lunged at his lieutenant and grabbed the quaking Drakkar in a four-armed grip, raised him over his head. The Bridge echoed with the terrified crewman’s shrill screams before snapping him in half, spraying blue blood across the deck.  
 
      
 
    "Pathetic fool!" he snarled with contempt, as he hurled his underling’s broken body to one side.  
 
      
 
    First Giruk and Ookur had disappeared without a trace, then Vermogrok and Zarog had seemingly vanished after intercepting a convoy. Now he had hostile forces wandering around freely inside his own ship!  
 
      
 
    "Am I surrounded by total halfwits and incompetents?!" he raged, four fists clenching with the urge to kill.  
 
      
 
    If the Dark One found out the Onyxium had been stolen out from under Okug's nose, he dreaded to think what would happen to him. 
 
      
 
    "Power up the ship!" he roared at the bridge crew. "Those bastards must have a vessel lurking around here somewhere!"  
 
      
 
    He pulled his monstrously large sword from the sheath on the back of his war-throne and stalked out of the bridge, backhanding a crewman who was too slow to get out of his way. He needed that Onyxium back, and he knew where to get his many hands on the people who'd stolen it... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John led the girls out from behind the door and into the hangar. The huge room was a scene of unsurpassed devastation, with dozens of Drakkar shot to pieces by Jade's merciless marksmanship. There was a strange roasted meat smell that wafted through the air, originating from the charred corpses that had been flash-cooked by searing laser fire. The source of all the destruction was the familiar glistening black Raptor gunship, now sitting stationary to the side of the hangar, the barrels of the Gatling Lasers glowing red hot after all that continuous firing. 
 
      
 
    Jade had parked the gunship on one of the chevron-marked landing pads, the previous dropship occupant of the pad now shattered debris floating outside the battleship's hull. She had already activated the Raptor's loading ramp, and as it lowered to the hangar bay floor, they spotted the Nymph waiting for them inside. Jade waved to them, happy and relieved to see they were okay. Alyssa, Dana, and John started picking their way through the piles of smoking Drakkar, weaving a path around the carnage as they made their way to the gunship.  
 
      
 
    They were about half way there, when a mighty roar from across the hangar froze them in their tracks. John spun around, quickly moving to position himself between the girls and whatever had made the noise. His eyes landed on a monstrously huge Drakkar who came pounding through the big doorway, a colossal sword in two of its arms as it barrelled into the room.  
 
      
 
    Overlord Okug spotted the black-armoured figures immediately and realised he’d caught them trying to escape in a ferocious looking black ship that was parked in his hangar. He hesitated for a moment when he saw the trespassing ship, not failing to notice that it bore an uncanny resemblance to the Dark One's own ship with its black armour. There was no mistaking the challenging way in which one of them moved to engage him though, and he charged forward, determined to stop these thieves from escaping.  
 
      
 
    John fired immediately, but his high velocity rounds bounced away harmlessly from the Drakkar boss, with the familiar whumping sound of their own Phalanx armour suits. He realised that his hulking foe must have the same kind of magnetic repulsive field built into his own armour. John slung his rifle and swiftly drew his Invictium sword, eager to get to grips with this new opponent. He had easily dispatched every enemy he had faced with this blade so far, the Drakkar unable to cope with his overwhelming strength. John held his sword confidently in a two-handed grip and sprinted forward in his own counter charge.  
 
      
 
    Jade watched the twelve-foot-tall, four-armed behemoth charging towards her lover and she felt genuinely afraid for John. He seemed to be eager to meet this opponent in battle, so she trusted that he would be able to hold his own. Her attention flicked back to Alyssa, who was half-carrying Dana towards the safety of the Raptor, and Jade darted down the ramp to help. 
 
      
 
    The two blades struck one another in a thunderous reverberation that echoed around the vast chamber, the ringing sound deafening as it bounced in waves from the magnetic walls. John had expected to be able to follow through with his strike, then beat down the Drakkar Overlord with the same ease he had defeated the Warboss who had foolishly attempted to board the Invictus. To his surprise, the huge brute managed to parry successfully with a sturdy four-handed grip on its massive sword.  
 
      
 
    John swung back and chopped down again, but his overhead blow was also parried successfully. Okug moved quickly to counterattack and began to rain his own powerful blows down on John, using his huge height advantage to add extra momentum to his swings. John parried them valiantly, able to ward off the powerful blows with a two-handed block, but the speed and ferocity of the attacks was alarming and he took a couple of steps back from the creature. 
 
      
 
    Sensing he had the advantage, Okug began attacking with long sweeping strikes from the left then the right, knocking John further off balance. This tiny humanoid was freakishly strong, he'd give him that, but his lack of swordsmanship was allowing a seasoned veteran like Okug to tip the fight in his favour. He powered up a heavy four-handed strike from the right, which John easily parried, then quickly shifted to a three-handed grip and followed up with a lightning-fast sweep from the left. John turned to face the incoming blade, moving boldly to parry, and Okug grinned evilly, springing his trap.  
 
      
 
    Just as the two heavy blades crashed together, the Overlord activated the two-foot-long wristblade on his lower right fist. He’d held that arm back, waiting for just such an opening. Stepping forward, Okug punched John in the torso with a massive blow, the razor-sharp blade piercing the black armour and skewering him through the chest. 
 
      
 
    "John!" Alyssa screamed, as the image of John in her mind contorted in agony, pain blossoming from the blade driven through his lower chest.  
 
      
 
    She whirled around, causing Dana to grunt in pain, and saw that the huge Drakkar overlord had impaled her lover through the torso. Okug roared triumphantly as he lifted John off the ground, still skewered by the fist-blade. Alyssa looked on in horror, paralysed by the dreadful sight of her lover critically wounded by his ferocious opponent. 
 
      
 
    Before Alyssa could react, Jade sprinted past her, running full-tilt towards the combatants who were locked in that deadly one-sided dance. The Nymph leapt into the air and shimmered violently, torn clothing flying everywhere as she expanded in an instant, changing shape into a colossal Jade Tiger. Jade was reacting purely on instinct when she saw John in such mortal danger. She tore across the hangar, powerful muscles rippling in her flanks as she charged in her massive feline form.  
 
      
 
    John groaned in agony, impaled on two feet of steel. He tried to raise his sword to parry, but Okug had grabbed his arm with his fourth hand and was dragging the blade down. Meanwhile, the Drakkar Overlord raised his huge sword for a two-handed overhead coup-de-grace, aimed at John’s head. 
 
      
 
    Sprinting across the hangar, Jade leapt and sailed through the air, landing on the Drakkar Overlord with her claws and fangs bared. She sank her fangs into Okug’s upraised forearm, then started viciously clawing his biceps. The claws sliced through his armour with ease, gouting blue blood all over Jade and the hangar deck. 
 
      
 
    Desperate to free himself from the vicious green beast that had just pounced on him, Okug flicked his arm, letting John slide off his wristblade to collapse on the deck. The Overlord roared in pain as the monstrous tiger gnawed at his forearm, her terrible teeth puncturing his armour and biting deep into his flesh. Her cruel claws gouged his upper right arm, blood spurting across his face as she ripped into his limbs. He spun to try and strike at the Jade Tiger with his wristblade, but the hideous monster darted behind him, and started raking his back with her rear claws. He toppled to the side as she clawed and bit him unrelentingly, his bulky armour torn to pieces by the feral monstrosity that was clamped to his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Jade tensed her powerful jaws and bit down, feeling the satisfying crunch of the Drakkar's bones under the huge pressure. She twisted her head from side to side and yanked back, ripping his forearm from his body. The Drakkar bellowed with the pain but used the moment's freedom to shove her clear and roll away, grabbing his sword as he went. Jade arched her back and twisted, instantly flipping into a crouch. The Overlord backed away, waving his sword warily in front of him, his eyes full of fear. Jade snarled, her lips pulling back from her six-inch fangs as she prowled forward on heavy paws, the hunt having begun once again.  
 
      
 
    *We have to save John!* Alyssa's voice sounded clearly in her mind, and Jade swung her head around to look for her master. 
 
      
 
    Seizing the opportunity presented by the momentarily distracted beast, Okug turned and fled for the exit, knowing full well when he was outmatched. That Jade Tiger had three hundred pounds on him, and had just torn off his upper right forearm with savage ease. He knew when it was time to run, and he did just that.  
 
      
 
    Jade felt a momentary pang of irritation at her prey being allowed to flee but she reined in her instincts to gleefully hunt him down and bounded over to John instead. He was crumpled on the floor, his black armour splattered with crimson blood. She took a deep breath and relaxed her breathing, reforming her body back into the Nymph shape she held in her mind.  
 
      
 
    "Come on John, I've got you," she said soothingly, slinging his railgun over one shoulder and helping him stand. She took the heavy sword from his hand and moved it to his back where the magnetic field caught it in a secure embrace.  
 
      
 
    "Jade... You saved my life..." he mumbled weakly. 
 
      
 
    "And you gave me one to live," she said fondly. "Now let's get out of here!" 
 
      
 
    John nodded slowly and leaned on her supportive arms as she helped him stagger to the waiting gunship. Alyssa ran down the steps to join them, having propped up Dana inside. Between her and Jade they half carried, half dragged John into the Raptor. 
 
      
 
    "Well we fucked that right up..." Alyssa sighed ruefully, removing her helmet, before turning towards Jade. "Except you of course," she said warmly, patting the Nymph on her dark-green shoulder. "Can you save our butts again and get us out of here?"  
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Jade replied with a smile, and darted up to the cockpit, her spectacular nude body disappearing through the open doorway.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa slapped her hand on the button to close the loading ramp, then pulled a med-kit off the wall and returned to John's side. He had passed out from the pain and blood loss, so she moved his thumb to the palm of his armoured hand, and heard the rapid series of metal clicks as the armour unlocked. She tentatively removed his chest plate, worried about just how badly he'd been injured. 
 
      
 
    "Is he okay?" Dana slurred from where she sat slumped against the wall. The redhead had removed her helmet, and her face looked very pale as she watched Alyssa with worried eyes. 
 
      
 
    "He will be, when I get this trauma kit on," Alyssa cursed under her breath as she fumbled with the unfamiliar package, whilst trying to read the instructions.  
 
      
 
    Dana looked on, cradling her broken arm against her chest. "We need a medic so badly!" she said vehemently. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know, I'm on it," Alyssa grumbled, as she finally unfolded the trauma kit, then lifted John gingerly and applied it to both sides of the puncture wound. The blade had gone straight through his body, just under the ribs, but she had no idea how bad that was.  
 
      
 
    "I need to get up to Jade," Dana said, looking towards the open doorway.  
 
      
 
    Alyssa cradled John's head in her lap. "Do you need my help?"  
 
      
 
    "No, you look after him, I'll be okay," the redhead replied, trying to keep her voice from wavering. She groaned as she stood up, holding her broken right arm to her chest and steadying herself with her left arm. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, but take care, alright?" Alyssa said, looking at her friend with worry. 
 
      
 
    Dana nodded and carefully limped into the corridor, then hit the button to call the elevator. A few seconds later the doors opened and she staggered inside, hitting the button to take her up to the upper deck. The elevator chimed when it reached the next floor and Dana lurched out, then limped along to the cockpit. Jade had taken off with the Raptor, and was unloading blast after blast from the gunship's laser cannons at the closed hangar bay doors. Dana slumped in the co-pilot’s chair and watched as the next blast ripped one of the doors away from the frame, sending it spiralling away into the blackness of space beyond. 
 
      
 
    "Time to leave this party," Jade said with a smile and rolled the Raptor on its side, before slipping through the narrow gap with only metres to spare. She powered down the gunship and prepared to slip away unseen like a ghost. 
 
      
 
    "No," Dana spoke up insistently. "Don't sneak away, we want them to chase us."  
 
      
 
    Jade looked at her friend with concerned eyes. "Are you sure you're not delirious?" she asked warily. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get them pissed off," Dana said confidently, before taking a deep breath and sagging into the chair.  
 
      
 
    Jade turned back towards the controls, before shooting her friend one more worried glance. "You're sure?" 
 
      
 
    "Trust me," the redhead said. 
 
      
 
    Squaring her shoulders, the Nymph faced the controls and cranked up the throttle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Overlord Okug cursed and snorted as he lurched back on to the bridge. "I would have had that little bastard if it wasn't for that thrice-damned fucking monster biting my hand off!" he fumed, glancing at the bloodied stump. One of the bridge crew approached him and Okug decapitated the impudent fool with a two-handed swipe of his sword. 
 
      
 
    "They're going to try sneaking away!" he roared to the rest of the Drakkar on the Bridge. "If that ship escapes, I'll kill every last one of you!" 
 
      
 
    The quaking helmsman turned to look over his shoulder. "Boss..."  
 
      
 
    "What?!" Okug growled dangerously, stalking closer. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't trying to hide, they're running for it!" the Drakkar pilot said, pointing at the Tactical Map. Sure enough, the black gunship was racing away at full speed. 
 
      
 
    "Get after them and power up the weapons," Okug roared. "I want to piss on their ashes!" 
 
      
 
    The battleship powered up its vast engines, turning its huge bulk with surprising speed, then surged after their target and began the chase. The two remaining cruisers had moved in to flank the battleship, joining Okug in his pursuit of John and his team.  
 
      
 
    "Full speed ahead!" Okug roared, and the helmsman pushed their mighty engines into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    "Boss..." The chief engineer called out in a worried voice, seeing the energy in the power core spiking dangerously. 
 
      
 
    "Silence!" Okug bellowed. "Power up the weapons, I want them dead!"  
 
      
 
    The fast and nimble black gunship raced away, apparently heading for the nearby asteroid field. Okug wrapped a crude tourniquet around the bloodied stump of his wrist and stared intently at the Tactical Map as he towered over the Drakkar gunner sitting at the adjacent station.  
 
      
 
    "Fire all weapons, kill them now!" he ordered malevolently, his eyes filled with hate. 
 
      
 
    "...But, Boss!" the chief engineer blurted out, his voice deeply worried. 
 
      
 
    "KILL THEM!!!" Okug bellowed with all his might, showering his gunner with saliva. 
 
      
 
    The Drakkar gunner eagerly pulled the trigger to fire their Beam Lasers and stabbed his thumb on the button to launch the racks of missiles along the spine of the colossal battleship. Fifty energy weapons began to glow a virulent purple and the covers on the missile racks slid open, exposing forty-eight primed explosive missiles. Suddenly the battleship lurched violently, throwing everyone off their feet. 
 
      
 
    Okug whirled around and screamed in fury, "What the fuck was that?!"  
 
      
 
    "It's the Power core!" the engineer shrieked. "We blew out the power regulators, its going critical!" 
 
      
 
    "Shut it down!" the Overlord roared, a hint of desperation in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "I can't! We're doomed!" the engineer wailed. 
 
      
 
    The Overlord stared at the tiny gunship as it raced away. "I'll see you in hell," he muttered with resignation, and a moment later Okug, the bridge, and the entire battleship, were consumed in a vast explosion as the power core ruptured. The blast wave completely enveloped the three flanking cruisers, blowing out their shields in an instant and ripping through armour plating, incinerating ships and crew alike in the conflagration. When the devastating explosion dissipated, all that was left of the once powerful alien ships were charred, ruined hulks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jade shook her head in disbelief as she looked at the forlorn wrecks that they'd left in their wake. She was certain the Raptor had been doomed when the battleship had given chase, but seeing it suddenly ripped apart like that was the last thing she'd been expecting. She turned to look at Dana, who was looking at the Tactical Map with a grim smile of satisfaction on her face. 
 
      
 
    "You knew it would do that?" Jade asked her, amazed. 
 
      
 
    "I'd disabled half their power regulators already. I knew if they pushed their reactor too hard it should blow," Dana said smugly. 
 
      
 
    "What if they'd decided just to use a couple of beams on us?" Jade persisted. 
 
      
 
    The redhead laughed hollowly. "Well then, we'd have been dead, but I didn't think they'd do that, not after the mess we made in there..."  
 
      
 
    "We better get you back to the Invictus," Jade said, noting how exhausted Dana looked. She turned back to the console in front of her and hailed the assault cruiser that was lurking deep in the asteroid field. 
 
      
 
    "Are you guys alright?!" Calara gasped as her beautiful face filled the view screen. "What the heck happened?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story," Jade said with a wry smile. "Come and meet us so we can get Dana and John back on the Invictus as quickly as possible." 
 
      
 
    "I'll be right there!" the Latina exclaimed, before ending the call. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Invictus moved swift and sure through hyper-warp, the tachyon field speeding them across the sector at an incredible velocity. They were headed back to Ashana now, their mission complete. John lay flat on his back in the middle of the bed, slumbering peacefully, his torso wrapped in a fresh trauma kit. The girls were curled up on the bed, with Jade and Dana flanking him protectively, while trying not to aggravate his wounds. Dana’s bandage-wrapped arm rested lightly on her hugely rounded belly, with Alyssa cuddling her exhausted friend. All of them were fast asleep except for Calara, who had spooned up behind the Nymph.  
 
      
 
    The Latina had hardly believed her ears when she heard what her friends had been up to. Calara had listened in horror as Alyssa told her about their misbegotten boarding action, shocked to realise just how close to disaster they had been. Jade had lovingly emptied John's balls as he lay propped up in bed, running his hand through her dark-green hair as he fed her his cum. Calara was appalled to see him looking so exhausted and so badly injured, but he'd insisted that Dana get topped up to heal her broken arm. As soon as Jade was done, he'd fallen straight to sleep, and the girls had gathered around to watch the Nymph feed the bruised and battered redhead. 
 
      
 
    Feeling inexplicably tired herself, Calara yawned and stretched, then snuggled in closer to Jade. From the stories she'd been told, it sounded like the beautiful Nymph had really saved the day. Calara had been thinking of a way to thank Jade for saving her in the first Drakkar boarding action, and she had come up with an idea how to do it. She knew the others would love to see what she had in store for their friend, especially after Jade had come to their rescue too. The Latina yawned again and, unable to stay awake a moment longer, she dropped off into a dreamless sleep. 
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    John stretched contentedly as he awoke, feeling full of energy and raring to go. He looked down to see his four girls curled up sound asleep on the bed with him and smiled as he stretched again. Not wanting to disturb any of the young women, he lay back, closed his eyes and just revelled in the close physical contact.  
 
      
 
    With his eyes closed, he suddenly remembered the odd dream he'd had. He recalled being embraced by a radiant figure, her glowing nimbus of light surrounding and enveloping him, swathing him in a caring and loving aura. The feelings of peace and contentment had been heartbreakingly wonderful, like nothing he had ever experienced before, and he found himself longing to feel that sensation again. He opened his eyes and shook his head to clear it; after not dreaming for over 40 years, these unsettling visions were driving him crazy. He’d gone from nightmares full of terrifying horrors, to last night's dream, which left him yearning to feel that profound sense of love and closeness once again. 
 
      
 
    Now fully awake, he found himself eager for the girls’ company, but he was reluctant to disturb them as they were all still fast sleep. He noticed the trauma kit on his lower torso and he suddenly remembered the events aboard the Drakkar battleship. He winced as he recalled that huge four-armed brute driving a steel blade through his chest, but he was surprised he didn't feel any undue pain or discomfort.  
 
      
 
    Carefully extricating himself from the girls, he sat up and tentatively peeled off the bloodstained bandage, worried at the damage that might be revealed beneath. All he could see was normal, healthy-looking skin, and he gently prodded the area beneath his ribs, but didn't even feel any tenderness. Wide eyed with disbelief, he reached around to his back and carefully peeled off the rest of the bandage, but he couldn't feel any damaged skin there either. He seemed to have miraculously healed the severe wound in a matter of hours! 
 
      
 
    Trying to be quiet and not disturb anyone, he carefully extricated himself from the lithe tangle of limbs draped over his body and crawled off the bed. He padded into the walk-in-wardrobe, to take a better look at his chest in the mirrors there. He could clearly see both his front and his back in those reflections, and he examined his torso from different angles, the mirrors confirming the same thing; he was fully healed.  
 
      
 
    "Well I'll be damned..." he said aloud, marvelling at the rapid regeneration. 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay, John?" Dana called out to him softly, her voice sounding worried. 
 
      
 
    John crept back into the room and whispered quietly, “Yeah, I'm feeling great actually." 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit! You're completely healed!" Dana exclaimed in astonishment, gawping at the fully restored skin on his chest. 
 
      
 
    Calara turned over in the bed and murmured groggily, "What is it?"  
 
      
 
    Alyssa yawned, sounding barely-awake as she mumbled, "Is everyone okay?"  
 
      
 
    "What's all the noise?" Jade asked rubbing her eyes, then bundling herself up in the covers again. 
 
      
 
    "Everything's fine, go back to sleep," John replied, his voice soft and soothing.  
 
      
 
    “Mmm’kay,” Alyssa mumbled, and the three exhausted young women did exactly that. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," John whispered, holding his hand out to the perky redhead. She nodded eagerly and slipped out of the covers, following him into the bathroom, where they shut the door behind them. He turned to look at her with concern. "How's your arm this morning?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't feel any pain," Dana said, lifting her bandaged and splinted right arm to check if it hurt. Feeling reassured, she began to carefully unwrap the bandages, revealing that both the bruising and swelling around the break seemed to have completely disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "You look as good as new!" John exclaimed with surprise.  
 
      
 
    Dana poked her arm experimentally, but didn't feel any kind of discomfort. She then looked down at her shapely thigh and the hideous purple bruise had vanished as well, leaving healthy tanned skin. "We've both been fully healed!" she gasped with surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Amazing..." John said, shaking his head with wonder. "You healed so fast!" 
 
      
 
    "I know!" Dana agreed, nodding animatedly. "It took a couple of weeks for my scars to heal, but this only took a few hours." 
 
      
 
    "True, and I’m completely recovered too..." John said thoughtfully. "That was a nasty chest wound. How could I have healed so quickly?" 
 
      
 
    Dana gave him a helpless shrug. "I've no idea, sorry." 
 
      
 
    "Let's go grab a shower, then we can make breakfast for the others. They looked like they needed a good lie-in," he said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    His auburn-haired companion nodded eagerly and they walked into the shower to get ready. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later they strolled back into the bedroom, with John carrying a tray overflowing with a cooked breakfast for everyone. The tantalising aromas woke the three girls and they yawned drowsily as they sat up. 
 
      
 
    "You three look wasted this morning!" Dana said with surprise. "You've been asleep eight hours already and you still seem like you need a good night's rest." 
 
      
 
    "How come you're so perky all of a sudden?" Alyssa grumbled, rubbing her tired eyes. She suddenly looked at the redhead in alarm. "And where's your bandage?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm completely fine this morning - fully healed!" Dana declared, bouncing over to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    John brought the tray over to the sleepy young women. "Me too."  
 
      
 
    The girls looked at him in surprise, and he carefully placed the tray down before turning to show them his fully healed chest and back. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, that's amazing!" Calara exclaimed, then struggled to stifle another yawn. She frowned and shook her head with irritation. "I feel absolutely exhausted this morning, and I wasn't even involved in the battleship fight!" 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps you'll feel better after having something to eat," John said comfortingly, uncovering the lids from the various piles of cooked food on the tray. After he handed out plates and cutlery, the girls tucked in, eager to get started on the mouth-watering feast. They ploughed through breakfast, but still looked tired after they were done. 
 
      
 
    "I know what will perk you three right up," Dana said suggestively, looking at John and giving him a sly wink. "What do you reckon, John? Do you feel like rounding out some tummies?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure, but I feel like burning off some of this energy first. What do you think, my sexy little flame-haired minx?" he asked playfully. 
 
      
 
    Dana scampered over the bed and threw herself into his arms. "Always!" she gasped giving him a passionate kiss. 
 
      
 
    The girls smiled fondly and moved the tray full of breakfast plates out of the way, giving John plenty of room to carry the eager redhead to the middle of the bed. John laid her down gently, then held her in his arms, just studying her beautiful face for a moment. He smiled and started trailing kisses down her throat and across her big firm breasts, enjoying the feel of her silky soft skin against his lips. 
 
      
 
    "Don’t waste time with foreplay, I need you inside me," Dana gasped, spreading her toned athletic thighs in welcome for him. 
 
      
 
    John could see how turned on she was already, so he pushed into her tight pussy with his broad cock, spreading her open as he sank deep inside her.  
 
      
 
    "I love it when you're inside me," she said, sighing contentedly as she felt his pulsing heat pushing all the way into her womb. She let out a cute gasp as the blunt head brushed against her far walls and brought her long legs up to hook around his back. 
 
      
 
    He cradled her head protectively in his hands as he looked down at her, then leaned in to give her a tender kiss. "You frightened the life out of me when you were attacked," he said, remembering the horrible feeling of fear and worry. "I don't know what I'd do if I lost you." 
 
      
 
    "Well I'm safe and sound now," Dana replied with a smile, watching him intently with her sky-blue eyes. She relished the feelings of safety and protection stirred up by being encircled in his strong arms. 
 
      
 
    They kissed passionately, their bodies moving together in harmony as they physically expressed the strength of their emotions. Dana clung to him tightly, gasping and panting as he fucked her powerfully, the smooth rocking of her hips urging him onwards. She arched her back, rubbing her erect nipples against his chest as he pounded into her, letting out appreciative little moans.  
 
      
 
    Dana eventually pulled his head down toward her and whispered in his ear, "Let me ride you instead." 
 
      
 
    John rolled on his back, bringing the auburn-haired beauty with him so that she was lying on top, with his cock still buried up to the balls inside her. They gazed into each other's eyes as she leaned back and balanced gracefully astride him, her hands resting lightly on his muscular chest as her hips began to undulate slowly. He sighed happily as she began to move faster, her tight pussy gliding up and down his length.  
 
      
 
    Tearing his eyes away from her beautiful face, he looked up at her magnificently toned body, admiring the spectacular view. Dana moved with a sinuous grace that accentuated the strong muscles in her perfect physique, and his gaze dropped appreciatively to her trim stomach. Dana had the well-defined figure of a girl who lived in the gym, but she stopped just short of having a six pack. She still maintained her soft feminine curves that he loved so much and those curves looked incredible as she writhed on top of him. 
 
      
 
    "You love my toned tummy, don't you?" she purred seductively, as she followed his heated gaze. 
 
      
 
    "You're absolutely beautiful," he agreed, his eyes burning with lust. 
 
      
 
    "But there's something about filling me up with your cum that you really love, isn't there?" she insisted, her mouth turned up in an eager smile. "Is it the thought of me carrying around your spunk in my belly that gets you so turned on?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh God!" John moaned, his hands gripping her flexing thighs as she rode him closer to the edge. 
 
      
 
    "Or is that just a temporary high? What you really want is to impregnate me isn't it?" she hissed excitedly. "Show the world your dominance over me, by pumping your baby into my womb?" 
 
      
 
    "Ah! fuck me!" John groaned, as he thrust up powerfully into her, his tight quad flexing as he came. 
 
      
 
    Dana wore a contented smile on her face as she continued rocking up and down on his throbbing cock, her abdomen slowly swelling as she carried more and more of his cum inside her. "That feels so good, fill me right up," she crooned in delight. “Show me what I’ll look like when you make me pregnant!” 
 
      
 
    When John was finally spent, the tension in his body was released and he laughed happily. "That was so hot! I loved what you were saying," he admitted with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Who needs telepathy? I know what my man likes," Dana laughed along with him, as she stroked her swollen belly. She gently eased his still hard cock from her pussy, gracefully dismounted him and then lay on her back. She glanced over at Alyssa, Calara and Jade who had been watching them both with lust-filled eyes. "So, I believe you girls needed a pick-me-up?" she asked coyly, while spreading her thighs for them. "Who wants to go first?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John enjoyed himself immensely, watching the three other girls hungrily lick the beautiful young redhead to a succession of powerful orgasms, while they sucked his cum out of her pussy. Jade greatly extended her tongue to make sure she got every last drop of spunk from the quivering girl's womb and Dana clawed at the bed as she shrieked with pleasure. The nymph left Dana panting and gasping for breath, then came over to John to give him an affectionate kiss on the cheek.  
 
      
 
    The Nymph sighed with contentment, as glowing ethereal lines slowly spread out from her slightly-rounded stomach. "Thanks for a lovely breakfast."  
 
      
 
    "You're welcum," John said, running his hand through her thick green hair and pulling her in for a big kiss. The Nymph smiled at him adoringly, then curled up in bed with Calara and Alyssa, who wore similar happy expressions. "You girls rest, I'm going to go up to the bridge," he told them kindly. "Come and join me when you feel better." 
 
      
 
    He dressed and waved goodbye to the girls who were snuggled up in bed together. They promised him they would join him shortly, while Dana just groaned and did her best to give him a feeble wave. Chuckling to himself, John strolled down the corridor past the officers’ quarters and stepped into the soft blue glow of the grav-tube. He rose steadily up to the Command Deck and climbed the illuminated steps to sit in the Commander Chair. By habit he was about to ask Alyssa to bring up the system map, then smiled wryly to himself, and leaned forward to tap the relevant icon on his own console. It had been quite some time since he'd had to operate all the systems himself, having got used to ordering around his exceptionally capable crew. 
 
      
 
    The System Map appeared in the centre of the Bridge, showing that they now orbited Ashana. Nodding to himself, as this was what he expected, he tapped another icon on the console to bring up the communications interface. He was about to contact the high council, when he noticed that there had been several missed calls from them already that morning. He swiped across the comms interface to begin a secure call with Senior Councillor Ularean, and a few moments later, the Ashanath leader's grey bulbous head filled the viewscreen.  
 
      
 
    "Ah, JohnBlake, it is good to see you," the robed alien said with relief, even over the unemotional computer voice modulator. "When your ship appeared in this system, and moved to high orbit above Ashana, we attempted to contact you. When there was no answer, we grew concerned." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to have worried you unnecessarily," John apologised. "We took a few hits clearing out the Drakkar, so we've been asleep and recovering for the last few hours." 
 
      
 
    "No apology is necessary, JohnBlake," Ularean said softly in his ethereal voice. "Did I hear you correctly? You have defeated the Drakkar Raiders?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we did it," John replied, with no small degree of satisfaction. "The Drakkar had a battleship in the Kappa-Indarran system, as well as two more cruisers they were going to equip with the black armour. We've destroyed them all."  
 
      
 
    "You have exceeded our wildest expectations, JohnBlake," Ularean whispered in his eerie voice, and seemed to sag with relief. "The Ashanath Collective is profoundly grateful for what you've done for us." 
 
      
 
    John gave him a self-effacing smile. "That's what allies are for." 
 
      
 
    Ularean tilted his head slightly to the side and blinked slowly with his huge black eyes as he stared at John. "We made a bargain with you to seal our alliance. If you wish it, we will now reveal what we kept from you earlier.” 
 
      
 
    John sat forward eagerly, his curiosity peaked. "I'm all ears!" he said wryly, with a hungry glint in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It would be easier for us to show you," Ularean said mysteriously. "Please travel to these coordinates, Councillor Talari will await you there." 
 
      
 
    The comms interface flashed, the incoming details arriving for a location on the surface of the planet Ashana. John looked up at Ularean, who stared at him as if studying his every reaction. "Thank you Ularean," he said, suddenly unsure of himself. 
 
      
 
    "We will speak again before you depart, JohnBlake. I hope we are able to provide some of the answers you seek." the senior councillor said, before ending the call. 
 
      
 
    John sat there in his command chair for a long while, just mulling over recent events. Answers he'd been seeking for decades now awaited him on the surface of the planet below, but he couldn't help but worry that he might not like what he was about to find out. Soft footfalls coming up the steps to the command podium reached his ears and Alyssa came into view as she walked up beside him. She ran her slender fingers through his hair then leaned down for a kiss.  
 
      
 
    "You've wanted to know this for years," she said gently, her expression full of sympathy. “We’ll all be there to support you.”  
 
      
 
    John nodded, making up his mind, then looked around to see the other girls assembled on the Bridge as well, looking at him with understanding eyes. "Okay, time to find out who or what I am.” 
 
      
 
    Alyssa walked over to sit in the Executive Officer's chair and entered the coordinates that Ularean had given to John. The four powerful engines on the Invictus fired up and she guided the ship around to the other side of the planet, before descending into the atmosphere. A green guidepath lit up to lead them to their destination and Alyssa followed it towards the reddish-orange surface of Ashana.  
 
      
 
    They flew over what seemed like a desolate area of arid scrubland, with no discernible features or buildings whatsoever. As they glided forward on their final approach, the surface of the planet seemed to split, yawning open to reveal a flash of silvery metal. It soon became clear that there was a huge hangar bay concealed below them, which was now opening to grant them entry.  
 
      
 
    "Oh wow!" Dana gasped, staring intently at her engineering console.  
 
      
 
    John glanced her way. "What is it Dana?" 
 
      
 
    "I just did an active scan when they revealed the hangar. Check this out!" she said in wonder, hitting a few buttons on her console. A holographic representation of Ashana's surface appeared on the Bridge, the planet shown in its red, dusty glory. Dana manipulated a few more controls and the newly revealed hangar was displayed, as well as hundreds of subterranean installations surrounding the underground facility.  
 
      
 
    "Those are planetary defence lasers!" Calara gasped in shock, as she spotted row upon row of massive weapons concealed below the surface. "A couple of hits from one of those would blow us out of the sky!" 
 
      
 
    "What are they hiding down there?" Jade asked, looking at John with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa brought the Invictus in for a gentle landing, right in the middle of the underground hangar bay. She powered off the engines and looked at John expectantly with a reassuring smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    "Let's find out what the Ashanath know," John said resolutely, as he rose from his chair.  
 
      
 
    They headed out of the Bridge, down the grav-tube then out the airlock on Deck Nine. When the outer airlock spun open at John's behest, they noticed a silvery-grey disk-shaped craft parked nearby, with one of the robed Ashanath councillors waiting for them patiently. 
 
      
 
    *Greetings Alyssa. It's wonderful to see you again,* Councillor Talari's voice sounded clearly in the blonde girl's head. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa was genuinely pleased to see the helpful Ashanath High Councillor. *It's great to see you too, Talari!* 
 
      
 
    "It's Talari," she informed the rest of her group, as they walked purposefully towards the Grey. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, JohnBlake!" the councillor said softly, when they arrived in front of him. "Thank you for proving my faith in you was well founded." 
 
      
 
    "Your faith?" Alyssa asked perceptively.  
 
      
 
    "Yes Alyssa. I am head of the Collective's security division, and it was I who recommended the alliance to the High Council," Talari revealed, in his quiet whispering voice. 
 
      
 
    "What made you recommend that?" John asked, curiously. "Was it our victory against those Drakkar that interdicted us?" 
 
      
 
    "That only brought you to my attention, JohnBlake. Although our ships were severely outclassed by the Drakkar and your success against them was the first we had witnessed, that was not the main factor that swayed my decision. It was when Alyssa revealed her psychic potency that I realised there was so much more to you and your companions," he murmured cryptically. 
 
      
 
    "Which is what exactly?" John asked, dying to know what the Ashanath had kept from him so far. 
 
      
 
    "It will be easier for me to show you," Talari said, then turned and walked towards a set of heavy doors, that were covered in silvery Ashanath glyphs. 
 
      
 
    John strode after the quickly-gliding councillor, with the girls following in his wake. Talari opened the door and went inside, then led them past several security checkpoints, until they reached a grav tube. Dozens of anti-personnel weapons were built into the walls, and the barrels tracked the group ominously as they walked closer to the tube. Talari went in first, leaving John and his crew to follow behind him down the anti-grav tube. They descended in pensive silence, travelling downwards for what seemed like an eternity, before the tube eventually ended with a single exit. The robed Ashanath was waiting for them to land, and once they had all arrived, he led them down a corridor to a high archway containing two heavily-glyphed doors.  
 
      
 
    Walking up to a Psi-scanner set into the wall, he remained stationary as his grey bulbous head was enveloped in a soft green glow. The doors beside him cracked open and slowly split apart, revealing a huge, cavernous room built hundreds of metres below the planet's surface. The room was shrouded in darkness, the faint overhead lights only offering tantalising glimpses of the unevenly shaped objects contained inside. 
 
      
 
    "What is this place?" John asked in awe, breaking the tense stillness of the underground cavern. 
 
      
 
    "This is our repository of everything we have found on the Progenitors," Talari replied quietly, even the computer modulated voice conveying his reverence for the chamber. 
 
      
 
    John felt a shiver run down his spine and he turned to stare at the Ashanath. "The Progenitors?" 
 
      
 
    Talari’s black eyes were focused directly on him, those two huge black pools giving no hint as to what the Ashanath was feeling at that moment. "It is the name we have assigned to your species.” 
 
      
 
    The councillor turned and faced a control panel set into a wall, which began to glow with an ethereal green radiance a moment later. Throughout the room, spotlights began to activate, focused on each of the objects stored within. 
 
      
 
    "We used to claim ownership of many worlds," the Ashanath councillor began quietly. "We gathered every reference to your people we discovered."  
 
      
 
    He led John over to the first object, which was a series of massive stone tablets, inscribed with a primitive pictorial form of language. The images showed a pointy eared humanoid, wielding what looked like a bulky staff, and slaying red skinned humanoid men with lightning bolts. As they followed the story conveyed by the pictures, the mysterious staff wielding character seemed to amass a throng of red skinned females. There had clearly been more to the story, but the rest of the pictures had been sheared away from the crumbling stone edifice.  
 
      
 
    John and the girls shot each other glances, as they looked up at the pictures with wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Is it just me, or does this look strangely familiar..." Alyssa said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Councillor Talari seemed to be studying John intently. "We removed these stones from the ruins of a long-dead, pre-industrial civilisation. They are nearly twenty thousand years old."   
 
      
 
    Unsure what to say, John could only nod mutely in response. Turning away, Talari glided over to the next set of stone blocks. They showed another member of the Progenitor race destroying what looked like a city. Diminutive creatures were shown to be fleeing, as the Progenitor strode through streets, with red rays shooting out of his eyes, killing indiscriminately.  
 
      
 
    "We retrieved this one from a system near Terra. The planet no longer bore any life," Talari whispered, his eerie voice making the images seem even more unsettling. 
 
      
 
    "Are they all like this?" John asked, his own voice as subdued as the Ashanath's. 
 
      
 
    "No, not all," Talari replied, offering faint hope. 
 
      
 
    Dana piped up optimistically, "See, it's not all bad, John."  
 
      
 
    "Most of them do follow a similar theme of destruction, however," Talari whispered depressingly. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, could you show us something a little more upbeat then?" Alyssa asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
      
 
    Talari nodded and took them past image after image depicting acts of war and subjugation, with sharp-eared Progenitors slaying indiscriminately and collecting legions of female slaves. He finally came to a halt, pausing in front of a series of tall stone mosaics that were in excellent condition, each showing a Progenitor, and dozens of blue skinned, white haired women. John and the girls walked along, studying each picture in turn. The murals showed a Progenitor working in what looked like a lab, then moving from world to world establishing new civilisations. 
 
      
 
    "So the Progenitors were able to create life?" Jade asked in wonder. 
 
      
 
    "It seems so," Talari said softly, with a slight incline of his head. "We have found a number of pictographs that seem to support this theory." 
 
      
 
    Dana had reached the end of the stone mosaics and when she peeked her head around the corner, she spotted more images on the backs of the huge slabs. "Hey, John! There's more on the back too!" she called out excitedly.  
 
      
 
    John walked eagerly around the corner, looking for any more positive signs of benevolence amongst the Progenitors. In the next few images, the blue-skinned women were massed in legions and were shown fighting other species. One of the stone mosaics showed the Progenitor using what looked to be psychic powers to slay his enemies. The final picture showed a lush green world burning, as the progenitor and his legions boarded a black-hulled spacecraft. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, John," Calara said, seeing his hopeful expression fade, as they studied the rest of the pictures. 
 
      
 
    John sighed dejectedly. "So my species are basically a bunch of completely evil bastards?"  
 
      
 
    "It appears so, JohnBlake," Talari said quietly, his voice modulator conveying his sadness at having to deliver bad news. "We found each of these ancient edifices on devastated worlds, once home to civilisations that had been completely destroyed." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa stood beside John and ran her hand around his waist, hugging him tightly. "I'm sorry this wasn't what you were hoping to find...” 
 
      
 
    "If it's any consolation, we have found you to be an honest, diligent and trustworthy ally,” Talari said, almost managing to sound sympathetic. “The Ashanath High Council have no reservations about the wisdom of forming an alliance with you." 
 
      
 
    John let out a heavy sigh, then turned to look at their Ashanath guide. "If you knew how evil my species seems to be, why didn't you just kill me on the spot? Why would you possibly want to make an alliance with me?" 
 
      
 
    Before Talari could reply, Jade spoke up. "They were afraid of you, John," she said soberly. 
 
      
 
    "It is as your companion deduced," Talari whispered in his eerie voice. He pointed to the mural showing a world being incinerated. "We had no wish to anger a creature capable of that."  
 
      
 
    "So you made me your ally, purely in the hope I wouldn't start wiping out your civilisation?" John asked, shaking his head in disbelief. "Gifting me access to your most powerful technology was incredibly reckless!" 
 
      
 
    Before Talari could explain his reasoning, Alyssa cut in, saying perceptively, "You made your decision after our little chat outside the council chamber, didn't you?" 
 
      
 
    "You are correct, Alyssa," Talari said softly, with a respectful bow. He then turned to face John and spoke again, "Truly, you have surrounded yourself with quite remarkable females, JohnBlake."  
 
      
 
    "You don't need to tell me that," John said, smiling at his girls. "But why did speaking to Alyssa lead you to offering me an alliance?" 
 
      
 
    Talari turned his attention back to Alyssa once more. "When we spoke, it very quickly became apparent that you had received no form of Psychic training. I have never met someone displaying such impressive potency before, and to do so untrained almost defies belief." 
 
      
 
    "You mean the null-zone I created by accident?" Alyssa said, flushing a little with embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that is correct. It is possible to create a null-zone of that size, but only by combining one's will with other trained psychics, and powerful ones at that. For you to have done so on a reflex is absolutely unheard of amongst my people and the Ashanath are gifted psychics." He paused for a moment. "Or so we believed..." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa frowned in confusion. "Okay, so you knew I was powerful, but why did you trust us enough for an alliance?"  
 
      
 
    "As you know, it is possible to probe another individual's mind." Talari began sounding more than a little wary. "I fear I must make a confession... The entire High Council merged wills with me, but we were unable to penetrate your mind-shield, JohnBlake." 
 
      
 
    John looked startled for a moment, then blurted out, "I never consciously made this 'mind-shield' you're referring to!" 
 
      
 
    "Which makes you all the more remarkable," Talari murmured quietly. "When we were unable to find out more from your mind, we then studied your companions..." He sounded apologetic as he glanced at Alyssa. 
 
      
 
    "You studied my mind?" she asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Yes... and we examined all your interactions with John since you've known him." Talari admitted. "Both of you have been nothing but benevolent in your actions with others, in particular saving each of your other companions from dire circumstances." He made a point of looking at Calara, Dana, and Jade. "Based on what we were able to glean, we knew you would be dependable and kindly allies." He sounded a little self-satisfied, even with the unemotional speech modulator speaking for him. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa arched an eyebrow and gave him a coy smile. "You said you saw 'all' our interactions?"  
 
      
 
    "I am sorry for the invasion of your privacy, but you must understand what was at stake," Talari said remorsefully, before his already huge eyes widened as he recalled the memories. He sounded wistful as he added, "What we witnessed was spectacular, I must say..." 
 
      
 
    John and the girls laughed, clearing the air, and Talari at least had the good grace to look embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    Dana decided to change the subject to save Talari further embarrassment. "Okay, so these Progenitors were able to create life, they seemed to get off on enslaving hordes of women, and they killed a whole lot of people," she summarised succinctly. "Is there anything else that you can tell us about them?" 
 
      
 
    "Only that the most recent of our findings here has been dated to just over ten thousand years ago. We have found nothing showing Progenitor activity in this quadrant of the galaxy since that time, but that is no guarantee that such activity has not occurred," Talari conceded with regret. 
 
      
 
    "There must have been some kind of much more recent activity though," John said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa heard his thoughts and murmured, "Your mother..."  
 
      
 
    He nodded, looking thoughtful. "She must have stumbled across one of these Progenitors, but eventually managed to escape, because I was born back in Terran space." 
 
      
 
    "Aren't the Progenitors active in Ashanath territory right now?" Jade asked curiously. She pointed at the black-hulled ship in the mosaic behind them. "It can't just be coincidence that we saw that mysterious black ship with the Drakkar, and no-one was able to identify what race it belonged to."  
 
      
 
    "What ship is this?" Talari asked quickly, sounding worried. 
 
      
 
    "We found them delivering supplies to the Drakkar. It looked like they had a wormhole generator!" Dana said excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "We suspect that's how they snuck the Drakkar forces so deeply into your territory," John explained to the alarmed Ashanath councillor. 
 
      
 
    "This is deeply concerning news JohnBlake!" Talari exclaimed. "Were you able to scan their ship?" 
 
      
 
    Dana shook her head and said ruefully, "Only partial passive scans, but I can send you what images and data we have."  
 
      
 
    "My thanks, Dana. We will do what we can to analyse anything you send us," Talari said, sounding grateful even for one of the unemotional Greys. 
 
      
 
    John was quiet for a moment before he said, "If my mother ran into one of these Progenitors, I wonder if there was any data about them on her ship?” 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps there's more information we could find out in the Terran military archives?" Dana suggested, looking thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    "She's right!” Calara said eagerly. “There could well be some more information there, but at a higher security clearance than you had with your Commander rank."  
 
      
 
    Dana gave him an excited grin. "I'd love to have a little snoop around, see what tasty data I can sniff out!"  
 
      
 
    "I appreciate the enthusiasm, but let's hold off on any major felonies with the Terran Federation for the moment, okay?" he said with an appreciative smile. 
 
      
 
    "Just let me know when!" Dana laughed and gave him a theatrical wink. 
 
      
 
    The laughter helped lighten the bleak mood that had descended over them.  
 
      
 
    "Thank you for showing me this, Talari. It means a lot," John said, reaching out to clasp the smaller creature on the shoulder in a friendly gesture. 
 
      
 
    "You are welcome, JohnBlake. I am only sorry that we were unable to furnish you with better news," the Ashanath said with regret. 
 
      
 
    John smiled at him warmly. "It's not your fault, Talari. At least I know the truth now. On the bright side, we’ve become good friends and close allies due to your research."  
 
      
 
    The Ashanath councillor nodded awkwardly, before looking up. "I have just been reminded that the High Council wishes to reveal a surprise for you and your crew. Would you be willing to stay as honoured guests on Ashana for another day? I recall you have an urgent meeting that you must attend in several days’ time." 
 
      
 
    Alyssa put her arm around Calara’s waist and gave her a squeeze. "Now we’ve got the Tachyon drive, we’ll have no problem making it back to Jericho to see your family.” 
 
      
 
    "We'd be delighted to, Talari,” John said. “Please pass on my thanks to the rest of the High Council." 
 
      
 
    Dana cleared her throat to get his attention. "The Raptor..." she muttered under her breath, coughing into her hand. 
 
      
 
    John stifled a laugh and then continued, "Talari, we’d greatly appreciate it if you were able to make a few upgrades to our dropship. Would you be able to install a Tachyon Drive, Power Core, and grav-tubes, like we did with the Invictus? We were in such a hurry to clean out the Drakkar, we forgot to request those upgrades." 
 
      
 
    "Of course, JohnBlake, we will carry out the work immediately," Talari replied with a bow. "The refit will be completed by the time you are ready to leave tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    "Excellent! Thanks very much Talari," John said appreciatively, before turning to the girls. "We should probably head back to the Invictus." 
 
      
 
    "Return to the drydock you visited last time, and the work you have requested will be performed on your Raptor gunship," Talari said quietly. 
 
      
 
    John nodded in gratitude then ushered the girls ahead of him as they left the complex. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a short flight back to the Ashana shipyard, they landed in the drydock, where a team of engineers were waiting to upgrade the Raptor. Leaving them to it, John and the girls reconvened to their favourite meeting place. John sat in the middle of the bed, with the four girls seated in a semi-circle around him, watching expectantly and waiting for him to start the discussion. 
 
      
 
    "So it seems I have a few skeletons in the family closet," John said, then winced at the awfully inappropriate pun. 
 
      
 
    "To put it mildly," Alyssa said with a smile, reaching out to clasp his hand. "But to put your mind at ease, it doesn't change the way I feel about you one bit." 
 
      
 
    Dana, Jade, and Calara echoed her sentiments and they all joined Alyssa in giving him a reassuring hug. 
 
      
 
    "I think a joint family dinner might not be a good idea though," Calara said with a gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    They laughed at her joke and the mood lifted considerably. 
 
      
 
    "Do you still want to try and find out more about your father and mother?" Jade asked him, while stroking his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    "I've got a feeling it's not going to be good news, so I'm not in any hurry," he replied with a heavy sigh. "I think we'll just continue with my old plan for now and visit the Maliri for some weapon upgrades on the Invictus. At least, once we've met Calara's family..." He smiled at the Latina and nudged her gently with his elbow. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa turned to the brunette as well and asked gently, "Have you decided what you’re going to tell your parents about your relationship with all of us?"  
 
      
 
    "Well, I'd like you all to come and visit, if you want to?" Calara replied, looking to Alyssa, Dana, and Jade in turn who each nodded eagerly. She looked both embarrassed and guilty as she continued, "But, if it's okay with you, I think it’ll probably be easier if we keep up the pretence that it's just John and me in a relationship. My family is quite conservative, so I think we probably ought to play it safe." 
 
      
 
    "So I can't tell them how much I love it when you eat John's cum from my pussy?" Dana pouted, her eyes twinkling with mischief. 
 
      
 
    "Let's just keep that between us for the moment," Calara laughed nervously, imagining the reaction that little titbit might provoke. 
 
      
 
    "It's your call," Alyssa said her tone soothing and sympathetic. "I'd love to meet your family, but we really don't want to cause any problems for you." 
 
      
 
    "I think it's a wise decision," John said, putting his arm around Calara's shoulder. "You're already going to have some fast talking to do, considering the physical changes you've undergone recently. You're taller now than when we first met you, right?" 
 
      
 
    "That's true. I was five-foot-six and I'm three inches taller now," Calara said, grinning. She then glanced down at her enhanced bust with a raised eyebrow. "And these will cause quite a stir," she giggled. "I've gone from a 30B cup to a 32D!"  
 
      
 
    "They are quite wonderful, though," Jade said fondly, with a smile on her face. "I always sleep soundly, being able to cuddle up behind you, holding them in my hands." 
 
      
 
    Calara turned to give the Nymph an intimate hug. They smiled at each other coyly as their sensitive breasts pressed against each other, the pliant flesh rubbing together and sending excited shivers through each girl's body. Dark brown and emerald eyes flashed with arousal as they stared at one another and they began to kiss tenderly. Calara straddled Jade's lap and encircled her with her athletic legs, while the Nymph pulled her into a tight embrace, neither interrupting the soft, gentle dance of their lips and tongues. 
 
      
 
    John, Alyssa, and Dana watched entranced as they kissed sensually, their lovely pouting lips brushing together, accompanied by breathy sighs and moans. Alyssa caressed Dana's shoulder teasingly, and the redhead turned back towards her friend with a hungry smile on her lips. The blonde opened her arms in invitation and Dana moved gracefully to sit in her lap, copying the other two girls who were fully absorbed in their erotic embrace. 
 
      
 
    Grinning happily, John watched both pairs of girls kissing and touching each other intimately, the room echoing with the wonderful sounds of aroused young women. As they got more turned on, more clothes started to come off, until all four girls were gloriously nude. He slid off the bed and removed his own clothes, before moving to sit in the comfortable chair that offered him a spectacular view of the girls. 
 
      
 
    "Alyssa, come here and suck my cock," he requested firmly, causing the girls from Karron to pause in their loving kisses, and glance at him excitedly. 
 
      
 
    Dana unfolded herself from her friend's embrace, then eagerly joined Calara and Jade, freeing the blonde to prowl towards him at a languid pace. 
 
      
 
    *My, my, this is a masterful new side of you,* her approving voice sounded clearly in his mind. 
 
      
 
    *Well considering my... background, it does feel natural,* he explained carefully. *I figure, why fight it? But I'll need you to rein me in, if I get out of hand...* His thoughts carried a playful tone, letting her know he would never for one moment allow that to be a possibility. 
 
      
 
    *My only wish is to obey you, Master,* she purred, making him tremble with excitement. Alyssa sank smoothly to her knees in front of him and spread his thighs to give her plenty of room. She reached out with both hands to cradle his balls lovingly, feeling their weight, before moving her fingers back to caress the second set in turn. 
 
      
 
    *These have done so much for us, it's only right that we service them whenever they need,* she mused, glancing up at him coyly for a second and flashing her piercing cerulean eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    *You've learned your place well, slavegirl,* John replied, amused and aroused by her little game. 
 
      
 
    *If my place is to kneel and worship your cock, it's one that I've learned to love,* she replied, opening her luscious lips, and engulfing the head of his throbbing cock in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    *Fuck, that feels good,* he gasped, staring at her beautiful face as she looked up at him in adoration.  
 
      
 
    *You feel so big in my mouth,* she sighed contentedly, *When you push your way into my body, it's the best feeling in the world.* 
 
      
 
    *Let's make you happy then,* he thought to her, taking her tousled blonde head in his hands, and guiding her down his shaft. Alyssa swallowed repeatedly, making it easy for him to sink right down her throat, so her lips were tightly stretched around the base of his cock. 
 
      
 
    *That feels amazing, so hot and hard,* Alyssa moaned as she eased back slightly, before taking him fully inside her again, rocking imperceptibly as she massaged every inch of his cock. 
 
      
 
    John closed his eyes, luxuriating in her masterful blowjob, before the gasps and soft cries coming from the bed drew his attention. He glanced at the other girls and saw that Calara, Dana, and Jade were lying on their sides in a triangle, noisily lapping away at each other's pussies. His cock lurched in Alyssa's throat, drawing a throaty moan from her. 
 
      
 
    *I can hear them licking each other... they must look incredible,* she said, her lusty thoughts echoing in his mind. 
 
      
 
    *It's hard to know where to look,* he admitted, returning his gaze to her as she stared up at him. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa smiled knowingly, and then her expression changed to one of wide eyed unquestioning devotion as she sucked on him eagerly, as though desperate to have his cum fill her belly. The phenomenal head she was giving him, combined with that look of blind obedience, sent electric shivers down his spine.  
 
      
 
    *All I wish is to please you, Master!* she begged him, *Please let your slavegirl know she is worthy, and let me carry your cum in my belly!* 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck!" John roared as he stared into her big blue eyes, his balls flexing and convulsing as they sent his cum rocketing down her throat to splash in her empty stomach. She sucked on him powerfully, running her tongue back and forth over his sensitive head, as he shot spurt after spurt into her.   
 
      
 
    *That's feels so good, my stomach's getting heavy with your sperm,* her telepathic voice whispered adoringly. *Thank you for blessing me with your seed, Master.* 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" he groaned, writhing as she sucked him relentlessly. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa murmured an unending litany of loving thoughts in his mind as she drained his balls dry. Finally, she relented and let him collapse back in the chair, gasping and panting for breath. Standing gracefully, she bent over him as he watched her with awestruck eyes, leaning in to press her lips up against his ear. 
 
      
 
    "No-one knows you like I do," her beautiful melodic voice whispered to him softly, before she planted a loving kiss on his cheek, and held it for a few seconds. She then stood up straight, and gently stroked her hugely swollen belly with both hands, only inches in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *I think you liked dominating your submissive slavegirl. That was a big load for my poor little tummy to take,* her thoughts danced playfully through his mind as she posed for him, letting him appreciate her heavily rounded stomach. 
 
      
 
    *You're incredible, do you know that?* he replied in wonder. 
 
      
 
    *You can indulge any dark fantasy with me, whenever you want,* she promised him, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    She offered her hand and he stood on unsteady legs, following her over to join the other girls. Calara, Dana, and Jade were watching them in fascination, but they scampered to make room for John and Alyssa, who lay down together in the middle of the big bed. The girls curled up around them soft hands caressing one another. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry ladies, I was planning on giving you each a turn, but Alyssa decided she wanted me all for herself," John laughed in a daze. 
 
      
 
    "We just needed to let you indulge your dominant side a little, didn't we, handsome?" Alyssa asked with a teasing grin. 
 
      
 
    "You're a very naughty girl," he sighed with a broad smile, as she snuggled under his protective arm. 
 
      
 
    "That's okay," Dana replied, licking her lips and savouring the taste. "We managed to keep ourselves occupied!” 
 
      
 
    "That was the most intriguing triangle I've ever seen, who came up with that idea?" John asked, thinking back to their stunning Sapphic display. 
 
      
 
    Calara glanced over her shoulder at the Nymph who was pressed up against her back. "Jade seems to have a creative side..."  
 
      
 
    The dark-green shapeshifter hugged her friend tightly and squeezed the Latina's firm breast with her left hand. "When I have such a gorgeous muse to work with, it gets my creative juices flowing!” 
 
      
 
    The others laughed along with her and then settled back in companionable silence, just enjoying the peace after the chaos of the previous week. 
 
      
 
    "I wonder what surprise the council has in store for us tomorrow?" Alyssa eventually wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever it is, I just want to say how proud I am of all of you," John said sincerely. "This confrontation with the Drakkar has pushed all of you harder and further than anything we've experienced before, and you all excelled yourselves." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, John," They chorused together, before exchanging startled glances and wry smiles. 
 
      
 
    "More than that, I want you to know how much you all mean to me, and how I love you all so much!" he exclaimed, his heartfelt words moving the girls. 
 
      
 
    They hugged him tightly, murmuring their gratitude and appreciation. 
 
      
 
    Calara looked delighted as she said, “Maybe we need to let Alyssa go to work on John more often, if it makes him express himself like that!”  
 
      
 
    "Mmm, you have no complaints from me," Alyssa purred, stroking the hefty load of cream in her spherical stomach. 
 
      
 
    "That's too heavy a price to pay," Dana said regretfully, looking up at John. "I'm afraid you'll have to settle for each of us taking our turn with you.” 
 
      
 
    "It's a heavy burden, but I think I'll cope," he replied, pulling her in for a quick kiss. He glanced across at the ship's chronometer to find out the time. "It's still a bit early for dinner, does anyone fancy coming to the gym for a workout?" 
 
      
 
    "Our martial arts training schedule got turned upside down by the Drakkar," Calara said with a smile, "But I'd really like to keep it going, if you're up for it?" 
 
      
 
    "Sounds great!" John replied enthusiastically.  
 
      
 
    "I'd like to take a swim, so I'll keep you company too," Jade grinned at him.  
 
      
 
    "Perfect, two out of four so far. How about you ladies?" John asked Alyssa and Dana with his eyebrow raised. He knew both of them had an instinctive dislike of the big swimming pool in the gym. 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately, I’ll have to decline,” Dana said, pretending to be disappointed. “I need to check on the Ashanath, see how they're getting on with refitting the Raptor. I also need to send Talari those images of the black ship."  
 
      
 
    "If it's okay with you, I'm going to have a nap; sleep off this late lunch," Alyssa said with a lazy smile, walking her fingertips over her cum-bloated belly. 
 
      
 
    John leaned over to give her a peck on the lips. "Sure, you earned it, beautiful."  
 
      
 
    They all got up and prepared to go their separate ways, while agreeing to meet up for dinner in a few hours.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jade cavorted around the pool, her aquatic form allowing her to scythe through the water like a knife. John and Calara watched her while they performed their stretching routines, and they couldn't help but smile at her pure enjoyment.  
 
      
 
    "Jade, could you come here a moment," John called out to her as she raced past. 
 
      
 
    She spun back to face him, swimming to a halt at the pool edge. "Yes, John, is there something the matter?" 
 
      
 
    "No, nothing like that, but seeing you swim, you seem so confined by the pool. Would you like to go to an aquatic planet for our next vacation?" he asked, suspecting he knew what her answer might be. 
 
      
 
    "That would be amazing!" Jade replied, looking thrilled as she clapped her hands with glee. "Being able to swim as fast as I can would be wonderful." 
 
      
 
    He smiled, pleased at her joyful reaction and turned to Calara. "How about you, gorgeous? Are you a fan of beach holidays?" 
 
      
 
    "I've never been on one before," the brunette replied, looking just as excitedly as the Nymph. "We used to go on quite a few skiing holidays, as there’s some amazing snowy mountains on Jericho, but the planet didn't have the climate for beach vacations." 
 
      
 
    "Perfect. I'll remember to pick up a bucket and spade the next time we go shopping," he said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Calara looked at him in confusion. "What do you mean?"  
 
      
 
    John grinned at her bemused expression. "You haven't lived until you've built a sand castle. Now show me how much you appreciate my vacation plans, by kicking my ass. Or trying to!" he challenged her, while striding purposefully out on to the fighting mats. 
 
      
 
    Calara followed him, walking with confidence and watching his every move. 
 
      
 
    "Now, my big decision for today, is how I'm going to celebrate my victory," he goaded her, dancing around and showboating for an imaginary crowd. "Would you like me to stre-," his sentence was cut off as she darted forward, throwing a lightning-fast punch at his stomach. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, very nice," he whistled appreciatively, barely able to dodge back in time, "It looks like you really took the last less-," his speech was cut off again as he had to block a furious flurry of punches and leap aside from a leg sweep. 
 
      
 
    Calara backed off, dancing out of reach and grinning at him. He smiled back and nodded appreciatively, acknowledging the way she’d taken his last lesson to heart. "Very impressive, honey," he praised her, proud of how well she was improving. 
 
      
 
    "What happens if I beat you?" she asked him, her eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
      
 
    He smiled, moving forwards to engage her again. "We'll just have to see when that happens..."  
 
      
 
    John launched his own chain of attacks, with Calara blocking and deflecting just as he'd trained her. Her aptitude for martial arts was astounding, the eager young woman coming along in leaps and bounds every time they practiced together. He saw a few opportunities where he could have ended the fight, but he was having such a good time training with her, he didn't want to end it yet. After he'd refused to exploit one of her mistakes for the third time, Calara held up her hand calling for a timeout. 
 
      
 
    "You could have beaten me there, I overexposed myself with that roundhouse kick," she said looking puzzled. "Why didn't you finish it?" 
 
      
 
    "Well done for realising your mistake. It shows how much you've improved when you can recognise your own errors, without me having to point them out." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, but that didn't answer my question," the Latina said, smiling happily at his praise. 
 
      
 
    "I was enjoying myself too much, and didn't want the session to end," he admitted honestly. 
 
      
 
    "Unwillingness to finish a vulnerable foe? I'm sure that sounds like a lesson I'd need to be chastised for," Calara said in a seductive voice, as she prowled towards him. "Maybe the spoils of victory aren't enticing enough?" 
 
      
 
    John watched the graceful, enchanting way she glided towards him, her hips swaying teasingly. She came to a halt right next to him, brushing her legs against his and gazing up at his face with a challenging look in her eyes. Closing her long lashes, she tilted her head back with her full lips slightly parted, looking exceptionally kissable. Grinning happily, he leaned forward to accept her lovely invitation. Then before he knew what was happening, he was whirling through the air to fall flat on his back, the cunning brunette having hooked one of her athletic legs behind him and tripped him up. 
 
      
 
    "Woohoo!" she cheered, leaping around triumphantly. 
 
      
 
    Jade laughed and applauded her victory. "Well done, Calara!"  
 
      
 
    "Hey! That was cheating," John protested, where he lay prone on the mat. 
 
      
 
    "’Promise me you'll fight dirty and do anything you have to’," she replied in a gruff baritone voice, quoting him from their first lesson together, a gleeful, impish expression on her face. "I only did what I promised my Sensei I would!" 
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay, you won that one," John conceded, laughing heartily. "What do you want as your prize?" 
 
      
 
    Calara glided over to him and offered him her hand. He took it, and she pulled him to his feet with her strong grip. John opened his arms and she stepped into his warm embrace, resting her head on his chest and sighing contentedly. "I've already won the best prize." 
 
      
 
    He hugged her tightly, returning the sentiment as he leaned down to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    The Latina drew him in with her lovely dark brown eyes. "Fight to win next time, okay? When I do finally beat you, I want to have earned it." 
 
      
 
    John nodded wholeheartedly, then turned to the pool where Jade was watching them. "Want some company?" he asked her with a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    The nymph grinned and beckoned them over, then watched in delight as John and Calara stripped off and dived in.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dana smiled happily as she watched the Ashanath engineers carefully installing the new Tachyon drive in the Raptor gunship. The gunship had not originally been designed to have hyper-warp capability, but the drive was relatively small, and they had been able to install it with the minimum of fuss. Reasoning that they no longer needed such a large armoury, which was originally designed to store gear for thirty special forces marines, she had partitioned the room off, taking half the space to home the new drive. 
 
      
 
    Turning and walking out the door, she examined the new grav-tubes where the elevator had previously been fitted. There were only two levels to the Raptor, but that had made waiting for the elevator even more annoying.  
 
      
 
    "We have finished calibration of the anti-gravity devices," whispered the Ashanath engineer who stepped out of the red glow of the grav-tube. "Would you care to inspect the readings to confirm they fall into acceptable parameters?" 
 
      
 
    "It's okay Zanthus, I trust you," she said, her face lighting up with a beaming smile. "The refit you and your team did on the Invictus was top-notch." 
 
      
 
    "My thanks Dana, it was an honour to see you at work," he replied in his quiet voice, staring at her in admiration. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I didn't do much," she said, waving her hand dismissively. "You and your boys did the hard work." 
 
      
 
    "That is not so!" Zanthus protested, his big eyes opening even wider with wonder. "The engineering academies are still marvelling at the way you reverse engineered the Drakkar's armour. At first the professors refused to believe that you developed a new Etherite based alloy in a matter of hours." 
 
      
 
    "Well, we were in a hurry," Dana said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "If you should ever require an apprentice, I would humbly request that I be allowed to submit my own application," Zanthus said, his voice tinged with hope. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, that's very sweet, and you'd be my first pick," Dana told him gently. "Unfortunately, Alyssa is in charge of recruitment and she has certain... criteria she's looking for when she hires new crew." 
 
      
 
    "Well I would have always regretted it, had I not asked," Zanthus said in his softly echoing voice. 
 
      
 
    Dana sidled up to him and leaned down to give him a peck on the cheek. "Thanks for all you've done for us Zanthus, I really appreciate it," she said warmly. "I wish you all the best for your future." 
 
      
 
    Zanthus' normally unblinking eyelids fluttered rapidly, as he stood speechless in the corridor, watching in wonder as the flame-haired goddess walked away, waving at him as she departed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a relaxed affair with John and the girls sitting around eating pasta and drinking wine. It felt nice to just have some normal time together, without the pressure of racing around having to save the day. They went over the events on the Drakkar battleship again, discussing in more detail what had led to Dana getting wounded, then the confrontation with the Overlord. 
 
      
 
    "I'm thinking it might be a good idea to expand the crew," John suggested to the girls with some hesitation. "At the very least, a medical officer would be invaluable." 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have been getting into a lot of scrapes recently," Dana agreed wholeheartedly, "My poor head and arm can attest to that!" 
 
      
 
    "That would be a wise precaution," Calara said, nodding her agreement. "No matter how good you are in combat, you can't predict some random accident causing injuries." 
 
      
 
    Jade raised an eyebrow and smiled. "Are you saying my services as resident nurse are no longer required?"  
 
      
 
    "You can nurse me any time!" Dana said with a playful grin. 
 
      
 
    "So, what are you thinking, John?” Alyssa asked him archly. “Blonde, brunette, redhead? Perhaps someone more exotic?"  
 
      
 
    The other girls giggled then looked at him expectantly, awaiting his answer. 
 
      
 
    "You four girls keep me more than satisfied," John laughed, his hands held up defensively. "I really am basing this decision on trying to make sure we have all the necessary roles filled." 
 
      
 
    "Hah! Yeah, I'm sure you'll be very dutiful about "filling in" whoever we get as a new recruit," Dana smirked. 
 
      
 
    "Well it is his job as Commander to make sure we're kept abreast of every situation..." Alyssa began, before stopping abruptly and rolling her eyes. "Ah, I can't be bothered with the double entendres. I'll find you some hot young medic, we'll convince her to join the crew, and we'll all have fun fucking her brains out. Everyone agreed?" 
 
      
 
    "Sounds perfect!" Jade said excitedly. “John needs lots more girls!” 
 
      
 
    Calara smiled at the blonde. "Excellent plan, Alyssa,"  
 
      
 
    Dana nodded enthusiastically. "I can't wait!"  
 
      
 
    "Well, it's been a winning formula so far," John said with a disbelieving laugh, delighted at how well his crew expansion plan was being received. 
 
      
 
    Alyssa leaned in closer and asked hopefully, "Were you thinking of recruiting Rachel?"  
 
      
 
    "It would be rude not to ask," John said while locking eyes with Alyssa, remembering the kind and beautiful brunette they had met back on Gravitus.  
 
      
 
    "Perhaps I’ll get my wish after all," Alyssa purred, making no attempt to hide her lustful expression. "I'll reach out to her, see how she's getting on in the Dragon March." 
 
      
 
    "I'll leave the finer details in my XO's capable hands," John said, smiling as he raised his glass to the excited blonde. 
 
      
 
    "To meeting interesting new people," Alyssa said, raising her glass in a toast, her eyes sparkling as brightly as the cut glass crystal she held in her delicate hand. 
 
      
 
    They raised their glasses to the prospect of adding another person to the crew, laughing and joking together animatedly. Dinner was soon over, and the girls dismissed their dedicated chef, ordering John to put his feet up while Calara brought him a fresh drink. She sat with him and they chatted a little more about her family, both of them thinking about the upcoming meeting with the Fernandez clan. 
 
      
 
    The other girls soon joined them and they whiled away a few hours just relaxing and chatting together, the heady wine taking its toll. Everyone was curious about the surprise the Ashanath High Council had in store for them, and it dominated the subject of conversation for most of the evening. Eventually they began to move on to other topics, and when the girl's laughter turned into giggling, John decided to wind things down before they got too drunk. They headed off to bed hand-in-hand, eager to see what they had in wait for them tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They woke up early, with everyone feeling refreshed after a good night's sleep. After a quick shower, they dressed in more formal clothes than they normally wore, suspecting that they would be meeting up with the Ashanath High Council at some point that day. 
 
      
 
    John whistled appreciatively when Alyssa appeared, wearing her figure-hugging pencil skirt suit. He walked over and gazed into her eyes as he slid his hand under her formal shirt to suggestively stroke her toned stomach. "If only we didn't have a prior engagement..."  
 
      
 
    "The Ashanath appreciate curves, I'm sure they wouldn't be offended," she replied coyly, leaning into his hand as she looked up at him. "You only have to say the word, and you'll be emptying your quad down your compliant little secretary's throat."  
 
      
 
    "I've got something in mind, otherwise you'd be on your knees right now," he said, pulling her tightly to him and kissing her fiercely. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I like your plan even better," she said in a soft, low voice, when they finally broke apart. 
 
      
 
    She walked out of the room with an added sway to her hips, making her killer body look even more mouth-wateringly delicious. John followed, gathering up the rest of the girls as they went. 
 
      
 
    The Raptor was parked outside the Invictus where Jade had left it, the glistening black gunship looking mean and dangerous as it crouched in the shadow of the assault cruiser. One of the robed Ashanath was waiting for them, standing by a disc-shaped craft, and John instinctively knew it was High Councillor Talari.  
 
      
 
    "Good morning, Talari," John called out warmly. 
 
      
 
    "Pleasant greetings to you, JohnBlake. It is wonderful to see you and your companions today," the Ashanath councillor replied. 
 
      
 
    John smiled as he asked, "Are you going to give us any clues as to what this surprise is?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid not, but if you would like to load up your gunship in the Invictus, I will lead you to the High Council. We have completed the additional modifications that you requested, on the vessel you refer to as the Raptor," he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Fantastic, thanks Talari," John said gratefully. 
 
      
 
    Dana bounded over and tapped Talari on the shoulder. "What did you make of the images and data I sent you about that mystery black ship?" 
 
      
 
    "We thank you for those, Dana. My team are analysing what we can ascertain from them as we speak, but I fear it will not be much. What I would give for an active scan of that ship," Talari said, even his synthetic computer voice sounding wistful. 
 
      
 
    The Ashanath Councillor returned to his ship, while Jade jogged over to the Raptor, excited to see the new modifications. The rest of the crew waited for her in the hangar bay of the Invictus and the Nymph brought the gunship in through the huge doors, bringing it down for a perfect landing in the middle of the bay. They then travelled up the grav-tubes and onto the Bridge, where Alyssa fired up the engines on the assault cruiser, so that they could follow the nimble Ashanath saucer.  
 
      
 
    Talari led them away from the drydock in his agile disc-shaped vessel. They retraced their earlier path through the twisting caverns, until they were back at the first docking bay that they had landed at several days earlier. 
 
      
 
    "This is eerily familiar," Alyssa said, as she brought them up to the awaiting robotic arms, in the rocky cavernous hangar in the underbelly of the Ashana shipyard. The arms attached themselves to their ship's hull with a magnetic clunk, before smoothly rotating the vessel through 180 degrees, and setting them down on the hangar bay floor. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go see what they have in store for us," John said, feeling a surge of excitement. The girls were equally as eager, anticipation building in the air, and they followed him down in the grav-tubes so that they could disembark. 
 
      
 
    Talari was waiting for them by his ship, and when they strode over to meet him, he turned to lead them over to the anti-grav shafts up to the surface of the shipyard. A hushed silence had fallen over their little group as they floated up to the top level and stepped out onto the dusty red street. They followed the robed Grey quietly, as he guided them down the road to the main thoroughfare. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we heading?" John eventually asked their Grey guide, growing ever more intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "To the Trader's Emporium. You will see why, shortly," Talari said, as they re-trod familiar steps, the first they had taken on this alien world. 
 
      
 
    After they had walked for a few hundred more metres along the bustling main boulevard, Talari brought them to a stop by one of the anti-gravity tubes, which led up to the mezzanine level. "The High Council awaits you up there," he advised them in his quiet, eerie voice. 
 
      
 
    John nodded, and they stepped into the anti-gravity field, ascending upwards after Talari. They finally reached the top level and stepped out, only to freeze in stunned astonishment at what awaited them. 
 
      
 
    All the merchant booths had been temporarily cleared, leaving the vast mezzanine completely open. Thousands of Ashanath awaited them, lined up in orderly rows, all watching and waiting for High Councillor Talari to appear with his honoured guests. There was a wide path through the throng of Grey citizens, leading directly towards eight robed Ashanath, who John recognised as being members of the High Council. They stood in a row, awaiting John and his crew, in front of a large object covered in a silvery cloth that dominated the otherwise empty Traders Emporium. 
 
      
 
    "If you would follow me please," Talari whispered, with a deep respectful bow. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at the girls, who were looking a little overawed, then nodded his assent to Talari. The Councillor glided ahead and the Invictus crew followed behind him as he led them through the huge crowd of staring alien citizens. Feeling very self-conscious, they were relieved when they finally arrived in front of the High Council. Talari went to stand at his place with his colleagues and Senior Councillor Ularean stepped forward.  
 
      
 
    "JohnBlake, we are honoured that you and your companions would grace us with your presence this day. As our loyal allies, you have done so much for the Ashanath Collective, saving many thousands of lives with your elimination of the vicious Drakkar raiders," he said, the unemotional voice of his speech modulator still conveying the gratitude in his words. 
 
      
 
    "It gives me great pleasure to announce that you will always be welcome on Ashana as a friend to the Ashanath people and we wish to unveil a tribute we have constructed in your honour," he declared, before turning around to face the large silvery object behind him. 
 
      
 
    John and the girls watched spellbound as the silvery cloth was slowly pulled back, before finally dropping away, leaving the huge monument to gleam brightly in the sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, wow!" Dana muttered, awestruck, as she stared up with disbelieving eyes at the monument that loomed above them. 
 
      
 
    The monument was made out of Etherium, and was a perfect replica of John, Alyssa, Calara, Dana, and Jade. The attention to detail by the Ashanath sculptors was incredible, having managed to perfectly capture the beauty of each of the girls, and even going so far as to get the order right in the way they arranged themselves around John. The five of them were positioned in a heroic pose, and the fifty-foot tall statue dominated the view over the Mezzanine, clearly viewable from all areas. 
 
      
 
    "This is incredible," John said in wonder, his voice hushed.  
 
      
 
    "You have saved a great many lives with your intervention against... the Drakkar," Ularean murmured to him quietly, pausing significantly when he spoke. "We hope that by positioning the monument to you and your companions here, then tales of your exploits will spread amongst the other races that come to trade with us." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for your amazing generosity, Ularean," John said sincerely, before turning to face the assembled Ashanath citizens.  
 
      
 
    "I feel honoured to consider the wonderful people of the Ashanath Collective my ally," John began, addressing the crowd in a strong voice that echoed around the plaza. "It was only through the hard work and technical skills of citizens here on Ashana, that we were able to defeat the Drakkar and bring an end to their brutal attacks. I hope that through future cooperation, we can continue to achieve great things together, forging a bright future, side by side as allies and friends!" 
 
      
 
    *That caused quite a stir, John!* Alyssa's voice said clearly in his mind, sounding impressed. *I didn't know you had a talent for public speaking!*  
 
      
 
    John turned back to the council once more, before he bowed to them, and they in turn all bowed deeply towards him. Ularean then stepped forward and spoke to him again, "We wish you a safe journey and will always offer you the hand of friendship should you ever find yourself in need, JohnBlake." 
 
      
 
    "Likewise, Senior Councillor," John replied, then turned to walk back through the huge crowds of Ashanath civilians. The Greys watched their every move as they left the mezzanine of the Trader's Emporium and paused by the anti-gravity tube that led back down to the boulevard. John and the girls waved the assembled Ashanath a warm wave goodbye, the aliens awkwardly copying the gesture, then the crew stepped into the tubes and away from sight. 
 
      
 
    They walked along in silence for a few minutes until they were back in the anti-grav passage leading down to their hangar. They glanced at each other with excited eyes, managing to keep it together until they opened the airlock into the assault cruiser and walked inside. The moment the airlock door spiralled shut, the spell of silence was broken and they exploded into excited chatter. 
 
      
 
    "That was wonderful!" Jade exclaimed, looking up at John adoringly. 
 
      
 
    Dana bounced up and down with glee. "They built a statue to us!"  
 
      
 
    "My family would freak if they saw this!" Calara gasped in wonder. 
 
      
 
    John grinned indulgently at the exuberant reaction from the girls, but he shared a glance with Alyssa, communicating wordlessly with her. They both understood the deeper meaning behind the magnificent statue, now standing protectively over the Trader's Emporium. He led the girls up to the officers' lounge, where they sat on the comfortable sofas to the sound of excited chatter. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?" Calara finally asked, noticing that John and Alyssa were not leaping up and down like the rest of them. 
 
      
 
    "The statue was meant to honour us," John said, reluctant to bring down their buoyant good mood. "But it has a secondary purpose as well."  
 
      
 
    "It's meant as a warning," Alyssa finished for him soberly. "The Ashanath are terrified of Progenitors, and they hope that by flaunting their alliance with John, it will protect them from further harm from another Progenitor or their allies." 
 
      
 
    "Well that's an interesting take on it," Dana said, quietening down abruptly. 
 
      
 
    "It makes a lot of sense though," Calara said thoughtfully. "Positioned where it is, the message will pass around to the other races very quickly." 
 
      
 
    "Possibly making us a big target, for more fearsome predators," Jade said ominously. 
 
      
 
    John gave them a confident smile. "We better make sure we're ready for them then!"  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Where are you, you elusive bastard?!" the brooding figure snarled in anger, slamming his fist down on the gothic throne. He had been working through his vast network of informants, but none of his contacts seemed to have a clue where Commander John Blake had disappeared to. 
 
      
 
    "You can't have just vanished!" he exclaimed, finding this particular target to be absolutely infuriating.  
 
      
 
    The last reports he had received, showed John Blake and his assault cruiser to be sighted at Olympus Shipyard, but that was nearly two weeks ago, and there had been neither sight nor sound of him since then. Fortunately, the contract didn't specify a deadline for completion, but this was the longest he had ever taken to eliminate a target, and he wouldn't risk anything tarnishing his darkly-won reputation. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe another approach is needed here," he mused to himself, stroking his chin thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    He reached over to his console and made a call. 
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    This is the third 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.  
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