CHAPTER FIVE
EARTH

Isra watched as they approached the blue green planet quickly, his heart beginning to pound in his chest the closer he got to the world. Down there somewhere was the sapphire eyed female she-elf wolf, the one who had stolen all he was. And because she was so deeply bonded with the amber eyed Drow, all that he was now included her. The trip had been long and arduous for him, each day bringing him closer to what he had gained in one moment and lost in the next. He had claimed her that day on the ship, claimed her as his mate, and by virtue of that he had claimed the Drow who also ruled her heart. The weeks they had spent together had been the most perilous of his life, and the most joyous. She smelled so sweet and pure, her very essence filling his being, bringing him the peace he had sought for so long. Their times together had been his first with a woman, and Tarifa had fit him like the proverbial glove. Her body was perfection, at least in his eyes, and he had taken the time to explore and discover every portion of it in intimate detail. Isra knew he was large in that department, but Tarifa had accepted all of him into her, and if her cries of passion were anything to go by, Isra had done pretty good. 

He had known that her Drow lover and she were of one mind really, and after the initial shock of discovering she was also part vampire, Isra had looked beyond that and discovered an equally intriguing and beautiful woman who also had wolf in her blood. He had not spent as much time with her as he should have, and for that he berated himself. But they were also plagued with a lingering love for a man long dead, a man who they could not put to rest. Given what else Isra had discovered in those last weeks on his planet, that lingering love for a dead man would keep them from ever being fully his as he so desired. Unlike his father and brothers, Isra didn’t want them just for sex, he also wanted their hearts.

The moment Aelnala had come into his life, everything had changed. The moment he had climbed onto her back, the moment their minds became one that first day, that first hour, his path was laid out in front of him. He had discovered where he belonged, he discovered who he truly could be and the answers he had always sought had come to him. He had felt no fear that day on Enurrua, no remorse against those he had grown up with. He felt nothing but rage when he had struck down his brother for trying to kill the women he loved. The King had made a decision that day, a decision that had altered the course of Isra’s life and finally given him a future.


A future he had embraced with open arms.


He and Aelnala were one of the five strongest Bonded Pairs now. Only King Leonidas and Queen Aricia surpassed what he and Andreus could do, and the gap between them and Queen Dysea was rapidly being closed by Dysea and Iriral as they progressed in skill. He was a Section Leader of Mjolnir’s Hand. Three hundred Bonded Pairs as they were now referred to as. A Spartan and a Dragon. Two minds trained to fight and fly and bring peace as one. His Spartan training had gone much easier than he had expected, perhaps because of the skills being bonded with Aelnala brought to him, but he earned his Shi Viska in only three months time, when most took an entire year. Of course it helped that the King’s Captain had taken him under his wing as well. 

The day after having his Shi Viska branded to him, it was then he had thrown himself into his training with Aelnala. Under the tutelage of the First Oracle and the Dragon Elder Mother, he and Aelnala had leaped forward in bounds in their training and the bonding of their minds. To be bonded in such a way with another mind had taken some getting used too, but it came naturally to them both. They were both outcasts in a way which went further than anything else in bonding them as it had.


Isra’s aura was wild and untamed, much like his King. He relied on his instincts and his nature more times than actual science or investigation, though he had blended those skills together very well into his persona. He was the youngest son of the man who had kidnapped Queen Aricia, and then watched as his son raped her. Isra had watched the King exact his vengeance on both of them, and he had felt the surge of pride and power when he flew into battle next to the man he now called friend. Aelnala was also an outcast, not by any action of hers, but by an action of men who followed Isra’s father. She had sustained an injury many years ago that robbed her of the ability to carry eggs, and for that reason no Dragon male would choose her as his mate. The desire to breed and have hatchlings was stronger in dragons that it was even in Lycavorians, and Aelnala could not fulfill this desire with a male. Like soulmates among his people, Dragons mated for life, and Aelnala would forever be alone because of men like him.


Not like you my Bonded Isra. Aelnala’s soft voice interrupted his thoughts. You are not like those men, and you never were. What happened was also partly my fault as well. I was young and stupid at the time. Never think for an instant you are at fault.

Isra smiled and turned to look at her honey colored eyes. Aelnala was a Heavyhorn Dragon, and though no where near as large as Torma, she was above average for her breed. Her dirty yellow scales were smooth and could be very soft as Isra had found on many nights sleeping propped up against her side. She was perhaps a shade over six meters in length and four meters tall at her highest. She weighed in excess of two metric tons, but with constant training and practice with Isheeni over the King’s Island, she had become one of the most maneuverable dragons of Mjolnir’s Hand, and one of the strongest physically. Her body was thickly muscled, the bone spikes on her large head sharp and solid. The two hand hold spikes on her shoulders were like giant anchors, her wing span twelve meters across from tip to tip. In Isra’s eyes she was the most beautiful dragon he had ever seen. 


Thank you Bonded One. Aelnala said with a dragon smile, a bearing of her vicious looking fangs and a gentle nudge of his shoulder with her snout. You worry that they will not desire you Isra. That they have found someone else?


Isra looked at the female elf that was their pilot and then back out to look at Earth as it got closer. Yes.


She still burns in your blood?


They both do Aelnala. He answered. There is not one without the other.


The King told you that he kept them from contacting you Isra. That should tell you what you want to know. Aelnala spoke.


That was five months ago Aelnala. A lot can happen in five months.


You think too little of what you meant to Tarifa Isra. What you meant to Tarifa and by default to Aihola. Aelnala spoke softly. You are in her blood as deeply as she is in yours. If it was meant to be Isra, it will be. Do not try to change something that is out of your realm to change. You are a Spartan now, and we are a Bonded Pair of Mjolnir’s Hand. We are the word and the hand of King Leonidas. 

We are. Isra nodded.


He is wise for someone so young in terms of years Isra. Trust in his judgment now. He would not have sent you here if he knew that those he considers sisters did not still carry love in their hearts for you. Aelnala spoke. They are threatened and he knows that only someone who loves them can protect them. He has trusted their care and their hearts to you.


Isra turned and looked at her. And if he is wrong?

Then they are fools and there are seven females on Apo Prime who would be happy to have you claim them. Aelnala spoke quickly and with a little bit of arrogance.


Isra laughed inwardly. You have counted them? He asked.


You are my Bond Mate. Of course I counted them. Aelnala replied. Three are worthy of your attentions… the others only want to play with you because of your status within Mjolnir’s Hand.


Isra reached up and scratched her under her mouthful of razor like teeth. I have no worries with you looking out for me do I?


What affects you affects me. Who you love, I will love. Aelnala spoke. I much prefer Tarifa and Aihola, as do you. They are… worthy of you. Aelnala’s words were spoken with a heavy bias she knew, but she also knew she was right.


“We have a communication coming in from Sparta Commander.” Their elf pilot looked up from her controls as she addressed Isra by his rank. “It’s from a Senator Dilios.” 


Her name was Lohana, and she had been chosen as their pilot for two reasons. She was very experienced, and she had a wild streak in her that fit with the natures of Isra and Aelnala, but also tempered them to a point.


Isra nodded. “Put it through Lohana.” He said.

Isra turned slightly and watched the holo image of Dilios appear on the console in front of him. He smiled and nodded his head. “Senator Dilios… King Leonidas sends his regards and well wishes.”


The man in the image smiled brightly. “He contacted me yesterday to inform me of your arrival Commander. I must say this is an honored event. The first visit by a member of Mjolnir’s Hand.”


“I’m looking forward to see Earth during my mission here Senator.” Isra spoke.


“I have a request if I may.” Dilios asked.


“Of course.”


“We are graduating a class of Spartans today at Thermopylae Commander.” Dilios spoke. “Many have heard of Mjolnir’s Hand, but even still some still doubt that dragons exist. There are many here who think it is nothing more than a child’s story.”


Isra looked oddly at the transmission. “The King and Queen were here for three months Senator, for the birth of Androcles. Torma and Isheeni were with them.”


Dilios nodded. “Yes… but they only flew at night with Torma and Isheeni, and for the most part they stayed within the grounds of the villa. King Leonidas thought it might be too much for others to see.” 


“I see. What can I do for you Senator?” Isra asked.


“I would like… I would like for you to put on a display of sorts to the class of Spartans and those that will be gathered.” Dilios replied. “I want our Spartans to know there is much they can aspire too, and that you are the perfect example of that. You and Aelnala.”

Isra turned to look at Aelnala. What do you think?

I think I want to fly so bad I am ready to rip open the back of this DT at any moment. Of course we will do this. She replied eagerly.


Isra chuckled and turned back to Dilios’s image. “Send me the coordinates of where you would like us Senator. I believe we are ready to depart this ship after six days in space. Lohana will continue on ahead to Sparta. There are quarters for her yes?”


Dilios smiled and nodded. “Yes… I have arranged everything. There are quarters already set aside for both of you here and in Eden City. I’m sending you the information on that now Commander. I look forward to greeting you on the ground.”


Isra nodded. “I look forward to meeting you sir.” He spoke as Dilios’s image faded.

Lohana nodded. “I have the coordinates.” Lohana spoke. She turned to Isra. “You want to execute a Mid Air Launch I take it?”

Isra nodded. “He wanted a show. We’ll give him a show.”


Lohana nodded. “Fly safe Commander.” 


Isra squeezed her shoulder as he got up from the seat next to her. “And you Lohana. We’ll see you in Sparta.”

THERMOPYLAE

Tarifa and Aihola had broad smiles on their faces as they clapped and cheered at the incredible display before them. A full Mora of newly christened Spartans stood before the crowd of four hundred family and friends and even some of Earth’s new trading partners, alien species mixed in with the human, elf and Lycavorian men and women in the comfortable bleachers overlooking the field before them. The monument to King Leonidas was the backdrop for the Spartans in perfect ranks of forty across. Several had spoken over the course of the last three hours, and there had been several displays of Nehtes skill and Shi Viskas in use. It was the first such event that Tarifa and Aihola had been to and they were enthralled with the skill and poise of the Spartans. 


Tarifa and Aihola sat in the front row, and as two of the three Chief Administrators of Earth, they were treated like visiting royalty. Tareif sat to Aihola’s left, while Panos sat to Tarifa’s right. They were almost regular figures in Sparta now, always welcome and most often staying at the King’s villa in the mountains above Sparta. They always had several young Spartans at their beck and call, all Alpha males and all single. Their beauty was renowned in Sparta and they always attracted unmated Alpha wolves, Tarifa especially. All of these males were falling over themselves for a chance to feel the female auras of Tarifa, or the much more sedate aura of Aihola announcing they were available. To the surprise of many, this never came about. Though Tarifa was completely wolf now, and Aihola half wolf, neither of them had even batted an eye at any male that attempted to court them. One of the wiser Alphas remarked how he had detected a unique scent of an Alpha male permeating Tarifa’s blood. It was faint, barely discernable, but he had remarked to Panos that for the scent to still linger, the male must be a powerful Alpha.


Panos had done some investigating and finally discovered what had occurred on Enurrua from Tarifa’s mother. Over the last year he had come to think of Tarifa and Aihola as adopted daughters because of the time they spent in Sparta, and his mate had remarked how they never returned any look or flash of an aura. She had told him whoever had stolen their hearts must be strong indeed. Panos had gone so far as to speak with Andreus his nephew on Apo Prime, discovering much about the young Alpha whose scent still drifted in Tarifa’s blood, and now even in Aihola’s blood. He sat with a smile on his face as Dilios got to his feet and moved for the podium that had been set up. He shifted his eyes upward and could just detect the dark spot far above them. 


They had refused additional protection, even after Selene had informed them of the second body being discovered, and would not change their schedules for anyone or anything. Panos smiled. Perhaps they would change their tune when they saw who was about to drop out of the clear blue sky.


Dilios looked out over the assembled Spartans, pride always filling him at this moment and he smiled widely. 


“You have been through much Spartans!” He spoke into the microphone his deep voice carrying across the large parade field. “You stand here this day because you have passed your Agoge and finally achieved what it is all of you coveted. The title of Spartan. It has been a little more than a year since all of us discovered who and what we were. And now under the superb leadership of three women, Earth is once more on the road to recovery. I would like to recognize two of them who are present today for this honored ceremony. Chief Administrator Tarifa and Chief Administrator Aihola.” Dilios turned to look at them and bowed his head. Tarifa and Aihola, clearly embarrassed returned the head bow and Dilios turned back to the podium. “You hold the title of Spartan now, yet some of you have not reached the pinnacle of what you could become. Many rumors have spread across Earth and the Lycavorian Union in regards to this mystery unit that King Leonidas is said to have formed. This Mjolnir’s Hand.” Dilios let his eyes wandered over the assembled Spartans. “A unit of Spartans and Dragons bonded together so deeply that they fight with one mind. Think with one mind. Many of you say that dragons do not exist! It is a myth we tell our children. You say that the King himself was here with Queen Aricia for the birth of his son and dragons were never seen. Everyone says it is just a rumor. A story of fiction.” Dilios smiled. “It is true Spartans and honored guests. It is all very true. There are two who sit with us today that can confirm that for they have seen it with their own eyes.” He motioned back to Tarifa and Aihola. “Still you say it is impossible. Well I tell you now it is not! We have been honored today Spartans and guests! Honored with the presence of one of the hammers of Mjolnir’s Hand! Reach your eyes skyward Spartans and guests and allow me to introduce the Bonded Pair and Section leaders of Mjolnir’s Hand, Commander Isra and his dragon Aelnala!”

Tarifa and Aihola had come to their feet as if shot out of a gun, both of them grabbing at each other as they looked up. A thousand pairs of eyes found the small black dot in the sky above them, obviously a ship. Then they saw the smaller black dot separate from the larger one and plummet towards the earth at an incredible speed. As it took shape they could detect the dirty yellow color of the shape and the almost indiscernible figure hunched low. The murmurs grew louder as the smaller black dot grew and took shape. Took the shape that none of them had ever seen before, and as their eyes grew wide, none were wider than the sapphire and amber eyes of the two female elves in the front row.


A thousand pairs of eyes watched as suddenly not a hundred meters from smashing into the earth a massive set of wings snapped out to the sides of the plummeting object, and with a flick of the huge tail, the amazing dive was ended and that huge object was barreling at them only sixty meters off the ground. With a deafening, deep throated trumpet that she unleashed, Aelnala and Isra ripped over the top of the field at nearly two hundred kilometers an hour, causing screams of excitement and terror followed by a riotous scream of approval from the eight hundred graduating Spartans that drowned out all else.

Aelnala banked hard to her right and felt Isra sit a little higher in the saddle as they turned.


Now that was fun! Do you think any of them wet their pants?

Isra laughed feeling the surge of power between them as he always did when they flew. The plummet from eight thousand feet had charged them both, happy to finally be free of the confines of their STRIKER DT. His legs were firmly seated under the Dragon armor of the saddle, and Isra hardly ever used the twin shoulder spikes as hand holds anymore. He wore his full armor, the helmet covering all of his head except for his eyes and part of his mouth and lips. Many of Mjolnir’s Hand had decorated their helmets in different styles with crimson colored paint, and Isra’s helmet bore crimson flame reaching back from his eyes to circle his helmet.

Why don’t we find out? Isra spoke. He placed the barrels as we asked. Shall we?


Oh yes we shall! Aelnala barked. She let out another trumpeting roar before tipping her wings once more and diving back towards the parade ground.


Tarifa gripped Aihola’s arms tightly, both of them visibly shaking as they watched Aelnala bank back towards the parade ground. 


Nya Istel… can you… Tarifa spoke to her within their Mindvoice connection. Her voice quivered in anticipation, desire and passion all woven into one. It had started the first time Aihola had taken Tarifa’s blood to heal wounds suffered during the battle for Mountain City. That action had formed the bond they now shared, a bond that had grown more powerful as the months went by, and a bond that was now the reason the two of them were consider one.


I feel it my love. Aihola replied quickly, her voice also quivering, but still held back with Aihola’s Drow like emotional control.


He… he is here Mistress! Tarifa exclaimed her sapphire eyes wide.


They watched Aelnala sweep in low over the parade ground once more, her huge wings flaring as they neared the ground. 


Dilios had placed several empty barrels all along the parade grounds and with gasps of disbelief, those barrels now launched into the air straight at Isra and Aelnala thanks to her very strong telekinesis powers. Everyone saw Isra’s Shi Viska burst into existence with a flash of golden light, and they watched in awe as he lifted his arm and launched it while extending his Nehtes in his right hand.


It was a standard battle drill for them, one of the first they had learned, yet to those who had never seen such a display, it was spectacular. Isra looked as if he had forgotten his Shi Viska was zipping through the air as Aelnala turned sharply to the left, and hundreds of pairs of eyes watched in awe as the Shi Viska struck the first two barrels and severed them completely in half. The four pieces fell harmlessly to the earth, guided by Aelnala’s command of her own power.


This is when they felt the most alive, the most together. Their bond allowed their Mindvoice powers to mingle and become one, Aelnala able to draw from Isra’s power the ability to maintain their psychic shield when they flew, and to use her newfound telekinetic powers with barely any effort. Isra provided the defense to them, able to use both his Shi Viska and Nehtes in ways that only the King and Aricia had perfected. Their minds were aware of everything around them, every wind current or shift in a breeze, every bird that was in the area, and everything that could be construed as a threat. When they were together their Mindvoice abilities tripled in strength, and even if separated by half a planet, they could still draw form each other easily. Their psychic shield was only needed when they flew and were within sight of each other on the ground, beyond that it was too taxing to leave it up and still use their other abilities. And while they had trained using their Mindvoice talents, they had also trained on the ground fighting. Aelnala was a pure Heavyhorn and could not spit fire or molten breath, but she was still a devastating force on the battle field with her teeth, her talons and her lethal tail. With a mace like bony protrusion on the tip of her tail she could whip and snap her muscled appendage in almost any direction at lightning like speed and do extreme amounts of damage.


Isra threw his Nehtes with all his strength impaling the third barrel cleanly through the middle, the Nehtes carrying the barrel to the ground and stabbing deeply to the earth. He reached out with his control of telekinesis, TK as the Bonded Pairs called it and grasped the last barrel with his grip, flinging it directly at him and Aelnala as she turned. He heard the squeals of delight from the gathered crowd and Aelnala roared again, whipping her tail around with blinding speed and smashing the barrel away with a resounding thump. It disappeared quickly over the top of the monument and into the timber beyond.


Land in front of the monument show off! Isra called to her.


Aelnala laughed within their connection as she rolled over a full 360 degrees in her turn, bringing even more gasps of awe from the crowd. She flared her massive wings and easily came to rest on the soft ground before the statue of Martin Leonidas’s father, the Spartan King. Isra gazed at the monument for a long moment, taking in the bronze figure of the spear wielding man. Aelnala moved closer, each step as if she was on holy ground.


This… this is the King’s father? She asked softly.


Isra nodded slowly. I have seen pictures of it. I never thought I would actually see it in person. Isra lifted his hand and called his Nehtes to him. Eyes went wide as the spear wrenched from the ground nearly a hundred meters away and flew back to him in an instant.


Isra then climbed slowly from the saddle, settling next to the ground beside Aelnala, and in a show of fealty and honor he dropped to one knee. Aelnala lowered her body to the ground as well, bowing her head as the cheering in the background continued.


We will serve your son well sire. Isra spoke softly. I swear this to you on my blood as a Lycavorian and a Spartan.


The strong breeze picked up momentarily and whipped over the top of the monument swirling around Isra and Aelnala for only a split second, but it was seen by everyone gathered and it was all the answer Isra needed.


The wind is his blessing to us my Bonded Brother. Aelnala’s voice echoed softly. Let his gaze guide our actions for all time.

The wind shifted again and Isra’s head came up instantly at the two scents he detected. The pure, unmistakable scent of peaches and the fresh, clean scent of cherry blossoms in full bloom. He stood up quickly and turned to look at the bleachers beyond where the Mora of Spartans stood.


Aelnala they are here! He exclaimed.


Tarifa! Aihola! Are you sure?


Positive! I can smell them as easily as I smell you next to me! Isra answered.


This is not the place to rush to them Isra! Aelnala counseled. They are here in an official capacity and we must recognize that and not embarrass them or ourselves.


Isra looked at her with his violet eyes and gave her a crooked grin. You have taught me a little of protocol Aelnala! He spoke almost indignantly.


I have taught you much of protocol, all of which you continuously dismiss. She told him sternly.


Are you referring to the incident with the Veltronian officer? He asked as they began to walk towards the bleachers.


He was an officer of their fleet. Aelnala said.


He was an officer stealing from an elfin family their very livelihood when he removed those crystals from their shop. They needed those crystals to power their ovens and stoves. Isra said.


You should not have struck him so hard. Aelnala spoke.


The King would have done worse. Isra spoke confidently. He got what was coming to him for his actions. I was merely the instrument.


Aelnala laughed. It does not hurt that we gained free food for the rest of our lifetimes with our actions does it.


Isra chuckled. I like elfin food.

As do I. I would think between them and your mother’s tavern, we will never have to cook a meal again. Aelnala spoke. She leaned over and butted her head into his shoulder gently as they walked. Your cooking leaves much to be desired my Bonded Brother.

Isra looked at her. It was never my strong point.


No one approached them as they walked among the ranks of Spartans towards the bleachers. Aelnala looked large when flying, but to men and women who had never seen a dragon before, on the ground she was enormous and no one wanted to be the first to get close to her. And now that the rumors and stories had indeed been proven true, Isra was looked at as something of mythical warrior.

They are afraid of me. Aelnala spoke.


That will change as soon as they learn all they need do is toss a thick slab of beef in front of you and they make a friend forever. Isra spoke.


I can not help it if I like to eat. Aelnala said as they stopped in front of the bleachers, the eyes and faces of hundred showing their disbelief at what stood before the. Isra reached up and removed his Spartan helmet slowly, his violet eyes staring directly at where Tarifa and Aihola stood staring back at him. He fought down his desire to scoop them both up within his TK power and pull them to him and ravage them in front of everyone, announcing his claim to them to the four winds and all who would listen. He took a deep breath and finally tore his gaze away from them and looked at Dilios.


Dilios motioned for them to come up to the podium that had been erected. 


Go my Bonded Brother. Aelnala spoke. They can only hear your words and we speak with one voice.


And what will you be doing? Isra asked.


Aelnala laughed heartily. I said you should not rush to them in greeting. I never said I could not!


Isra watched wide eyed as Aelnala maneuvered her huge frame deftly past him with a burst of speed and headed directly for where Tarifa and Aihola stood. Many people scrambled back from Tarifa and Aihola as the massive dirty yellow dragon walked right up to them and lowered its head. Tareif’s eyes were wide as were Panos’s, but they remained in their places as Aelnala brought her face within centimeters of Tarifa and Aihola.

You are just as beautiful as I remember you both from that field of battle. She spoke to them.


Tarifa and Aihola reached up with no fear and placed their hands on her huge head. Her honey colored eyes closed and her mouth opened in what amounted to a smile for a dragon.


“Aelnala.” Tarifa said softly, small tears coming to her eyes as well as Aihola’s.

I told you that day if it was meant to be, our paths would cross once more. Aelnala said as she opened her eyes again. It seems destiny and fate has spoken. I sense you are both free of the demons that clouded your minds back then. I am so very happy for you. You are strong enough to Mindvoice; please… allow me to hear your thoughts in my mind.

Aelnala… we… we tried to contact you so many times. Tarifa spoke quickly. 


We thought he had… we thought he had forgotten us. Aihola said.


Forgotten you? Aelnala laughed softly. Not a day has gone by that you have not filled our thoughts Tarifa and Aihola of the Drow. Filled his thoughts. Your messages were received by the King, as all messages to Mjolnir’s Hand pass to him first. He did not tell Isra because he knew Isra would have dropped everything to come here to you. To be with you. He has grown so much… we have grown so much.


You did not come here for this ceremony did you? Tarifa spoke.


Aelnala shook her massive head, her honey colored eyes sparkling. No. As I said… destiny and fate have spoken. We have come for you. Both of you.

“Senator Dilios… honored guests… I bring greetings on behalf of Mjolnir’s Hand and King Leonidas!” Isra’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker system and both Tarifa and Aihola closed their eyes as that sound drifted through them. So closely bonded together as they were, Aihola felt everything Tarifa felt, and vice versa. The touch of his hands upon her, the feel of him buried deep within her, Aihola now felt all these things as well. And as with Tarifa, these sensations swept through her with a force unlike any she had ever felt with Dekton, and she opened herself to them completely.

“To my fellow Spartans! I too have just recently passed my training. I am not good with words but I will leave you with the immortal words spoken by our King’s father… written on the very monument that we so honor with our presence this day. Mon Labe!”

The roar that followed caused many to cringe and Isra basked in the feelings of pride and honor he felt on this field. Dilios stepped up to him and pounded him on the back, grasping his arm and pulling him back towards where Aelnala stood with Tarifa and Aihola. Dilios hid the smile when he felt Isra’s heart begin to pound in his chest, and his breathing became shallow. He could smell the wildness in this young Spartan, and the power, and foremost among that was the desire bubbling from him for the two women which Dilios knew he wanted. Isra was shielding it well, but no doubt his bond with his dragon was keeping it from leaking more than it was or he had no doubts Tarifa and Aihola would already be within his embrace. Panos had told him of this young violet eyed Spartan and what had happened between him and Tarifa and Dilios felt some pride at the control Isra was using to keep from doing what his blood no doubt was craving him to do.

Dilios stopped in front of Aihola, Tarifa and her father, tightly gripping Isra’s arm to provide him even more support.

“Commander Isra… I’m sure you are already familiar with Chief Administrator Tarifa and Chief Administrator Aihola.” Dilios spoke. 
Isra took a deep breath. “Yes Senator… I am.” Isra bowed his head to them. “It is a pleasure to see you both again.” He spoke with a quivering tone that only Dilios and Panos understood. “I am… I am very happy to see you well.” He reached out slowly with a shaking hand.
Tarifa and Aihola were having a harder time maintaining their emotions, but they both bowed their heads slightly and Tarifa reached out tentatively and slipped her hand into his. She fought down the surge of emotion that threatened to sweep her and Aihola away at the touch of his skin on hers and quickly pulled her hand back, a response that Isra did not expect and it sent a shudder of fear through his chest.

“You… you are looking well Isr… Commander Isra.” Tarifa managed to stammer out formally. “We… we welcome you to Sparta and to Earth.” Tarifa, drawing from her own strength and that of Aihola managed to bring her politicians’ face down into place and she took a deep breath. “Allow me to present Governor Panos and my father, War Master Tareif.”

Isra looked at Panos and nodded. “Governor… I have heard great things about you from Andreus. He… he wanted me to send his regards to you.”

Panos smiled and reached out to squeeze Isra’s shoulders. “And he has spoken well of you as well Commander. Welcome to Earth.”

Isra turned to Tarifa’s father and bowed his head a little deeper in a show of respect for him. He had not realized Tarifa’s father would be here, and looking at the elf General Isra could not help but be impressed. He now knew where Tarifa got her stubbornness and sense of purpose as he looked at the stern face of Tareif.
“There are not many who have not heard the name War Master Tareif sir. Your name is spoken even on Apo Prime with honor and respect because of your actions during the Battle for Earth and your stand beside the Guardian of the Line.” Isra spoke as calmly as he could. “It is truly an honor to meet you.”

Tareif was taken aback. Palina had told him some of what had occurred between his daughter and this Spartan. While he tried very hard, he could not get past the part where this man had practically forced himself on his daughter. Perhaps it saved her life, but it was wrong no matter how Tareif looked at it. He had thought highly of Dekton, and respected the man and Spartan he was. It was Dekton who had come to him and asked that he be allowed to take Tarifa as his mate in the elfin tradition. It was very hard to let go of that, and no matter what his daughter felt for this man, Tareif could not bring himself to forgive this man for putting his Tarifa through such torment so soon after the death of her husband.

Tareif nodded his head stiffly. “Commander.” He spoke.

Isra was no fool and he detected the restrained way that Tareif spoke to him. He turned quickly to Dilios. “Senator… we have had a long trip and Aelnala and I would like to stretch our wings so to speak. Lohana has taken our STRIKER DT on to Sparta, and she will fly us to Eden City tomorrow. Right now… I think it best if we just get the kinks out. We’ll fly to Sparta from here.”

“Of course Commander.” Dilios began. “I’m sure…”

“Lohana?” Tarifa and Aihola spoke together, causing Isra’s violet eyes to turn to them.

“She is the pilot of our STRIKER DT.” He answered.

“An elf?” Aihola asked quickly.

Isra nodded. “The majority of STRIKER pilots are female elves.” He replied confused by the question. “They make the finest pilots, and all Mjolnir’s Hand pilots are female elves.”

Dilios stepped in quickly sensing the tension in the air. “We will meet you back in Sparta Commander.” He said.

“Why are you here Commander?” Tareif asked the question moving closer behind his daughter.

Isra looked surprised. “I… I thought you all knew.” He said. “The King sent me here to assist in investigating these murders of elves, and to find out who is threatening Tarifa and Aihola.”
“That is Chief Administrator Tarifa and Chief Administrator Aihola to you Commander.” Tareif spoke in a low angry voice. “Whatever history you think you may have with my daughter and Aihola… it certainly does not extend to now. And while others may consider you a Spartan, you do not deserve to hold that title in my opinion!”

“Papa!” Tarifa snapped angrily, turning to look at him. “This is not the place!”

Isra’s eyes cut to Aelnala, her own honey eyes wide in surprise. 

[Mindvoice Shielded] Tarifa… Aihola… what is wrong? Aelnala asked quickly looking back to where Tarifa stood.

Tarifa looked at her as Aelnala kept the shielding up and not allowing Isra to hear. [Mindvoice Shielded] My father loved Dekton like a son Aelnala. She spoke softly. He… he does not feel the same for Isra. He… he still believes Isra forced himself on me, no matter that he was protecting me from harm.
[Mindvoice Shielded] You have allowed your father to cultivate this ideal within his mind when you know it is not true Tarifa? Aelnala asked. Why?
[Mindvoice Shielded] Aelnala… we… we never thought we would see Isra again. He did not answer any inquiries from us of his well being. He sent us no messages. It has been over a year. Aihola spoke.

[Mindvoice Shielded] And this gives you the right to allow lies to be cultivated in the minds of others when you know them to not be true. Aelnala said. She looked quickly to Isra, who was standing there stone faced. He could sense her building anger, and from the reaction of her father Aelnala knew Isra had a pretty good idea of what they were discussing. She shifted her body closer to him, tapping him with her tail gently in a sign for him to climb onto her back. She watched as he did so and then turned back to Tarifa and Aihola. 

Two hundred and twenty-seven messages he sent to you. Aelnala spoke openly now, so that Isra could hear her. Two hundred and twenty-seven messages telling you what he was doing and how you were always in his heart and thoughts. Both of you. This is how you repay that devotion, by allowing lies to remain when they are not true? Perhaps fate has played a cruel joke on us for bringing us back here.
Isra stared at them with his violet eyes, and all Tarifa and Aihola saw was pain. No anger, no hate, just pain. He turned to Dilios. “Senator I will meet with you in Sparta before traveling to Eden City. I wish to solve this mystery of ours and then return to where I am more welcome.”

Aelnala snapped out a growl and then leaped for the sky before anyone could utter a word. They did not see first Aihola and then Tarifa whirl on her father with venom in their eyes.

HIGH COVEN SPACE

TWENTY TWO LIGHT YEARS FROM USU’OZEIB 7
HIGH COVEN FLEET TRAINING AREA


Moran studied the star map intently, attempting to put together a plan that would save their bacon. He had been given command of an entire Fleet Group of the best High Coven ships around and for the last two days he had been getting his ass handed to him by the Vampire Admiral Pontal. The man was famous for never having been defeated in a training exercise or actual combat. Every year each VHC Fleet had to take on the members he had assembled as his aggressor force, and each year every one of them got their asses kicked. It was a similar to the operation set up on Earth centuries in their past, for the ground forces of what was once known as the United States. No matter what they did, the unit that went against them got their heads handed to them by the OPFOR as they were known.

Moran stared at the chart now, wondering how he was going to pull himself out of this mess. He thought he had been ready, Cha’talla thought he had been ready, and now he was just making a fool of himself. And in the process making a fool of Yuri.


He turned as Cha’talla and the man who had befriended him came up to the small star chart. The vampire Captain Luceler was two thousand years old and had been working with Moran since he had returned with Yuri. They had grown in what you would call a friendship for vampires and Moran at least trusted him.

“What are you thinking Robert Moran?” Cha’talla asked.


“I’m thinking that maybe I wasn’t as ready as I thought I was Cha’talla. As much as that burns me to admit.” Moran answered honestly. 


Cha’talla and Luceler smiled. “Then you would be the first to come here and admit they were not ready.” Cha’talla spoke. “Admiral Pontal had been doing this for three centuries. You do not need to feel humbled by this experience.”


“He’s using tactics I’ve never seen before.” Moran spoke. “Feints and pushes! No matter what I do, he seems to predict my movements.”


“And you are using standard fleet doctrine correct?” Cha’talla asked.


“I thought that was the purpose of this?” Moran spoke. 


Cha’talla nodded. “It is. However I also know this is not how you fight. You do not use standard doctrine to fight and win. That is not your way.”


Luceler looked at Moran. “Cha’talla was kind enough to allow me to view the tactics and strategies you employed on Earth Commander.”


“We lost on Earth.” Moran spoke.


“Perhaps sir. But it was not because of your tactics. It was because of Prince Xerxes. True these fuel air weapons decimated your ranks and were unknown, but even with the casualties you took, if the Union had not landed an additional fifty thousand Spartans and the elves had not mobilized as they had, you would have won.” Luceler spoke.


“Close only counts in hand grenades and horseshoes.” Moran spoke with a smile. He saw the confused looks on their faces. “It’s an old Earth saying. It means you don’t get any points for second place.”


“So do not be second place now, Robert Moran.” Cha’talla spoke. “Fight this battle as you would fight this battle. Not as some book tells you. You and I both know no books can predict war and battle.”


Moran stared into his dark eyes for a long moment and a smile began to spread across his face. “Luceler… order all ships to stand too and engage their shrouds!”


“Even those that are damaged?” Luceler asked with a smile. 


“Hell yes! This Admiral wants a battle… I’m going to give him a battle. One he won’t forget!” Moran snapped.

VHC REVERENCE-CLASS DREADNOUGHT

ADMIRAL PONTAL’S FLAGSHIP


“Admiral!” The young Captain spoke from his station.


The ten thousand year old vampire looked up from the pad he was reading. Pontal was a vampire yes, but he was a military officer above all else, and everything about him radiated confidence and experience. He was unlike other senior officers in that he actually cared about the men and women under his command. There were no rogue vampires in his command. They had slaves and they were allowed to feed, but there was no butchery among his command, no blood drained corpses littering the decks of his ships or his base. He maintained an iron hand of discipline and his men and women knew it.


“Speak Captain!” Pontal spoke. “Have they begun maneuvering again? I wish to put this hybrid vampire in his place and return to the fine young slave I purchased last week. Her blood is very sweet and she squeals delightfully when I am taking her.”

“Admiral… Commander Moran’s ships have dropped off the grid sir! They’ve engaged their shrouds! All of them!”

Pontal came to his feet quickly, tossing the pad aside quickly. “He breaks the exercise rules.” Pontal said. “Oh I like this hybrid. He has more balls than a pureblood! The ships that were deemed too damaged to continue the exercise?”

“Shrouded as well Admiral!”

A wide smile crossed Pontal’s face. “Captain… sound General Quarters and go to Shroud! We have a battle on our hands!”

The three members of the High Coven Governing and Grading Council stepped forward quickly. They were the men who would grade the exercise and determine who was dead and not. “Admiral… this hybrid breaks the rules of the exercise! He must be disqualified immediately!”

Pontal looked at the three men disgust in his eyes. “Disqualified my t'zarreth!” Pontal almost yelled. (ass) “This hybrid vampire is smarter than the lot of officers that have come through here in the last century. He knows he can not win using standard fleet doctrine and he is tossing that right out the window as he would do in battle!”

“What is he going to do?”

Pontal laughed. “He’s is going to try and win!”


“Commander Moran Admiral Pontal’s fleet has shrouded!” Luceler barked out.


Robert nodded as he stood at the star chart, his fingers typing quickly on the pad. “Order the Second and Third Wings to break off and move to 56792.2! Prepare to disengage shroud and engage! Move us to point five seven, First Wing z minus twenty degrees! Fourth Wing z minus ten degrees! As soon as they de-shroud to engage we do the same!”


Luceler looked at him. “How do you know he will attack the two Wings with his entire force?”


“Because ship for ship he can’t stand against our numbers! He’s been eating us up because he knows where we have to go and how we will maneuver!” Moran snapped out. “Not this time! And be prepared for evasive maneuvers on my mark! He knows we’re hunting him and he won’t hold anything back!” 


“Two wings de-shrouding off our port side!” Pontal’s operations officer barked.


Pontal smiled. “Oh this one is smart! He’s baiting us!” He said. “Sensors!”


“No thermatronic waves detected Admiral!”


One of the graders stepped up to Pontal’s chair. “What is a thermatronic wave?” He asked.


“It is a very low frequency wave released by the Shroud when our ships move at an extremely slow speed. Like a harmonic of sorts!” Pontal replied. “If used properly it can pin point the exact location of a shrouded ship!”


“This is not known in the regular fleet!” The man gasped.


“Of course it is!” Pontal snapped. “Our commanders are just too stupid to use it properly, and they usually end up giving themselves away!” Pontal came to his feet. “Give me a slow thermatronic passive sweep. All corridors and blind spots as well. Maneuver as needed to execute.”


“He’s not taking the bait.” Cha’talla spoke from next to Moran.


“Neither would I.” Moran spoke. “Better to lose part of your command than all of it.”


“We are at z minus twenty degrees!”


Moran nodded and looked at Luceler. “Use the belly array. A full thermatronic passive scan beneath us. They’ll be moving just as slow as we will. Very slow and subtle. Get me outlines on all ships and then transmit those target bearings to our ships.”


Luceler nodded. “Aye sir.”


Moran looked at Cha’talla with a predator’s smile. “Now the fun begins.”


“Fun?” Cha’talla asked.


Moran nodded. “You can damn well bet he’s doing the same thing, and it’s going to come down to who hits first and hardest.”


“Admiral we are detecting at minimum two complete wings!” Pontal’s sensor operator declared.


“Where?”


“Z plus twenty degrees and z plus ten degrees!”


Pontal couldn’t help but laugh! “Oh but this hybrid is good! Target downward with his belly missiles since they are the largest! Put his capital ships between his cruisers and frigates where they can provide fire support and bring their heavier weapons to bear. Brilliant! He who shoots first is usually the winner.” Pontal looked at the man. “Transmit firing solutions to all ships and stand by! All ships on our axis rotate one hundred and sixty degrees and prepare to fire!”


“Ships rotating to position! We… Admiral they are de-shrouding! They are firing!”


“Damn he is good!” Pontal smiled as he said that and moved causally to his command chair and sat down.


The undersides of seventy-seven cruisers and nineteen frigates lit up like a fireworks show as every missile tube and plasma array fired off small electronic burst of energy. It was quite a light show as Pontal’s ships began to de-shroud all around them, the bursts of energy causing the shrouds to de-sync and phase out. And then the bursts of energy began to dance across the hulls of every one of Pontal’s ships as he roared his approval from the bridge of his ship.


“Commander we are receiving a transmission from Admiral Pontal’s flagship!” Luceler spoke.


Moran turned to Cha’talla quickly before nodding. “Put it up.”


Pontal’s face appeared in the holo transmission and the smile was unmistakable. “I never thought I would say this of a hybrid Commander, but I am impressed! So very impressed. Join me for dinner if you would. You and all your command officers! You’ve earned it!”


Moran glanced at Cha’talla once more. “I violated the rules of the engagement Admiral.” Moran spoke. 


“Yes you did.” Pontal nearly shouted. “And you won! You are the first officer to come here on my terms and beat me in nearly three hundred years boy! Pureblood have not performed as you have! You recognized what you needed to do and you did it! That deserves recognition!”


Moran smiled. “I would be honored Admiral!”


“Bah! Let us enjoy some good food, some good blood and then some fine female slaves!” Pontal echoed. “I will see you on the surface of our moon Commander Moran, and rest assured, the High Lord Veldruk will hear of your feats here this day!”


“Thank you sir!”


“I will see you at sundown Commander!” Pontal spoke before ending the transmission.


Moran turned to a beaming Cha’talla who only nodded his head in approval. As Luceler and Moran’s other officers moved to congratulate him, Cha’talla knew he had found the man he was looking for. Yes… with Moran on his side and by default Princess Yuri, perhaps what he had been plotting for nearly a millennia would now be able to come to pass. Cha’talla smiled.


Yes… just maybe he could accomplish his goals now.

USU’OZEIB 7

“… definitely this Yuriko you described Princess.” The Coven officer spoke within the transmission. “There is also a big black Spartan, two female elves and a Hadarian Healer. A male.”


“A male Hadarian Healer.” Yuri spoke. “That is interesting.”


“We were able to get a good solid lock on his face and it appears this Yuriko helped him to escape a prison ship approximately two hundred and fifty years ago. It appears he’s been with her ever since.” The man said.


 “And they have done nothing for the entire time since arriving on the station?” Yuri asked.


“Aside from take regular shifts in the room no. She hasn’t come out at all. The room they are in is better defensible than the Runner they arrived in and that is my guess why they are using the room as their base. One way in and one way out. Yuriko and this Hadarian have obviously been here before. Right now she is with the two elf females and the Hadarian in the room. Yuriko and the Spartan left a while ago. For a big bastard he disappears pretty well.”


Yuri nodded. “Daniel Simpson.” She spoke looking at her father who sat across from her desk. “The two elf females are his mates.”


“Is he dangerous?” Veldruk asked.


“All Spartans are dangerous father, but in answer to your question yes. Skill wise he is second only to Leonidas. They consider each other brothers.” Yuri answered. “And if I understand correctly, the red haired elf is also a trained Spartan. The Drow… well her skill speaks for itself. If she travels with him… then you can be certain she is just as lethal as the rest of them.”


Veldruk shook his head. “Captain I want you to avoid a direct confrontation with him that includes any of our troops.” He spoke. “Given the set up I have seen of this station, our vampire speed would be nullified by the narrow corridors. Use our skills in the shadows and have the pirate scum in our employ attack them while our troops can sneak in behind them and take the female. I want that female Hadarian in our hands, or dead. Those are the only two options.”

“Milord… the Overseers here in the Wilds have taken a contract out on her.” The man reported. “Kill upon sight. If I understand correctly, the contract is opened ended, and it states that no other contracts supercede this one.”


Yuri looked at her father. “All of them have done business with her. She probably knows too much father. They want her dead, even at the expense of business with us.”


Veldruk nodded. “They fear what she can reveal to us about their operations, yes I know.” He said. “You have men in your employ Captain?”


“I do Milord. A dozen of the best Bounty Hunters in the Wilds, however Gellen Station is a neutral site and everyone is forbidden to violate the inviolability of that.” The Captain said.


“Offer them double their rate!” Veldruk snapped.


The Captain paused. “Milord… we could offer them triple the rate and they would not accept the job. Anyone who violates Gellen Station neutrality will immediately become hunted themselves. They will be able to go no where in the Wilds without being hunted.”


“Then offer them a position within the Coven, and when the job is complete kill them!” Veldruk said. “They are at that station for a reason, and the only reason that comes to mind is that they are waiting for someone to come and collect them from inside the Union and guide them through the defensive perimeter.”


“If she gets across the border into Union space it will become next to impossible to target her then!” Yuri echoed her father. “We need to take them while they are on that station! Captain if you fail this time… do yourself a favor and take your own life! It will involve less pain than what I will show you.”


Yuri’s hand passed over the panel and the transmission ended. She sat back in her chair and looked at her father. “We should have used our own ships and personnel.” She said.


Veldruk shook his head. “It would have raised too much suspicion.” He said. “Since the events on Enurrua, Leonidas has established a very well funded and experienced Intelligence Network within the Wilds. Much the same as we have. Within a few hours of a fleet of our ships entering the Wilds, the Union would know about it and respond in kind. The Wilds serve a purpose to us, and to start a full scale war within its borders is neither wise nor feasible right now. What were you able to obtain from the trackers that were placed on her?”


“We tore apart her ship and were able to obtain the last thirty-seven locations she has been too in the past five decades. I have people moving to each location now. There were two locations that we have been unable to crack the encryption codes on, and my guess is one of them is where we will find Lisisa.” Yuri answered.

“Do we know when this child was last sold?” Veldruk spoke.


“The Bounty Hunter Hunal sold her thirty-eight years ago to an anonymous buyer.” Yuri replied. “Sangria delivered her as I told you before.” 


“Anonymous buyer? That is odd in slave purchases isn’t it?” Veldruk spoke.


“There are many who wish to remain anonymous.” Yuri replied. “I would imagine the only reason to encrypt a location however, is because it is somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be in the first place.”


“Inside the Union?” Veldruk said.


Yuri nodded. “The Union would be my first guess yes, or perhaps within the Kavala Empire. They have been known to purchase slaves in the Wilds, and their activity appears to be increasing.”


Veldruk looked at her surprised. “What would the Kavala want with a hybrid child, even if they did realize what she is?” He asked. 


“I do not begin to understand the Kavalians father. They are shape shifters.” Yuri answered. “And they are even more savage than the Lycavorians in my opinion.”

Veldruk nodded. “That may be so, but they are also the only species we were not able to conquer completely Yuri, and they started the war with us. That by itself makes them a threat.”


“They have always hated their Lycavorian wolf cousins, ever since the Union smashed them down over two millennia ago. Then they chose to go to war with us and we basically wiped them from existence.” Yuri said meeting his gaze. “Do you think they have recovered enough to play a role in the greater scheme of things so soon?”


“They were masters of subterfuge Yuri. You were on Earth when our conflict with them began, but they were able to insinuate themselves into the Coven in many places. They are excellent shape shifters.” Veldruk spoke. “And they were known in the past to kidnap young Lycavorian women to be used as pre-breeding slaves. The Lycavorian women were the only ones who could survive the savageness of their mating frenzy before Kavalians finally mated with another of their own race.”


“If it turns out she is in Kavalian space father, do we pursue her?” Yuri asked.

Veldruk nodded. “Yes. She may be a mindless sex slave by now, but her blood will retain what we need for our clones. If it is the Kavala, make sure it is an experienced Assassin Team Yuri. Our very best. Better yet… send a team in now to scout the area. Have them remain very low profile and avoid all contact, but have them chart planets and settlements.”

“What do you make of the reports of some sort of religious conspiracy on Elear?” Yuri asked.


“Religious conspiracies are nothing more than fanatics trying to make a stab at power.” Veldruk spoke. I do not put much stock in their ability to be a hindrance.”

“Deia and the Elf High Minister thought enough of it to have the Elf Queen Dysea and Isabella head to Elear to investigate it.” Yuri spoke.



Veldruk looked at her. “Isabella?” He spoke his face showing his shock. “She travels with this elf Queen of Leonidas?”

Yuri nodded. “That is what I said as well father.” Yuri told him. “If the reports that we are receiving from our lower placed agents are true, they have developed a…”


Veldruk looked at her. “Developed what?” He snapped.


“They are lovers.” Yuri spoke looking at her father’s face with great satisfaction. She knew her father hated any type of same sex relationships, and that is why he detested the elves so much.


Veldruk got to his feet in a huff. “I knew I should have killed that wench the moment she was born!” He snapped. “Not only has she betrayed me, now she takes an elf into her bed and further disgraces me!”


Yuri smiled behind his back. “Mother did warn you about taking Isabella’s mother into your bed father.” She said.


Veldruk waved his hand at her. “Don’t remind me Yuri!” He snapped shaking his head. “Will I never be rid of that wretched creature?”


“I could issue a Kill Order on her father.” Yuri said without fear. “We have assets that can accomplish the mission.”

Veldruk looked at her for a long moment. “Send your brother.” He spoke finally.

Yuri looked surprised. “Vonis? Why? He’s… he’s not…”


“He has to learn Yuri.” Veldruk spoke.


“Father I hate Isabella as much as you.” Yuri spoke. “But sending Vonis after her? And to Elear no less? As much as it makes me want to vomit, I have to give her credit where it’s due. She… she would…”


“Say it Yuri?” Veldruk spoke.


“She would eat Vonis for lunch and not blink an eye. She was a capable warrior before she defected to the Union.” Yuri spoke. “Now that she’s been fighting with them for a thousand years, her skills will have doubled. Add to that the fact that she is the lover of Leonidas’s elf Queen.” Yuri shook her head. “Dysea may be an elf, but she is also a wolf, and I may consider Leonidas a savage and a fool, but none of the whores who share his bed are helpless. All of them, especially this Aricia now, they are all exceptional warriors. Vonis would… he is not skilled enough.”


“There is only one way to gain that skill Yuri.” Veldruk said. “That is by doing. You know that.”


“Yes but…”


“Send a senior assassin with him then.” Veldruk spoke. “I will not coddle him because he is my only son. If he lives he will have proven himself, if he dies, your mother and I will have to have another son.”


Yuri nodded slowly. “If that is what you wish father.” She spoke softly.


“You don’t approve do you?” 


“You are the High Lord father. I will never question an order you give to me.” Yuri told him. “If you are asking me as your daughter, no… I think it is a bad idea and could very well get him killed. In fact, I think there is a good possibility of this. It is not because I am soft… it is because he is not ready. If he had the skills and training I would send him in a heartbeat. He does not have these skills however. If this is what you wish… at least allow me to send him with two senior assassins. It will improve his odds considerably.”

Veldruk nodded. “Very well.” He said. “Make it so then. I am returning to the palace. Contact me with any word on this Hadarian wench and that operation.”


Yuri nodded. “As you wish father.”


Veldruk smiled. “Have faith Yuri. Vonis is not as weak as you might think.”


“Perhaps… but I don’t consider him weak. I consider him inexperienced.” Yuri spoke. “I will issue the orders before I depart this evening.” Yuri got to her feet and held out the pad for him. “I have been meaning to give this to you.”

“What is this?” Veldruk asked taking the pad.


Yuri shrugged with a smile. “My “insurance policy” as that pig Leonidas likes to call them.”


Veldruk began reading and a smile spread across his face as he began to laugh. He looked at her and shook his head. “Oh daughter… you can be so ruthless when you want to be.”


Yuri chuckled. “I learned from you father.” She said.


“Good.” Veldruk stepped over to her and kissed her forehead. “I will tell your mother you wish her well, but you need to come over for a visit soon.”


“And you father.” Yuri spoke. “And you.”

EARTH

SPARTA


“Have you read the reports Andreus?” Isra asked.

He and Aelnala sat in the back of their STRIKER DT while Lohana had gone ahead to the meeting hall that had been erected near the King’s villa on the edge of the city. It had been built with dragons in mind and was large enough for even Torma to enter and exit easily.


Andreus looked at him in the image from Apo Prime. “Is this accurate?”


“It was compiled by General Lynwe.” Isra answered. “The Drow that King Leonidas speaks highly of.”


Andreus nodded. “Then you can be assured it is accurate. She is meticulous in her work. This is definitely a Spartan, and judging by the entry wounds a large Spartan. Easily as large as Daniel.”


Isra sat back in the chair. “That big?”


Andreus nodded. “The downward angle of the thrust suggests someone well over two meters tall.” He looked at Isra. “This was done out of rage Isra. It is a clean thrust, no jagged edges, which suggests great strength. These two elves did not die immediately. It took perhaps a minute for both of them to pass based on the damage and resilience of elves. I double checked this with Kmyla. Even though the spine was severed and the heart and lungs destroyed, she said they would have lain there and bled out, but still been very much alive.”


“So whoever he was, he watched them die.” Isra spoke.


Andreus nodded. “It would appear so. Chief Mage Thr’won and the Oracle, I showed them these reports as well. They believe Tarifa and Aihola are the ultimate targets and these others are just ways to instill fear and doubt. Whoever this is, he carries great rage for Tarifa and Aihola for some reason.”


“They have done much to anger many if recent history is accurate.” Isra spoke. “But why leave the bodies on the beaches of the city she destroyed and not in Eden City?”


“Thr’won is having someone at the main University here look over this information in the next day or so.” Andreus spoke. “A doctor of the mind. She is going to try and help figure this out. I gave her your COM channel in case she wants to communicate directly with you.”


Isra nodded slowly. “Very well.”


Andreus leaned closer in the transmission. “How did the reunion go?” He asked.


Isra looked at him. “Not well Andreus.” He answered softly. “Not as I would have liked.”


“I’m truly sorry my friend.” Andreus said.


“I will travel to this New Miami tomorrow and meet with Lynwe before moving to Eden City.” Isra spoke.


“Use whatever assets you need to.” Andreus told him.


Isra nodded. “I will contact you when I know something.” He ended the transmission and sat back in the chair.


Aelnala moved up behind him, the inside of the DT giving her plenty of room to be able to move around freely.


I am sorry as well Isra. She spoke softly, gently nudging his shoulder with her head.


Isra nodded slowly. I should have known it could never be. He said. Her father hates me doesn’t he?


Yes… but for false reasons… reasons that Tarifa and Aihola did nothing to refute. I don’t know why they would do this. Aelnala spoke.


Isra turned in his chair and looked at her. It does not matter. I am a Spartan now and a member of Mjolnir’s Hand, regardless of what this Tareif thinks or says. I will do my duty… we will do our duty and then continue on with this path we now walk.


Aelnala’s honey eyes sparkled. You have grown much my Bond Mate, and it does my heart proud.


We have grown Aelnala. Isra spoke. Now let’s get to this meeting before they overwhelm Lohana.


Lohana had been a pilot for going on six hundred of her nine hundred years, but she was also a female, and she knew when she was being sized up. And sized up with unfriendly eyes. Lohana was beautiful by anyone’s standard with long dark hair and light brown eyes. She had gone on ahead of Isra and Aelnala to the meeting hall, and now she was regretting it.


“Where is he Commander?” Tareif demanded of her. “I thought Spartans were supposed to be prompt!”


Lohana looked at Tareif. “He was speaking to Captain Andreus when I left War Master. He will be along shortly. Isra is very thorough.”


“How long have you been his personal pilot?” Tarifa asked from her chair at the table next to Aihola. She attempted to keep her voice neutral, but the jealous nature and tone of the question leaked out.

Dilios and Panos rolled their eyes as Lohana smiled gently. “I was selected eight months ago to be their pilot.” She answered Tarifa’s question. “We have been together ever since he completed his Spartan training and was awarded his Shi Viska.”

“He is not needed here!” Tareif snapped out.


Lohana looked at him. “The King does not share your opinion War Master.”


“Why send him after what he has done.” Tareif barked.


“Papa!” Tarifa spoke scolding him. “I asked you to stop that!”


“King Leonidas considers the Chief Administrators to be like sisters to him War Master, you know that.” Lohana spoke ignoring the obvious implied insult. “And as a Bonded Pair, Commander Isra and Aelnala are considered second only to the King and Queen in terms of skill and power.” Lohana saw the looks of surprise from both Tarifa and Aihola. “You didn’t know that did you?”


“No.” Aihola replied softly shaking her head and looking at Tarifa who met her eyes.


“I surmise there is much you don’t know.” Lohana spoke softly looking at them. “And much you will now never learn.”

“What I know is that he is late!” Tareif barked. “And I for one…”


“I am not late.” Isra’s voice carried from the front of the room and they turned to see him walk into the hall, Aelnala beside him. “Unless you consider two minutes after the hour this meeting began as late. In that case then I suppose I am.”


“Commander Isra!” Dilios spoke, happy that they could begin the meeting and get it over with before a fight between Isra’s pilot and Tarifa and Aihola began. The plot hatched between him, Panos and Selene was not taking shape as they had wanted, and he could only hope it didn’t get worse. “I have the information you requested.”


“What information?” Tarifa asked looking at Dilios.


“All data pertaining to Spartans who fell during the Battle for Earth.” Isra answered her question. “Their histories and family names.”


“What? Why?”


“These killings were not random as you and Administrator Aihola deem them.” Isra spoke moving closer to the table. “I have spoken with Andreus and Chief Mage Thr’won is also now involved. They believe, as I do, that the two of you are being targeted for some reason. The killer of these two elves is, without question, a Lycavorian with Spartan training. Based on the wounds and the strength needed to inflict them in such a manner, he is a very large Spartan. He is using the beaches of New Miami as a dumping ground, sending you a message.”


“What message?” Tarifa demanded.


“That he is coming for you.” Isra answered. He turned to Dilios. “I will assume command of the investigation Senator. I’ve already spoken with General Lynwe and Admiral Jamerl and they are in agreement. Governor Panos if you will dispatch three Lochi to Eden City in the morning when the Administrators return. They will now be blanketed with Spartan security until I have had time to meet the Dragoons that currently provide security for them.”


“Those are my men!” Tareif bellowed. “You can’t just remove my men!”


“It is already done.” Isra spoke setting the data pad on the table. “I have reassigned your Dragoons to external security until I have talked with all of them personally. Please see to it that this is expedited quickly or I will do it myself. Whichever you prefer.”


“Isra… what are you doing?” Tarifa asked.


His violet eyes fell on her and they caused shivers to course through both her and Aihola in their intensity. “I am doing what I was sent here to do.” He spoke.


“You think you can come here and just start ordering us about!” Tareif barked.


Isra turned to look at him. “Yes… actually I do.” He said firmly. “Regardless of what your personal feelings toward me may be War Master Tareif, or the lies that may have been allowed to ferment in regards to me, I am still a Spartan Commander in Mjolnir’s Hand. I speak with the King’s voice in all matters, and I act with his will and blessing in those same matters. It is the reason he formed Mjolnir’s Hand, and it is the reason we are now spreading out among the Union. You will do as I order you War Master, or I will relieve you of your command until this is over.” Isra stepped closer to Tareif, staring into his angry eyes. “You may contact the King if you wish; to confirm what I tell you. That is his personal channel. He is currently involved with Queen Anja and Queen Aricia in retrieving some valuable information to the Union, but I’m sure he would not mind taking a transmission from you. He holds you in very high regard.” Isra held out the COM unit. “And then you will follow my orders.”

Panos couldn’t help but grin at the forceful and commanding presence this young Spartan Commander was displaying. “I will have the three Lochi moving first thing in the morning Commander.” He spoke.


Isra looked at him. “Thank you Governor.” He turned to look at Tarifa and Aihola. “Until we discover what is going on, the two of you will travel in my STRIKER DT. It is much more advanced than the STRIKER ATs now assigned to Earth. Lohana will take you where you need to go once she drops Aelnala and I in New Miami tomorrow.”

“This is ridiculous!” Aihola spoke. “Everyone is overreacting!”

“Perhaps… but it is a necessary precaution.” Isra spoke. “There is not much else we can do until we return to the North American continent. Senator Dilios, I thank you for the offer of the room at the King’s villa, but under the circumstances, Aelnala and I will stay on our ship tonight.”

“The King’s villa is meant for members of Mjolnir’s Hand to stay at Commander Isra.” Dilios said. “That is why the extra rooms were built.”


Isra nodded. “I know. It’s best however, if we stay on our ship. I’ve already arranged for my own lodgings while in Eden City as well. Administrator Selene was going to have me take the upper suite of the visiting dignitaries center so that Aelnala and I could come and go as we pleased. I’ve arranged for something similar, though not as extravagant on the outskirts of the city.”


Dilios nodded. “I understand Commander.” He spoke. 


“I understand there was a school full of children wanting to meet the yellow dragon.” Isra said with a smile. “Could you point me in that direction? Aelnala likes the attention she receives from children, as they do not make conclusions on only what they are told.”


Dilios smiled and motioned with his hand. “Right this way.”


Isra and Aelnala turned and started for the doorway following Dilios as Tarifa and Aihola looked at each other and then got to their feet. Tarifa had an angry look on her face and she started to follow them just as her father grabbed her arm. “Tarifa… let it go! I will talk to Martin and…”


Tarifa wrenched her arm free and moved quickly to the outside of the building where she saw Isra climbing onto Aelnala’s back as Dilios pointed across the city. She moved quickly up to stand beside Aelnala and looked up at him as Dilios moved away rapidly.

“Isra what… what are you doing?” She demanded.


Isra looked down at her. “As I said, I’m doing what I was sent here to do. Protect you and Aihola.” He answered.


“You know what I mean.” Tarifa snapped.


Isra looked at her with those violet eyes and she felt a shiver of delight wash through her as the flicker of love and passion and desire caressed her for the briefest of moments. Then it was gone just as quickly.


“What I know Chief Administrator Tarifa…” Isra spoke, his words cold and unfeeling now. “What I know is that whatever hopes I had clung to these last thirteen months, you have quickly shown me were a fool’s hope. I will do my duty now, and then Aelnala and I will leave so that you and Aihola may continue on with your lives, and whoever you are already sharing it with. If you will excuse us… we have some children we would like to surround ourselves with right now. They are free of lies and untruths.”

“Isra I… we didn’t hear from you for so long! We thought… we thought you had gone on with your life. Were… were we supposed to wait for you? You say you sent these messages… we never received them. Not one!”


“So you have found someone else?” He said.


“I didn’t say that!” Tarifa snapped. “But it appears you have found someone so the nights aren’t cold! Do you expect us to believe Lohana is just your pilot? We are not fools Isra.”


Isra’s smile was sad. “No Tarifa… you are not. Neither of you are fools. You have figured it out Tarifa. I applaud you. I should have expected I could not get that past you. You are too smart for that.”


Aelnala’s head turned. What are you doing Isra?

Making this easier for them. And me.

You have done nothing wrong Isra. Why would you make it appear as if you have? Aelnala asked. 


I can never be what they need and deserve Aelnala. I know that now. It’s better this way really. Isra spoke.


“Isra?” Tarifa spoke.


“Do not worry Tarifa. I will cause no problems for you and Aihola. When this threat to you is over I will leave and you will have no worries. You and Aihola may return to your lives with whoever it is you have chosen to live it with. Aelnala go!” Isra barked.


With a single leap Aelnala took to the sky and in three powerful flaps of her wings was gone just as Aihola came up beside her.

“Tarifa?” She asked softly taking her hand.


Tarifa looked at Aihola her sapphire eyes moist. “I have this dark pit opening again in my heart Nya Istel.”


“I know my love… I feel it too.” Aihola said softly. “We… we should have told your father everything Tarifa. Like we told your mother. This is our fault… and what we have wanted for so long is now on the verge of being lost. These feelings coursing through you my love, I feel them just as strongly as you. I’ve come to welcome them and cherish them as my own. They are my own now. We can not let this stand. We have to fix this.”


“How? He thinks we allowed my father to think these things about him for a reason.” Tarifa spoke. “He thinks there is someone else in our lives. And he is not telling us something.”


“Why?”


“Isra is not Dekton Nya Istel.” Tarifa spoke. “I know you can sense that. He is wilder… so much more passionate and free with his emotions. But he is also… he is also still a child with those emotions. We have hurt him… and I don’t know how to fix that now.”


“We will Tarifa.” Aihola spoke. “We will.”
GELLEN STATION
COMMAND CENTER

“Never seen this type of ship signature before.” The tech spoke looking at his sensor screen. “It looks like a Union STRIKER, but it’s too big for that, it’s wider and longer. I’m not reading anything unusual however.”

“Did they have codes?” The second tech asked.


“Older codes, but that’s not surprising if they haven’t been here in a while and they’re coming out of Union space.”


“Let them dock. Station rules apply to them as well. If they have codes, they’ll know that. It’s probably a bunch of mercs hoping to collect the Bounty on that Hadarian wench. Everyone seems to think she’s here on this station for some reason.” The man spoke. “Let them dock. More business for us.”


The first tech shrugged. “DT4938 you are cleared for entry into bay thirty-four. Standard rules apply.”


“Affirmative.” The female replied.


The tech looked at his partner. “Sounds like an elf.” He said.


“In the Wilds? Not a chance.”


For’mya turned in her chair and looked at where Anja sat in the second engineering chair next to Tina. “We have received clearance Anja.” She spoke.


“Send a coded message to Danny’s COM. Have him meet us in the landing bay.” Anja spoke as she got up and moved into the rear of the STRIKER DT. She strode past the dozen Spartans that sat with Belen, all of them wearing civilian clothes, and went right to where Miath was secured in his harness.

Anja placed her hands on either side of his huge head as he lowered it down in front of her. I need you to remain on the ship and protect For’mya and the others Miath. She said looking into his deep gray eyes.


I will do this Anja.


I will keep our link open and I have a feeling we’ll be returning quickly, so I need you to be prepared. Anja said.


All will be ready.


Anja smiled as she gazed at him. I am so very happy I found you Miath. She said.


Not as happy as I that you found me, my Bonded Queen. Miath spoke nudging her shoulder gently with his snout. Remember what the King and Elder Mother have taught us.

Anja nodded. I will. Please don’t do anything reckless.


Me? Reckless?


Anja laughed. Yes you.


Miath chuckled within their connection. You are far more reckless than I will ever be Anja. He said indignantly. I am the epitome of calm and reserved.


You’ve been hanging around Isheeni too long. Anja joked.


Is it working?


No. Anja said. She leaned over and kissed his cool snout softly. Just be careful.


Miath nodded his huge head. And you.


Anja turned and moved over to where Seanna stood up and held out the P190 to her. “All is ready.” Seanna spoke.


Anja stepped close to her, pressing her body tightly to Seanna’s firm, supple figure and not caring that there were Spartans present. Seanna was only an inch taller than Anja, and their bodies touched in all the right places as far as she was concerned. Miath watched with smiling gray eyes from his harness, while the others simply ignored what was happening. Most of them had seen it all before. What had started as something small after Aricia had been taken from them a year ago, had blossomed into what it was now, and that was a full blown love affair that was not going to go anywhere soon.

Where Anja went, Seanna was with her. And Seanna was simply delighted by that.

Seanna had discovered herself completely when Anja had come into her life. The wild and sometimes reckless, Persian red haired Queen had opened a door into a world that Seanna had never experienced before, and it was a world she had no intention of leaving. Since their first night together, their love making had only grown more intense and passionate as they discovered the little things that made each other tremble with desire and passion. Seanna knew that Martin Leonidas would always have a place in Anja’s heart and her bed, and that would never change. Seanna also knew that Anja would never deny Aricia or Dysea and now even Isabella attention of any sort when they were all together, but she also knew that Anja was beginning to curtail those liaisons and spending more and more time in their bed with her. Perhaps one day Seanna would willingly share a bed with Anja and the King, but for now she was very content having Anja all to herself whenever the opportunity arose. 

Anja looked into Seanna’s dark green eyes. “And I am very happy I found you as well.” Anja whispered.


Seanna smiled and leaned forward to kiss her softly. “Not as happy as I am that you found me.” She said. “We should proceed with caution my love. Pirates and mercenary scum can be very unpredictable.”


Anja nodded. “We will.” She said. “If… if she truly is my sister, we will be very cautious. I have no desire to lose her just when we have found her.”


“Anja… you do realize that she… she will be very different than what you might think.” Seanna said. “She will not trust us… trust you. She will only be thinking of herself.”


Anja nodded. “I know. I’m ready for that. I know the life she has led has been a nightmare… but we have to try and fix it. At least as much as we can.”


“And we will.” Seanna spoke. “Just so you are not disappointed if it does not happen as quickly as you might like. We must be… we must be patient with her.”


“I will be.” Anja said with a nod. “I will be.”


