I can tell you that a tough-minded optimism is best.

The future is not shaped by people who don't really believe in the future.

Men and women of vitality and courage have always been prepared to bet their futures, even their lives, on ventures of unknown outcome Androcles.

If they had all looked before they leaped, we would still be crouched in caves sketching animal pictures on the wall.

That was always your father’s way, and though you do not wish to admit it, it is your way as well my boy.

The decision is now yours Androcles Leonidas.

I suspect no matter what, you will do your father proud
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

RITAAH

PILLAR OF FAITH


Antell gripped the arms of his command chair as the FAITH executed an amazingly tight turn for a ship her size. It was habit for him, even though he could barely feel his ship turning, left over from his days as an AUTUMN MOON Commander. The attack frigate was perhaps the most maneuverable ship he had ever commanded and you could feel each and every turn and increase in speed.


“Port and starboard batteries reinforce!” Antell barked as the FAITH settled on a more level course. “Reload torpedo launchers! All Type One turrets to stand by, Type Two’s to manual control! Status of Mark22Bs?”


“Thirteen seconds to full reload Captain!” The answer came immediately.


Antell stood up from his chair. “Damage status?”


“Moderate damage to our ventral hull!” His XO reported from the console to the left. “Minor cracks in the plasma conduit seals running the aft quarter of decks fourteen and fifteen. Damage crews are already repairing them! Shields are down to fifty-three percent but they are recharging quickly! No hull breaches sir! That Dragon Armor coating our hull is a gift from the gods! We caught them flatfooted sir!”


Antell nodded. “That we did. Status of FREEDOM’S VOICE and the GREATSOUL?” Antell barked.


“FREEDOM’S VOICE took heavy damage to her starboard quarter, but she gave more than she got! She’s leaking plasma in two locations but it’s nothing serious. Her shields are down to thirty-eight percent and minor buckling to her forward compartment. Her shields are recharging faster than ours though!”


Antell grinned. “The Coven is making their ships tougher nowadays.” He spoke. “The Kavalians?”


“The GREATSOUL is dead in space sir!” His XO announced. “Massive damage to her structural integrity fields and engines! Shields are gone! Sensors are detecting over a dozen hull breaches including all three of her landing bays!” He turned and looked at Antell. “That must be why she got no fighters off! The Mark22s and Type Ones carved her up good sir! Our Point Defense turrets only added to the damage.”


“Power readings?” Antell asked.


“Minimal sir!” The XO replied. “Their power core is offline and readings indicate its fluxuating wildly. If scans are accurate… they have massive casualties. I don’t know if she will even stay together. Sensors are reading massive stress fractures to her hull in three different locations!” 


“Too bad for them.” Antell spoke. “They chose the wrong ships to pick a fight with. What about the rest of the Kavalian ships?” Antell asked moving to a console and looking over the shoulder of the operator.


“The Insurgent ships and our fighters mopped them up quickly Captain.” His XO told him. “I don’t think they’ve had much experience in combined forces action sir. CAG reports they couldn’t respond quickly enough to their actions. Our fighters were working with the Coven fighters that launched and taking directions from the second BLOOD REVERENCE. And they were pounding the sibfla out of them!”


Antell couldn’t help but smile. “Interesting XO. Combined Forces Control gave them fits. I thought the Coven used CFC just as much as we did, the Kavalians should be used to it, so that’s a bit of information we didn’t know.” He spoke. “Let’s file that for further review XO, we might need it in the future.”


“Aye sir!”


“Get me Maros on the VOICE.” Antell ordered.


“Stand by!” The COM officer declared. It only took a few moments. “Captain Maros online sir.”


Antell turned to his holodisc on the bridge as Maros’s image appeared and became clear. “Captain Maros.”


“Captain Antell!” Maros spoke with a grin. “We are reading massive damage to the Kav ship! We caught them by surprise with our maneuver!”


Antell nodded in agreement. “Your damage sir?” Antell asked. As far as Antell was concerned these Coven ships were now his best friends, and Antell was known for looking out for his friends.


“Nothing we can not repair quickly. My damage control teams are already working on it. Twenty of my gun crew personnel were injured, but I have no deaths that I’m aware of right now.” Maros spoke his face showing the thanks of the question without actually speaking it. One commander to the next with respect. “You?”


Antell nodded. “About the same. Colonel Vonis?”

“He should already be on the surface by now.” Maros spoke. “I would imagine he will link up with his nephew shortly. One of us will hear from him when he does. Your Colonel Vonis does not strike me as one to stay out of the mix so to speak.”

Antell nodded with a smile. “No… I don’t imagine he is. Captain Maros, I extend an invitation to you and your senior officers to meet with me here on the FAITH. I can send a transport for you if needed. It appears we are now allies, and that makes me feel a whole lot better.”

“I would be honored to accept Captain.” Maros replied immediately. He had no intention of allowing this opportunity to slip away. Lucia had set the Insurgency on this path and Maros was going to see her wish fulfilled.

“The Kavalians got a message off just before we attacked. We don’t know what it was they were able to tell their command, but we should assume the worse. We should expect some sort of response within a day or so I would think. I suggest we put our heads together and plan for that.” Antell spoke. 

Maros nodded. “Agreed. I will come over in a LRR. Say one hour?”

Antell nodded. “I’ll be waiting.” He answered. “FAITH is clear.” Antell waited for the transmission to end before turning to his XO. “Let’s get our fighters recovered and rearmed and have them on standby. And get the damn Shroud back up so we don’t have our mida hanging out here!”

His XO nodded. “Yes sir!”


The sun was beginning its climb into the sky over Ritaah and it found all of them gathered around the rear ramp of Resumar’s crashed STRIKER. The Lycavorian troops and Kavalian rebels were mixed together, all of them pointing out into the surrounding timber in case the Coven troops who had escaped made some sort of attack against them. Mican sat next to Na'lia across from Resumar, Athani and Julie. Mirra rested on the ground inside that small perimeter, Channa sitting between her front forelegs lotus style. Cemath sat to Mirra’s right facing her and Channa and he watched with some humor as Mirra kept dipping her huge head and rubbing the back of Channa’s shoulder and head. She hadn’t stopped asking questions and Mirra and Cemath were doing their level best to answer them all without overloading her with information.


Mican turned his eyes from Channa and settled them back on Resumar and Athani who sat very close to him and was looking at him intently with those blue/green eyes.


“The… the green one is your dragon?” Mican asked.


Resumar nodded his head with a smile. “We are bonded as Channa and Mirra now are. We do not consider them possessions… but yes… he is my Bonded Brother. His name is Cemath.”


“How long have you and he…?” Na'lia asked softly.


“Since I was eight years old.” Resumar answered.


“And they are speaking within this thing you call Mindvoice?” Mican asked. “You can hear them?”


Resumar nodded. “Yes. Channa is very inquisitive. She is asking them question after question.” He said with a smile turning to look back at her. “She will learn quickly however. That is usually the case with those who are not bonded from childhood. They learn quickly from their bonded ones. She’s very strong within Mindvoice. Stronger than I would have thought to be honest.” He turned back to Mican. “I wanted to thank you for coming to our aide so quickly.”


“Not fast enough it seems.” Mican spoke. “The machine at the ship did not tell us right away. We could not arrive before all of this happened.”


Resumar looked around at the condition of the STRIKER and nodded. “Yes… well I don’t think it would have mattered much at all given the way things went down.”


“Do you know how many of the Coven survived?” Na'lia asked.


“That is what Julie and Dario will try and determine while they are out there.” Resumar answered.


“They know where this ship is Resumar Leonidas.” Mican spoke. “Will they not try and gain entrance to it?” 


Res shook his head. “Avi… the avatar that travels with us… he made sure to inform the avatar on the ship here what our intentions were, as well as the possibility that the Coven might attempt to gain entrance to the ship without us.”


Na'lia smiled now. “You gave him a name.” She spoke evenly. “Avi… short for avatar I take it?”


Resumar nodded with a smile. “It was something my father’s pilot did when they first discovered City Ship 41 on Lycavore.” He answered looking up into the back of the ship where Avi was taking inventory of the explosives. “He’s developed his own unique personality since he came back with the ship.” 


“How is it that a female elf came to be inside Kavalian space?” Athani asked looking at Na'lia.


Na'lia met her eyes. “That is a story for another time.” She answered unwilling to just announce how she and the others came to be among them. “Mican is my husband… we have been here for almost four years.”


“We?” Resumar asked.


“There are ninety-six other elves that live among the Kavalians here.” Na'lia answered. “We are doctors and scientists. Many of us have Kavalian husbands. Some… like me… have children with our husbands.” She said looking at Mican with love and adoration.


Resumar looked at Na'lia intently, suddenly remembering what Andro had told him their cousin Anton and his Drow wife Cihera were working on and how it related to their mother and what was happening with Anja and even connected to Dysea and Normya.


“So you are among the hundred or so elves that were ostensibly kidnapped from their transports within Union space and made to appear dead.” Resumar spoke calmly. His eyes went to Mican. “I take it you and your people did the kidnapping?”


“I will not…” Mican began to speak forcefully but Na'lia grabbed his arm and squeezed causing him to look at her. “Na'lia… I…”


“However we arrived here…” Na'lia began turning back to Resumar. “We remained here because it was our choice. Mican wanted our help in saving the biogenic clones from their built in cycle of death. We agreed once he explained to us what it was they wanted. We succeeded in this task and many of us chose to remain here willingly for we had found something to remain for.” Na'lia looked at Mican with those bright eyes. “I found love and so much more.” She turned back to Resumar. “I would not change anything that has happened in these past years and I will not allow it to be taken away from me. None of us will.” 


Athani looked at Resumar and a small smile split her lips. She turned back to Na'lia. “As someone who found love and a future in the most unlikely of places Na'lia, you have no fears in losing what you have found. And you may tell the others this as well.”


“Your sister will be very happy.” Resumar stated.


Na'lia’s head snapped around to look at him. “Sister!” She gasped. “Las’elh… she has…”


Resumar nodded. “She hasn’t stopped looking for you. She never believed you died in the accident. She has been looking for you ever since. Right now she is with my mother and cousin working an angle of what is going on that seems to be all leading in one direction. I believe she has also found love. With my cousin and his Drow wife.”


“Drow?” Na'lia gasped. 


“I don’t know the whole story… but it appears from the last time I talked to my mother that is what was happening between them.” Resumar spoke. “We will need to pass on the information that you live. It will go a long way to easing the need to find you within your sister until such time as we can arrange it safely.” He looked at Mican. “And you will need to give us the names of those who you contacted that supplied you with the information you needed to kidnap them in the first place.”


“My name would be taboo in The Wilds then.” Mican spoke shaking his head.


“Your name would be taboo in The Wilds, but it won’t matter because when we leave here all of you are coming with us.” Athani stated firmly.
Athani looked at Mican and saw his eyes boring into her once more. He had been staring at her at different times since they had arrived back here and it was beginning to make her feel uncomfortable. True to her nature Athani decided to face this head on. “Why do you stare at me?” She asked. “You have been staring at me at different times since you came here. Why?”


Mican looked at Na'lia quickly before lowering his eyes. “Forgive me. I meant no offense.” He said. “I…”


Resumar came to his feet quickly then, his head coming up as he turned to the wood line. Athani looked at him oddly as she stood.


“Resumar?” She asked. “What… what is it?”


Uncle? Resumar reached out within Mindvoice as he felt the familiar tremors and MV resonance.


Resumar… it’s been a long time my boy. Vonis’s voice filled his head causing Athani to gasp in surprise.

Uncle… where are you?

I have two others with me Resumar. Vampires. Vonis’s voice answered him immediately. I would prefer we did not get shot. I’d like to come in and we can compare notes.


Resumar stepped away from Athani. “Colonel Vonis coming in!” He shouted. “Hold fire! Colonel Vonis coming in!”


This pronouncement caused the Lycavorians to turn towards him surprised but they quickly lowered their weapons and urged their Kavalian counterparts to do the same. They all knew who Vonis was and none of them wanted to be the one to shoot and kill Queen Isabella’s brother.


Mican and Na'lia came to their feet as well now as they saw three individuals unwrap the shadows from around their bodies as they left the tree line and trot quickly towards their small perimeter. Resumar moved quickly to greet his taller uncle as he entered the perimeter with the stunning young vampire female and surprisingly wide vampire soldier. Resumar knew right away they were both Purebloods like his uncle. Resumar and Vonis grasped forearms and he couldn’t help but smile. 


“Uncle!” He exclaimed with a smile. “To say this is a complete surprise would be beyond words!”


Vonis chuckled and squeezed Res’s thick arms. “Yes I would imagine it is.” He stated.


“Father didn’t…” Resumar started.


Vonis shook his head. “No! No one knows I’m here. Your mothers left me with the High Coven insurgents several months ago. That is where I have been.”


“Then you made contact with them?” Resumar asked remembering the Commando team that had attacked the Kavalian delegation on MJOLNIR’S HAND. 


Vonis nodded. “You won’t believe me when I tell you who their leader is… but it is she who ordered them out here to watch over you. It appears she was right in sending us here. The Captain of your ship is a man of vision Res. He didn’t bat an eye when the insurgent ships with me offered their help.”


“Ships?” Resumar asked.


Vonis nodded again. “I haven’t made contact since we entered the atmosphere, but when we last saw them, the Kavalian ships were getting their asses handed to them by something I never thought I would witness in my lifetime. Union and Coven ships fighting as one unit.”


“I told Antell to get the FAITH out of the system.” Resumar spoke sternly.


Vonis nodded his head. “And that is exactly what they were doing. They were drawing the Kavalians into the outer system away from Ritaah. And kicking the sibfla out of them in the process!”


“Then she made it.” Resumar said softly.


Vonis nodded. “That is my conclusion as well. We’ll probably be hearing from one of them soon.” He looked up as Athani came up next to Resumar, Mican and Na'lia just behind her. Vonis looked at Athani with smiling dark eyes. “And this is the Athani Leonidas I have heard so much about these last months.” He spoke taking her hand and leaning over to kiss her knuckles. “Res… when are you and your brothers going to stop making so many waves in the things you do?”


Resumar laughed then and nodded his head. “We do have that tendency don’t we?” He said. “Athani… this is my Uncle Vonis. My mother Isabella’s brother.”


Athani smiled at him then. “Yes… I’ve heard much of you.” She stated.


Vonis chuckled once more. “Yes… all of it bad I’m sure. My elven wife Va’nimia is trying very hard to change my reputation around.”


“Actually… it was all very good.” Athani said.


“Really… then perhaps Va’nimia’s work is paying off.” He stated. He looked at Mican and held out his hand to the equally as tall Kavalian. “Colonel Vonis… Union Intelligence.”


Mican looked very surprised and hesitated for a moment before taking the hand. He had never had a vampire ask to shake his hand, and Vonis’s grip was firm and friendly. “I am Mican.” He said. “This is my wife Na'lia.”


Vonis bowed his head to her slightly, not batting an eye at this information and he turned too motion at the man and woman with him. “Lieutenant Commander Asharli and Senior Trooper Orthon. They are members of the insurgency as well.”



“Uncle… Uncle why are you here?” Resumar asked.


“Lucia Moran sent us out here to look out for you.” Vonis answered.


Resumar looked quickly to Athani and then back to Vonis. “Lucia Moran?” He gasped in shock.


Vonis nodded. “Trust me… I was just as surprised as you.” He stated. “But she is the leader of the Insurgency. They call her the General. I don’t know all the specifics, but she did not trust her mother and grandmother, she made me aware of this and then ordered her people out here to help in whatever way they could. We’ve been waiting for two days now and did not know you had even arrived until the FAITH lost her Shroud. You know that the Kavalian fleet that was here left just before we arrived?”


Resumar nodded. “Yes.”


“The other STRIKER? That was the explosion we detected as we were coming in?” Vonis asked.


Resumar nodded his head. “We knew they would attempt something. They hit us just as we landed. They killed my pilot and I had to detach the rear compartment to give us the edge to drive them off. They hit Dario’s STRIKER while they were still in the air the idiots! Killed the pilots and she dropped the last hundred or so feet. The crash broke open one of the explosive containers we brought and an electrical fire set it off.”


“Dario? Sorran?” Vonis asked quickly, the worry on his face evident and real.


“They survived. Barely. They are out now circling the area attempting to find out how many of the Coven troops survived and what direction they went in. Julie is with them and…” Resumar said.


“Julie?” Vonis asked.


Resumar shook his head. “Another long story.”  He spoke. “They should be back soon. We’re going to move to the MV ship then. Avi has been in contact with that ship’s Avatar for a few hours now.”


Vonis nodded and looked around. “Well… you got three more under your command now.” He spoke. “Antell and Maros won’t come near the planet now… not with us here. They won’t want to draw attention to us and they will keep the Kavalians at bay as much as they are able.”


“We can talk to them once we get to the MV ship.” Resumar spoke.


“You were going to use Cemath and the other dragons to move the explosives from here to there weren’t you. That’s why you landed so far away?”


Resumar nodded. “We didn’t want to get too close until we knew where Mican and his people stood in the scheme of things. Those plans didn’t go very well.”


“Most plans never go right.” Vonis said. 


“We’re not flying out of here in the STRIKERS, so I was going to get everyone to the MV ship and then contact Antell.” Resumar said. “We’ll have to go to plan B.”


Vonis grinned. “Plan B?”


“Uncle… I always have a Plan B.” Resumar spoke.


They turned as the hulking figure of Avi came down the steep ramp with a data pad in his hand. He marched right up to where Resumar stood and his eyes fell on Vonis.


-Colonel Vonis. None of our mission scenarios involved your presence. Interesting. You have a similar mission as we do?-


Vonis shook his head. “No. It just so happens that our paths have come together Avi.” He answered.


-Curious- He looked at Athani. –This is an example of chance I take it?-


Athani nodded. “Yes it is.” She said with a smile.


-Fascinating. I will need to study this more when we return to Earth- He replied holding out the data pad to Resumar. –I have finished my inventory Resumar Leonidas- 


“Where do we stand Avi?” Resumar asked.


-With the destruction of STRIKER TWO we lack sufficient quantities of explosives to completely destroy the ship. We can cripple it… but…-


“It still allows others access to its technology with what’s left.” Resumar said.


Avi nodded. –Correct-


“You wish to destroy this ship?” Na'lia asked surprised. “But why?”


“Those are my father’s orders.” Resumar answered looking at her. “Destroy this ship so that it does not fall into the hands of the Coven or the Kavalians. The only problem now is that we don’t have enough explosives to do the job! We…”


Resumar stopped talking when Sorran’s massive form swept in from above the trees and he flared his wings quickly and landed to the excited and anxious chatter of the Kavalians on the perimeter. Julie was clinging tightly to Dario’s waist, her eyes wide and the moment they landed she leaped from Sorran’s back and landed on shaky legs. Dario was grinning as he dropped easily from the saddle while Sorran was still settling to the ground. He moved up and placed his hands on Sorran’s huge head as he lowered it to Dario’s shoulder.


Let me brief Resumar and I will tend to your scales brother. Dario spoke softly.


Sorran nodded his head as he looked at Dario. They had been bonded together for over fifteen years now, and though Sorran was six hundred and four years old, he felt younger and more vibrant now than at any point in his life. He had never envisioned himself bonded to a rider, yet their personalities matched seamlessly from that very first day. Their banter back and forth was famous among the Bonded Pairs, and while it may have seemed callous and uncaring to an outsider, there was nothing Sorran and Dario would not do for each other.


The Apricot salve. Sorran spoke. It smells good.

Dario chuckled and pounded Sorran on his thick scaled neck before turning to follow Julie. His eyes narrowed in surprise when he saw Colonel Vonis standing with Resumar, but Dario had grown up first with his father as part of Anja’s Durcunusaan detail on Hadaria and other places she went. He had, more than any other cousin, interaction with all of the Leonidas children from a very young age. Some said this was the reason he was now bound to a dragon, that being with them and playing with them as children stimulated his MV abilities to higher levels than he might have normally achieved. Dario didn’t care one way or the other. He loved his life and what he did. 


Julie was looking at Vonis intently as she walked up, her eyes darting back and forth between him and Resumar. She knew who Vonis was; there was an extensive file on the son of Aikiro who was now considered a traitor of the highest sort by the High Coven. Julie had to admit, he didn’t seem concerned about that in the least.


She turned her attention fully to Resumar when she stopped. “I estimate between fifteen and twenty of them survived Resumar.” She spoke. “We swept the entire area for a kilometer around the ship with Dario in wolf form and I wrapped in the shadows. If any were watching us, we would have seen them.”


Dario stepped up to the small group and smiled as Vonis held his hand out. “This is a surprise Colonel.” He spoke.


Vonis nodded. “I imagine surprises are becoming common for you now that you are hanging out with your cousin more.”


Dario nodded with a chortle. “That’s the nubous truth.” He said quickly. He turned to Resumar. “Julie believes they would have started for their preplanned rendezvous point Res.” He said. “Four kilometers north of here and two kilometers west of the MV ship.”


Mican’s eyes grew a little wider. “That puts them very close to our settlement!” He stated. “Too close!”


Res met his eyes. “How many of your people are there?”


“Over three hundred. Including our daughter.” Mican answered his voice holding the tenseness of a concerned parent.


Julie shook her head. “I don’t believe they would try anything…” She said looking at Mican. “To be safe however… I recommend we move Mican’s people from that settlement to the MV ship Resumar. I can not predict what they will do now and better to move them during the day. They would be safer in the MV ship for the time being. Even we would be hard pressed to defend ourselves against them at night and we can see them or sense them within the shadows for the most part. The Kavalian rebels would not stand a chance.”


Resumar didn’t hesitate in the least and nodded his head. “I agree.” He said looking at Vonis. “Uncle?”


“You are in command Res.” Vonis answered looking at Julie. “Though I tend to agree with…”


“Julie.” She answered immediately. “Julie Collins.”


Vonis’s eyes grew a little larger but he didn’t pause in his response. He knew well who Julie Collins had been. There were very few people close to the Leonidas family who did not know who Julie Collins was. Or who she used to be actually. “I tend to agree with Ms. Collins here.” He said. “If any of them are injured they’ll use whatever blood they have to heal and hold up today. Tonight however, they’ll need to replenish that stock. The easiest way to do that is take Mican’s people.”


Resumar nodded then. “Avi… divide the remaining explosives between Cemath, Mirra and Sorran. The rest of us will load up with what we have left and move to Mican’s settlement.” He turned to Mican and saw his blue eyes were wide in shock and Na'lia’s expression matched his. “Can you contact your people and have them prepared to move? Take only what they can carry.”


“You… you will help us?” Mican asked surprised. “Why?”


“We are part of the reason your people are now at risk.” Resumar spoke. “Helping you will only help us in the end. Uncle… your ship?”


“Well hidden and under Shroud.” Vonis told him. “Asharli has the remote for it. We could call it if need be.”


Resumar shook his head. “No. We’ll save it for when we need it.” He said. “How long are the days here?”


Na'lia stepped forward. “Once the sun fully reaches its apex, we will have perhaps ten hours left of daylight.” She replied. “It should reach its apex in three hours.”


“Thirteen hours.” Resumar spoke. “We’re already behind schedule as it is. Let’s get to it people!”


Avi stepped up to Resumar and Athani as the others turned to alert everyone that they would be moving. –Resumar Leonidas… this is not part of the mission parameters-


“I know Avi.” Resumar said softly.


-Interaction with the rebels here was to be minimal at most. VORTEX Cruiser 341 is a Pralor combat vessel. This single ship under full power could decimate fully one quarter of the Union fleet if it fell into the wrong hands. It must be destroyed-


“I know Avi.” Resumar spoke. “We had a hand in putting these people at risk by coming here. We have to help them.”


-They were already at risk Resumar. The Kavalian government obviously would destroy them if they knew of their existence-


“Avi… it is the right thing to do.” Athani spoke. “We can’t just leave them to their fates. The High Coven actions most likely gave away our presence here. The explosion of STRIKER TWO would have been viewable from every ship in the immediate area. We must assume they know we are here. We need to move quickly now. Without the High Coven forces we need Mican’s help to assist us. Besides… having more allies never hurt anyone.”


-I do not question what we are doing Athani Little One- Avi spoke.


Athani looked at him oddly. “Then… then why mention it?” She asked.


-King Martin could have just as easily deactivated me when we returned to Earth. Instead he allowed me to remain active and learn. Just as Chief Elder Pralor Sumar did. My programming does not allow emotion to factor into my actions but it does allow me to grow and understand where emotion plays a role in decision making. This is one of those times. I was only informing Resumar of the possible end results of these actions. I did not say I agree with them-


“So you would do the same thing we are doing?” Athani asked with a smile.


Avi blinked his red eyes and tilted his head slightly. –Given what I have learned and my interaction with the Leonidas family through the years. Yes-


 “Why didn’t you just say that?” Athani asked.


-Paraphrasing King Leonidas Athani Little One… that would just be too damn easy- Avi answered.


Athani’s blue/green eyes were wide and she glared at him for a moment before moving off towards the back of the STRIKER muttering under her breath. Avi and Resumar watched her.


“Avi… you are more human in your actions than you might think my friend.” Res told him looking up into his red eyes. “I’m glad you are here.” He left Avi standing there as he followed Athani and the hulking Avatar blinked his eyes several times processing what Resumar had said.


-Fascinating- He spoke finally.

EARTH

THERMOPYLAE

TOMB OF KING LEONIDAS


Martin stepped into the dimly lit tomb of his father with the same reverence he always had when entering.
 The Illum globes grew brighter, revealing the gold and now Dragon Armor encased caskets of two individuals. Martin stood in the entrance for a long moment and stared at the caskets. The one on the left was of the man who had set him on the path of discovery so long ago, and who now rested beside his father as Martin had sworn to him that he would. The man whose name his son wore proudly. 

The casket on the right… Martin would never forget.


He brushed his fingers across the top of Androcles’s casket before turning fully to place both hands flat on the metal and Dragon Armor encased casket of his father. The man whose life had been cut short far too early. The father that Martin had never known or seen except for astral projections provided by powerful neural boosters within his tomb here and along the outer portions of the statue outside this very monument. Martin leaned heavily on the casket, trying to wrap his mind around everything that had happened in the last few months. Trying to determine when the darkness had infected him, what he could have done to prevent it. He let his hands slide gently over the smooth curve of the casket.


“Father.” He whispered softly. “If ever there was a time I needed your guidance… now would be it. I have… I have not acted as a king should act. A husband and a mate. As a father. I lashed out at my… I lashed out at my Anome. At my Kinsoaurgai. Two of the five brightest points in my life. The five who make me what I am.” Martin choked up then and clenched his teeth in anger at himself. He remembered taking Aricia in his arms upon leaving the SODRAG underground Command Center. He remembered crushing her lush body to his and kissing her with more passion and love than he had ever kissed her before. He could not express how horrific he felt about what he had done, and Aricia only grasped his face in her soft hands and looked at him with those breathtaking azure blue eyes and told him she knew it was not her Beloved who had done these things. For'mya had already headed back to Sparta to deal with the Kavalians and their refusal to allow entrance to their embassy after the attack but Martin swore to wrap his dark eyed elven Queen within his arms and love her until she couldn’t stand it any longer.

“They raped and beat my daughter father! Zarah is… she is… she is my daughter and those fucking bastards almost killed her! I beat my son father! I almost killed my son for what I perceived he had done wrong! My firstborn son! I’m lost father… I’m lost and I don’t know what to do! So much is happening around me and none of it is good! I…” Martin stammered now, not really knowing what he was saying or why.


“What happened today is not your fault grandson of Sumar.” The voice spoke from behind him.


Martin spun around as the astral projection of the much older humanoid man appeared in the tomb with him. The imaged faded in and out for a brief second and then became as clear an image as Martin had ever seen. The man was tall, with flowing white hair and a deep tan. He had wrinkles under his eyes but they were blue eyes that were filled with a knowledge that Martin could only guess at. There were slight differences in the figure, the voluminous ivory cape draped over wide but thin shoulders and half covering the dark tan earth tones of the pants and shirt he wore. His face looked no different than humans; except that he did not have the same ridges and curves within his ears as humanoid ears. This man was not a species Martin had ever seen before. He stared at Martin with sincere, intelligent eyes.


Helen had told him he needed to come here and talk with someone. She didn’t give him a whole lot of information, she could be incredibly tight lipped when she wanted to be and not even he could easily get information out of her when she didn’t want to give it. He had thought perhaps he was going to see some senior High Coven officer who would give him information. Information that would enable him to respond in kind to what Aikiro and the Coven had done this day. Looking at this figure, Martin knew that was not the case. His dark brown eyes moved up and down the figure as he stood there silently looking at him. Martin knew who this person was. He didn’t know how, but Martin knew who this man was. He could feel who this man was and his eyes grew wider as they came up to the face again and realization struck him like a slap in the face.


“You… you’re a Pralor!” Martin gasped then.


The man in the image smiled warmly. “Your insight and instincts match that of your grandfather young man.” He spoke evenly. “My name is Wayonn… and yes… I am of the Pralor species as we are called. I am the last of the Pralors to my knowledge. The last of my species.”


Martin turned from his father’s casket to face the image. “The last?” Martin spoke. “I thought… Avi said…”


Wayonn smiled. “Ah yes… you speak of City Ship Avatar 41. He was the avatar of Sumar’s ship. Our ship. I never understood Sumar’s interaction with him, but he was never far from Sumar’s side.”


“That’s why…? Wait… your ship?” Martin started to speak.


Wayonn nodded with another smile. “Yes… Avi as you call him… he knew who you were the moment you set foot on Lycavore all those years ago.” He answered. “If a machine could be happy, I’m quite sure Avi would have been thrilled that it was you who discovered him. That you have not deactivated him and he holds a role of some prominence within your family only makes you that much more like Sumar. Another reason he will forever be a rock for you.”


“Your ship?” Martin asked. “Are you saying you were on that ship? That… that means you are…”


Wayonn nodded with a chuckle. “Yes indeed. Very old in terms of how you and your kind relate the passage of linear time to a person. Ancient would be a good term to describe me. It’s really quite amusing actually.”


“You called me…” Martin began.


“Yes Martin Leonidas, you are of Sumar’s blood. His great great grandson if my vague recollection on humanoid descendants is accurate. Resumar was Sumar’s first born son with the Lycavorian woman he took as his wife when the decision was made to join with the your kind after we had crashed on your world.” Wayonn spoke. 


Martin’s face became confused. “But the ship crashed over thirty thousand years ago.” He said. “How could…”


“There were nearly a million of us that survived the crash Martin Leonidas.” Wayonn spoke. “We could not all just join with the Lycavorian people at once. The merging was spread out over the course of thousands of years. Sumar was the last of us to finally become one with Lycavorians. That was little more than eighteen thousand years ago. It took him that long to discover a Lycavorian that pulled at his heart. He always was odd in an eccentric way. When he finally found her, he had her change him, and they became mated. Resumar was the first of his four children with this woman.”


Martin’s eyes grew wider. “Four?” He gasped.


“Resumar… your grandfather… he had two brothers and a sister.” Wayonn answered. “They were… they were killed in the High Coven conquest of Lycavore. Sumar and the woman he had chosen to love died during that time as well. They watched their son become King and begin to pull your people out of the barbaric and savage ways of your species before they passed on however. So many good people were lost during those days. So many.”


“You… you sound like you knew Sumar well.” Martin said.


“I did indeed.” Wayonn answered. “We were very close friends. I was his Oracle. The teller of his tale. His wise one. There are many things you could call me.”


“Oracle?” Martin asked. “Like First Oracle?”


Wayonn smiled. “That was my son’s doing.” He spoke.


“Your son?” Martin asked.


Wayonn nodded. “There is much I need to tell you Martin Leonidas. To be honest… up until you released my son’s Mindvoice essence from his prison I had no idea a descendant of Sumar still lived.”


“Wait!” Martin exclaimed. “Canth? Canth was your son?” He gasped.


Wayonn nodded. “Yes. He was the youngest of my thirteen children with my Lycavorian wife. I was among the first to become part of Lycavorian society. Sumar reasoned that my skills as a religious icon and mediator if you will… he reasoned that these skills would be better put to use among the Lycavorians more quickly. I chose a Lycavorian woman. I didn’t even know her really, she was about to be taken by one of the more aggressive males of your species and I saved her from that fate. She in turn chose me.” Wayonn smiled warmly. “I didn’t even care for her in the beginning but as the years grew I fell deeply in love with her and we started our own family. About a thousand years before Resumar was born Sumar asked that I take my wife and children and a few hundred others onto the only remaining escape ship we had left on City Ship 41. Avi had repaired it enough where we could use it once more. So I set out with roughly two thousand of the remaining Pralors, those they had taken as wives and husbands and all of our children. We were first going to attempt to return to Pralor space, and while we made it, what we found was not what we had expected. We were chased out of Pralor space by what we found and began to make our way back to Lycavore. We…”


“Wait! What chased you out of Pralor space?” Martin asked quickly.


“This is information I can give to you when I see you, however right now…” Wayonn began to answer.


“See me?” Martin exclaimed. “What do you mean see me? You’re dead!”


Wayonn had a hearty laugh then and Martin watched with wide eyes as he shook his head and moved closer to him in the holoimager his eyes bright. “Dead? No my boy I am not dead.” He spoke with a chuckle. “At least I don’t believe I am. I’m quite sure Dutkne would agree with you though.”


“Dutkne? Ok… I’m really lost now.” Martin said. “You’re not dead?”


Wayonn shook his head. “No. Even with my abilities, if I was dead I would not be able to project and hold this transmission as I am now. The neural boosters here in your father’s tomb help a great deal, but it is still I who initiated this contact.”


“If you aren’t dead… then where are you?” Martin quipped.


“Trust me Martin… I will answer all your questions.” Wayonn spoke. “But first there are some things you need to know and understand.” He moved around and appeared to be carrying something with him until he stopped in front of the long bench that Martin usually sat at. Martin watched him do something with his hands and then he settled onto the stone bench as if he was actually sitting down there. He looked up at him then standing next to his father’s casket. “This is important Martin my boy.” He stated. “I know you long to return to Sparta and your Queens. To take them in your arms and hold them. To go after your children who now all believe you have gone off the deep end as Dutkne says so often. Rest assured you will do these things, but for now know that your son Androcles will keep them together and not let anything happen to them. And since he knows at least in part what it was within you, he will insure your other children know. However… you need to know what it was that infected you and how it came to be. And you need to know the only way for you to be fully rid of the evil inside you is to come and see me.” 


Martin moved to stand next to the bench. “It’s not gone?” He asked stunned.


Wayonn shook his head. “Not entirely… no.” He replied. “You have Sumar’s strength Martin, a strength which he passed down to Resumar his son. A strength he in turn passed to his son, your father. That strength of will, that untapped Mindvoice power you have yet to realize, that is what helped you to beat him back this time. That and your Bonded Brother Torma who waits outside for you.”


“My brother?” Martin asked softly and he watched Wayonn shake his head.


“Pleistarchus is not like you Martin. He never was nor has he ever been. A son to your father he may be, but he has always been different. He has Mindvoice skills, but they are so far removed from his understanding he could spend the rest of his days learning of them and never achieve what you have right now. And you have not reached your potential just yet.” Wayonn spoke.   


“You said I beat him back?” Martin asked now settling to the bench.


“What infected you was a small portion of what now deeply contaminates Yuri Moran.” Wayonn spoke. “It is the essence of Xaxon, Sumar’s twin brother. And more evil a man did not exist anywhere within Pralor space. Xaxon was the complete opposite of his twin brother in every way. Where Sumar was everything a leader could be; compassionate, knowledgeable, a tactical wizard with a will and drive to never fail, his twin Xaxon was the mirror opposite. He was cruel, one of the cruelest Pralors to ever live. He thought himself a great military leader, and his arrogance is what led to the beginning of a war that cost over three trillion lives in the first seven hundred years. His actions began what would eventually lead to the downfall of our civilization. He was punished for his initial actions and his mind was separated from his body. He was given a chance to redeem himself when his mind was placed in command of City Ship 19 while his body was placed on the ship of his brother, who would keep it safe.”


“You mean that this Xaxon’s remains are…”


Wayonn nodded. “They were.” He stated. “Helen destroyed his remains the moment she defeated Aikiro and discovered that it was him that had infected Yuri and that they were both here on Earth. As Pralors Martin, we did not regard our physical bodies as more important than our minds and spiritual essence. Our technology was at such a point where we could remove a person’s conscious mind, their essence and imprison it. This procedure was the very harshest of punishments our people could met out, and it was rarely used. Xaxon was the last one to receive this type of punishment. He was not happy about this at all I assure you, but he could not defeat the entire Ruling Quorum of Pralors and he knew it.”

“Doesn’t sound like something I’d be happy with either.” Martin spoke.

“He was given City Ship 19 as a means to redeem himself. City Ship 19 as you know thanks to Avi, it crashed on Nuwaroa. A world belonging to what you know as the High Coven. It was Aikiro’s father who found the ship, and it was he who made a deal with Xaxon’s essence. Xaxon told Aikiro’s father that he could have the survivors of City Ship 19 if he assisted him in returning to his body and gaining prominence once more. He wanted to return to Pralor space and take his revenge upon those who had imprisoned him. This is how the people of the High Coven soon realized their inherent ability to Mindvoice. It is the same way the Lycavorians realized this potential within them. It was one of the reasons Sumar decided to join you’re your kind. Your ability to Mindvoice. Through generations of breeding with the survivors of City Ship 19, sometimes forcefully I might add, Xaxon’s descendants cultivated it to the point they could use it like Aikiro and Veldruk. As a weapon. Xaxon’s influence is also what drove the High Coven to attack Lycavore, for Xaxon could sense the descendants of his brother among your kind. He did not foresee the stubbornness of that idiot Veldruk and his goal of finding his body was never realized thanks to Avi. Avi hid the City ship as you found it when you arrived. Buried in a huge mountain, operating with just enough power to generate a MV shield around the ship blocking it from Aikiro’s ability to detect. That is what Helen felt when you first arrived on Lycavore. Do you remember?”


Martin nodded quickly. “Yes. She said she could feel evil. Darkness.”


Wayonn nodded. “She had my son’s memories and knowledge in her head then. She knew that Xaxon’s remains were on City Ship 41 even though it was subconsciously and not something she could explain.”


“How did he infect Yuri?” Martin asked. “How did he infect me?”


“The only possible way he could have infected Yuri to the extent he has is if Aikiro gave him access to her daughter’s weaknesses. She had to have been communicating with him within the holding chamber that his essence was sealed in, just as her father did. It would have been located within the medical research sections of City Ship 19. The part of the ship that survived the crash. Xaxon was among the most powerful of Pralor Mindvoicers. Sumar as well. They were twins after all.” Wayonn stated. “Once Xaxon knew what to attack, he would have kept at it until Yuri unwittingly released the seals on his chamber. This would have been the explosion of darkness that Lucia speaks of. What she told your son she saw that day.”

“Wait a minute!” Martin snapped. “How do you know what she told Andro?”

Wayonn smiled gently. “Your son Martin Leonidas has embraced much of what you still balk at. The pureness of your blood, of your Queen Aricia’s blood, it gives him an advantage you did not have. You had to learn everything you now know, and learn it after thinking you were something entirely different for much of your life after you were removed from that sleep chamber. Androcles has not been so limited, and his bond with Elynth while he was still in Aricia’s womb only added to his power. He has embraced it all without hesitation and it makes him stronger because of it. Because he has chosen to let his essence open his mind to everything I have been able to catch words and phrases echoing within Mindvoice. He is exceptionally powerful just like you, but like you he lacks the skills to fully shield what he is thinking from Mindvoice users who have the ability and skill to skip along a person’s shields and detect the small things. I believe he and Dutkne will get along quite well.”

“How does this concern Lucia Moran?” Martin asked.

“A finger of Xaxon’s filth touched Lucia that day as well, but she knew enough to reach for the one thing that could save her. Something she had tried to deny up until that point. That was your daughter.”


Martin looked at him with wide eyes. “Zarah?” He gasped. “But why?”


“The possibilities of two people being born at the exact same moment in time, the exact same millisecond are infinitely impossible to calculate and even less likely to happen.” Wayonn said evenly. “Yet with Lucia and Zarah it happened. In such a circumstance, a union is created even from across great distances. This link if you will… it has existed between Zarah and Lucia since they were born. Lucia reached for it at that time, and it was Zarah’s strength and purpose and love that allowed Lucia to beat back the darkness. All things she learned from you and your Queens. When Lucia saw that… reached for it… it altered the path her life was on and without fail everything she has done since that day was with the goal single goal of coming together with your daughter. Your daughter is far stronger than you know Martin Leonidas. Androcles knows what she is capable of, or I should say, he believes in what she is capable of. He has seen it inside her. The reason why they are so tightly bound I will allow you to discover on your own. It will only show you the commitment and love that your son has for his siblings. A trait that he gets from you I might add.”


“So you are saying that Xaxon is controlling Yuri… like he controlled me?” Martin asked.


“Controlling is such a generic term. Xaxon’s foul Mindvoice essence within Yuri only increases the darkness within her own heart.” Wayonn spoke. “Increases it to levels that she can not control. If I am correct… there is no hope for her now. His essence has permeated her entire being now and it will only become worse until he actually takes over her essence completely and she essentially becomes him. Death is the only way she will be free of him now.”


“And me?” Martin asked.


“You can rest assured he knew who you were the moment she stepped into the same room with you when they came to earth. Aikiro would have known this too.” Wayonn spoke. “He sensed your weakness then and while he could not jump from one body to the next, he did the next best thing. He infected you and targeted the one weakness that had grown inside you since Alba Tau. Just as Helen told you. Your self doubt over what happened on that planet and your horror at having your son experience it as well.”


Martin was silent for a long moment as the scope of what Wayonn was saying hit him fully. “And it is still inside me?” He asked finally. 


Wayonn nodded slowly. “Your natural strength of will and purpose is enough to contain that darkness for now.” He said. “However you will not be completely free of it until I can purge it from your essence.”


Martin looked at the image. “You can do this?” He asked.


Wayonn nodded. “It was part of our duty as the religious or spiritual support role that those in my caste among the Pralors played. We were the sounding boards for those we were assigned too as guides and advisors. As I played this role with Sumar, when we returned from Pralor space my son Canth chose to remain with Resumar and play this role. They became fast friends and as events evolved it was Canth who helped Resumar to shape the Chronicles of Law and the First Oracle’s Declaration that your people so cherish and follow.”


“Then that is why Deia says Canth just appeared one day and took his place at my grandfather’s side?” Martin asked.


Wayonn nodded. “The ship we were on was damaged as we escaped from Pralor space and we settled on a planet outside of known space. It was several hundred years before we were able to build a ship from the scraps to take a select few passengers back to Lycavore. It was essentially a one way trip at the time and they knew it. Canth was the first to volunteer, since he reasoned Resumar and him were so close in age it would be better if it was him that returned. Canth was… he was…”

“Unique?” Martin finished.

Wayonn chuckled. “Yes… unique. I see your time with him on Ukwav made a definite impression.”

“To say the least.” Martin agreed.

“Yes well… he took his mate and two oldest children with him and left his youngest two with me and the others. As it turned out, it was the last time I ever saw my son alive again.” Wayonn answered softly. “We had thought all was lost when we heard Resumar and he were dead. It took almost two years for that information to reach us, and when it did we left the world we were on and began returning to try and reclaim what we had lost. We got as far as where we eventually decided to make our homes. Returning would only bring us agony and slavery we knew, and it was decided collectively to attempt to rebuild where we were. My son was able to touch me those first hours after you released his mind Martin and for that I will always be in your debt. That is when I truly first discovered you still lived. That the grandson of Resumar and descendant of my dear friend was alive.”

“Then it was you who was talking to Arzoal all that time.” Martin said. “Not Canth?”

Wayonn nodded. “For the most part yes.” He replied. “I masked my voice to her using my son’s voice. In a sense it was a way for me to remember him. Even I did not know what it was you were doing or who you really were until you freed him. I was only assuming that the rumors of your bloodline that we had heard were true.”

“Are you saying that… are you saying that there are more of my people out there? More Lycavorians?” Martin asked him. “Canth told me I would need to find those who had been lost. When I discovered those on Lycavore I thought it was them. Are you saying it’s not?”

“Oh no… they were part of it.” Wayonn spoke quickly. “They were not all of them. No one among those I am with knows you live Martin. I have hidden it from those I am with to protect them. I did not know how you would act as King. I wanted to insure that you were like Sumar and your grandfather Resumar. That you carried the same values and morals as they did. I have seen all you have done through Helen’s eyes since the day you returned to your people and I am duly impressed. I will not apologize for my actions so whatever you say in that regards will not matter to me.” He turned those blue eyes on him. “However… when I felt Xaxon’s vile presence begin to grow stronger, I knew he had found a suitable shell to infect. I began to take notice even more when the Coven came to Earth. Helen has been communicating with me all these years thinking it was Canth.

“I did not have the heart to tell her that when he passed all that he was to her, he did so knowing his essence would be lost.” Wayonn told him. “She has… she has carried her own self doubt about herself and her skills after the horrid events surrounding your father. She believes she failed him that day so long ago, and she has carried that burden for so long, fearing that she would fail you in some way. At least until now. The death of Aikiro by her hand has set her free. You will find her to be your greatest asset now; that she is bound to Arzoal only makes her wiser and more powerful.”

Martin leaned over and placed his head in his hands and rubbed his face. “Oh man… this is giving me a headache.” He stated sitting back up. “I need to get back to Sparta. I need to hold For'mya and Aricia in my arms. I need to contact my son!”

Wayonn nodded. “Yes… I know. You can not just yet.”

Martin stood. “Why?”

“There are some things I need to show you first.” Wayonn spoke.

“What things? Why can’t this wait until later? You do realize what is going on here don’t you?” Martin barked. “My family is being torn apart before my eyes and I need to stop that!”

Wayonn shook his head. “Your family torn apart?” He asked gently. “I truly believe there is very little in this universe that could accomplish that task no matter how they tried. You and your five Queens have instilled in all your children that Blood comes before all else haven’t you?”

“Well yes but…” Martin began.

“Martin… a chain of events has been ongoing ever since Xaxon took control of Yuri. It can no longer be stopped. You have always believed that for every action there is a reaction yes?” Wayonn asked.

“How do you know that?” Martin barked.

“Because it was the same way Sumar thought.” He replied. “Your ancestor was like you Martin. He did not think simply in the here and now. He thought and acted for the many future generations that would come after. It is a trait he passed to all his offspring, and they to theirs. You can not stop what is already in motion Martin.”

Martin’s eyes narrowed. “What’s already in motion? Jesus… Canth talked in riddles too! Now I know where he got it! Where Helen gets it! Why can’t you just tell me what the fuck is going on?”

“If I knew that Martin I would.” Wayonn replied. “There are trials and tribulations that we all must face and pass through in order to better ourselves. How we react to them forms the basis for the person we are. What I can tell you is that events have already begun and nothing you do will alter their path. It is not a source of knowledge to me… it is only a feeling within the many threads and tremors of Mindvoice. These events will strain your control, and the control of your children, but these events are what will define you in the future and prepare you for what lies ahead.”

“That is why I need to get back!” Martin declared. “My children will…”

Wayonn shook his head with a small smile. “You think too little of your children Martin Leonidas.” Wayonn spoke. “Too little of the love and devotion you have shown your children through the years. What you have taught them. You and your Queens are part of why they are who they are. Androcles will never let that be lost to them! Ever!” Wayonn spoke forcefully and looked at him. “As he gave without thought to save Zarah he will give without thought to keep them all together no matter the cost to him! He has even gone so far as to seal the bond of blood in the different Lycavorian bloodlines of your people and he doesn’t even know it. Neither of them do. It was something that Resumar and Canth tried to do very early on. He will discover it soon enough though. Your sons Androcles and Arrarn have brought the two bloodlines of the brothers back together again Martin. It is that bloodline that will be your greatest strength… and your greatest curse.”

“What are you talking about now?” Martin demanded. “How did Andro save Zarah? What curse?”

“Martin… while you find it distasteful to consider… Sumar and Xaxon were brothers.” Wayonn spoke. “Twins. There will always be an affinity between the descendants of those two bloodlines. While Aikiro is not a child of Xaxon as Resumar was of Sumar, she still carried within her his presence to a large extent because her father had allowed Xaxon to act through him for the most part. When he impregnated his wife and Aikiro was conceived she was born with part of Xaxon inside her. There will always be a Mindvoice connection between Aikiro’s children and her children’s children and the children of your blood. It is undeniable. It is part of why Carisia and Androcles came together. Part of why Lucia and Zarah came together. Why it feels so very right to them. Now that you are yourself once more, you will come to accept this has you have accepted everything in your life. Never fear the unknown you say… and you live by this creed more than any man or woman I have ever met. And now your children live by it, probably more so than you at times.” Wayonn stood up. “There are some things I must teach you now, so that you are better able to contain Xaxon’s evil within you until you reach me. What I will show you will assist you greatly until I can remove it permanently. It will also allow you to better understand some other things that I will tell you. At least until we are able to stand face to face in the future.”

“And how long will this take?” Martin snapped.

Wayonn smiled. “Just like Dutkne.” He said gently shaking his head. He looked at him. “You have Queens and other men and women who can get by without you Martin. Helen has informed them of where you are and that you are in good health. Like Sumar did, you have surrounded yourself with men and women who are exceptionally capable and this will only serve you well into the future, for you have some hard decisions facing you in that future.”

“Here we go again with the riddles!” Martin spat. “I really fucking hate riddles! I told Canth I hate fucking riddles! ”

“Yes indeed I remember. Your son hates riddles as well. Nearly as much as you. That is why he and Dutkne will get along famously. I suggest we get started my King. So that we can solve these riddles.” Wayonn spoke with a large smile.

SPARTA

HOME OF ISRA, TARIFA AND AIHOLA


It was a larger than normal villa that sat only half a kilometer from the edge of the Royal Estate. It was surrounded by a decorative four foot high white stone wall that encased the ten acre property completely. The immediate area around the home and patio was an enormous flower garden lovingly tended to by Tarifa and Aihola almost daily when they weren’t in some sort of meeting either in Sparta or Eden City. The flight to and from Eden City was only half a hour for Aihola and it was a flight she had no problems in making. Her work and office may have been in Eden City, but her loves and her life was in Sparta. There was a very large dragon pen and cave along the north treeline for when Miath was on Earth this is where he called home. Roluth had begun flying back and forth to Dragon Mountain when Aelnala and Miath mated, giving them the privacy they needed and desired as mates. He didn’t mind making the trip each day, and when Miath wasn't there he would remain on the estate.


Now Roluth landed carrying Tarifa and Anuk on his back and before he had fully settled to the ground, Tarifa and Anuk were leaping from the saddle and running for the front door of their home. 

“Is she hurt?” Anuk asked as they darted from the dragon landing pad.

“I don’t know Anuk!” Tarifa answered. “She didn’t sound injured and she is blocking me within Mindvoice. She said only to grab you wherever you were and bring you here!” Tarifa passed her hand over the Bioscanner by the main double doors of their home and the doors slid open easily.


“Ardis!” Tarifa exclaimed as she burst into the foyer of their home, her sapphire eyes darting left and right looking for her oldest child.


“In the den mother!” Ardis’s voice reached out to her and Tarifa looked at Anuk oddly as she dashed to the right, her hand dropping to the K12 in its holster on her thigh. Tarifa may have been Lieutenant Governor of Sparta, but long before that she was a warrior and very skilled at taking care of herself. Anuk followed her motion, her hand dropping to draw her own K12 and they moved to the half open glass double doors. 


Tarifa didn’t hesitate and burst into the large den, breaking left as Anuk entered and broke to the right. Their eyes went wide as they saw Karun and Pian standing behind the couch where the stunning blond haired woman Tarifa knew as Jalersi lay. They were both armed, but neither of them had lifted their weapons in a threatening manner. Jalersi’s leg was bloody and her jaw was clenched in pain. Tarifa saw the second Kavalian male holding the mug of tea in his hands which had froze as it was lifting to his lips. Ardis came to her feet from where she was kneeling next to Jalersi’s leg.


“Mother… Aunt Anuk! No!” Ardis barked as she came to her feet.


Tarifa looked at her daughter, seeing the soot and scraps on her cheeks and arms, her K12 dropping almost instantly. “Ardis?” She questioned as her daughter stepped up to her.


“Momma… please.” Ardis said. “You have to trust me.”


Trust was never an issue with Tarifa and she embraced her daughter tightly. Her wolf nose detected many scents on her, the smell of burning metal and wood very prominent. She could also detect the scent of something else permeating her daughter’s timber and peach scent. It was the heady scent of walnut and pines. She pushed Ardis away and held her at arm’s length. “Where have you been?” She demanded. “The Durcunusaan sent a team to your apartment and it was empty! It appeared to have been searched! What…?”


Ardis nodded. “It’s a long story mother.” She spoke. 


“Why… why are these people here in my home Ardis?” Tarifa asked casting her eyes to Pian and the others.


“I can explain everything.” Ardis said quickly. “Where is father? I can not feel him within Mindvoice. He is shielding heavily.”


“At the Durcunusaan base!” Tarifa answered immediately. “He and Daniel are directing the deployment of forces throughout Sparta.”


Ardis nodded and looked at Anuk who still had her K12 leveled at Karun and the others. “Aunt Anuk… please!” Ardis spoke. “Jalersi is injured. These people are not a threat to us! We are unable to get the bleeding to stop. Her artery is intact, but I think the splinter of wood may have caused unseen damage.” She looked at Tarifa. “I tried contacting Eliani mother but got no response. You must trust me!”


Tarifa looked at Anuk and nodded. Anuk’s K12 dropped immediately and she flipped her large medical bag from her shoulder. “You had better contact them Tarifa.” Anuk spoke as she moved forward. “The moment you say we have found her Isra will come running!” Anuk went to the couch and knelt beside Jalersi. “I will treat you. I am…”


Jalersi nodded quickly reaching out and squeezing her arm. “I know who you are Anuk Simpson!” She spoke between clenched teeth. “Something mild for the pain would be most appreciated!”


Anuk nodded and delved into her Med Kit. Tarifa pulled Ardis closer as Anuk passed Jalersi a small pill and began to inspect the wound on Jalersi’s leg. “Tell me what is going on Ardis!” Tarifa snapped. “The High Coven has struck our family in the most heinous of ways! The entire planet is under lock down!”


Ardis nodded as she squeezed her mother’s arms. “I know… we saw the broadcast from Aunt Deia.” She spoke. “Karun and I…”


Tarifa looked at the handsome young man quickly and suddenly put together what she smelled on her daughter. Karun’s walnut and pines aroma filtered from every pore of her oldest daughter and Tarifa knew it could only be for one reason. “Ardis what…”


Ardis saw recognition at what she smelled in her mother’s eyes and gripped her arms. “Do not judge mother!” She snapped. “I know you can smell him within my blood. It was my choice! Our choice! And I don’t regret it in the least!”


Karun stepped forward quickly at hearing Ardis speak and he swiftly tucked the K14 into his waistband as he moved closer to them. “Lady… Lady Tarifa… I…” Karun saw those bright sapphire eyes focus on him and for the first time in his young life he felt fear looking into the eyes of a female.


Tarifa turned her eyes back to Ardis. “Ardis… this… he is the son of your Uncle’s brother! You know how Martin feels about his brother. He is…”


“Am I suppose to allow what Uncle Martin feels for his brother to influence my feelings for his son mother?” Ardis popped. “Karun is nothing like his father! Nothing! He is…”


Karun stepped up next to her and bravely put his arm around her waist. Tarifa’s sapphire eyes grew a little wider at this action and she was about to snap at him when he spoke. “Your daughter has shown me who I am Lady Tarifa.” Karun stated as calmly as he could. He did not want to lose Ardis, and he most certainly did not want to have her mother as an enemy. “I came here with many questions, and in the time that has passed, Ardis and my grandmother have answered most of them. I am not my father’s son… I am my mother’s son.” Tarifa’s eyes darted to where Jalersi was laying on the couch and saw her powder blue eyes focused on her son. “I have nothing to show you that what I say is the truth, no way to prove it to you. Only that I love your daughter with every breath I take. I can only ask that you give me the chance to prove what I say is what is in my heart.”


Tarifa looked back to him and then at her daughter who was also looking at Karun with violet and sapphire eyes full of love. “This… this is not the way I envisioned meeting the man who would claim my daughter.” She spoke finally.


“Believe me Lady Tarifa… this is most definitely not the way I wanted to meet you.” Karun spoke. “I was hoping to go about things as my grandmother told me I should. In the old ways of the Spartans. It appears fate will not give me that opportunity.”


“You believe in fate young man?” Tarifa asked surprised at his words.


“I believe I came here for a reason Milady.” He spoke with sincerity in his tone of voice. That was something Tarifa was able to detect easily. “I believe I was meant to come here and discover the part of my heritage I would not have learned had I stayed behind. Fate put me in the hands of my sister Lisisa, who did not turn me away. And fate guided me to your daughter.” Karun looked at her evenly and didn’t blink. “Do I believe in fate Lady Tarifa? After finally discovering what I have discovered… fate is all I have left. Fate and the love of Ardis and my mother.”


Tarifa stared at him for a long moment and then looked to her daughter. “Ardis?”


“This is what I want mother.” She spoke confidently. “Karun is who I want. No matter what that may bring.”


Tarifa couldn’t help but pull her daughter into her arms and hug her tightly. “What it will bring is gruff words and yelling when your father discovers this, but…” she looked at Karun. “You have convinced me.”


Karun felt a wave of relief wash over him and he too smiled. “Thank you.” He spoke.


“Now let me ask if what I have told you would have mattered to you when it comes to my daughter.” Tarifa spoke.


Karun shook his head. “Not in the least.” He answered without a moment’s hesitation.


Tarifa chuckled and nodded her head. “Good… you will need that commitment to Ardis when her father discovers what is going on.” She looked at Ardis. “Now tell me why they are here and not at the embassy with the others. If the Durcunusaan knew they were here our home would be swarming with them.”


This is when Pian stepped forward. “I am Pian’Nurarani Lieutenant Governor Tarifa. I am…”


“I know who you are sir.” Tarifa spoke firmly. “I make it a habit to know everyone who is within the walls of my city as guests of the King. And if I don’t know, you can be assured Panos does.” 


“We can not return to our embassy.” Jiss spoke now setting his cup on the knee high table and moving closer to her.

“And why is that?” Tarifa asked.

“We would be executed on sight.” Pian answered her.

Tarifa looked at him, her wide eyes going from him to Jiss and then to Ardis. “What exactly is going on here daughter?”

Pian stepped even closer. “Lady Tarifa… I need to use a secure transmitter.” He said. “I need to contact my brother before word of our betrayal makes its way to the Kavalian military. The life of Jalersi’s daughter hangs in the balance.”

“Why?” Tarifa demanded. 

“Milady please I…”

“Commander… you are in my home!” Tarifa said. “I have Durcunusaan Guards outside right now. You tell me if you return to your embassy you will be executed, yet you escaped the High Coven attack on your embassy. Now you are asking me to grant you the use of a secure long range transmitter so you can contact your people.”

“Only my brother Milady.” Pian spoke astonished at how easily respect came for this female elf now that he had discovered his true feelings for Jalersi and she was now his wife and mate. All that mattered to him was protecting her and their future and the future of his people. Pian was changing more and more as each hour went by.

“We wish to defect!” Jalersi barked from the couch.

Tarifa’s eyes went wide at this and she pulled away from Ardis to look at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“If you have loved one man for many years Tarifa of the elves, then you will know why we are doing this.” Jalersi said.

“My… Isra, Aihola and I have been together for over twenty years now.” Tarifa said. “I know what it is like to love a man for such a time.”

Jalersi nodded. “And I have loved Pian for just as long.” She spoke calmly. “Only I did not come to realize it until I discovered Pusintin regards me as nothing more than property and Pian showed me what was in my heart. I may look like you with the exception of your elven ears, but I am still a Kavalian female. I was not able to submit my Edict of Dissolution before events overtook us. When Pusintin discovers that I have laid with Pian, allowed Pian to make me his wife, he will take it out on our daughter. Nikkei is only twenty years old and still very innocent. I fear what he will do.”

Pian stepped up to her once more holding out the data pad. “There is also this information that we give to you to consider.” He spoke.

Tarifa took the pad and began reading it. Her eyes grew wider and her blood went cold when she saw what it contained.

“By the Gods!” She gasped.

“There are Kavalian assassination teams within Sparta even now.” Pian spoke. “If it is discovered where we are, they will come after us in force and do everything within their power to insure we do not speak. And they will not care we are here.”

“It is why I brought them here other.” Ardis spoke now. “My apartment is the first place they would think to look. It appears they already have given what you said moments ago.”

Tarifa looked up quickly and met Pian’s eyes. “This is… this is not some sort of joke?” She asked.

Jiss shook his head. “If only that were the case.” He stated.

“You… you were the Kavalian Ambassador!” Tarifa spat.

Jiss nodded. “I am a Kavalian as well. This path the Prefect wishes to pursue is a death sentence for my people. A war on two fronts? All we have built in the last years will be lost. I… I do not think like you in many regards Lieutenant Governor Tarifa, in fact our views on many things are probably very different. I am old and set in the ways of my people, but I am also intelligent enough to know change can come. I have seen a small part of that change with Pian and Jalersi and surprisingly I have accepted it.” This statement caught both Pian and Jalersi by surprise and they looked at him with equally stunned expressions. “I am Kavalian and I can not allow the current leaders of my people to throw away the few gains we have made in a fool attempt and grasp for more power.”

Tarifa looked up quickly from the pad as she listened to him. Her decision was easy to make. “Both of you come with me!” She ordered. “We have a secure transmitter in our office upstairs!” Tarifa turned to Anuk. “Anuk?”

Anuk’s eyes were wide as she met Tarifa’s gaze for she had heard everything. “Go!” She said. “I will finish here and treat Karun as well. Go! You must get this information to Deia or someone in her office!”

IRARUZU


The Limian couple and several Kochab mercenaries leaped back with shouts of alarm and confusion when the large body of the Kavalian soldier smashed into the top of the Medium Lifter crushing the frame of the vehicle and sending its Plexiglas windshield rocketing into the air to land several meters away. They had been rushing to view the burning of the large Drow store many of them had frequented on different occasions. Now they staggered back and their eyes were drawn skyward to the roof of the five story building that most visitors stayed at if they had the credits to do so.


Walter, Daba and the two Dragoons had crept up on the Kavalian assassination team with little problems. Their attention had been focused downwards into the landing bay and the now destroyed Bontawillian Corvette. Walter’s thrown Nehtes now protruded from the back of the missile launcher Kavalian, his body skewered to the wall he had been leaning against. Daba had used all of her elven speed to fall upon the others with a savagery she hadn’t felt in more years than she cared to remembered. Her dual Shakur fighting knives, already bloody from killing the scavengers in the Drow store, quenched their thirst for more blood when she buried one in the chest of another Kavalian, while the other flash up and across his throat, his blood fountaining from his neck like a water faucet. Walter and the two dragoons quickly subdued the remaining three Kavalians, one of which had just taken a plunge to his death. Walter was in no mood for games at this point in time, and he had simply lifted one Kavalian within the grip of the TK power he had fostered through the years with Majeir. They were not a Bonded Pair, but they had learned how to share each other’s strengths, and with Majeir assisting him from the hanger below, Walter had lifted the Kavalian a hundred meters into the air and smashed him back to the surface without a single word.


He turned back to the leader of the small team and the remaining Kavalian soldier. His wolf eyes were very prominent and his fangs were fully extended now. It had been many years since Walter Carson had felt the anger and power surge through him as it did now. Seeing the dead Drow and knowing that Kavalians hunted Daba’s daughter only increased this anger to levels that he had not felt since Thermopylae.


“Well… now that I have your attention…” Walter growled as he moved back to the two Kavalians who glared at him with hard eyes. “Let us have a civil conversation shall we.”


“We will tell you nothing Lycavorian dog!” The leader of the small team hissed savagely.


Walter nodded. “See… that is where you are mistaken.” He spoke moving closer. “You made two blunders friend. The first was attacking and killing so many of our people to begin with. We are not at war with you… but after this… I assure you we will be if I know Martin Leonidas! The second blunder was attacking and butchering Drow elves.” Walter motioned to Daba. “Allow me to introduce Drow Senator Daba of Earth. The Matron Mother of the Drow family you slaughtered here was a dear friend to her, and we know your friends are after two survivors from within the store. One of them happens to be Daba’s daughter Lu'ria. The Drow are not known for their kindness towards those who do the things you have done. I should know since I’m the one who made them. Where is your main force and how many men do you have chasing Lu'ria?”


The leader of the Kavalian team laughed and spat at Walter, the spittle landing near his right boot.


“The place they lived is in ruins now!” He snarled at them. “We are from the Puma Bane Pride and we never fail! My brethren slaughtered the Drow and humans like animals! After they raped every Drow and human female there many times! You should have heard them squeal! They...”


Daba surged off the ground where she was squatting with a cry of rage and slashed out with her fist. She may have been a female, but she was still an elf, with all the speed and strength elves had. The heel strike to his fur coated face rocked his head back and tore open his lips with the power it carried. “I will remove your eyes from their sockets one at a time you foul beast!” She screamed loudly. “I will peel the skin from your disgusting carcass and feed it to the insects!”


The leader spit blood on the ground and lifted his head to glare at her. “You are nothing when held to the might of the Kavalian Empire! Nothing!”


Walter nodded. “I figured you would say that!” He spoke. “Be thankful we are not within Union space.”


“Hah!!” The man spat. “Your threats mean nothing to me!”


Walter shook his head. “Oh no… I’m not making a threat! If we were in Union space I wouldn’t be able to do what I’m about to do.” Walter looked at Hval and could see the anger in the Dragoon’s eyes at what he had seen so far this day. Walter also knew that Hval was deeply in love with a Drow female on Earth and what he had seen caused his elf blood to churn with the need for vengeance. “Hval… hold him.” Walter ordered. Hval didn’t hesitate and let his 190 dangle on the quick release straps as he stepped up behind the man and seized his arms and shoulders. Walter leaned close to the man’s frightening face. “I’m going to let Daba show you why the Drow are so feared on our world mister big Puma Bane Pride warrior. I hope you enjoy pain… cause you are about to experience it in living color.” Walter stood back up and looked at Daba. “Daba… he’s yours!”


Daba’s smile was perhaps the most unpleasant thing Walter had ever seen so far this miserable day as she withdrew on of her knives. She glared at the Kavalian. “Let me show you what I will do to each and every one of your kind if you have harmed my daughter in any way!” She snarled stepping towards the man.


He was strong no doubt, but after the third section of skin Daba peeled from his neck, taking hair and hide with it the screaming began. It had no affect on Hval who exerted all his strength to hold the man who had inflicted so much agony on his lover’s people. The second Kavalian soldier knelt on the ground in horror at what was taking place, his eyes wide as he watched the excruciatingly slow and painful death of his commanding officer. His dark eyes rapidly filled with fear as he watched the dark skinned elf female appear to take great pleasure in what she was doing. The screaming went on for four minutes before he vomited all over himself, but by this time half his commander’s face was gone, nothing but raw, bloody muscle showing and Daba had dug one of his eyeballs out with the tip of her blade.


“They are… they are on the outskirts of the Drow estate!” The man finally screamed the front of his uniformed chest and fur matted in his own filth. “Our commander has perhaps twenty or twenty-five with him… another full company waits on the other side of the planet! A hundred men perhaps!”


Walter looked at the Kavalian. “The females who escaped?” He asked immediately as Daba turned to look at him.


“They are heading north! The Major believes they are trying to get out from under the Deutrino field and call for help!” The Kavalian exclaimed. “The Marshall’s son leads the patrol hunting them!”


“Pusintin’s son?” Walter asked in shock.


The soldier bobbed his head up and down quickly. “Yes! His name is Leruk! He is the youngest of Marshall Pusintin’s sons! He hunts them like you would hunt them! He hunts them by their scent! I do not want to die!”


Daba used the but end of her knife to viciously smash it into the leader’s head, the crack of his skull fracturing vey audible. Hval let his limp and moaning form drop from his grasp then as Daba turned to the soldier and held up her knife. “Why have you done this?” She snarled. “And know that if you lie to me I will feed you to the dragon that travels with us. My daughter is to be her Bonded One and she is not happy at all that your people wish to harm her!”


The man’s eyes went even wider. “Dragon!” He gasped.


Majeir chose that time to rise above the edge of the building, her massive wingspan causing reverberations in the air, Ceneia sitting calmly in the saddle on her back. The Kavalian soldier’s eyes nearly exploded from his head as he watched her land gently only meters away from him. He pushed back against the dragoon still holding him, and lost control of his bladder then, urine staining the front of his pants as intense fear seized him. Majeir waited until Ceneia had dropped from her saddle before she moved even closer. Her ruby eyes were ablaze with hate and anger. 


“I… I do not know all of it!” The man barked out. “I am just a soldier! We are targeting the… the Drow settlements all over The Wilds! I don’t know why! I swear it! You… you won’t kill me will you? I do not want to die in this way!”


Daba’s eyes came up quickly and she looked at Walter. “Holy One!” She gasped.


Walter was already turning to Ceneia. “Can you burn through the Deutrino interference?” He asked her quickly.


“If we still had the ship yes!” Ceneia answered immediately her eyes wide. “I doubt there is anything on this planet powerful enough to do it now!”


“Can you make something?” Walter barked.


Ceneia glanced at the remains of the Corvette below her quickly. “I can yank whatever remains from the ship and see what I need. The cockpit is toast… but maybe the transmitters in the rear compartments survived.” She turned back to Walter. “I’ll need time Walter! Time and whatever electronic equipment you can find me.”


Walter nodded. “I’m sure that won’t be a problem on this fucking planet!” He snapped. “It’s filled with scavengers. How much time?”


“If I can pull one of the main transmitters from the rear… some conduits and electronic components… maybe four hours!” Ceneia answered. “I won’t know until I see what I can salvage Walter!”


“Take Olar with you. Strip what you need!” Walter snapped.


Majeir stepped towards him. Walter… I can not wait four hours to find Lu'ria.


Walter looked at her then back to the Kavalian. “Do any of your troops have T19s?” He demanded.


The Kavalian shook his head. “Not here!” He replied quickly. “Only the support unit on the other side of the planet!”


“How many?” Walter snapped.


“Four!” He stammered. “Only… only four!”


Walter turned back to Majeir. Take Ceneia and Olar back to the hanger. Lu'ria will be headed north from the Drow estate when you find it. Be mindful Majeir… he is terrified of you but he may be lying. Stay low to the ground and avoid the Kavalian forces by the estate. He looked at Ceneia as she was already moving to climb back into the saddle. Olar right behind her. “Strip what you need and let me know what you lack. Hval… head back down through the building and assist them. If anyone attempts to interfere, kill them.”


“These scum Holy One?” Hval asked.


Walter looked at Daba. “Daba and I will take care of them.” He said. “Go! We must move quickly!”


Hval nodded and gave a savage kick to the bloody body of the Kavalian leader on the hot surface of the building’s roof. He gathered his 190 into his hands and ran for the door down into the interior of the building that they had come through.


I will Mindvoice you every fifteen minutes Walter. Majeir barked out as she propelled herself into the sky. I am this close to her and I will not act foolishly. I promise you.


Find her Majeir! Find her and let her know she is not alone! Walter barked.


I will! Majeir declared as she dipped below the buildings edge and was gone.


Walter turned back to the Kavalian soldier. “Let’s talk boy!” He growled yanking his R4 blade from his belt. “And unless you wish to end up looking like your supreme asshole boss, you won’t lie to me about anything.”

ULU SCIMITAR

ON COURSE FOR KRANEK



Viera! Seyra was the first to see her when the Lift Elevator arrived within the Dragon Den of the ship. She maneuvered her bulk quickly and was next to her as the elevator began to go down again.


Viera’s eyes were bright and smiling as Seyra came up to her and they brushed their snouts together. It is good to see you again Seyra!


Oh Viera you look wonderful! So healthy and your scales shimmer! Seyra spoke as both Deneth, Anthar and Elynth now moved up next to her.


Viera! How are you? Anthar asked.


Viera bobbed her huge head up and down. I understand congratulations is in order for you and Elynth. You are mates now.


Elynth leaned into Anthar’s side and ran her snout under his jaw. A fact that makes me sing with happiness. She cooed out within Mindvoice causing Anthar to shift on his clawed feet in embarrassment. 


Where… where is Vollenth? Anthar asked finally.


Seyra looked at Anthar. Why should we care? She snapped. He…


Viera touched her snout to Seyra’s side. He is not the same Seyra my friend. He is not the same Vollenth you knew.


Seyra looked at her. I am glad you are free of him. You can find another mate and…


Oh no! Viera said now shaking her head quickly. I will never want or need another mate. He is all I will ever need.

Viera he forced himself upon you! Seyra exclaimed. You do not need to stay mated to him and you know that.


He may have forced himself on me while he was being controlled by that vile witch Yuri, but he certainly did not force himself upon me the many times we have been together since he came to Dragon Mountain and begun healing. I will be a very happy female for the rest of my life. Viera spoke somewhat smugly.


Elynth chuckled and bumped her midsection against Anthar. Yes… I do know the feeling Viera. She said with some humor. They make your talons ache with desire and your mind erupt with explosions of…


Elynth! Anthar exclaimed. They do not need to hear everything! 


You jest! Seyra said looking at Viera. 


Viera shook her head. No… not at all. She said. The Elder Mother told me the same thing Seyra, but you have not seen him since he came to Dragon Mountain. He is different. So very different. He has done nothing but learn from the Elder Mother and play with our sons. He…


The elevator rising into view caused Viera to stop talking as they all turned to see the huge body of Vollenth rise into view. Pinned under one of his large talons was the light green scaled dragon hatchling perhaps three months old. The hatchling was snapping at Vollenth’s snout, his wings beating furiously while the second hatchling was bounding up and down on Vollenth’s back, his jaws snapping open and shut by Vollenth's head as his wings were flapping madly as well. 


I got him Cinol! I got him! The hatchling on top of Vollenth’s back was barking loudly within Mindvoice as he clamped his jaws on his father’s armored scales just behind his head, his wings flapping to give him added leverage.


Knock him over! Knock him over Caydren! The one pinned beneath Vollenth's talons shouted as his wings beat madly, flapping on the deck plating of the elevator loudly even as he squirmed to get out from under his father’s huge talon.


Knock me over will you! Vollenth bellowed as he lifted one wing and gently battered the hatchling from his back. The one meter tall hatchling stumbled forward from the nudge and rolled off Vollenth’s back.


I got his leg! The pinned hatchling shouted out as his talons gripped Vollenth’s foreleg tightly. Get his other one brother! Get his other leg quickly!


Seyra was looking at them with horror in her eyes as other dragons came to their feet from around the entire Dragon Den at the commotion. Many of them also gazed with horror in their eyes as they were witnessing an adult dragon attempting to injure hatchlings. They all looked at Viera who couldn’t help but chuckle as she saw the looks of shock in the eyes of the other dragons. All of them except Elynth and Anthar who looked on with amusement. She stepped away from the others towards the elevator and settled to the deck casually.


AHEM! She barked within Mindvoice.


Viera’s voice froze all three of them in mid motion and their heads turned to look at her. One of the hatchlings was dangling from Vollenth’s raised talon, Vollenth’s wings half flared to the side, and second hatchling’s jaws clamped shut on the forward edge of that huge wing. All of their eyes went wide when they saw her staring at them.


Uh-oh! We’re busted! The hatchling under Vollenth’s talon stammered.


Oops! The other echoed.


Viera! Vollenth chimed in his eyes wide. 


And exactly what do the three men in my life seem to think they are doing? Viera asked sternly.


Ummm… I was showing them… I was showing them the proper way to smooth their wings! Vollenth announced. Yes that’s it!


He was momma! 


And exactly what would Cinol be learning about smoothing his wings pinned under your talon my mate? Viera asked barely able to contain her laughter. Or Caydren suspended from your other talon and gnawing on the edge of your wing? Hmmm? 


Huh? Vollenth spoke confused. Oh that… Vollenth lifted his huge foreleg and his light green scaled son scampered up to stand beside his father. His brother release his jaws from his father’s wing and dropped nimbly to the deck. They both stood in front of their father then, trying to look as innocent as they could. I…


I have asked you not to wrestle with them my mate. Viera spoke pleasantly. They will not sleep for days now.


Who can sleep momma! The dark tan hatchling barked. This ship is amazing! Papa said he would give us a tour!


And exactly how would your father do that when he does not know his way around the ship himself. Viera asked.


Trial and… Caydren looked at his brother. What did papa say?


Error! Cinol answered.


Yes! Trial and error! Caydren finished turning back to his mother.


Elynth and Anthar burst out into laughter within Mindvoice as many of the other High Coven dragons were crowding around, Deneth among them. Elynth was the one to step forward before all the others with smiling golden eyes. Looking into Vollenth’s eyes she no longer saw savage anger and hate, but she did see peace, wisdom and happiness.


They look like fine handsome young hatchlings Vollenth. She spoke as they gazed at her with wide eyes.


Vollenth ushered his sons back gently with his huge snout as he came to his feet and met Elynth’s gaze evenly and without fear. I would never have experienced this happiness without yours and Androcles’s actions Elynth. I would never have discovered how Viera feels, how I feel. And I would not know the joy of my sons. I am… I am forever in your debt. Both of you.


Elynth shook her head and looked at him. No Vollenth. Andro would never accept this statement from you and neither will I. To see you now… how you are with your sons… with your new mate? That is the prize that means more to us than anything. We only severed the tie Vollenth. It was you who broke the bonds.


His sister? Vollenth asked. She is…?


She will be herself once more in the future. It will take time… but she is a Leonidas and she is stronger than many suspect. With Lucia at her side now, she will be who she once was one day in the future. Elynth spoke.


If there is anything we can do? Vollenth spoke. You and Andro have only to ask.


Elynth nodded. I thank you. We thank you. Now why don’t you and Viera and your sons sit with us? There is room for us all and we can enjoy the company of friends and loved ones. After the last few days that we have had, it seems the best course of action.


Vollenth looked at Viera and she moved up next to him, brushing her midsection against his in affection and nodded. We would like that very much.


Androcles leaned against the bulkhead just inside the door of the Med Bay and let his azure blue eyes linger on Zarah. Even with Eliani watching almost constantly, she had missed it when Zarah had moved from her bed and slipped into the bed that held Lucia Moran. Zarah was now tucked very tightly against Lucia’s body, her face resting peacefully on Lucia’s firm cone shaped breasts, Lucia’s arms holding her almost possessively. It was almost exactly how Andro had found them in that foul room on Earth what seemed like just minutes ago.


“Eliani can’t determine when exactly Zarah did that, but it was within the last hour or so.” Isabella’s voice spoke softly from next to Andro. He had smelled his vampire mother coming from down the corridor and knew she could walk like a ghost when she wanted. “Eliani gave Lucia an added sedative so that she rests, but the remnants of the Blood Fever are almost completely out of her system.” Isabella said looking at him. “They both need to rest right now.”

“She loves Zarah mother.” Andro spoke.

Isabella nodded her head. “I know.” She stated. “I do not doubt that after what she has done. She knew didn’t she Andro?”


Andro looked at her. “Knew what?”


“Pureblood vampires can smell even the earliest onset of stages of Blood Fever in another vampire’s blood. You know that as well as I do.” Isabella said. “Lucia had to know Zarah had it at one point. With the injuries Zarah had, Lucia had to have smelled it.”


Andro nodded. “I’m sure she did.” He said. “I don’t think it mattered a whole lot to her to be honest mother.”  


“Androcles… what you did…” Isabella began speaking.


“I would have done for any of my brothers and sisters.” Andro interrupted her. “It just so happens it was Zarah, and now she and I are connected in a way now that we don’t regret and have learned to cultivate to our advantage.”


“That connection has increased her Mindvoice abilities beyond what they might have been.” Isabella spoke.


“Have they?” He spoke. “Or has it simply released any natural blocks that may have been there? It does not matter mother. I still have my sister, and I will keep my vow to you and to her.”


Isabella saw the set in his jaw and knew he meant every word. “She could have killed you Andro. You know that don’t you?” Isabella spoke softly.


Andro shook his head. “No. Even in the grips of the fever I think she knew who I was and what I was doing.” Andro shrugged. “It doesn’t matter… we have put it behind us and so should everyone else.” He looked at her and saw the radiance of her face from her pregnancy. He smiled and reached out with his hand. “May I?”


Isabella rolled her eyes at him. “Like you need to ask.” She spoke with a smile.


Andro placed his palm on her abdomen and smiled when he felt the flicker of powerful life in his vampire mother’s womb. “He’s going to be a handful.” He said.


Isabella then allowed the first smile to split her face in many hours. “All of you were a handful.” She said. She let her hazel green eyes fall upon Zarah once more. “We’ll help her to get through this.”


Andro nodded. “Yes we will, all of us. Lucia will be the biggest part of it, but we’ll all be there.”


“Andro… your father…” Isabella saw Andro’s jaw twitch just a fraction and she knew that no matter how much he loved his father, he was still very angry with him for what had happen.


“Father will be alright.” He said softly. “He is free of whatever it was that was controlling him.”


Bella looked at him. “Are… are you sure?”


Andro nodded. “Helen was able to touch me before we left the system. It has something to do with the Pralor ancestors we have. We went dark and jumped before she could tell me everything.”


“Yet you are still angry with him.” Bella spoke softly.


“I can’t help it I suppose.” Andro said. “I know it’s wrong but…”


Isabella stepped forward and took his arm and squeezed it tightly. “It is not wrong! Your father is not invulnerable Androcles.” She said softly. “No one is. He has weaknesses and he has faults. We all do.”


Andro nodded with a heavy sigh. “I know.” He stated.


“You made a stand Androcles Leonidas.” Bella said. “You made a stand and now every rider and dragon on the SCIMITAR owes you their thanks and their lives. Do not dismiss your actions my son. What happened was beyond our ability to control. I have come to realize through the years that being married to your father is no easy role. Our capabilities and our name make us targets Andro. That will always be the case. You know that.”


Andro nodded. “Yes I do.” He turned completely to face her. “It’s not what… it’s not what he did mother. That was not my father… I know that.”


“Then what?” Isabella asked.


“I was powerless to help him mother!” Andro stated looking at her.


Isabella placed her hands on his cheeks and smiled up at him. “There are some things and some people you can not help Androcles. You and your father fail to see that all of the time and more often than not it gets you both into trouble.”


Andro couldn’t help the small smile that creased his lips. “We do have that in common don’t we?” He said.


Isabella nodded. “And so much more.” She stated. “Be angry if you must. At least for now… but I know you will let it go. That too is something you have in common with your father. You can not stay angry at those you love for very long.”


Andro nodded his head. “I will be fine.” He told her as he smiled. “Mother will be happy to see you. Especially since you carry our brother.”


Isabella let the twinkle in her eye at his reference to Dysea show without shame. She missed her ussta il-darthirii and after twenty-five years she did not care who knew this fact. She nodded her head quickly. “It has been too long since I have tasted your mother’s lips, and it will be useful for Zarah to be around her calming influence. It will also be interesting to see what Cha’talla has built on Kranek. ”


Andro nodded. “There’s no denying that.” He said.


“You trust him Andro?” Isabella asked.


“I trust mother and I trust Normya.” Andro answered. “They would not have associated themselves willingly with Cha’talla if there was even a hint of deception. And Normya would not have fallen in love with this Tir’ut had there been any doubt. You know that as well as I do.”


Isabella nodded. “Yes. It will just take some getting used too.”


Andro nodded looking back to Zarah. “Yep! I imagine it will. For all of us.” 


Isabella took his hand in hers and squeezed tightly. “You should get some rest Andro. You have not left the Med Bay since you returned.” Isabella spoke. “You have three mates who worry for you, and you have a ship to run.”


“Sa’sur is very capable of running the SCIMITAR without me.” Andro said. “I want to be here when she wakes.”


“No.” Isabella spoke causing him to look at her once more. “You have been through quite a bit yourself and you need to reassure Carisia that none of this is her fault.”


“Carisia?” Andro said. “What do you mean?”


“I am a woman and I saw it in her eyes.” Isabella said. “She will not speak of it openly, but I know she believes you will think less of her because it was her brothers who did this.”


“I don’t think that!” Andro protested. “I have never thought that! Not for an instant!”


“Then go to her and make sure you show her that.” Isabella said. “I will call you when Zarah wakes. She will ask for you first I have no doubt. Now go.”


“Mother I…”


“Do I need to turn you over my knee like I did when you were a boy and you chose not to listen to me?” Isabella spoke sternly.


Andro rolled his eyes. “You only did that once.” He said.


“You learned your lesson didn’t you?” She snapped softly.


“Yes.”


“Then do as I ask you now.” Isabella said. “I will sit with her a time longer and then Eliani or one of the medics will call us when she wakes.”


“Are you sure?” Andro asked.


Bella nodded. “Yes. Now go!”


Andro leaned over and kissed her cheek lovingly before turning and heading out of the Med Bay. He was sore yes, he was tired yes, but the best medicine he could think of now was to take his three mates and drag them into a very hot shower with him. He needed to feel Sadi’s body in his arms, he needed to nuzzle Ne’Veha’s elven ears and he needed to stroke Carisia’s porcelain like skin. He needed to smell all of them close to him. That is what he needed right now. And that is what occupied his mind as he headed down the corridor of his ship.

FEMEYAU

KAVALIAN SPACE


Nikkei was standing with four other Kavalian females chatting quietly amongst each other in the Spaceport as they waited for their transport to return them to Cabelir. The Spaceport was actually very busy at the moment, mainly filled with Kavalian Biogenic troops moving to and from wherever their bases were. There were thousands of civilians as well; the men keeping in small groups while the women and children kept to themselves. It was a typical scene almost anywhere within the KFI that you went. Even though the Prefect had loosened somewhat the restrictions on females and what they could do, they were still treated as second class citizens. Nikkei sat silently, her white blond hair matching her mother in its length and silkiness. Her skin was deeply tanned, her blue eyes stunning in their brightness. The clothes she wore were very conservative and a drab light blue in color. She hated going off Cabelir for she was forced to wear the unflattering clothes that the majority of the Kavalian females in the KFI were forced to wear. Solid colors with no thought for style or attractiveness. 

Anything that was remotely sexy in nature was a definite trouble starter and for a female who was mated, unheard of. Though her friends were pure Kavalian females, one having dark brown hair and the other two blond hair, they had undergone the biogenic treatments to remove the fine coat of hair from their bodies by order of their fathers just as Nikkei’s mother and Aunt had. All three of them knew that this action was a precursor to them being drafted by the KFI Intelligence apparatus for use anywhere across the expanse of the KFI or wherever they were deemed needed. They all knew when that happened, more than likely they would never see their families again. No biogenically altered Kavalian female had ever returned to their families and Prides after serving with the KFI Intelligence. They were considered tainted then, exposed to the outside world and probably used by non-Kavalian males for sexual pleasure and unfit for breeding. Nikkei to them was a dear friend. She did not think of herself as any different as them no matter who her parents were. These three females were the only ones who had actually taken the time to get to know her and not assume she was arrogant. It helped that they had grown up with her for the most part, the young daughters of servants on the Marshall’s property on Cabelir. Nikkei had played with them since childhood and many times they defended her willingly, for she was always sneaking them gifts or holo novels from off world and even out of KFI space. They were items that were strictly forbidden for anyone to have inside KFI space but Nikkei had been able to obtain them from her brother Karun. He was always bringing her gifts and things she should not have had. Karun was different then her two other brothers. He was more like their mother and he showed her far more respect and attention than did her other brothers. Nikkei asked for nothing in return from her friends for she wanted them to have nice things, and the risks she took for them elicited the manner in which they defended her while in school or walking among the markets shopping. There had been many occasions where she had thoughtlessly defended them with their parents if somehow they had managed to get themselves in trouble.


Nikkei’s blue eyes wandered over the throng of civilians and military clones with intense interest while her friends chatted amongst themselves. The soldiers moved with a purpose and the civilians basically got out of their way. She knew right away who the officers were among the biogenic clones for they barked orders and generally moved with a bit more confidence and superiority. Nikkei guessed they were the newest batch of clones for all of them looked young and untouched by the war with the Coven. Nikkei let her eyes wander over the throngs of men and women and they fell upon the four, tall Kavalian males sitting nearby at a single table only four meters away from where she sat with her friends.


“Nikkei!” The dark brown haired female snapped softly causing Nikkei to turn her head around quickly.


“Linay … what?” Nikki snapped back playfully. 

“Don’t stare at them Nikkei… you will draw attention to us.” Linay spoke.


“They are staring at us.” Nikkei spoke.


“Yes… they’ve been staring at us for nearly twenty minutes.” The dark blond haired female Gualli said with a nod. “Ever since they sat down.”


“Who are they?” Nikkei asked keenly interested as her eyes drifted back to the four males. One appeared younger than the others, his dark brown fur actually very handsome to look at. He and the four men with him appeared to be far better groomed than many of the Kavalian males she was used to seeing.


“I don’t know. They don’t have uniforms on, but they definitely look military.” Gualli said softly.


“Why do we care who they are?” The second blond haired female spoke. “They are pure Kavalian males. We are nothing to them.”


Nikkei looked at her. “They seem different somehow.” She spoke thoughtfully. “They are definitely concerned with their appearance. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a male with such well groomed fur. The one on the end is actually very handsome.”

“Handsome?” Meoocki hissed softly. “Did you hit your head while we have been here learning how to be submissive to males of our species Nikkei?”

“No! I just think he is rather…”


The shadows of four large figures fell over their table and the four friends turned to look directly into the stern faces of four Kavalian men from the Puma Bane Pride. The Puma Bane Pride were the enforcers of her father and grandfather’s will, and there were very few who considered a visit from the Puma Bane beneficiary in the least. Their uniforms immediately set them aside from others as they wore black pants and combat boots with the khaki colored shirts. All of them wore rank insignia on their shoulder boards, but everyone within the KFI knew who Puma Bane soldiers were. Three of the men were lower in rank than the fourth and a quick glance from Nikkei told her he was an officer with the rank of Captain.

“Nikkei’Kagur… you are to come with us.” The Captain was obviously leader of the Puma Bane squad and it was he who spoke.

Nikkei knew immediately that something was not right. She was never referred to by her Kavalian name. Kagur was the Pride name of the man who had adopted her father when he had become a Kavalian citizen. She and her brothers bore this surname, though most everyone considered them members of her grandfather’s Puat Pride. If they were referring to her as a member of the Kagur Pride something was very wrong.


“I am waiting for my transport to return me to Cabelir!” Nikkei spoke quickly trying to keep her voice level and confident. “I do not need an escort sir. Our transport should be leaving shortly.”


“We are not here to escort you wench!” The Captain spat with contempt. “We are taking you into custody! It has been decreed and ordered that you are to be given to the brothels on Nefoa for your mother’s actions! I intend to see we enjoy your female charms before we take you there!”


Nikkei came to her feet angrily her blue eyes wide in disbelief. “I am the daughter of Marshall Pusintin!” She snapped. “You have no idea what you say sir! I wish to speak with my father!”


“Who do you think signed the order?” The Puma Bane officer stated tossing the data pad onto the table. “You will come with us now and do so quietly. I do not wish to make a scene here by beating you for your insolence! It would devalue the profit your father is making off of selling your whoring hide!”


“You lie!” Nikkei snarled. “My father would not do this! I want to speak with my father! You will let me…”


The officer’s large hand whipped out and slapped her hard, snapping her head back and staggering her to the floor. “You do not know your place wench!” He growled as he stepped closer to stand over her.

The many dozens of Kavalian civilians in the area were rapidly putting as much distance between them and the Puma Bane soldiers as they could. They were notorious throughout the KFI as ruthless warriors and skilled above all others. They were also known as the enforcers of the Prefect’s will. No one wanted to cross them in any way or get on their bad side for they had free reign to do what they wished.


Linay dropped to the floor instantly next to Nikkei, her hands going to her friend. “She has done nothing wrong! We have done nothing wrong!” Linay shouted looking up at the officer. “Why do you do this?”


“Take them all!” The Puma Bane officer ordered now. “The wench could probably use the company! And we can make some profit ourselves!”


“No!” Linay barked. “You can’t do this!”


“We are Puma Bane whore!” The officer viciously growled. “We can do what we want! We can…”


Linay’s eyes grew wide as she watched the blade of the sword emerge from the chest of the Puma Bane officer just below his sternum. She was secretly studying as much medical science as Nikkei was able to smuggle to her and Linay knew immediately upon the rush of the released air she heard that his entire diaphragm and lungs had been perforated completely. Nikkei sat up quickly now as well, pushing back against her in horror and they watched the face of the Kavalian male Nikkei had been admiring appear from the side as his fingers tightened on the bone shaped pommel of the sword and he yanked the nearly one meter long blade out of the officer’s chest. Nikkei could only watch as his ocean blue eyes glared angrily at the now dying Puma Bane officer.

“Others of your foul, cruel Pride will follow you into the abyss soon scum!” He snarled savagely.


“Hatos!” The voice of one of the others barked out as the screams of horror and alarm began to sound all around them. Nikkei and Linay saw the other three men from the table now as well and each of them had already dispatched the remaining three members of the Puma Bane squad, their cooling bodies now on the floor and the blades of the three men wet with their blood.


“It is time to go Nikkei.” The male voice spoke causing Nikkei’s head to whip around once more and settle on those eyes. The Kavalian male extended his hand out to her as she and Linay looked at him in horror.


“You… you killed him!” Nikkei gasped.


The Kavalian nodded. “Yes. We must go before more of those within the Spaceport come to investigate!”


Nikkei shook her head. “No! I… I must contact my father! He…”


The Kavalian leaned over and snatched the data pad from the table and held it out to her. “The scum was not lying to you Nikkei!” He hissed. “It was your father who signed the order for them to arrest you! See for yourself!”


“No!” Nikkei barked. “No! My father would not…”


Linay took the pad from his outstretched hand and activated it. Her dark eyes grew wide as she began to read. She looked up and stared at Nikkei. “He’s telling the truth Nikkei!” She gasped holding out the pad. “Your… your father ordered it!”


Nikkei grabbed the pad from her and her eyes showed the horror at the truth as she saw her father’s electronic code at the bottom of the order to have her arrested and imprisoned in the brothels on Nefoa. She shook her head slowly unable to comprehend that her father would do this. He was stern with her yes; he hardly ever showed her affection as was the Kavalian way, but to do this?


“Wh…why?” Nikkei sobbed turning her blue eyes up to look at the Kavalian who had saved them. He appeared no older than perhaps thirty years of age, still a child in many respects among Kavalian males. His actions and skills however spoke of him being something much more however.


“I do not know all of it… and it is better if you hear it from your mother.” He replied gently. 


“My mother?” Nikkei asked now. “What do you know of my mother?” She scrambled to her feet. “Has… has he hurt my mother? Has he…”


Hatos’Nruarani shook his head. “No… your mother is safe.” He replied.


“Who are you?” Linay demanded. “What do you want from her? From us?”


“I want nothing.” Hatos spoke. “Our orders were to watch over you and protect you should the need arise. This morning, only a few hours ago actually, we received new orders to retrieve you and insure you were spirited away to safety.”


“Orders?” Nikkei asked. “Orders from whom?”


“My uncle. Pian’Nruarani.” Hatos answered. He took Nikkei’s arm in his grasp. “Now… forgive me… but we must go and I would rather not have to pick you up and carry you.”


“Go? Go where?” Nikkei demanded. “I am not going…”


“If you remain here you will killed.” Hatos spoke. “All of you would have spent your remaining years on Nefoa in the brothels of that vile world entertaining every Kavalian pig who could afford to fuck the Marshall’s daughter. And believe me Nikkei, there would be many who would save their credits to do just that.”


“You have killed Puma Bane Pride officers!” Linay hissed vehemently. “Puma Bane officers! We will be flogged and tortured for this!”


“That is why you are going with us!” The new voice spoke softly. They turned to see the older Kavalian male come up holding Gualli’s arm. “We must go now! Our ship is waiting in orbit and we can slip away into the crowd but we need to go! Your mother Jalersi will explain everything when we are safe.”


“But…”


“Nikkei do you wish to be a whore for every Kavalian soldier who can afford to purchase an hour with you?” Hatos snapped softly. Nikkei looked at him with wide blue eyes filled with fear. “I did not think so. Come… we must go quickly.”


Whether it was the inbred submissiveness of Kavalian females or simply the shock at what was happening, Nikkei was docile as she let Hatos take her arm and lead her into the crowd. She would discover soon enough what was going on, and the shock and horror of what had been planned for her would diminish over time.


The hatred and anger for her father however, that would grow as she discovered more and more about what was happening and those feelings would remain for the rest of her natural born life.

IRARUZU
 

Walter and Daba entered the small room off the landing bay where their ship was now nothing more than a smoldering slag heap. Ceneia looked up from the contraption of equipment she was sitting in front of as they entered, Hval and Olar providing security. Ceneia had been able to salvage three of the powerful transmitters from the rear of the corvette and connected them all together with the single power node that had survived. With a jumble of wiring and conduits that Walter and Daba had secured from a very frightened local merchant she had been able to build this machine in just over four hours.


She stood up as she was wiping her hands and looked at them. “Ok… I have broken so many Union regulations and codes by building this I can’t even begin to list them. This is it though.”


Walter stepped up to her and looked at the square shaped box with a single computer keyboard and screen. “Will it work?” He asked quickly.


Ceneia nodded. “I had to reroute the power connections and I’m tapped illegally into the spaceport’s power supply. It was built with Limian power conduits and I had to jury rigged a transformer to make them compatible, but yes it will work.” She looked at him. “It will send one twenty second transmission before the entire thing overloads and fries. We’ll be able to transmit it but not receive and we won’t know if anyone answers.”


Walter looked at her. “Ceneia…”


“Damn it Walter… it’s the best I could do!” She spat. “Olar and I were barely able to save the three transmitters we did. I had to cobble the parts from them to make one, and then I had to recharge the single power node that survived! I…!”


Daba stepped up to her quickly and took her hands drawing her close. “Peace Ceneia.” She said softly. “It is alright.”


Ceneia nodded and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry Mistress.” She spoke. “We’ve been shot down before… but I’ve never had anyone try to kill me while I’m on the ground. It’s very unnerving.”


Walter chuckled softly and squeezed her arm. “I told you it would be interesting flying for me.” He said. “And I know you have done your best.” He looked at the transmitter once more. “Will it burn through the Deutrino field surrounding the city?”


Ceneia nodded. “Yes. That’s why it will burn out once we transmit. The power needed for such a thin beam to penetrate the field is extreme.” She answered. “Where do we send it Walter? It won’t reach Apo Prime. Not from here. The automated monitoring stations along the border will deflect it as an unknown signal and scramble it. It definitely won’t reach Earth and… Earth!”

“Ceneia!” Daba asked. “What is wrong?”


“Son vada carians! We’ve been trying to stay alive and I forgot!” Ceneia declared.


“Forgot what?” Walter asked.


“The Coven! They launched terrorist attacks against specified targets on Earth!” Ceneia declared.

“Terrorist attacks!” Walter gasped.

Ceneia nodded quickly. “The Netnews recording was old, it was an interview by the Prime Minister actually but it said that Zarah Leonidas was captured and raped by Coven personal who wanted the location of the Mindvoice ship from her. It said Aikiro was dead, killed by the Feravomir. Yuri was believed gravely injured and that they were searching for her. It reported that Prince Androcles took all of his brothers and sisters aboard the SCIMITAR with the High Coven riders and dragons and jumped out of the system to protect them while the Durcunusaan got things under control on Earth!” Ceneia told them excitedly. “The report was several hours old and it was automated since nothing was penetrating the Deutrino field, but that is what I was contacting you to report when everything else happened.”


“Zarah?” Walter gasped.


Ceneia shook her head. “All the report said was that she was still alive. There was also an attack on the Kavalian embassy in Sparta!”


“Nubou the Kavalian bastards!” Walter snarled. His mind was running different options over and over and he looked at Ceneia. “Does this thing have enough power to transmit to a specified channel?”


Ceneia shrugged. “It could.” She answer. “It will shorten the transmission length if I adjust it to a specific frequency though.”


“How long?” Walter asked.


Ceneia shrugged. “Ten seconds! Maybe twelve!”


“Do it!” Walter snapped.


“What channel?” Ceneia asked as she squatted back in front of the machine.


“The coded auxiliary fleet channel of the SCIMITAR.” Walter answered.

Ceneia looked at him. “Walter… we don’t even know where the SCIMITAR jumped to.” She said. “How do we…?”


“This report you saw on the Netnews… it said Andro took the Coven riders and dragons with him yes?” Walter asked.


Ceneia nodded. “That is what the Prime Minister told the Netnews in the report yes.” She replied.


Walter nodded quickly. “I spoke with Helen very briefly before we left Earth. She was Mindvoicing with Arzoal at the time when I contacted her and she mentioned something about Andro and The Wilds and Kranek. I don’t think she realized I overheard her.”

“Kranek?” Ceneia said. “There’s nothing on Kranek except some underdeveloped settlements.”


Walter nodded. “Which is exactly what Andro would look for in a place to train the Coven dragons. That boy thinks outside the box, just like his father. If he took the Coven riders and dragons with him, then that is where he is going.”


“Holy One are you sure?” Daba asked.


Walter looked at her. “What other options do we have?” He asked. “The SCIMITAR will be in The Wilds. The transmission won’t have to pass through the border scramblers. It’s our best shot.”


“A direct link to the SCIMITAR’s coded alternate fleet channel will mean we can only send words Walter.” Ceneia spoke. “The AFC’s are low power passive receivers.”


Walter nodded with a smile. “I know. And if it gets through I know just the words that will bring Andro running here without question.” He looked at Daba. “If what you and Ceneia think is true is actually true?”


Daba looked at him. “What do you mean?” She asked.

EARTH

SPARTA


“…will insure this is passed to the Prime Minister immediately Lady Tarifa.” Laustinos spoke from the transmission. “She is still meeting with Queen For'mya at the moment, but I will hand carry this to her myself!”


Tarifa nodded as she looked at the man in the transmission from her home. “This is top priority Laustinos! Interrupt her if you have to! For'mya will want to know as well! Where is Aricia?”


“Queen Aricia has just returned to Sparta. She went directly to where the Prime Minster and Queen For'mya are meeting at the Senate Building.” Laustinos answered hesitantly as he fingered the data pad in his hand. 


Tarifa had been informed that Deia was in a private meeting with For'mya and had been transferred to Laustinos’s office instantly. Tarifa knew the man to be practically worthless when it came to anything political. Like any other woman who came in contact with him when he was in the same room as Dysea, she had long ago detected his infatuation with the emerald eyed elf Queen Tarifa considered a dear sister. He walked the line among Lycavorian males when it came to Dysea, always doing whatever he could to be in the same room with her and then quite brazenly making it known he was interested in her. His actions were tolerated because of his position and because Dysea was so devoutly in love with Martin, that no other male even came close to him in her eyes. Tarifa was among those who secretly believed that Dysea was the Queen who Martin most loved after Aricia. She was the first he had turned among his three turned Queens, and Dysea was the one who had been the one with him the moment he had discovered his true nature and history. Tarifa was also one of only three women outside of his Queens who knew that Dysea was able to take Martin’s full unshielded aura during their times of passion. His blood was more deeply embedded in her body and this allowed her more of a natural resistance to his aura than Anja or For'mya. Like Aricia, she was still able to function and think when gripped in the throes of his aura, and for this reason alone Tarifa felt the way she did. Laustinos had about as much chance of stealing Dysea from Martin as he did in ever becoming Prime Minister of the Lycavorian Union.

“The moment we end this transmission you will take this to them!” Tarifa ordered. “Is that clear?”


“Forgive me Lady Tarifa… if it is so important why didn’t you just go to the Senate Building yourself?” Laustinos asked smugly.


Tarifa glared at him in the transmission. “I have… I have other issues here to deal with!” She barked not wanting to let everyone in the government to know she had four Kavalians in her home who would likely end up very dead if it was known where they were.


Laustinos nodded his head. “As you wish.” He spoke.


“Have our rescue and recovery teams found anything of those missing from the Kavalian embassy?” Tarifa asked.


Laustinos shook his head. “It seems everyone is accounted for now.” He replied. “The death toll was very great. Fully one third of their embassy staff as well as senior members of their senior staff.”


Tarifa cocked her head. “Which ones?” She asked innocently. “I had a meeting with this Ambassador Jiss scheduled for next week to discuss ratification of a trade agreement that would have greatly benefited our poultry stocks.”


Laustinos shook his head. “I’m sorry Lady Tarifa; you will not be having that meeting. They have reported Ambassador Jiss as being one of those killed in the assault, as well as the Kavalian Prefect’s daughter Jalersi, two senior military officers and his grandson Karun. To my knowledge the Kavalian government is already beginning to blame us for not providing enough security for the outside of the embassy. I am embroiled in trying to make them see they did not request our assistance so they can not hold us to blame.”

Tarifa nodded her head. “Very well.” She spoke. “Please get this information to Deia and have her contact me if she has any questions.”


“May I ask where you received this information Lady Tarifa?” Laustinos asked. “This evidence is… it is very volatile and it could cause a great many problems.”


“Yes… plotting to kill the royal family should cause problems!” Tarifa snapped. “If Deia wants to talk with me have her contact me on my personal channel! I will be waiting!” Tarifa ended the transmission bluntly. She hated having to deal with Laustinos. She turned to where Pian and Jiss were standing outside the range of the holo transmission cone. “Whatever doubts I may have had are now gone.” She stated looking at them.


“You trust this man to get the information to your Prime Minister?” Jiss asked.


Tarifa nodded her head. “He may be a joke of a politician, but he knows who leads the Union.” She answered easily. “He walks on very thin ice with Deia and the Queens right now for other reasons. He will not do anything to make them angrier with him than they already are and he will not risk alienating himself from the corridors of power.”

“I… I thank you for allowing what you have done so far.” Pian spoke looking at her.


“Why… why would your leaders set themselves on this course?” Tarifa asked. “Even with Aikiro dead, they must know the High Coven war will not end. They must know their course of action is flawed. There is no way Pusintin could ever gain the throne of the Union.”


“I don’t believe they knew of the High Coven’s actions on this day, so that would not have factored into their thinking.” Jiss spoke. “For whatever reason, they believe this turn of events will somehow keep the Union from responding in a warlike manner to whatever else it is that they have planned.”

“They can’t simply believe we will sit by and do nothing.” Tarifa said. “Targeting the royal family? That is not the action of sane leaders Ambassador.”


Jiss nodded. “I could not agree with you more Lady Tarifa.” Jiss answered. “As I told you earlier, my views on matters are very different than yours no doubt, but I do not wish to see my people bear the brunt of what these actions will surely result in. At least that is the view I have. The Prefect and Marshall Pusintin seem to think you will not go to war if Martin Leonidas and others are dead.”

Tarifa shook her head. “I don’t know what they think would stop that from happening.” She stated.


Pian nodded. “That is the piece of the puzzle that we do not have.” He stated.


“Knowing Pusintin like I do… it will most likely be something we can not imagine or suspect.” The new female voice said. They all turned to see Jalersi limping heavily as she came into the room.


“Jalersi!” Pian exclaimed as he started for her.


Tarifa got there first using her elven speed and agility and she placed a shoulder under Jalersi’s arm and helped to support her. “You should not be up.” Tarifa stated.


“Your doctor… she said movement will help it to heal faster.” Jalersi said shaking her head. “And I do not wish to simply lay around.”


“Anuk is the senior Field Medic in the Union.” Tarifa said quickly. “Don’t let her hear you call her a doctor. She hates when people do that.”


Jalersi looked at her with wide eyes. “She is not a doctor? Her skills… her skills are…” She gasped. 


Tarifa shook her head. “No. Anja offered to have her go to some additional training to become a certified doctor but Anuk refused. She said it would take her away from the soldiers in the field who need her more. Anja instead placed her in command of all medics and Healers who are not part of the planet based commands. Essentially she holds the rank of Admiral and commands all the Healers and medics that operate as part of Union Fleets.”


Pian stopped next to her and took her other arm gently. “You should move slowly Jalersi. Do not strain yourself to much.”


Jalersi looked up at him and the look of concern in his face made her feel warm all over. She gripped his arms as she looked at him with stunning blue eyes. “Did you…?”


Pian nodded. “I ordered my brother to have Nikkei taken.” He said. “There have been four of our finest Pride warriors following her since our first night together my love. Wherever she is they will make sure she is safe. They will contact us when they have her on one of our ships and are clear of any Kavalian fleet forces.”


“When Pian?” Jalersi asked. “I worry for her.”


“A few hours more I would think.” Pian said. “We can not contact them any sooner from here. They will not fail my love… I promise you that.”

Jalersi nodded and looked at Tarifa. “I can not… I can not thank you enough for what you have done.” She said. “You believed in us.”


“My daughter believes in you.” Tarifa said. “And I believe in my daughter. Your son’s words to me I believe. Trust begins in the simplest ways, and it has begun this night with us Jalersi. My daughter and your son have connected us now, and it is up to us to discover the rest. My father once hated my mate because he did not discover who Isra was before making a decision. He believed things about him that I allowed him to believe because of my emotional state at the time. I swore never to let that happen to us.”


Jalersi nodded. “What about now?” She asked. “Your mate and your father?”


Tarifa chuckled. “There are times when I have to pull the two of them apart.” She said. “The Spartan Wine flows freely when my mate and father are in the same room. And it is always an event to watch too.”


“I do not drink.” Jalersi said.


Tarifa nodded. “Neither do I.” She said. “I do like coffee however.” She looked at Pian and Jiss. “For all of us?”


Jalersi nodded. “I think we would like that.”

“What do we do right now?” Jiss asked.


Tarifa met his eyes. “We wait for the moment. Deia will contact me soon I would imagine and you can speak to her directly. Right now… right now our biggest concern is my husband Isra and Anuk’s husband Daniel. They know we are here and they will contact us sooner rather than later. Once they discover you are here they will come here immediately. Then we will need to find a safer place for you.”


“They will not…” Jalersi began to ask.


Tarifa shook her head. “No!” She stated emphatically. “If Anuk and I trust you… Isra and Daniel will trust you. Right now… right now all we can do is wait until Deia contacts me. If what you say is true then they will know who Ardis is… they will know who I am… and they will be watching our home. It is safer for us inside right now. Our home is very secure, and help is only moments away.”


“Your dragon’s presence will deter them somewhat as well.” Jalersi said.


Tarifa nodded. “Then I suggest we have coffee and wait until Deia contacts us. I know it does not seem like much… but it is all we can do right now.” She looked at Jalersi. “You can help me to get their coffee if you like. I believe there are some things we can discuss.”


Jalersi met those sapphire eyes and nodded. This was another part of her future now and she would not shrink from it in any way. “Of course.” She stated.


“Gentlemen… we shall return shortly.” Tarifa said as she and Jalersi turned for the door.


Jiss looked at Pian who shrugged his broad shoulders. “What do they wish to discuss?” He asked.


Pian shook his head. “I have no idea.” He answered. “Each step we take forward is another step into the future and the unknown for me Jiss.”


Jiss nodded. “Indeed it is. The question remains… will we see that future.”
