CHAPTER TEN
ONTEROM

FEBRUARY 7TH, 1030 HRS EARTH STANDARD TIME

TEN HOURS BEFORE THE ARRIVAL OF THE TALISMAN

Anja slid her finger down the console, activating the two main monitors above her head and then looking at Duewa who had come down with Avi and a hoard of other techs and engineers that had arrived aboard the Pralor HELIX-Class corvette the previous night. 

“So what do you think?” Anja asked her.


Duewa shook her head with a look of disbelief as she looked at the monitors. “Anja if this is accurate, they were well on their way to discovering a corrective agent to reverse the change. They hadn’t worked out the Mutative Enzyme Variable yet, but they were close. Very close. All of their data references the genetic alleles though.” Duewa looked at her. “That’s not going to alter the chromosomal levels until you tackle the MEV factor. It is strange that a species as advanced as the Pralors seem to be would have missed something like that.”

Anja nodded in agreement. “That fact had crossed my mind as well.” She stated. “I mean they were adept enough with genetics to alter the base DNA code of Lycavorians to make it so they couldn’t shift as with the case of the Rothryn.”


“Lycavorian DNA is complex yes… but it is also simple in many ways.” Duewa spoke. “You know that as well as I. It is why they are so adaptable. The virus within their blood is so virulent and fast acting. There are very few species a bite from a Lycavorian would not change. At least in some way.”


Anja nodded. “Yes. That is why I cross referenced all the logs in the database here on the station with Wayonn’s help.” She said.


Duewa looked at her. “When did you do that?” She gasped.


Anja chuckled. “Now that you are turned you will begin to notice you have less need for as much sleep. Having Marty breathing in your ear and his damned aura wrapped around us doesn’t help either. I have two choices, roll him over and nubou his brains out for making me so hot and bothered, or get up and do something that is at least constructive.”


Duewa couldn’t help but burst out laughing and she squeezed Anja’s arm tightly in a friendly manner, but one that Anja recognized for what it was. “Oh Anja… you do so have a way with words!” She exclaimed. Duewa chuckled for a moment longer and looked back to the screen. “Did you find anything interesting?”

“As a matter of fact… Wayonn and I found thirteen logs that had been deleted.” Anja told her. “Extensive medical logs that I’m guessing were removed from the database here so they could work on something wherever the rest of the crew went to.”


“They were very close from what I see here.” Duewa said.


Anja nodded as she pulled a chair over next to her and settled into it. “I thought that as well.” Anja said reaching up to the monitor and tapping the screen several times in different spots. “This is our formula of the MEV combined with their version of the same formula. See the differences?”


Duewa nodded her head instantly. “They didn’t compensate for the base genetic code infiltration. Whatever these things…”

“Svorag.” Anja said. “Wayonn says the Pralor logs call them Svorag.”


“Ugly bastards is what they are.” Duewa muttered.


Anja laughed. “You’ll get no argument from me there.” She said.


Duewa looked at the monitor and tapped the screen as Anja had. “They didn’t account for the Core Cell Infiltration Index.” She said quickly as the screen changed. “The mutative cells of this Svorag species are highly virulent and diversified. They act in several different ways in order to break down the core DNA molecules and base code of their victim. No two of their species is the same and the MEV will act differently on each person.”

Anja nodded. “Which means an across the board corrective agent that is not variable is no good.”


Duewa shook her head. “It wouldn’t work on everyone who is infected no. Without the core samples from each species infected you couldn’t alter the genetic rewrite back to its base modifiers.” She said.


Anja leaned forward again and typed on the screen several times. “Now look at this.” She said. “I added your calculations for the MEV combination and my numbers for the base genetic rewrite and I combined them with what they were working on here.”


Duewa’s eyes grew wide and she leaned forward. “Anja… Anja this is it!” She exclaimed as she touched the screen and ran her finger across the data. She looked at Anja. “This is the reversal process! This… this will work!”


Anja smiled. “Yep! Pretty darn good for us lowly Hadarian Healers huh?”


“The Chromosomal Isotope Combination is concentrated.” Duewa said. She looked at Anja. “You used an adaptive base genetic code?”


Anja nodded. “I had to make it apply to the different species it would react with. It took some doing and the database here provided the working samples of different base codes. Your MEV variables were extensive and I needed to match them exactly. The computer is also much faster than the one on ARC ROYAL. It was able to do the computations in minutes rather than hours.”


Duewa looked over to the door that was guarded by two Durcunusaan troops and was sealed tight. “We can save them. We can reverse the change. They are all Pralors and their base codes would be within sample parameters.” She said. She turned back to Anja. “Delivery system?”


Anja shook her head. “Not yet.” She replied. “Injection is out. No way Marty lets us in there to inject each individual. To be honest… I ain’t so keen on that idea either.”


Duewa nodded. “I agree.”


“Aerosol delivery?” Anja spoke throwing the idea out there. “You’re better with Direct Force Saturation than me.”


Duewa looked at Anja making a mental note of the compliment. Since Thoti had turned her and she had worked more closely with Anja Leonidas, Duewa had learned so much. About her field, about Anja and about herself. Chief among that was Anja didn’t beat around the bush so to speak. Anja told you how it was whether you liked it or not. Her blunt nature was hard to get used to for a few hours but then Duewa just accepted it as part of her, because she did not act in such a way unless she felt the person warranted it and that was the difference. Anja was also not one to take credit that was not hers. She was always complimenting other people’s work and she freely admitted that in some fields she was not all knowing as her mother had so often told Duewa that Anja thought she was.

Duewa looked at the monitors once more and typed in some information before sitting back. “It’s possible.” She said. “We would need to use the room’s internal air ducts and seal it off from the rest of the station. I can…” Duewa stopped talking as a rush of emotion came over her and she felt the tears come to her eyes.


Anja rose from her chair instantly. “Duewa?” She gasped reaching for her arms. “Duewa what is wrong?”


Duewa shook her head quickly through tear stained eyes and looked at Anja. “Nothing.” She said swiftly, wiping away the tears swiftly.


“Bullshit girl!” Anja snapped. “You just broke out into tears for no reason! What’s wrong? Is it Thoti?”


Duewa’s eyes grew a little wider. “What? Thoti! Oh… no!” She gasped. “I’m just… I…” She shook her head slowly.

Anja squeezed her hands. “Talk to me Duewa.” She said. “You’d be surprised how good a head doctor I am.”

Duewa met her eyes again and smiled. “It’s not that.” She said. “Anja I am… I am so very happy.” She said finally. “Thoti… our sons… I… I would never have imagined I could have all this if I had not broken from my mother Anja! I would have missed everything that I am feeling now!”


“But you did break from her Duewa.” Anja said.


“Yes… but only after…”


“Stop right there!” Anja said quickly. “You left the past behind you the moment Thoti turned you Duewa. Hell! The moment you let him claim you the first time!” She spoke firmly. “The real you came out. That is what you embraced.” Anja smiled. “I would have just as easily kicked the old Duewa’s ass before I gave her the time of day. But this Duewa… this Duewa I consider a friend and an equal. We make a pretty good team don’t you think?”

Duewa couldn’t help but chuckled softly. “Yes. Yes we do.”


“I don’t hold grudges Duewa.” Anja said. “Ok… maybe little ones.” She continued with a smile. “But not with you. Everything you did was something that was essentially forced upon you. I can not hold that against you. I admire that you had the strength to finally admit and let go. Something I did not think you had in you. Duewa… you are stronger than you know… and don’t think for a moment Thoti doesn’t know that. He’s an alpha of very pure blood… and he would not choose just any woman to be his wife and mate. He would need to see her as an equal. Strong and proud. Of course… the fact that he thinks you are the most beautiful female in all the galaxy helps too.”

Duewa looked at her with wide eyes. “He… he said that to you?” She gasped.


“To Marty.” Anja said with a grin. “Martin stays close to all those Durcunusaan who are close to him. He talks to all of them and even knows the names of their children. Thoti has been with him for years and he was very happy when you came along and swept him off his feet.”


Duewa laughed. “It’s the other way around I think.” She said.


“Maybe… but the fact of the matter remains that your life started anew the moment he turned you and took you as his wife and mate.” Anja said with a smile. “Just as mine did when Marty claimed me.” Anja nudged her with a grin. “Have you talked of children yet?” She asked.


Duewa nodded her head. “I brought it up.” She said quickly. “It isn’t possible while my body is still changing I know… but I told him when that is done I want many children. And not just more boys, but girls too. He didn’t seem too against that idea.”

Anja laughed. “I should think not with the way you look!”


Duewa looked at her. “You… you are the first really true friend I have ever had Anja. I don’t want to lose that.”


“You won’t.” Anja said with a smile. “I promise you won’t. Not now. We’ve come too far together now. Literally as well as figuratively. When we get back I want you to meet Anuk. She’s the finest non-Hadarian medical tech I have ever known. She could be a full doctor but she likes the field too much. And my sisters! I’ll introduce you to them all. You should know all of them since I’m going to make you Director of Genetic Research.”


Duewa looked at her with wide eyes. “What?” She gasped.


Anja nodded. “You have the knowledge and skills and I want someone to take over that department from the dipshit who is there now. Someone who knows what the hell they are doing and doesn’t try to bullshit me. You’d be perfect… and it will keep you from having to travel so much so when the time comes you and Thoti can start having children.”


Duewa chuckled now. “You sound like you are pushing me.” She said.


Anja grinned at her. “Children are the best.” She said. “We’ll wait until the twins are older but I know Martin wants more. We all do.” Anja leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Let the past remain where it belongs and we’ll go into the future. Ok?” 


Duewa nodded her head with a smile and squeezed her hands. “Do we get started on the aerosol?” She asked.


Anja shook her head. “We can start working on it… but Martin needs to give us the go ahead.” Anja said. “I won’t do this without his approval and support. You’d be surprised how much easier things are when he supports what you are doing. Going behind his back, even when I may be right isn’t smart.”


“You have disagreed in the past I take it?” Duewa said with a smile.


“Disagreed?” Anja quipped. “That’s an understatement. He can be stubborn like a rock. He made us a promise a long time ago to never keep anything from us and we’ve learned through the years that it is best to do the same no matter how silly we think it is. It’s very lonely when your Alpha husband ignores you.” She said with a sheepish grin.

“You have always made up though.” Duewa commented.


Anja chuckled with a trace of seductive humor in her voice. “Duewa… making up with Martin is the best medicine I could ever have. Hands down. The man makes my toes curl just kissing me.”


Duewa nodded knowingly. “Yes… I have noticed Thoti takes great pleasure in knowing he does the same to me.”


“Bastards aren’t they?” Anja chuckled as she sat back down. “C’mon… let’s get this worked out and then we can take it to Martin. If he agrees to this, we need to know it will work.”


“Do you think he will agree?” Duewa asked.


Anja looked at her. “Martin is very good at taking lives Duewa… but there is one thing he is even better at. That is saving them. If we can prove to him this will work… he will do it in a heartbeat no matter how hard ass he wants to be.”


Duewa nodded. “I’ll take your word for it.” She said. “Let’s get started then.”

PUSINTIN’S COMMAND SHIP
PUMA’S PRIDE

FEBRUARY 7TH, 1035 HRS EST



Serale lifted her head slowly from the pillow, her red hair splayed over the sheets, as she heard the door to Kalis’s quarters open and close. Her head and eyes turned quickly behind her where Kalis had fallen asleep the night before and she realized he was not there beside her as he was when she fell asleep in his arms. Her head whipped around, dark red hair flying about, just as quickly as the thick curtain Kalis had erected between the rooms pushed aside and she saw him enter the small bedroom relief filling her body. There was no door between the main living area of his quarters and the small bedroom and he had erected the curtain the first day here to allow her as much privacy as possible. Not that it mattered any longer, except for her brother Danim, and he was smart enough to know what was happening between her and Kalis. And happening quickly Serale knew. Happening quickly because it felt so right. Danim cared for her enough that he now slept where Kalis used to on the main room’s large couch and had for the last two nights. 
Kalis had slept on the floor of the small bedroom that first night, unwilling to stay with her in the bed. It was something that had Serale annoyed at first, until she saw he was trying to show her that he was different. Last night she would have none of it, though once he discovered she was completely naked when he climbed into the bed, he had tried to leave the bed quickly. Serale had convinced him otherwise and he remained, even stripping out of his clothes at her urging, though that is all he would do she knew. He did not want her to think he was trying to take advantage of the situation, though Serale had already figured that out. His powerful body was sculpted perfection as far as she was concerned, and it radiated quite a bit of heat, which quickly drew her to curl up beside him and press close. It took some time for him to gain control of his raging emotions she knew, but finally his arms had encircled her and they had both drifted off to sleep.

A quick glance behind his large form before the curtain closed and she saw her brother already sitting at the table eating breakfast. Serale let her dark green eyes fall on Kalis as he stood there and she felt her body shiver in want. He had a small smirk on his face and she rose to a sitting position holding the sheet over her naked breasts.

“Kalis… what is it?” She asked him.


The last two days had been anything but boring and she had spent them discovering all there was to know about Kalis. From the first moment two mornings ago, he had captured her with his story. His life was anything but happy or easy and he spoke of it with deep sadness in his voice yet he had held nothing back from her. Serale did not have to be Lycavorian to know that he was not lying to her in any way; no one was that good of an actor. The intense pain in his words and sometimes his sorrowful expression was enough to tell her that he was spilling his heart to her and keeping nothing back. Her mother had taught her how to read men because her beauty would attract many of them and she wanted her to know the difference between those interested in only her physical beauty and those who desired her mind as well as her assets. Kalis desired her without question, Serale could tell that right away, but he was also using every bit of his willpower to show her that he wanted to feel more. To experience more than what he was used too. Aside from the few hours that he remained away with his duties, she had spent the remainder of that time with him simply listening and talking. She was surprised to discover they had many likes in common, their tastes in both music and food leaned the same direction. Unlike Serale, he was not very educated in book smarts, but his common sense was beyond anything Serale had seen in any Hadarian male his age. Serale knew that not all intelligence came from books, and while he did not have it now, Kalis certainly did not lack for the desire to learn all he could. He considered her a scholar of sorts because of what she had learned and he had not been lacking in the questions he asked her. Most of what he knew now he had either taught himself or his Kavalian Senior Instructor had shown him.

When it came to her, Kalis had been nothing but a gentlemen in every respect. Serale could tell it was awkward for him at times, given how he had been raised, but he did not seem to have a problem looking at her as an equal. Whatever he had learned and read on that unique data pad had changed him completely. Serale was captivated by his voice and the deep richness of it as he spoke, not to mention the bright blue eyes that looked upon her with obvious desire, but also a great deal of respect. Since coming to this ship she hadn’t felt more safe and protected than she had last night with his powerful arms wrapped around her tightly. Even though they had laid together in the same bed last night, not once did he try to press her into some physical action. He had fought down the urge and Serale had sensed how large an urge it was to take her, but not forcefully. He was fighting the desire of the wolf within him. She had been prepared for it, part of her even hoped that it would happen, but he had controlled the beast within himself and eventually was able to wrap his arms around her, spooning her from behind and holding her close. Serale knew instantly he was different then. That no matter what, he had been telling her the truth about everything. Her mother would undoubtedly not approve, for he was Pusintin’s son, but Serale saw something in Kalis that she did not. Danim trusted in her judgment and he had even gotten to know Kalis quite well over the past two days.

She had felt him leave the bed very early this morning, his lips and nose leaning close to her cheek and Serale had felt him inhale deeply beside her ear. The heat of his body and beating of his heart increased slightly as he inhaled, but he simply held his head beside her face thinking she was still asleep. His words into her ear before he left are what meant everything for her.


“I will have you Serale.” He whispered. “I will have you in every way possible and I will honor you and love you so that you desire no other. I will be a Spartan, as my uncle and my cousin have taught me and I will insure no harms comes to you or your brother and mother.” He took a deep breath. “I will do this even though I know it may never be.”
He had kissed her cheek ever so softly and that kiss had sent shivers through her body as he rose and dressed quickly and then he was gone and she let out the breath she had been holding. Gods how she wanted him in the worse possible way. What a turn of events this had become as she realized she was falling in love with one of the men who had taken her and her family prisoner.


No… Serale corrected herself. Kalis had no say in that and he had been trying to protect her from the very first moment. He was not the same as his father. He was so very different. She looked at him now as he moved to the side of the bed and sat down. He held out the standard data pad to her.


“The reason why I left so early.” He answered her. “A message from my uncle to my father.”

Serale looked at the pad and seeing information about explosions and other things that she had no idea about. She glanced back up to him. “I don’t understand? What message?”


“One of our flanking ships…” Kalis told her. “A Heavy frigate. It struck two Shrouded mines that my Uncle Martin left in our path.” Kalis smiled and shook his head. “You should have heard my father cursing when he discovered they were Union mines. I watched him rant for several minutes about how he hated his brother and he was going to kill him one day soon and take back For'mya.” Kalis took the pad back from her. “As if that will ever happen.” He said. “The Task Force has slowed to a crawl now because they are trying to determine if there are any more mines. It will take several hours.”


“Isn’t having your father angry a bad thing?” Serale asked him.


“To be honest… as ridiculous as it sounds… it is a good thing.” Kalis spoke. “At least when he is angry he concentrates on military matters and the perverted beast he has become goes away for a few days. Popal has convinced him to allow your mother to remain here with Danim and yourself and refrain from his perversions with her. If she remains in the old cell, it will only cause problems with the Puma Bane Commander as it did with you. If she is not often seen…”


Serale nodded. “Then she will not be thought of.” She finished.


Kalis nodded. “And she will have time to rest and heal.” He said. “She returns today and I will bring her here.”


“How long do you think you will be able to keep her from your father?” Serale asked him. “I fear for her every time she has to…”

Kalis lifted his hand and put his index finger to her lips. “Do not speak the words.” He said softly. “I have… I have said nothing to Danim… but I am finishing the workings of a plan for us all to escape.”


Serale lifted her eyes and looked at him. “Escape? How? To where?” She gasped griping his arm.


“To wherever my uncle is. Much of it relies on those your mother is with now. The Juturi Pride.” He replied. “There is something about them that… it makes my new wolf senses tingle.”

“Something bad?” Serale asked him.


Kalis shook his head quickly. “No. Something else. To be honest… she is probably safer there than back on this ship. They are different and they are trying their best to hide it. There is more to what they are doing among this Task Force then anyone realizes at the moment.”


Serale looked at him. “You should listen to the last message Kalis.” She said. “Maybe it will be able to help you in some way.”

Kalis met her eyes. “I am… I am frightened by what I will find.” He said honestly and Serale knew he was fully on a new path in his life. A life that she wanted to be part of. “What if it is all… what if it is all for nothing and he only did this to… to instill doubt in me and weaken my father?”


“Do you truly believe that Kalis?” She asked him.


Kalis shook his head. “No.” He said.


Serale leaned up against his side and took his handsome face in her hands. “You told me yourself that what you have learned… everything you have been taught… it makes you feel complete inside.” She said softly. “It makes the wolf in you yearn for freedom.”


“It does. I want to experience it. I want to know so much more. Only my uncle… only that part of my blood can teach me.” He said softly. “And it makes me… it makes me yearn for you.” He looked away quickly; his tanned skinned turning the softest shade of red in his clear embarrassment. “Forgive me.” He said quickly.


Serale didn’t know what possessed her to do it but it felt so very right. “Kiss me Kalis.” She said taking his face in her hands again.


He shook his head. “That would not be right.” He spoke. “It…”


Serale covered his soft lips with her own, ceasing his words. She whimpered in delight when his hands came up and took her head in his hands. For a spilt second Serale thought he was going to pull away and then her body ignited as he suddenly deepened their kiss and his fingers entwined in her long, lush hair. It was a kiss of discovery for both of them, and as her sweet scent swirled around his head and filled his senses, Kalis felt his blood burn for her. The feel of his lips on hers sent shivers through her body and the sheet fell away from her breasts as she wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and pulled herself into his lap. He facilitated her action with urgent need, his large hands filling with her firm ass and pulling her onto his lap, the musky aroma of her center filling his nostrils now and inciting him to higher levels of craving. As his hands pulled her tighter against his thickening groin and she groaned against his lips in ardent need of her own, a single statement flashed across his mind. A statement from a man who now held his utmost respect and who had believed in him enough to start him down this path when no one else would.
In front of his rising desire for this exquisite beauty in his arms, his desire to take Serale and make her his, the voice of his uncle echoed in his mind.

If you discover a woman, and it is meant to be as it was with me and your Aunts, then be a Spartan! Reign in your desire and your craving for her, pull it back within you Kalis, pull it back and show her that she rules your world. Show her that she is a precious jewel that you will worship always. Do this… do this nephew… and when the time comes to claim her I promise you it will be all the more sweeter. And so will she.
Kalis brought his hands forward and gently took her face within them. He drew back while pulling her face away gently, a long strand of salvia connecting their lips for the briefest of moments.

“No.” He gasped. 

Serale looked at him with wide eyes and a racing heart. She had never felt these feelings before and her lush young body wanted to experience them desperately. His hands on her bare skin, the crush of his warm lips against hers had set her firm body afire and she needed him. She looked at him with those dazzling green orbs open in disbelief. “Kalis… Kalis I want this!” She gasped. “I… I want you!” She hissed catching his lips once more.

Kalis kissed her even deeper, but his mind echoed with the words of his uncle and the new sense of honor and what was right overrode the instincts of the wolf within him. His hands pulled the sheet from where it was on the side of the bed and he wrapped it around Serale’s naked form before reaching up and pulling her face from his once more. “No.” He spoke softly.

Serale looked at him with disbelief once more. A sudden thought that he did not desire her, that she had been wrong about what he wanted, filled her head and she leaned back slightly. “Don’t… you don’t want me?” She asked in a voice that rang with disappointment and pain.
Kalis looked at her. “No… I do!” He rasped out. “I want to take you right here! Right now! More than I have ever wanted anything else in my life!”

Serale looked at him. “Then why… it is what I want as well Kalis!” He looked at her with those breathtaking blue eyes and Serale almost lost it right there. 

“Don’t you see my… my beautiful Serale?” He said gripping her face in his hands with loving force. “I do not want this… I do not want this to be where I claim you. Here… while you are a prisoner of my father! I… I want you to be free once more. I want you to see what you have come to mean to me. I want to show you!”

Serale touched his face, running her fingers along his cheeks. “I… I already know this Kalis.” She said with a smile of relief and happiness bottled into one emotion. 

“I want us to be free Serale.” He said. “I want others to see that… that I will honor you! That I will love you so that no other could turn your head! I want my future… my future with you to begin as a Spartan! Like my uncle! Like my cousin!” He shook his head. “I will not take you now! I will harness my love for you and I will…” Kalis stopped talking as he realized what he had just said and he looked into her face. Her Hunter green eyes quickly became moist as tears formed in the corners. The words had come so easy to him and looking at her now, he knew they always would. “I will see us free and then… then… then I will love you until you are breathless and scream my name to the stars! And I will show you that no other could love you more than I!”
“Oh… Kalis!” She gasped before pulling his head to her breasts and wrapping her arms around his broad shoulders. She whimpered in delight when his arms encircled her back and pulled her close to him. She could feel the heat of his face against her firm breasts even through the sheet that now covered her flesh. Whatever she had expected, it certainly was not this. To have discovered such a man here, among so much pain and suffering, was a sign that Serale could not deny. A sign that this was the one she had always wondered if she would find. After seeing her father and mother for so many years, and the unfeeling relationship they had, Serale had hoped her life would be different. As she tried to clutch him even closer, finally settling on holding the back of his head, Serale knew this was that man. 

“I swear to you…” His voice whispered as he pulled his face away from the valley between her breasts. “I swear to you we will not be here much longer Serale.” He looked up into her eyes as she still held him tightly. “And I swear to you… I will protect you and worship you as a Spartan protects and worships his wife and mate. I will make you glad that you chose me.”

Serale shook her head as the tears fell and brought her hand around to caress his cheek once more. “I… I was glad of that before now.” She gasped. “Now… now I am ecstatic.”

“Trust in me Serale my love. Trust in me and I will make sure your mother and Danim are gone from here before any more suffering befalls them.” Kalis said. “I give you my word. I give you my word as a Spartan and the man who wishes to claim you.” Kalis let his forehead fall back to the valley between her breasts and Serale simply held his head tightly as she rejoiced inside.

RAVAGER

JUTURI PRIDE COMMAND SHIP


Ceale was very anxious to return and see her children but she had to admit to herself, being here on this ship had been far more eye opening than she had ever imagined. In more ways than one. She sat in the main mess lounge picking at the food in front of her and trying to figure it all out. In the two days she had been here, not one of the male Kavalians had looked at her with anything other than respect. They bowed their heads to her when she passed them in the ship corridors with Corsa or Nedoni; they spoke to her openly and with genuine friendliness. She had treated nearly thirty of them for minor things really, and what struck her the most was how easily the females moved among the ship and were treated. It was not like what she had seen on Pusintin’s ship by any means, and she had not seen females on his ship at all. It made her wonder why things were so different here. Corsa was extremely friendly and answered all of her questions as best she could, and Nedoni, the hulking Kavalian doted over her constantly. Ceale knew almost immediately that he was attracted to her, but unlike every other Kavalian she had experience with, he talked to her and even tried to make jokes. He was an excellent cook and Ceale had eaten some delicious meals in the last two days. He was always close by and Ceale had to admit, having him close made her feel much more secure, though she knew after the first day she had nothing to fear on this ship. 

Amazingly, even after all that had taken place, Ceale also had to admit to herself that she actually thought Nedoni was very good looking for a Kavalian male? The light brown fur that covered his lean body was very well groomed and his facial features were softer and less severe than some of the others. He was exceptionally well built, that much was easy enough to see outwardly. His muscular definition was very well defined and there did not appear to be an ounce of fat on him. That he was well educated was also very obvious from his speech and the way he carried himself. It was like that for everyone she had seen on this ship for that matter. As she looked around she truly did not know what to make of it. There were far fewer members of the crew that she would have expected for a ship this size and…
“You appear deep in thought Lady Ceale.” The female voice spoke from the side and Ceale turned and saw Mani standing beside the table with a tray of food.

Ceale straightened in her chair as Mani sat down. The older Kavalian woman was in superb physical shape and the obvious second in command of this ship, which was surprising in and of itself. Almost all of the crew deferred to her with great respect and treated her as some sort of Matriarch.
“I’m sorry.” Ceale said quickly.

“Sorry for what child?” Mani stated as she got comfortable. “No doubt you have many questions now that you have been among us for two days. What you have seen here is not what you have seen on Pusintin’s ship is it?”

Ceale met her eyes. “I didn’t know if it was wise to ask.” She answered honestly.

Mani nodded her head as she began to peel a fruit. “Understandable… given what you have been through these last weeks.” She answered. “We have not spent much time together while you have been here and I apologize for that. We never believed you to be stupid Ceale. I’m quite sure you have seen that things here are quite different from what you have heard and experienced for yourself.”

“Am I allowed… can I ask about that?” She spoke.

“What would you like to know?” Mani asked her.

“Why was I brought here?” Ceale asked.

Mani looked at her. “Why do you think?”

“You say it was to treat members of your crew that were injured.” Ceale said. “Aside from half a dozen men who had severe plasma burns and injuries from what appear to be an explosion… no one else that I have seen is injured.” She told her. “All of them appear to be in excellent physical condition.”

Mani nodded her head. “No one among our crew had the necessary medical skills to treat those injured men. And Corsa tells me they will all make a complete recovery thanks to you.” She looked at Ceale. “But you are correct in thinking that is not the only reason we requested you come here.”

“Kalis… Pusintin’s son… he said he felt something was different about you.” Ceale said. “He did not want me to say anything I think… but…”

“The Marshall’s son has embraced the wolf part of his blood.” Mani said. “He is half Kavalian yes… but what rules him now is the wolf part. We have not discovered how that came to be. But it has been like that since the battle on Enurrua. Koguth and Mataen believe that he could be an ally now.”
“An ally?” Ceale asked. “Why would… why would you need an ally?”

Mani looked at her. “How do I explain this?” She asked openly. “There are Kavalians… whole Prides actually… Kavalians who do not believe in the same things as that fool we call Prefect. These Prides have… we have begun to shed the barbaric ways of the majority. How we treat our females is the largest so far, but politically as well as socially. We live by a different set of values and social morals. As you have probably guessed… should this become known openly… it would not go over well with Keleru and those who follow him. He would more than likely order a purge of the Prides who think like this.”

“He would murder you?” Ceale gasped.

Mani nodded. “He would butcher anyone who is a threat to his hold on power.” She said. “He has been in power far longer than any Prefect before him. He is perhaps the oldest Kavalian living to be honest. And no one knows how. No one will challenge him openly about it. He will send his Puma Bane thugs after them. Those of us who believe differently walk a very narrow line in order to keep him from discovering our dual allegiance.”

“How… how many of you are there?” Ceale asked.

“Far more than most would guess.” Mani answered. “And for your own protection… the less you know in regards to that the better.”

“That doesn’t explain why you wanted me to come here.” Ceale told her. “I could have treated those men in a few hours and then returned.”

Mani tilted her head to the side. “You have not welcome the respite from Pusintin’s foul advances and treatment of you?”

Ceale’s eyes grew a little wider. “Oh… please… forgive me! Yes! Gods yes!” She spoke quickly. “All of you have been… you have been so kind to me. I didn’t know what to expect to be honest. I thought… I thought I would be forced to… service the men as Pusintin has…”

Mani reached across the table and placed her hand over Ceale’s. “He has forced you to do this child? We knew he was forcing himself upon you but he forced you to…” She gasped.

Ceale looked at her. “He forced me to service them… with my mouth.” She answered very softly. 

Mani’s eyes closed and she squeezed Ceale’s hand. “The gods see fit to have that man burn in the pits of hell for his actions through the years.” She said. “I would not blame you if you never trusted another of my people in your lifetime child. I can only hope we have shown you we are not all like that.”
Ceale nodded her head. “Corsa and Nedoni have shown me that every minute I have been here.” She said softly.

Mani chuckled softly as she leaned back. “Nedoni is taken with you.” She said. “He is my youngest son and has always wanted things he can not have. He is the most idealistic of my children.”

Ceale looked at her. “He is… he is very handsome.” She said haltingly. “For a Kavalian I mean.”

Mani nodded her head with a smile. “Yes he is… but do not tell him that. It will go to his head.” She said. “I did not think… I did not think you would say such things.”

Ceale shrugged her slim shoulders. “My mother raised me to be free thinking and open minded. I should not find him handsome… but I do.” She said. “You still have not told me why you really brought me here.”

Mani leaned back now. “We thought perhaps you would have knowledge of how to contact the King.” She said.

“Me?” Ceale asked astonished. “I have never even met King Leonidas.” She said.

“You are Hadarian.” Mani said. “Many believe since one of his Queens is Hadarian that she would have known those of your people who work outside the Union. We thought perhaps you would be able to tell us where they are going or how to contact him.”

“I can’t.” Ceale replied. “I’m sorry. Why would you want to contact him?”

Mani met her eyes. “My youngest daughter Iama. We have reason to believe that she is among the group with him.” She replied softly. “She was given to the government as part of the Biogenic Program by Koguth’s father while he was away fighting the High Coven. He never got approval from Koguth for this because he knew Koguth would refuse. He adored Iama. She was his favorite. All of our favorites. So vibrant and full of life. The experiments did not change her completely however. They left her tail in place. The government gave her to the brothels of Nefoa because of this. They discarded her like a piece of garbage!” Mani hissed angrily. “They did not allow Koguth to return from battle until six years ago. When he returned he killed his father for doing this and said he died of a fall while they were hiking. Koguth took over the Pride and we have been looking for her since. She probably believes her father did this… she probably hates us… but we need to find her and tell her that this is not so. A recent attack on a Kavalian outpost mentions that she was there and her body was not among those discovered. We believe she left with King Leonidas. When Pusintin came to Nefoa to replenish the ships he lost at Enurrua and it was learned he was going after the Lycavorian King, we offered to join him.”
Ceale sat back in stunned surprise. “You are doing this to try and save your daughter?” She gasped softly.

“Wouldn’t you?” Mani asked.

Ceale nodded. “Yes! Of course! It just seems so dangerous if you are trying to hide what you believe. Wasn’t… wasn’t bringing me here a huge risk?”

Mani nodded. “You’ve probably noticed that we do not have a large crew?”

Ceale nodded shyly. “Yes… I did notice that.”

“We automated much of the ship for this purpose.” Mani said. “We sent the vast majority of our Pride members back to our homeworld and left our second oldest son in charge of them. We only have eighty-nine members of our Pride on board. All of them volunteered to come. As for the risk… thanks to Koguth’s father, an ardent supporter of Keleru by the way… we have been able to remain hidden by fostering that support but not really adhering to it in any way. Prides that support Keleru in the way Koguth’s father did are well respected and afforded extra courtesy. That is why Pusintin allowed you to come here. We are quite sure that you are not going to return and tell Pusintin everything you have seen or heard.”

“Fuck no!” Ceale hissed vehemently. Her face changed and softened instantly. “Forgive me again… I… I don’t usually use foul language.”

Mani shook her head. “For what he has done… if I could, I would help you to remove his male equipment and slow cook it over a fire. You were taken with your children and husband but he is not being held. Why?”

Ceale’s eyes darkened. “He supports Buonau on Hadaria.” She answered. “His family is well connected with her as well. When he told Pusintin this he was removed. He’s probably got his own quarters and is safe and cozy!”
“He… he let Pusintin do this to you and his children?” Mani asked surprised.

“He has only cared about one thing in the entire time we have been married.” Ceale said. “That is advancing his own goals. Our children and I do not factor into that equation. We have... we have not been close or slept together in over a decade. I can’t stand to even be around him and his arrogance.”

Mani chuckled. “Do not tell Nedoni this.” She said with a grin. “He will actively start to try and win you over.”

Ceale looked at her and smiled. She leaned forward. “What happens now?” She asked.

Mani turned as Corsa and Nedoni came into the mess lounge and began walking directly over to her. The entrance they came in allowed Ceale to look at Nedoni long and hard. Quite surprisingly for Ceale, knowing that he found her desirable even after all she had endured at Pusintin’s hands, caused her to look at him in a very different manner now. The manner of a woman who found a man attractive. What surprised her the most was the fact she did not find him repulsive in any way.
Mani reached for Corsa’s hand as they came up to the table. “Corsa… Nedoni. You look as if you have something you want to tell me.” She said.

Corsa nodded as she settled into the chair beside her. “Yes Pride mother.” She said.

Nedoni moved around the table and looked down at Ceale. “May I sit beside you Lady Ceale?” He asked her.

Ceale looked up at him. “Of course.” She said. “And it’s… it’s just Ceale.” She answered as Nedoni settled to the table. “I don’t have a title.”

Nedoni smiled. “Very well… just Ceale.” He stated. 

Mani smiled inwardly knowing that her youngest son had a powerful attraction to her just by his mannerism. He’d never shown this kind of interest in any female within their Pride. She turned to Corsa. “So tell me.” She spoke. “Why have you sought me out?”

“There was an incident about ninety minutes ago.” Corsa said.

Mani straightened up. “Incident?”

Nedoni nodded. “One of the fleet’s flanking frigates struck two mines that were in our path.” He said. “Not very much damage and no injuries, but it has forced the fleet to slow while we scan for additional mines.”

Corsa snickered. “As if they will find them if they are there. These mines were shrouded. It is the only way we would not have detected them to begin with.”

“Shrouded?” Mani spoke. “That means…”

Nedoni nodded. “They were placed there by King Leonidas’s people.” He answered. “I would not doubt he has a ship shadowing us even now.”

Corsa nodded. “I believe he does.” She said. “And he left the mines to send a message to Pusintin.”

Mani nodded now. “Ahhh… to let Pusintin know that he knows he is being followed.” She said. 

Corsa nodded her head. “Pusintin is leading his fleet further and further away from any sort of reinforcements. King Leonidas obviously knows where he is going. Why come so far into uncharted space unless he has a destination?”

Nedoni handed the data pad to his mother. “Pusintin’s second in command also sent us a message.” He said. He looked at Ceale. “This man Popal has more common sense than the Marshall it seems. He has received permission from Pusintin for Lady… for Ceale to remain here on the RAVAGER for the foreseeable future. He says the Marshall wants to concentrate on military matters in light of this incident with the mines.”

Mani read the pad as Nedoni spoke and she echoed Corsa’s earlier snicker. “More than likely this Popal thinks he is removing a distraction.” She said. “This is nothing more than a way to keep his commander focused. This is not about Ceale.”

“I can’t… my children!” Ceale spoke urgently. “I can’t stay here! He will… he will try and…”

“You son and daughter probably already know about this decision.” Mani said calmly. “The device Kalis gave to you… Nedoni do you…”

Nedoni held out his hand to Ceale. “I stopped by the quarters you have been using and retrieved it.” He said as Ceale took it from him. “I cleared out the storage room just outside the entrance…” He motioned with his hand. “Contact your daughter.”

Ceale looked at him intently and then turned to Mani. “You are no prisoner here Ceale.” Mani said gently. 

“My father did ask me to be allowed to view your transmission with her.” Nedoni said. “If only to get some idea of what the Marshall’s son has been doing. He told me to ask and make sure you understood he is not demanding it.”

Ceale nodded quickly. “Of course!” She hissed. “Anything to keep them safe!”

Nedoni reached out and took hold of her upper arm gently. “Come… I will take you there.” He said.

Mani and Corsa watched as Nedoni led her from the mess lounge and then Mani turned to her oldest son’s wife. “He is quite taken with her.” Mani said.

Corsa nodded. “Yes… Mataen and I noticed that as well. I just hope that Pusintin’s actions and the actions of some others have not caused her to consider our people like them as a whole.”

Mani shook her head slowly. “I don’t believe so.” She said softly. “She… she seemed genuinely surprised when I told her Nedoni was interested in her.”

“You told her Pride Mother?” Corsa gasped.

Mani nodded. “This Hadarian woman is stronger than she appears Corsa. Inside.” She said thoughtfully as she touched her breast over her heart. “She has endured what she has to protect her children, yet there was no trace of anger or disgust in her eyes or her face when I told her of Nedoni’s interest. There was curiosity there.”

Corsa looked at her. “Truly?” She asked. “I did not… I did not think she was capable of forgiving.”

Mani looked at her. “After all that was done to you child… you saw fit to look beyond that when Mataen showed he was interested in you. And Nedoni has shown her nothing but respect and concern since she came onboard. These actions make her see we are not all the same and in many ways it may help her heal.”

Corsa blushed slightly. “I did not think she was capable of such strength Pride Mother.” She spoke.

Mani smiled. “I think we might be surprised at the strength she has within her.” She spoke. 


“…Mother!” Serale gasped as she heard her mother’s voice from the unique COM unit that Kalis had built.


“Serale! Is Danim there with you?” Ceale gasped.


“I’m here mother.” Danim replied moving up next to Serale as Kalis looked on from the couch where he was studying the P1 his uncle had given him.


“Serale… they just told me that I am staying here!” Ceale’s voice echoed with concern that saw Kalis lift his head and rise to his feet.


“I know. Kalis was just informed as well. Mother… we are fine.” Serale spoke. “No one has seen us or bothered us since Kalis brought us to his quarters.”


“That… that might change Serale! His father might…” Ceale started to speak.


“My father will do nothing Lady Ceale.” Kalis spoke coming up beside Serale. There was silence on the other end of the transmission for a long moment and Kalis looked at Serale. “I gave my word to you that I would protect them Lady Ceale. I will honor that promise to you.”


“Why?” Ceale asked.


“I… I told you why.” Kalis spoke softly. “Many things have changed in my life these last weeks and I am going to do what I said I was going to do. Is there someone from the Juturi Pride with you?”


“How did you know that?” Ceale asked.


“Let’s just say I believe them to be more than they show at face value as I told you on the elevator.” Kalis said. “Who is with you Lady Ceale?”


“I am Nedoni!” The male voice spoke sternly. “I am…”


“I know who you are Nedoni’Juturi.” Kalis spoke. “And know this… if harm comes to Serale’s mother in any way… you will answer to me.”


Serale gripped his arm tightly. “Kalis no.” She said softly.


“I will then speak the same words to you son of Pusintin…” Nedoni snarled right back. “If harm comes to Ceale’s children.”


Kalis glanced at Serale briefly before continuing. “I am going to contact your father on a secure COM frequency that I will initiate and you will not be able to detect or trace. In one hour Nedoni'Juturi. In the meantime I suggest we both let Serale and her children speak in private.”


There was a pause before Nedoni answered. “As you say Kalis.” He spoke. “I will be outside Ceale.” They heard him speak to Serale’s mother. 


Kalis looked at Serale and nodded. He leaned closer and Serale accepted his kiss with relish even as Danim shook his head with a grin. They had been unable to stop doing that since early this morning and it was driving him crazy. “Go.” Kalis spoke squeezing her hand. “No one can detect this COM signal so speak as long as you like.”


Serale nodded and motioned for Danim to come with her as they moved into the bedroom area of the quarters.

SOLMAR

GENERAL BYKA’S DAGGER

“…been on the ground for minutes!” Byka hissed softly, his eyes glued to the sensor screen between the seats. “Why has he not revealed his location?”


“It has only been two minutes Papa.” Kameka told him. “And I don’t understand why you are so anxious for him to reveal where he is? He is not stupid father.”


Byka didn’t look up at her as he adjusted the screen. “You will understand shortly.” He said in reply. “Trust in me daughter.”


“I do trust you Papa.” Meka answered. “But I don’t…” A loud chirping started and her eyes grew wide. “There!” She almost screamed looking at the screen. “Thirty-six kilometers southeast! The ships are lifting off!”


“Now Meka!” Byka snapped. “Take us here! One kilometer east… to this clearing!”


“The clearing?” Kameka questioned. “But why? We should drop right on top of them where their ships were!”


“Do it child! Now!” Byka snapped at her.


Kameka didn’t argue any further as her father stabbed down on the button connecting his COM unit to the other DAGGERS. “This is General Byka! The Lycavorian Prince has revealed his location! We are proceeding to a small clearing to the east of his location one kilometer away! Offload your gunships and attack in echelon! Standby! We will be over our target area in thirty-three seconds!” He barked out as he felt Kameka dipping their nose and ramming her throttles to full power.

Byka turned and changed the channel on the COM and then stabbed down again on the transmit button and he allowed his daughter to hear. “Azlenr?”


“I am here my friend.” Azlenr’s voice answered instantly.


“It is done! I have given the order!” Byka spoke.


“Tell Meka to begin transmitting an emergency signal on frequency nine three six four one.” Azlenr told him.


Kameka looked at her father as she heard the order. “May… may I ask why General?” She spoke now.


“To save you and your father from being blown out of the sky Meka.” Azlenr answered her question. “Now do so Meka! Quickly!”


Kameka turned suddenly and began dialing one of her instruments. She turned back to her father. “What is happening General?” She asked Azlenr while looking at him.

“Your father and I are saving lives.” Azlenr answered her. “Our lives to be precise. And those of our men.”


“I don’t understand sir!” Kameka stated. “The other DAGGERS will detect the beacon in moments! They will want to know why?”


“In moments it will not matter any longer.” Azlenr told her. “At least not for them.”


Byka turned to look at the cockpit door. “Will that hold against weapons fire?” He asked her.


Kameka nodded quickly. “Yes. Why?”


Byka checked his ARSOC sidearm. “We will need it.” He stated.


Andro sat on the ground behind several stacked logs munching on the ration bar from his pack. Several Durcunusaan had dug a shallow depression behind the makeshift bunker, the logs stacked on three sides with the open end facing the rear of the STRIKER three hundred meters away. His helmet rested beside his leg and his P190A3, but he didn’t seemed fazed in the least that a Kavalian attack force was bearing down on them and only seconds away. Lu'ria sat beside Andro on one side tucked against his body, Sehri on the other side fidgeting on her knees with Carisia sitting lotus style between his legs. Eliani was beside Jomann and paging through a data pad while she whispered to Brendi who sat beside her. Jomann was checking the sharpness of one of his blades and looking utterly bored. Elynth, Tharua, Anthar and Majeir sat calmly just at the edge of the depression in the earth, while Sadi and Ne'Veha were currently occupying the two turrets in the top of the STRIKER Mark II that they had flown in on. Caydren and Cinol were positioned at the top of the ramp of the STRIKER with instructions to burn anyone who came close to the ship and was Kavalian. Aleatia, Osbela, Ibani and Harira were behind the huge forms of Caydren and Cinol and wondering what was going on.  

Sehri kept looking at Andro and then trying to see over the logs to the east. Lu'ria looked at Carisia and they shared a knowing smile as Lu'ria leaned forward and handed Carisia a piece of dark Drow oat and nut bread she had in her pack. They shared a quick but loving kiss before Lu'ria leaned back and held out a piece of the bread for Andro. His eyes lit up quickly and he snatched the bread from her fingers. 

“Your mother’s bread?” He asked.

Lu'ria smiled at him and nodded. “She made several large batches before we departed. You know how she feels about our combat rations.”

Andro chuckled as he popped the sweet tasting bread into his mouth. “Bout the same as we do I suspect.” He said savoring the flavor as he chewed.

As Sehri rose to her knees once more and looked around she could see Lisisa and Dorian with a female Durcunusaan she did not know in a similarly dug depression only fifty meters west. Ryner and Jeth rested near the open side of that makeshift bunker bumping their heads together while trying to see who could extend the armor on their heads faster before their skulls met. Only the single female Durcunusaan seemed just as interested in what was happening as her, as she kept looking around the area. Fifty meters past them, she could see the Durcunusaan troops who she knew were Dantio and Daio sitting with several others and none of them seemed to be in any great anxious mode. She turned back to Andro finally and looked at him.
“No one… no one is doing anything!” She hissed.

Andro looked at her as Jomann and Eliani looked up. “What are we suppose to be doing Sehri?” Andro asked her.

“These… these Kavalians are only moments away!” Sehri spoke excitedly. “Shouldn’t we be doing something?”

Andro leaned over closer to her. “I could kiss you.” He said. “Then we would be doing something!”

Sehri slapped his shoulder as Lu'ria and Carisia burst out into soft laughter. “Stop that!” Sehri scolded him. “We are about to fight! Shouldn’t you be… shouldn’t you be frightened?” Sehri gasped. “All of you sit as if… as if you are having a picnic!”

Eliani grinned. “Picnic? Our picnics are definitely more fun than this.” She stated. “You haven’t seen our family when we are all together Sehri. Lunatics is what we are. You’ll see.”
Jomann looked at Andro before speaking and then he turned to Sehri. “You will find Sehri that much of what happens in battle is waiting. And more waiting. Sometimes hours of waiting. Until finally you have several minutes of uncontrollable violence and chaos and it is over.”

Sehri looked from him to Andro. “How do you… how do you keep from going crazy?” She asked.

Eliani looked at Brendi and leaned into her playfully. A move that Brendi did not pull back from and only smiled. “We don’t sweat the small shit.” Eliani said. “As our father would say.”

Sehri looked at her oddly. “You sweat shit?” She gasped in horror.

“Sehri.” Andro said causing her to turn back to face him. Before she could speak his lips had claimed hers and she reached up to grip his face instinctively as he kissed her. He broke their kiss and leaned closer to nuzzle her cheek and portion of her neck the Mark V ArmorPly didn’t cover. “Relax Sehri.” He told her softly. “It will happen.”

Sehri gazed into his azure eyes and saw devotion and love in them as well as his aura wrapping around her and she smiled sheepishly before settling back to the ground beside him. Lu'ria leaned across Andro’s body and held out a piece of the bread to her. “My mother’s bread. Oats and nuts with a hint of cinnamon. It is very good for times like this.” Sehri took the bread without question and took a bite, beginning to chew as Andro’s arm pulled her closer to his side. 

All of their heads came up when Sadi’s voice filled their implants. “Andro… they’re approaching the site. Thirty seconds.”
Sehri looked at Andro and she watched his face change instantly. His expression was one of humor and love and in the blink of an eye it had become hard and void of any and all emotion.
“Stand by KertaGai.” He answered Sadi as he rose to his knees now and looked over the logs. Sehri saw that everyone’s disposition had changed instantly and they had become more serious and all businesslike. Andro looked out over the top of the logs and began speaking into his COM implant. “Colonel Miller?”

“In position Milord.” Josie’s voice answered immediately.

“Colonel Mosont will support your brigade from the timber.” Andro said. “Do not pursue those who escape into the timber. You are equipped with your medium Cataphract armor correct?”

“Yes.”

“Leave them to the Durcunusaan. They will bring them down more easily. The medium Cataphract armor will only make you more vulnerable in the timber. Your single mission is to eliminate any within the kill zone Josie. We are taking no prisoners this day. They are Puma Bane scum and I want all of them to feel the wrath of our vengeance. I don’t care if you shoot them, stab them, crush them, or beat them to death. Insure those who are in the kill zone are dead however. You have directive to attack at your discretion Colonel.”

Androcles heard Josie Miller snicker over the COM. “Music to my ears Milord.” She said.

“And my name is Andro.” Andro told her with a disgusted look on his face. “Leave that Milord crap for when we are among the politicians of Apo Prime, Earth and Sparta who don’t know any better.” 

“Understood… Andro.” Josie answered with another laugh.

“Twenty seconds!” Andro spoke. “The missiles will fly the moment they begin to lift back into the air. Then attack on your order!”
“Count on it.” Josie spoke.

“Mosont… any who escape into the timber are yours.” Andro spoke. “Insure they do not flank around and come after Josie’s Brigade from behind.”

“We are ready.” Mosont’s voice echoed.

Andro turned his head now as Sehri watched him and his eyes fell on Lisisa and Dorian. Dorian! Lisisa! Go now! The others are already in position!
It could still be a trick fervon. Dorian spoke his head turning to focus on his older brother from across the distance.

Then I trust you and our sister will leave nothing for the insects. Andro told him. 

Dorian nodded his head and turned to look at Sheva. “Time to go.” He told her.

Sheva came to her feet as Ryner and Jeth extended the armor across all of their huge bodies. “What? What’s happening? The battle is here!”

“Not for us.” Lisisa spoke as she moved past Sheva and scampered up into the saddle on Jeth’s back appearing like a gnat in comparison to Jeth’s massive body.

Dorian moved closer to Sheva, the scent of her blood and body filling his head totally. He fought it down instantly, as well as the almost too powerful urge to crush her to him and make her his. “You are my Captain. Assigned to protect me correct?” He stated.

Sheva glared at him. “Yes! You know that!” She spat.

Dorian smiled. “Very well… I’m going that way.” He told her pointing with his arm and finger. “Come with me and protect me.” He announced as he moved to where Ryner waited and easily leaped into the saddle, his Dragon Armor extending as he settled in the saddle and turned. He looked back at Sheva. “Coming?”

Sheva cussed under her breath but started forward as her own Dragon Armor began to extend. By the time that had finished she was lifted into the air with a small shriek of surprise and Dorian deposited her in front of him in the saddle using a burst of Etheric power that had suddenly gripped him. He looked at his hands for a split second in surprise and then shook his head, slipping his arms around Sheva’s tiny waist. Sheva jumped in clear surprise as his arms encircled her waist and the DA braces tightened around their legs, but it was for reasons she did not fully grasp just yet.
“Hope you aren’t afraid of heights.” Dorian said from under his helmet with a smile. “Ryner… go!”

With two trumpets… Ryner and Jeth took to the skies above Solmar and were soon speeding away from the oncoming Kavalian forces.

Andro watched for a moment and then his eyes moved to where Daio and Dantio were waiting. Daio… just as we discussed. Andro reached out for him. His DAGGER should land within two minutes. Get there.

Daio nodded his head. On our way. He stated before he, Dantio and three others shifted into wolf form and were tearing off into the timber around them.

Andro turned back and saw Eliani and the others, except for Jomann, looking at him oddly. “What?” He exclaimed. And then more inquires came at him.
“My love… Lisisa and Dorian are tearing away from here in the opposite direction awfully fast.” Sadi reported over the com. “What’s happening?”
Andro couldn’t answer for General Vengal’s voice broke in over the COM. “Vengal to Androcles. We are in position. Broke some equipment and tore up some serious trees, but we’re in position and ready. I hope this works boy or we’ll have wasted four good KADEN Transports and a dozen MHTs.”

Andro looked at Eliani as she got to her feet. “You said nothing about sending Dori and Lisi somewhere.” Eliani snapped. “What’s going on Andro? Where is Uncle Vengal and what is he planning to do?”

“Nothing.” Andro protested. “Just a minor change in plans is all.” Andro touched his jaw. “Affirmative Uncle.” He spoke. “Stand by… we should know in a few moments.”

“Nothing you do is ever minor fervon!” Eliani snapped again. “What are you planning?” She looked at Jomann and her eyes narrowed. “You know don’t you?”

Jomann shrugged his broad shoulders. “I can’t say.” He stammered.

Eliani turned back to Andro. “Fervon… what have you done?” She demanded. “Tell us right now!”

“If I am correct… then I have taken vengeance for those who died here and stopped a battle before it began.” Andro spoke.

“And if you’re wrong?” Brendi asked.

Andro smiled. “Then it will be very interesting.” He replied lifting his helmet and 190 and lowering his helmet onto his head.

The clearing was perhaps five hundred meters long and three hundred meters wide. It was surrounded by thick timber on three sides and a rising incline of hills and trees that led up to the ridge that led to the ocean five kilometers away. The first DAGGERS began to touch down in precise military formation, seven of them able to fit in the clearing on the west end. As the sixty Puma Bane troops on each DAGGER poured from the rear of the gunships, cruel dark eyes were watching from the edge of the timber.

Josie Miller had to admit it was a bold plan, but then she knew Androcles Leonidas and his father had built their reputations on bold plans. She turned her head in either direction and saw the members of her First Battalion spread out all around her waiting to pounce. The Second and Third Battalions were waiting to attack from two other directions. The new plan had come in only moments before they had begun their drop, and that Androcles had chosen Josie and her Brigade to conduct the ambush was a major vote in their confidence and moral. Mosont had taken it in stride, telling her they preferred to roam the dark timber and destroy any who may try to run there for safety. The way he said it made Josie shiver somewhat and she glanced at where her Lycavorian shadow Lemios rested calmly on the ground only two meters away. 

Lemios had guided his ODP with skill and grace, landing only meters from her, and he had been at her side since then. His Mark V ArmorPly conformed to his body like a second skin and Josie knew the moment they sprang into battle he would extend his Dragon Armor shell. His face was scruffy with what appeared to be a two day old growth but Josie had to admit it suited him. Mosont had told her he was a Pureblood Lycavorian, one of the Durcunusaan’s rising stars so to speak for his actions on Alba Tau and several other different worlds during the Evolli War. Josie Miller didn’t often look at men with anything more than a professional interest, but looking at Lemios now she couldn’t help the brief rush of sexual urges that spread through her looking at him. Josie had prided herself on the condition she kept her body, all lean muscle without an ounce of body fat. She had medium sized breasts with a tiny waist and an ass with all the right curves as her brother had once called it. She watched what she ate, and made sure when they weren’t training in the field she was in the gym. It had been a long time since a man had elicited such reaction from her. True to her nature however, Josie brushed it aside for another time.
“Looks like they are all clear.” Her senior combat aide spoke from beside her. “The DAGGERs are beginning to… holy shit!”

They came streaking out of the east just above the treetops and for a spilt second it was as if time stopped. Captain Patton’s gift and announcement that they were indeed here to stay. Fired from the KINDRED SOUL’s dorsal missile batteries, the VIPER 12 Anti-Air missiles struck true and Josie watched with wide eyes as seven DAGGER gunships that were lifting back into the air as seven more were landing suddenly did not exist anymore. Seven explosions and those gunships became nothing more than smoking garbage that drifted lazily back towards the earth and fell among the shocked Puma Bane troops on the ground and those unloading the gunships.

The perfect moment.

“Now!” Josie screamed. “Open fire! All units open fire! Sustained burst for sixty seconds and then advance!”

The sixty seconds was to allow the next two waves of VIPER missiles to fly into the fray and obliterate fourteen more gunships as they tried to respond and maneuver to what had taken place. Some of the pilots of the DAGGERs offloading troops were screaming into their COMs and trying to take off before they had even unloaded their troops. Almost a dozen Puma Bane troops fell to their deaths as those ships began to rise back into the air, only to be met by falling debris or blasted into splinters by a VIPER missile. From three different sides, murderous weapons fire from both 190s and an assortment of heavy weapons was tearing into the Puma Bane troops on the ground without mercy and adding to the devastation.
And it had only just begun.
BYKA’S DAGGER GUNSHIP  

Marsin pounded on the locked door with all his might incensed with a killing rage, but the solid door was not budging.

“Open the door traitor!” Marsin screamed a she drew out his ARSOC sidearm. “You betrayed us! My men are being butchered even now!” Marsin lifted his weapon and pumped five shots into the door, none of which did anything but put a dent in the metal of the door. He whirled around and faced two of his men who had come up behind him. “Blow it!” He snarled.
“Major! We are still in the air!” One of his men barked.

Marsin lifted his ARSOC and shot the man in the face. His body blew backwards from the force of the shot, most of his head and lower jaw now missing and dripping down the side of the DAGGER’s bulkhead. He looked at the second man and his eyes were savage. “Blow the fucking door!” He screamed.

The Puma Bane troop didn’t hesitate and reached into his combat harness for several grenades.


“Papa! Our DAGGERs are being blown out of the sky! The Puma Bane troops are being slaughtered!” Kameka shouted as she looked at him. “You led us… you led us into an ambush!” She gasped in disbelief.


“I have saved our lives and the lives of our men!” Byka barked. “And removed only murderers and butchers! Those vermin down there are not our men! Marsin and his men had orders to kill us Meka! Azlenr, me, you! Keleru betrayed us! This operation was never about taking this colony! He was setting us up! Marsin murders the civilians and then kills us! Keleru can then claim it was Azlenr and I and that he had us executed in retribution for our actions. He was going to use this and give it to the Union as a propaganda tool! To try and stem the hate that is building within the Union! He was throwing us away Meka!”


“Why?” Kameka screamed.

“Because we do not bend to his whim!” Byka answered as he pulled his ARSOC out and made sure it was ready. “Because we are true Kavalians and he is nothing but a whore’s son!”


“Open the door traitor!” Marsin’s voice reached them on the internal COM. “You betrayed us! My men are being butchered even now!” 

Their heads turned when they heard the dull thud of impact rounds striking the door. Kameka looked at her father. “He will use explosives now Papa! The door will not hold!”


Byka was furiously typing on the sensor screen between them and looked up. “Take us here Meka! Now! And land!”


“Land!” She barked out. “Papa… the terrain beneath us must be crawling with Union troops! They will kill us!”


“Do it daughter!” Byka shouted. “It is the only way we will survive!”


Kameka had never questioned her father before. He had never agreed with Marsin taking her as a wife and he was savagely angry after having seen what he had done to her. His actions had almost cost him I his own life, for he had begun attacking Marsin’s Pride in public about his actions. It hadn’t been about his own honor or their Pride’s standing, this had been about a father livid over what had been done to his daughter. On many nights as she had recovered, she drifted in and out of consciousness, and the times she did come too and was lucid, he had always been there. Several times she had seen him weeping against her hip, begging for her forgiveness for what he had allowed to happen. No… Kameka would never question her father again and she yanked the controls of the DAGGER violently to the east and dipped her nose to the ground.


She would never know it… but this violent maneuver saved her father’s life and her own.


The Puma Bane troop had just placed the last of three plasma grenades against the door and was stepping back to detonate them when the DAGGER heeled over violently to the side. The troop lost his balance and flew across the short corridor, impacting the opposite wall. As he did this, his hand was crushed between his armor and the bulkhead. His eyes grew wide and he looked down at the detonator in his hand a split second before the three grenades exploded.


There was a flash of bright yellow light and then the explosive force of three plasma grenades rippled outward like a flaming wave of death instead of being directed at the door of the cockpit. Marsin’s eyes were wide as he threw his body to the side just as that rolling wave of flame sizzled by him and engulfed the entire rear compartment of the DAGGER. His head whipped around as his men began to scream in agony while their fur caught fire almost instantly and they began to burn to death. Half a dozen of them were staggering about in agony, trying to beat the flames out on their bodies and they stepped into nothing as they could not see where the open ramp was and plunged to their deaths. Marsin ignored the pain from his singed hair and rose to his feet as air rushed through the ship now. He moved around the corner and his eyes grew wider as he saw that the forward section just behind the cockpit was now open to the sky around them. A gaping, jagged hole nearly a meter high and half a meter wide which was splashed with the blood and partial remains of the Puma Bane troop who had set the grenades. His eyes lifted and he saw that the door to the cockpit had also been breached and he drew his ARSOC with a savage growl and rushed forward.

Marsin didn’t pause and kicked down the door of the cockpit, moving forward even as he was firing. He could hear the impacts of the rounds against metal and glass and then he felt a burning in his side and was rammed back against the bulkhead. His head snapped around and he saw Byka on the deck, his silenced ARSOC out and spitting rounds. Two more rounds punched into Marsin’s armor staggering him as he brought his weapon to bear on Byka.


“Die traitor! Die!” Marsin screamed as he began firing. Two rounds punched into Byka’s upper body immediately.


“Papa no!” Meka screamed from her seat trying to wrench her own ARSOC free of its holster.


Marsin shifted his fire instantly and fired twice at Kameka, one round punching through the back of her shoulder. She screamed as her ARSOC went flying from her hand and her body twisted forward.

“Fucking bitch!” Marsin snarled. “I deal with you in a moment!” He said as he turned his head back to Byka. “You will die knowing I will rape your daughter until she can stand it no longer and then I will give her to my men! When she s nothing but a mindless hulk I will give her to the brothels on Nefoa! You have failed General Byka! I am better than you! I am better than anyone!”

Byka’s head shifted slightly and he began laughing as he looked out the cockpit window. “Fuck you fool! We’ll all die!” He snarled just before the DAGGER began to smash its way through the tops of the towering trees below. 


Several sets of eyes were watching from the small clearing that the DAGGER was suppose to land at. Daio and Dantio watched in amazement as the pilot fought for control of the ship and then the damage to its forward section gave way from too much stress. The tail of the ship began to tear free just before it impacted the tops of the trees and began its downward drop.

“Nubous lae!” Daio gasped as they watched the DAGGER begin to plow through the tops of the trees. “I’m thinking it ain’t suppose to do that!”


Dantio grabbed his arm. “Fuck! Come on!” He growled as he shifted once more and they began to sprint towards where the DAGGER was barreling into the trees and sending debris in all directions before smashing nose first into the hard ground.


“CHARGE!” Josie Miller screamed into her COM unit.


With a roar that they would be proud of going into the future, the members of 1st Brigade of the 82nd Cataphract Division rose to their feet and followed their fearless commander out into the field. The wreckage of sixteen DAGGER gunships littered the clearing, the dozens of fires still burning and sending smoke billowing into the daytime sky.
The Puma Bane troops were staggering about, many of them injured, and all of them confused as to which way to go. The attack had been planner perfectly, and the superior thinking Puma Bane troops were now left to wonder what had happened.

That single word rang out over the roar of the fires and small arms fire and many heads turned only to see the last thing they would ever see. The Cataphract armor provided not only protection, but enhanced physical assets as well. The men and women wearing that armor were now sprinting across the field at dead runs, the stabilizers built into the joints of the combat suits keeping them steady enough to put sustained, accurate fire on the Puma Bane troopers dotting the field. Many of the Kavalians troops dropped to one knee and began to return fire, only to discover the armor was quite resistant to their weapons. It was like firing at man sized tanks, which essentially the men and women of 1st Brigade were. The members of 1st Brigade fell on the Kavalians troopers from three sides and were quickly upon them thanks to the enhanced armor. One Kavalian made the mistake of standing up right in front of Josie Miller, intending to use his assault rifle as a club. With a howl of fury, Josie leaped upon the Kavalian, batting aside his weapon like a toy and jamming the barrel of her KM19 Magnum into his exposed neck and firing from point blank range. The KM19 had been specially made to be able to fit into the larger hand of the Cataphract Armor user, providing them with a superior close range weapon that was incredibly powerful. The Kavalian’s head blew apart like an overripe melon and Josie Miller hardly paused at all as she rushed forward with the rest of her men.

Androcles’s orders were simple and to the point. No prisoners were to be taken from the Puma Bane troops. No quarter was to be given and no mercy was to be shown. As the soldiers of the 1st brigade closed with the Kavalians they had nothing but savage anger in their eyes and hearts. These were the scum who had butchers nearly five thousand Bontawillian civilians. Just men, women and even children whose only crime was to be living here. Until this day, many humans had not been able to fight with the Union forces on the ground. They were just not as durable and capable as Lycavorians and Elves when it came to ground combat. That was something that Charles Taylor wanted to change and today his goal had been met. Humans, men and women, many of them physically smaller than the Kavalians they were fighting, they were tearing into the Kavalian troops with unrestrained glee. Weapons were used as clubs; blades came out and began to draw copious amounts of Kavalian blood. To quote an ancient saying from post Great Fire Earth, the Kavalian troops had just had a whole can of whup ass opened on them.


There were casualties… the Puma Bane troops were seasoned and experienced soldiers with little fear. They were able to bring down perhaps a dozen of the 1st brigade soldiers before sheer numbers began to take their toll. Many of the dead littering the field had been killed in the missile strikes, fallen from burning ships, or crushed under them. Perhaps a thousand Puma Bane troops actually were able to fight when 1st Brigade hit them, a third of them wiped out in the initial barrage of the ambush. But as their Spartan comrades and brothers looked on with awe from the timber surrounding the clearing, the 1st brigade pressed forward relentlessly. The Bontawillians may not have been human, but damn it they were Union citizens, and now Union society across the entire galaxy would know that humans did not take kindly to mass murder of their fellow alien citizens, and they would stand with them to the very end. 


One DAGGER gunship, whether by fate or chance, escaped the barrage of missiles and was still flying. That pilot saw what had taken place with his fellow gunships and the mass and tangled of so many of his kind on the ground beneath him and then chose to land his Puma Bane filled ship where he thought it would matter most. If they were going to die he determined for himself, then they would attempt to take out the Lycavorian Prince and anyone with him. He yanked his DAGGER into a vicious turn, throwing the Kavalian troops in the back against the bulkhead, dropped his altitude until he was skimming the treetops and made straight for Andro’s position.


“Andro!” Sadi’s voice called out within the implant. “One gunship is heading right for us! He’s too low to the trees; we can’t get a clear lock! From the east! From the east!”

Sadi’s warning was probably unnecessary since the DAGGER sheering off the tops of the trees as it closed on them drew all of their attention. And by Andro’s estimation it was going to drop right on top of them.

“Run!” Andro shouted. “Run! Now!”


No one hesitated at his command, and as he grabbed Sehri and Lu'ria’s hands, Carisia was already blurring in motion. Jomann was moving before the words had even finished leaving Andro’s mouth and he scooped up Eliani and Brendi both, one in each arm, and was sprinting away as fast as his long legs would carry them. The DAGGER came in very fast, the pilot hoping to kill as many as he could before he died. Tree branches were snapping so loudly they sounded like gunshots. Elynth, Majeir, Anthar and Tharua had taken to the skies at the first warning and now they were circling the main clearing as they watched the DAGGER gunship finally bury it’s nose into the ground, having smashed its way through the makeshift bunker Dorian and Lisisa had been occupying only minutes before. The cockpit was crushed in the impact, but the pilot had succeeded in delivering his cargo. Sixty-three Puma Bane soldiers, most of them still a little stunned at the turn of events came roaring from the rear of the DAGGER intent on murder and mayhem.

Sadi dropped from the ladder leading up to the missile turret, Ne'Veha across from her and turned only to come face to face with an angry and revitalized Ulana. Aleatia and the others watched with wide eyes.


“You bitch!” Ulana snarled. “You had that Hadarian half breed…”


Sadi’s face twisted into a sneer of rage at the interruption and she lifted her hand and sent Ulana hurling across the interior of the STRIKER with a not so gentle shove of Etheric power. Ulana impacted the opposite bulkhead and cracked her skull on the wall, dropping into a heap on the deck immediately, holding her head in agony as she glared up at Sadi. It was a display that stunned Aleatia and Harira, who were viewing intently. “Get out of my way upaee! Unless you plan to fight!” Sadi growled as she looked at Ne'Veha. “SirsanGai… the weapon’s locker!”


Ne'Veha nodded her head instantly and dashed the two meters to the floor to ceiling cabinet and punched in a security code. She ripped open the door, nearly tearing it from its hinges with her combined elven and wolf strength and she was pulling two P190A3s from the locker. “Here!” She shouted tossing one of the rifles towards Sadi who caught it easily, and then taking one for herself.


Sadi turned to look at Aleatia and the others, Kelelm still holding his own P190. “You must not let them into the STRIKER.” She told him. “Caydren and Cinol will stand with you!”


Sister… we want to go with you and SirsanGai! Caydren complained.


Sadi looked at him. “We are not leaving the ship Caydren. Only moving to the exterior engine mounting steps to better cover those outside. You and Cinol burn any who attempt to force their way into the ship! Protect those here inside!”

Cinol nodded his huge head. We are ready! He announced.


“SirsanGai… take the port mount!” Sadi barked. “I will take the dorsal mount position!” Ne'Veha nodded without question and darted over to kiss her hard before she moved to an emergency hatch on the side of the STRIKER and entered the code to open it. Sadi turned to Aleatia. “We have not had a chance to talk Lady Aleatia… but Andro has shared everything with me. I suggest all of you arm yourselves from the weapons locker there. It may get very intense in a few moments.”


Sadi didn’t wait for an answer and moved to the opposite emergency hatch and entered the code to open it. Aleatia didn’t hesitate and moved directly to the locker and removed the KM14. Reworked to fire the more deadly Kavalian 12.7mm round, she looked at her son Kelelm who smiled at her determined looked. “Osbela! Ibani! Move to the area just by the cockpit!” Aleatia barked. “Harira… you as well!”

Harira shook her head and moved to the locker. “I will fight beside you!” She snapped removing the second KM14.


Aleatia nodded her head and looked at Kelelm. “Where do you want us?” She asked.


Kelelm looked at Caydren’s muzzle and the adolescent dragon’s eyes fell on him. Between us. He told Kelelm immediately even as he flicked his large head slightly and Kelelm watched as shimmering Dragon Armor began to extend around his body from the saddle he wore. He heard a similar sound from Cinol and turned to see that armor was also extending to encompass his muscular body as well. Stay behind our bodies but do not hesitate to fire around us or over the top of us. We will remain still on the ramp and burn any who come close. 


Kelelm nodded and looked at his mother. “Remain close to the dragons but do not move in front of them!” He ordered.


Aleatia and Harira nodded as Cinol and Caydren moved into position on either side of the deck at the top of the ramp.


Andro lifted his head from between Lu'ria’s and Sehri’s, bits of branch falling off his shoulders from where he lay half on top of them and half off them, his arms protecting them as best as he could.


“Sibfla!” He cursed. “I should have seen that coming!” He spat grass and dirt out of his mouth as Sehri and Lu'ria turned to look at him. 


Andro smelled him the moment that their eyes went wide as they looked up at him. He twisted his body in the blink of an eye and saw the Puma Bane soldier lifting his rifle to end their lives. Andro opened his palms and sent two psychic diamonds exploding outward in the single blink of an eye. Those two psychic projectiles struck the Kavalian in the chest and throat, lifting his body off the ground from the devastating force, and blowing gaping holes in his flesh. Andro sprang to his feet, his Shi Viska flaring into life, his eyes searching for more targets.


“Lu'ria! Get to Sadi!” Andro screamed. “Get to the STRIKER!”


“What about you?” Lu'ria screamed back. “We won’t leave you!”


Andro turned to look at her. “Get Sehri back to the STRIKER Ilythiiri Tessai! Elynth, Majeir and I will cover your escape! We must move to a more defensible position! Go!”

Lu'ria knew he was speaking the truth and she grasped Sehri’s hand tightly. “Come Sehri!” She hissed as they began to sprint towards the STRIKER in the distance. Lu'ria blinked and then Carisia was beside Sehri on the opposite side, unwrapping the shadows from around her body as she ran with them, combining her vampire speed with Lu'ria’s natural elven speed and helping to propel Sehri along with them. Sehri kept up easily however, as it seemed the wolf speed that was part of the Lycavorian DNA within her had no trouble coming out, and she had obviously used it before. 


“We can’t leave him!” Sehri complained even as she ran.


Carisia glanced back quickly, seeing Anthar landing beside Elynth. “He will not need our help! And until we can spend time with you and teach you… your safety is more important to all of us!” She said quickly before turning back to see the STRIKER in the distance.


Andro moved out from the tangle of roots and branches the DAGGER’s crash had tossed upon him and he felt Elynth land beside him on one side, Majeir the other, with Anthar coming up behind them. Andro brushed the branches and bits of bit from his armor calmly. “You have got to be kidding me! Where the fuck did these idiots learn how to fly! I can fly better than that! Or at least crash better!” Andro snarled.

Elynth’s golden eyes narrowed as she saw the Puma Bane troops taking notice of Andro now as they rushed from the back of the crashed DAGGER. Without even a conscious thought she erected their psychic shield and began to extend her Dragon Armor, making note that Majeir and Anthar did the same around their bodies. I believe they will try to explain it to us now my Bonded Brother. She spoke calmly.


Andro’s head came up then and his wolf eyes took in the Puma Bane troops circling all around them. “We end this quickly!” He snapped. “Crush them! Bite them! Burn them! I don’t care! Now… I am upset!” Andro reached up and yanked Cana rie Emanur from his combat harness, calling the blade from Flatspace.

With a roar of battle, Andro did the one thing the Kavalians didn’t expect.


He charged.


Jomann rolled over beside Eliani where they had thrown their bodies behind the massive fallen tree stump surrounded by years of dirt and grass grown up around it.


“Eli!” He gasped.


Eliani lifted her head and nodded. “I’m ok.” She gasped.


Jomann reached across her back and grabbed Brendi’s shoulder. “Saarrieemeran?”


Brendi nodded. “Ok… I’m ok. Who was driving that truck?” She groaned.

Jomann came to his knees quickly, his keen eyes searching the timber around them. He saw the flash of red colored scales through the trees and then he caught a glimpse of Andro with his Shi Viska out. 


“Eli!” Jomann hissed. “You and Saarrieemeran make your way back to the STRIKER.” He said. “I must go to your brother.”

Eliani looked at him as she gripped Brendi’s hand. “Jomann…” She was going to say something else but looking into his face she simply nodded. It was his duty and she could no more make him choose between his duty and her than he would make her choose between the same. “Do not injure yourself husband!” She hissed at him. “I would be very upset.”


Jomann grinned. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He spoke leaning over to kiss her deeply. Eliani grasped his face briefly and relished in the touch of his skin. He pulled back quickly though. “Go! We will follow soon!”


Eliani nodded and helped Brendi to her feet. She turned back to say something to Jomann but he had already shifted and was sprinting through the timber. She turned back to Brendi as she drew her KM12. “Come Saarrieemeran.” She said. “Let’s beat feet.” Brendi looked at her oddly with those dark brown orbs and Eliani shook her head. “Never mind! I’ll explain later!”
BYKA’S CRASHED DAGGER


Kameka groaned in pain as she fell back in her pilot’s seat. Her right arm hung useless from Marsin’s bullet, her right leg screaming in pain. The cockpit section of the DAGGER had been torn away from the rear section, the bulkhead separating the two now peeled away exposing the cockpit section to the air of the planet’s surface. The front of the ship was crushed nearly all the way back to where Kameka sat, the windshield shattered from the thick six inch wide tree branch that now protruded through the passenger side. Reaching up with her good arm Kameka wrenched her helmet off with a snarl, tossing it down and trying to turn in her chair.


“Papa!” She cried out. Behind her perhaps three meters of the cockpit section remained her father and Marsin no longer there.
“Father!” She shouted again as she tried to pull her legs out from under the crushed forward control console. She wailed in pain as she pulled her legs free and dropped to the floor of the DAGGER. The fabric of her flight suit was shredded in several places and blood soaked her legs from several deep lacerations. Ignoring the pain, Kameka scrapped around on the deck until she found her ARSOC and gripped it with her left hand as she pulled herself to her feet.

Holding the side of the destroyed cockpit bulkhead, Kameka made her way to the peeled away section of metal and looked out to see nothing but trees and plants and sunlight. She could see the rear section of her DAGGER, what remained of it anyway, scattered for some three hundred meters behind where she stood. The huge trees that had been uprooted as she crashed the ship were strewn on either side of the line of wreckage and she could also see several bodies of Puma Bane troops. They were not moving in any way, and from the burnt and twisted condition of their remains she doubted they would be. Her keen feline eyes darted from side to side looking for any sign of her father.


“Father!” She screamed once more.


Kameka heard snapping twigs and she whirled around to see Marsin’s savage face right beside her. Blood streaked his cheek and neck from a nasty gash in his forehead but he looked otherwise unhurt. Kameka tried to bring the ARSOC around but Marsin slapped it away and caused her to stagger painfully on her injured legs.


“Hello whore bitch!” Marsin snarled at her snapping out with his right fist and connecting with her jaw and sending her sprawling out of the cockpit section and down to the forest floor. “Your precious father is dead!” Marsin barked as he leaped to the forest floor following her fall. “Do you hear me Meka? He’s dead!”

“No!” Kameka screamed as she rolled over onto her stomach, her vision blurry from the pain as she tried to pull herself away from the man who had caused her so much agony in her short life. The times he had taken her in fits of drunken or drug induced rages, beating her quite senseless while he violated her, came rushing back to her in that moment. Her eyes searched for her ARSOC so she could kill him, even as she pulled herself away with her hands and arms.

“Where are you going bitch!” Marsin snarled as he grabbed her long, silky hair and twisted violently, making her flip over as she howled in pain.


Kameka unwrapped her tail from around her waist instantly and used it to viciously slap his face. The blow had the desired affect, causing him to cry out in pain and step back as the vibrations of the slap went through him. His eyes grew even larger in anger and he snatched her tail in his hands and yanked viciously. Kameka cried out in agony as the horrible pain lanced through her lower back and her body was lifted off the forest floor and Marsin slammed her back into the unyielding ground with tremendous force. Kameka’s face struck the ground hard, stars erupting in her head and her bones screaming in protest as the impact jarred her brutally. Marsin was beyond help now, completely insane with rage and he stepped up to her, tearing at her flight suit.

“I’m going to rape your ass Meka!” Marsin shouted. “Just like I did before! Your ass is so tight! And I am going to take you with me off this planet and make sure you end up in the brothels on Nefoa so they can fuck you until you go insane!”


Kameka felt him tearing at her flight suit and she rolled over quickly, completely dazed but unwilling to surrender to him. “No!” She screamed flailing blindly. “No!”


A booted foot slammed unexpectedly into Marsin’s face causing him to stagger back. Kameka, using the last of her reserves of strength, hauled herself to her feet and began to try and run. Marsin tackled her from behind with an hysterical laugh.


“You’re mine bitch!” He screamed as he flipped her over and punched her savagely in the head. “You’re mine do you hear me!” The last blow nearly broke her jaw and caused her to almost lose consciousness. She could do nothing as he tore at her uniform, nearly pulling it off her before the deep, menacing growl caused him to stop and look up. Through tear filled and dazed eyes, Kameka tilted her head back and what she saw quite surprisingly made her heart sing with happiness.

The massive head of the enormous dark brown furred wolf was inches from Marsin’s face. It’s lips were curled back in a horrifying snarl, revealing vicious, flesh tearing white fangs and pink gums. The yellow flecked, dark brown eyes were filled with savage cunning and smoldering hatred and anger. They were the most beautiful eyes Kameka had ever seen. The beast was clearly two and a half feet at the shoulders and it took a step forward and pressed its moist nose to Marsin’s forehead, those fangs looking ever so lethal. Marsin did the only thing he could think of since he had foolishly tossed aside his weapons. Exploding off the ground he began to run towards the timber. Kameka’s head came up as the huge wolf erupted after him, the huge paws digging into the earth and propelling that muscular body forward. She watched in stunned shock as that wolf changed into the form of a muscular, umber skinned man with a soft silver white flash of light, just as he struck Marsin in the back and sent him sprawling.

Daio glared at Marsin with savage fury in his wolf eyes, his fangs still fully extended. “Get up!” He screamed. “Get up and pick on me motherfucker!”

Kameka watched as Daio stepped forward and hit the rising Marsin with a straight right palm heel strike to his jaw, snapping his head around and tossing his body back to the forest floor. Marsin hissed in anger and flung himself off the ground in a front kick motion. Daio side stepped the clumsy strike and hammered Marsin’s abdomen with two quick blows that almost doubled him over. He spun around as he landed and whipped out the knife from behind his back where the blade had been hidden. He slashed forward quickly three times, each time Daio dodging the strike with well practiced ease. As he blocked the third attempt he stepped forward and drove his forearm into Marsin’s face, snatching the knife wielding wrist in powerful hands and twisting downward. Kameka heard Marsin howl in pain as he dropped the knife and the bones in his wrist snapped like dried twigs.

“Puma Bane Commandos huh!” Daio screamed. “Big bad boys of the Kavalian military!” Daio continued to drag Marsin around by his now crippled wrist, twisting the arm even more with his left hand. He lifted his right and brought it crashing down into Marsin’s face with devastating force three times in quick succession. After each blow Kameka could see blood flying into the air around Marsin’s head. “Fucking cowards is what you are!” Daio screamed. “Cowards and rapists!”


Daio brought his right knee crashing forward into Marsin’s jaw, snapping his head back and sending his body hurtling off the ground to land three meters away in a cloud of dirt. “You will not touch her!” Daio roared as he stepped up to Marsin. “You will never touch her again!”


Marsin looked up at Daio, his eyes blurry and out of it now. He tried to swing at him, but his good arm did not want to respond properly to his commands. Daio snatched that arm in his strong hands and wrenched it straight out, and then smashed a three knuckle punch right over the joint. Marsin’s good arm broke then, the breaking of the bone clearly audible from where Kameka lay stunned and watching what was happening.

“Let me show you what Spartans do to scum like you!” Daio screamed lifting Marsin up by the front of his uniform and smashing his forehead into Marsin’s face twice, blood erupting from his crushed nose. He was completely out of it when Daio twisted his body over and body slammed Marsin into the hard earth with titanic force. The sounds of ribs snapping were heard then and a small whimper of pain escaped Marsin’s bloody lips.


Kameka watched with adoring eyes then as Daio shifted back into wolf form in that silver/white flash of light, planted his paws on Marsin’s chest and sank his fangs deep into Marsin’s throat. She watched as Marsin’s arms came up and beat upon Daio’s broad, furred covered back fighting his own death to no avail. Marsin’s legs twitched twice and then Daio’s head rose with a jerk, tearing Marsin’s throat open with almost careless ease.


“Daio!” The second voice barked out now and Kameka turned her head to see three more Lycavorian Spartans appear by the wreckage of the DAGGER. “We have him! Stop playing with the scum and get the female! We must go!” Dantio hissed.

Kameka’s eyes darted back to see the Lycavorian had changed back into his human form, his chest rising and falling in exertion and he turned towards her. She watched with awe as he kicked Marsin’s body and then moved over to where she lay. He held out his hands to her.

“We… we are here to help.” Daio said looking at the Kavalian female on the ground before him. He had witnessed part of her fight against the Kavalian Puma Bane commander and her strength had touched a nerve in him. Looking at her close up, even under the bruises and blood that covered her face and legs, she was the most incredibly beautiful woman he had ever laid his wolf eyes upon. As he knelt slowly beside her, her powerful apricot scent engulfed him in a rush and surged through him. He gazed at her full lips and dark brown eyes, the curve of her cheeks and line of her jaw, and Daio contended that yes indeed she was the finest female he had ever had the pleasure of viewing. He glanced quickly at the long tail that extended up and was curled around the six inch long branch, ready to stab him with it. His eyes went back to her face. “Are you going to use that on me?” He asked with a grin.


“You… you killed him!” Kameka gasped.


Daio glanced back at Marsin’s cooling body and then returned his eyes to her. “It was a less painful death than he deserved, but we do not have much time.” He reached for her injured legs but stopped and met her eyes. “I want to inspect your injuries… may I touch you?”


“You are Lycavorian!” Kameka hissed. “You are the… you are the enemy!”


“Am I?” Daio asked softly. “If I was the enemy… would I have killed him?”


Kameka stared at him for a long moment. “Who… who are you?”


“My name is Daio.” He answered. “I am Durcunusaan.”

“Durcunusaan?” Kameka gasped. “Why would you…”


“Daio! Now!” Dantio yelled.


Kameka looked over and saw Dantio and the others come up, her father’s body carried over the shoulder of one of the other Durcunusaan. “Papa!” She cried.


Dantio looked at her and shook his head. “He’s alive.” He stated quickly. “He’s hurt bad… but alive. We need to get out of here in case more of these Puma Bane midaeus are still around.”


“Why… why are you helping us?” Kameka demanded.


“This was the plan.” Dantio spoke quickly. “Our Prince… your father and General Azlenr. This was our plan. Well… not the part about you getting shot down… but the rest of it.” He told her.


Daio looked at Kameka. “Let me carry you.” He told her quickly. “We can move more quickly. You will come to no harm and your virtue will be safe… I give you my word.”


Kameka looked at him, the yellow flecked wolf eyes still very prominent, but his fangs all but gone. She lowered her tail and dropped the wood branch, nodding her head slowly. “My… my virtue was… it was taken from me a long time ago.” She whispered softly.


Daio leaned over and slipped his arms under her knees and around her lower back. Her apricot scent threatened to overwhelm him but he fought it down, even Dantio seeing the reaction Kameka elicited from him. He glanced at her incredible brown eyes. “Your virtue is never gone completely.” He whispered to her seeing her beautiful eyes meet his. “And I will defend you with my life.”


Kameka couldn’t tear her eyes from him as he lifted her like she was a feather, his words echoing in her head. What did he mean? How could he find her virtuous? She looked at his face and reached up to wipe away several splotches of Marsin’s blood from his skin. “Thank… thank you.” She whispered.


Daio smiled slightly and gave her a half nod. “You… you might wish to hold your tail.” He said sheepishly. “I don’t want it to trip me while we move.” Kameka quickly grabbed her tail and pulled it into her lap. Daio looked at her with a warm smile. “Fascinating.” He said.


“Let’s go!” Dantio spoke with a shake of his head.


Elynth whipped her wing forward over the top of Andro’s head and the armored edge smashed into a Puma Bane soldiers chest crushing every bone in his upper body and sending him hurtling through the air and into the timber. Her head whipped around back toward the STRIKER, her keen eyes detecting at least half a dozen Puma Bane troops who were trying to make their way to the STRIKER.


Andro my brother! Several have broken behind us! They are heading for the ship! Go! Anthar, Majeir, Tharua and I will handle these scum!


Andro rolled to his left, Cana rie Emanur flashing forward and chopping through the legs of another Puma Bane troop, his shrill screams filling the air. Andro’s glistening armor was covered in the blood of half a dozen Kavalian troops, Cana rie Emanur claiming four while his Shi Viska had claimed three others. Sister are you sure!


Elynth brought her right talon down, impaling a Kavalian trooper stupid enough to get close to her. She lifted her talon and flicked her right leg forward, his body sliding off her wickedly curved talons and smashing into another group of two who had begun to move closer to her just before Anthar let out a trumpet of anger and unleashed a stream of flame that caught all of them in its path. Go! Caydren and Cinol could do more harm than good if they begin to burn everything around them in order to protect Sadi and Ne'Veha! Go!

Andro secured Cana rie Emanur back on his harness, the sword blade disappearing back into Flatspace and lifted his arm. His Shi Viska immediately whisked back to his arm and vanished into Flatspace an instant before he shifted into wolf form and sprinted back for the STRIKER. Several rounds struck the ground around his paws as he ran but he danced to his left easily and lowered his shoulders, presenting an impossible and fast moving target. His head snapped to the side when he saw Jomann’s large dark blond wolf form peeling out of the timber and falling in alongside him.

Half a dozen have broken through! Andro barked out. They are making for the STRIKER unimpeded!


Then let’s impede them! Jomann answered.


The two wolves, one larger than the other by a third, sprinted through the timber with blazing speed, their powerful muscles propelling them forward with killing intent. One was a Prince, the other his Captain. Both of them had a vested interest in getting there before the Kavalian troops.

Sadi saw them first, lifted her 190A3 and held back the trigger on the assault rifle. The six Puma Bane troops dove for cover and began to return fire. Sadi was not used to using the 190 and after her initial burst, her shots became somewhat wild and less well aimed. This allowed the Puma Bane troops to direct accurate fire on her, the rounds impacting around the armored hull of the STRIKER and causing her to duck back inside the small hatch while returning fire as best as possible. Her jumping back into the STRIKER caused everyone’s heads to turn towards her, including Caydren and Cinol.


Sadi! Caydren called out.


“I’m ok!” Sadi answered with disgust in her voice. “They are coming from the east! I counted six of them! They…” Sadi looked up and forward and her green eyes flew open. “Caydren! Look out!” She screamed.


All heads turned to see the six Kavalians at the bottom of the ramp and training their weapons into the rear of the ship as one began to throw a plasma grenade up into the rear of the ship. Kelelm knew he would be too slow to bring his weapon around to fire and his eyes flashed to his mother. “Mother!” He screamed.


Aleatia was not looking at him however. She was gazing out the back of the ship, her eyes wide as a massive black shape appeared in mid leap and plowed into the bodies of the Kavalian soldiers followed an instant later by a slightly smaller dark blond shape. Aleatia knew immediately that they were wolves and she watched as the six Kavalians went sprawling out of view off the back of the ramp. Sadi was moving even before the plasma grenade had left the fingers of the Kavalian soldier and she lunged forward past Aleatia. Drawing upon her inbred wolf speed and the new energy her bond with Caydren gave her, she shoved past Aleatia and used her 190 as a club. Swinging with all her might she hit the grenade at the peak of its arc and sent it spinning back out of the ship and into the timber. Kelelm dove forward and pushed her and his mother down, imposing his body between them as the grenade exploded in the trees a hundred meters away and sent millions of splinters shooting in all directions. None of them penetrated his body armor, or the scales of Caydren and Cinol, but they rained down on the rear of the STRIKER in droves.

Aleatia looked over her son’s shoulder and her intake of breath was heard by both Sadi and Kelelm. They all turned to see Andro and Jomann, now back in human form, doing battle with six Kavalian troopers. To Aleatia and Harira what followed was a display unlike any they had ever seen in their lives; to Sadi it was utterly beautiful.


Androcles and Jomann held nothing back, calling upon their Etheric powers immediately. Cana and Saar rie Emanur appeared in Andro’s hands as if by magic and Aleatia saw the sword blades burst from Flatspace. As one Kavalian scrambled to his feet, Saar whipped forward and removed his head in a single powerful swipe. In the middle of the swing Andro rotated his body and brought Cana down across the front of another Kavalian. This Puma Bane troop still had enough presence of mind to bring up his rifle in order to protect himself, but Cana sliced clean through the assault rifle and sent the trooper staggering back. Andro lifted his opposite hand, holding Saar in it and unleashed a powerful psychic diamond. The projectile punched through the Kavalian’s chest like a hot knife through butter, blowing a gaping hole in his upper body and tossing his frame back nearly six meters.


Jomann’s unique Etheric ability allowed him to move faster than any normal Lycavorian. To him it appeared as if everything around him slowed, when in fact he was moving faster than they could follow. He fell upon the first Kavalian with a single-minded fury and simply grabbed his head and nearly tore it from his shoulders while snapping his neck and nine vertebrae in his spine. Jomann shoved his twitching body to the side without pausing and fell upon the other two Kavalians with equal rage. He lifted one off the ground as the Kavalian staggered to his feet and basically body slammed him with horrific force back into the earth. The Kavalian’s back broke from the force of the body slam and he lay there dying slowly wondering what had gone wrong. Jomann began to pummel the third Kavalian to death, his large fists connecting before the man had a chance to defend himself in any way. Jomann had struck him four times before the Kavalian realized he was under attack. His eyes could not focus on Jomann clearly enough to try and retaliate because he was moving so fast and this only spelled his doom. Even as he tried to scrambled away in any direction Jomann pursued him and kept pummeling his face and head with powerful blows from his armored fists. Finally… one such punch fractured the Kavalian’s skull and he dropped to the ground completely unable to defend himself. Jomann then hit him with a ridge hand blow across his throat that crushed his larynx and effectively insured the Kavalian drown in his own blood as it filled his lungs. 


Jomann turned to assist his Prince and friend but found no need. Andro had the last Kavalian encased in a shimmering blue flame of Etheric power and was bashing him against the ground with ghastly force, his bones popping and snapping at every impact. Finally Andro just launched him through the air and his body sailed into the timber before impacting a rather thick tree and crushing his skull in the collision. Andro whirled around searching for more threats but found there were none. Instantly Saar and Cana disappeared back into Flatspace and he turned towards the rear of the STRIKER seeing Sadi and the others watching them. 

KertaGai? He called out immediately. SirsanGai!

We… we are fine my love! She answered.


Andro turned as Lu'ria and Carisia appeared with Sehri, Eliani and Brendi from the timber. They slowed to a stop, their eyes wide as they gazed at Andro and Jomann and the bodies of the dead Kavalians.


Elynth! Andro reached for her.


They are finished Andro! Elynth answered. None survived. We are coming back. 


Andro turned to Jomann. “Let us hope Dorian and Lisisa have had a less exciting time than us.”

ONTEROM
EIGHT HOURS UNTIL CONTACT WITH TALISMAN

-There- Avi spoke as his hands manipulated the sensor controls of the station.
Martin stood next to Avi on one side, Wayonn the other. “What is it Avi?” He asked.

-Based on its diameter and configuration… I estimate it is a sensor probe of some kind King Martin- Avi answered.


“Sensor probe huh?” Martin said. “No way to be sure?”

Avi shook his head. –Without a full power active scan no. A sensor scan of this type would also reveal that we know it exists-


Wayonn nodded. “And let whoever is monitoring it know that we know it is there.” He said.


“Can you tell how long it has been there Avi?” Martin asked.


-Not exactly… but I can approximate by cross referencing the sensor logs of the ARC ROYAL- His large hands flew across the control panel. –Captain Akemi is very thorough when recording her logs and this probe was not in the system when you arrived at this planet. I estimate it did not arrive until after you entered the Science Facility-

“So whoever owns this station knows we are here.” Martin said. “Ain’t that just peachy.”


-The basic design of the probe indicates it is similar to the one I detected in the Alpha Quadrant some weeks ago- Avi said. –The one that tried to access the command controls of SPARTA'S WRATH-


“The one that was using this Lorendo character’s security protocols right?” Martin asked.


-Affirmative-


Martin looked at Wayonn. “Perhaps you should tell me some more about this worm Lorendo.” Martin said. “You didn’t get much beyond the fact that he was a senior member of the Pralor Science…”


Wayonn nodded. “The Pralor Science Convention… yes.”


Martin looked at him intently. “Wayonn… I may be new to all this Pralor stuff… but I know when someone has a hard on for another person. You and this Lorendo character got a history don’t you?”


Wayonn met his gaze. “Not directly no. We only met twice.” He stated. “But worm is a good description of him in my opinion Martin. And your grandfather couldn’t stand the man.”


“Ok… that’s good enough for me. Worm it is. I’ve seen enough of Sumar’s memories to know that he was usually bang on when figuring people out. Now… tell me why he is a worm Wayonn?” Martin asked. “I thought… I was under the impression you Pralors got along with everyone.”


Wayonn snorted. “If only that was the case.” He spoke turning and moving to another station and leaning up against the equipment. “If you do not count the different species in our part of the universe that wanted our technology, there was just as much competition between Pralors for certain positions as any normal species Martin. Lycavorians, Elves, you do not have the cornerstone on ambition you know. It affects all species. Even Pralors.”


“That’s good to know.” Martin said. “I think.”


Wayonn looked at Avi with a grin. “Avi… do you still have access to Sumar’s old personnel profiles?”


-Affirmative-


“Play the one for Lorendo.” Wayonn said. He looked at Martin. “Your grandfather complied profiles on nearly every Pralor of significance when he first became Chief Elder. He wanted to know who his friends were. They are in his voice too.”


“His voice?” Martin exclaimed. “Wait… Avi… you can do that?” Martin asked.


-Of course King Martin- Avi answered.


“Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” Martin asked him.


Avi blinked several times and looked at him. –You never asked Martin Leonidas-


Wayonn chuckled at Martin’s expression. “Play the logged profile Avi.” He said.


-Processing. Accessing stored profile database. Lorendo, Elder of First Order, Science Convention. Initiating playback-


The small holoimage of the rotund man appeared. He was of medium height with dark hair and a sunken brow. The flowing robes he wore did his plump body no justice and only served to make him appear fatter than he was.


“Lorendo…” The deep male voice spoke now. “Elder of the First Order. Pralor Science Convention. Openly against my appointment as Chief Elder and did not care who heard his words. He has a deep seated dislike of me and my fellow Praetorians for reasons unknown at this time. Has openly opposed me leading the next seed mission because he believes I will corrupt those with the Praetorian gene that I am taking with me and those I intend to train with Wayonn. Was extremely vocal and condescending during Xaxon’s trial and it appears he blames all Praetorians for the war with the Scourge. He feels all Praetorians should be trained and under the strict control of the Science Convention. He feels Praetorians have too much power and that our people wrongly look to us as saviors and guardians. If not for us… we would have fallen a long time ago. He is not particularly bright in his field, there are many who surpass his knowledge and ingenuity, though at this point I have come to the conclusion his only goal is a seat on the Chief Elder Circle. Note to Avi… insure his status and actions are monitored through our contacts on the homeworld.”

Martin looked at Wayonn. “That’s… that’s his voice?”

Wayonn nodded. “Yes it is.”

Martin was silent for a moment and then nodded his head slowly. “You have more of those Avi?” He asked finally.

-Eighty-seven point three hours worth Martin Leonidas- Avi replied.

Martin looked at Wayonn. “That’s… that’s the same voice as my father.” He said softly. “When he spoke to me on Earth.”

“It’s the same as yours Martin my boy.” Wayonn said. “One of the reasons I try to keep you so engaged.” He said with a grin.

Martin smiled at him and nodded. “Ok… I guess that’s pretty standard.” He said. “It still doesn’t explain why you dislike him so much though. Or why he’s trying to take control of one of my ships.”


“Just before we struck the Ion storm that disabled our ship we received an updated sensor profile of the area we were passing through. Which happened to be around Lycavore.” Wayonn told him. “The sensor profiles showed no sign of the Ion anomaly, they were clean, but the Ion storm we hit was massive Martin. Half a light year across and easily a full light year deep. There’s no way the sensor profile would have missed it.”


“Wait… you think he sent the wrong data?” Martin asked.


-Distributing updated sensor profiles fell within the purview of his duties King Martin- Avi spoke. –Each update was logged and recorded by a member of the Science Convention for accuracy and any strange readings. Elder Lorendo’s personal security code accompanied the updated sensor profile indicating he had reviewed it personally-


“And someone couldn’t have done it for him and just used his code?” Martin asked.


Avi shook his head. –Security Protocols at the time were still under a war time edict- He answered. –Anyone not using their own Security Codes would be stripped of their official status and all of their codes removed-


Martin looked at Wayonn. “You think he didn’t send you the right sensor profile on purpose?” Martin asked. “Why would he do that?”


Wayonn shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe after all these years.” He said. “I’m not sure it even matters anymore to be honest Martin. And if the security codes are accurate then he survived the war with however many other of my people and he is in a position of authority. All I know is that he is not to be trusted for any reason.”


Martin looked at Avi. “I take it by your little message to him that you agree?” He asked.


-I can only make a decision based on pertinent data at hand Martin Leonidas- Avi spoke.


“Avi… don’t go all neural circuits and mono tones on me!” Martin hissed. “You’ve developed an ability to make conscious decisions over the years based on hunches. I know you have. I’ve seen it. Now tell me what your hunch is!”


-He is guilty as sin Martin. To paraphrase Queen Anja- Avi spoke quickly.


Martin turned around and looked around the control room. Arzoal… I’m guessing you concur with all of this? He reached out within Mindvoice.


I did not know him personally Martin… only by reputation. Arzoal answered. He did not have the most stellar reputation among the Science Convention. Many did not trust him or his method of doing things. 


Martin shook his head and turned back to Wayonn. “You know… we had people like this weasel back when Anja and I were doing ops as Navy SEALs.” He spoke. “Thought they knew what was best about everything even though most of them didn’t know which end of a HK74 the bullets came out of.”

Wayonn nodded. “Sounds like Lorendo.” He said.


“Ok… my next question… will they come here?” Martin asked. “If this sensor probe got here after we did then they are obviously monitoring this station.”


-It is likely the station is within a network of other Science Platforms that are being monitored- Avi spoke up. –When the station was reactivated then a probe was sent out-


“Which leads me into the next mystery that we recently discovered.” Martin said. “Anja said several of the main medical logs were deleted.”

Wayonn nodded. “Yes.”


“Want to guess what they were on?” Martin asked.


“Given what Anja and Duewa discovered… I’d say they were on our guests two floors beneath us in deep freeze.” Wayonn answered.


“Right!” Martin spoke. “And the only reason you delete logs is to cover something up.”


Wayonn nodded. “More than likely.”


“So whatever happened here… someone is trying to hide it.” Martin said.


“What good does it do to speculate?” Wayonn asked.


“It gives me an idea of the lengths people will go to keep their mistakes from becoming public knowledge.” Martin said. “Or something similar if you get my drift.” He turned to Avi. “Avi… would the ARC ROYAL’s passive array detect a Pralor ship entering the system?”


-All of the ARIZONA-Class ships have sensor arrays based on City Ship 41- Avi answered. –City Ship 41 was a Class Nine City Ship. Her sensor arrays were the most advanced constructed for any City Ship-


Martin looked at him. “Is that a yes Avi?” He quipped.


-Yes- Avi said.


“Will the Shroud work?” Martin asked.


Avi shook his head. –Unlikely. Pralor sensors would immediately detect the shift in the Quantum flux matrix of the Shroud. Any technology having to do with Quantum conversion is automatically detected by Pralor sensors-

 “Ok… so we have to say hello.” Martin spoke.

Wayonn pushed off the computer station now. “You seem certain they will come here Martin… why?”


Martin met his eyes. “Because I would.” He answered.


Wayonn smiled. “Not everyone thinks like you do Martin my boy.” He said. “And my people are not…”


“Tell him.” Helen’s voice echoed from the side and they all turned.


Wayonn looked at her and then back to Martin. “Tell me what?” He asked. His eyes grew wider when she approached out of the shadows. “Helen?”


Helen walked right up to Martin and he looked at her with wide eyes. “Helen?” Martin gasped holding out his hands to grasp her shoulders.

Helen smiled at his expression. “I decided it was time for me to stop hiding my true appearance.” She said. “Having to maintain that façade was beginning to wear on my nerves. I no longer wish to hide who I am. I am only four thousand five hundred and forty-two years old you know. Why should I make myself appear older when I am not? People will accept me or they won’t.”


Martin smiled at her. The gray in her hair was no longer there, leaving only long, lush dark brown waves that fell below her shoulders and was tied into a bundle at the bottom much like Anja and Cirith wore their hair.  The lines of age in her face were no longer there either, leaving smooth flawless skin as was normal in young, healthy Lycavorian women. She didn’t look a day over forty years old. “Wow!” He said. “Has Aricia or the others seen you yet?” He asked excitedly.


“No. Do you think they will approve?” Helen asked him with a smile.


Martin nodded quickly. “Are you kidding? They’ll love it!”


Wayonn couldn’t help but smile and he stepped forward to embrace his granddaughter. “I am glad you chose this.” He said squeezing her tightly. “It suits you.”


Helen smiled up at him and then turned her eyes to Martin once more. “Tell him Martin.” She said.


Wayonn shook his head. “What are you two talking about?” He asked. “Tell me what?”


Helen looked at him. “Martin is right grandfather. They are coming here.” Helen said. “They are coming here because it is getting stronger.”


“What is getting stronger?” Wayonn asked looking at Martin his eyes narrowing.


“Someone is with them Wayonn.” Martin said softly. “I can feel his resonance within Mindvoice. Powerful, focused and clear. It was there clearly for a single moment and then it was gone, like they are shielding. The same way you told Andro and I to shield.”


“Feel… who do you feel Martin?” Wayonn asked hesitantly, his face now beginning to realize what Martin was saying.


Martin looked at him. “Someone like me and my sons.” He said.

TALISMAN

Murano smiled as he sat at the single table in the corner of the lounge. “Yes… I feel you too my brother Praetorian.” He whispered to himself. “Good. That is good. Oh… you have potential my boy. Great potential. As do those others I feel within you. We will need you in the future. All of you. I will… I will see you soon.”

“Excuse me?” The soft female voice echoed.


Murano turned his head quickly, irritated at being interrupted once more. He began to rise to his feet intending to scold the curious crewmember but stopped himself when he saw who stood next to the table. His eyes narrowed slightly as he looked at the two women and single man. The two women were young, one barely a hundred years old while the other was no more that five hundred years old if his estimation was accurate. The young man could not have been more than six or seven thousand years old. He stared into two sets of dark brown eyes and a set of soft blue orbs staring at him. He tilted his head slightly.


“I know you.” He spoke softly staring at the older of the two women.


“The older of the two women smiled brightly. “Kesyla Uncle.” She said.


Murano’s eyes exploded open. “Kesyla!” He exclaimed. “By the Omens! Kesyla!” He reached out and took her hands within his. “Child… you have… you have grown!”


The woman smiled and squeezed his hands tightly. “It’s been almost five hundred years uncle.” She said. “I was only nine when I last saw you.”


Murano shook his head but with a smile. “And you have… grown!” He exclaimed causing the woman to laugh and tears to come to her eyes. He turned his head and looked at the man. “Daron?” He asked softly. 


The young man nodded and reached for his forearm, grasping it. “It has been a long time Uncle.” He spoke.


“I should say so!” Murano gasped. “Last time I saw you… hell boy… you were only a thousand years old and couldn’t decide between Phasic Engineering or Quantum Singularity Mechanics!”


Daron nodded. “I picked neither.” He said. “I moved into Bioengineering Theory.” He replied.


Murano nodded his head. “A rare but useful field.” He said. He turned to look at the last female. “And this is?”


Kesyla smiled. “This is Mari Uncle. Our sister.”


Murano looked up quickly at her. “Sister?” He gasped. “Your father… he never… he never told me he had another child.”


Kesyla gripped the younger woman’s shoulders. “Mari is twenty-four and one of the finest Quantum Mechanic scientists within the Science Convention now.” Kesyla spoke. “We are all very proud of her.”


Murano took her hand. “Then an honor for me it is.” He spoke bringing the back of her knuckles to his forehead and touching them to his skin.


Murano staggered back slightly as the young woman threw her arms around his waist and hugged him tightly. “Hello Uncle.” She gasped.


Murano looked surprised and he glanced at Kesyla. His arms went around her slowly and he smiled. “Hello to you Mari.” He said.


Kesyla smiled. “She hasn’t stopped talking about you since we became aware you had returned Uncle. She has done nothing but study the Praetorians and their history since we came onboard.”


“They are heroes!” Mari stepped back but did not release Murano’s hands. “They saved our people!”


“That was a long time ago Mari.” Daron spoke moving closer his words drawing a glance from Murano for the way in which they were spoken. “Why have you returned Uncle?” He asked plainly.


“Daron!” Kesyla hissed. “Where are your manners?”


Murano turned and motioned them to the table to sit down. He smiled warmly as Mari positioned herself next to him quickly. “Why… why are you all here?” He asked settling back into the chair. “Are you assigned to this ship?”


“I am father’s senior aide now Uncle Murano.” Kesyla answered. “I go where he goes. Mari does not begin her duties at the main Science Convention Engineering Building until next week and Daron return from Pheron only last week to visit. Father said we could accompany him to gain experience.”


Murano’s face looked surprised. “Experience?” He asked. “This… this is not a routine charting mission Kesyla. There is real danger here.”


Daron chuckled. “Yes… a primitive species has somehow gained access to one of our Science Stations. Now we must go there, spank them and send them on their way. That is real danger Uncle.” His words were tinged with sarcasm and arrogance and Murano looked at him for a long moment.


“That is what your father told you?” He asked finally. 


Only Mari caught the tone of his voice and she looked at him intently. “That is… that is not the case Uncle?” She asked.


“Tell me Daron… how is it that this primitive species gained access to a Class Seven Ship Avatar and then convinced it to help them?” Murano asked. “How is it that they are able to come this far into the stars without advanced starships? How is it that they have incorporated our technology into their own? And how is it that they have dragons traveling with them?”


“Dragons!” Mari gasped. “You mean like Elder Mother Teniri and the others?”


“Never assume our technological advantage makes us superior to someone else.” Murano admonished him. “Technology is not the measure of a species. What is inside is the measure.”


“Even so… Elder Lorendo says they are primitive compared to us.” Daron spoke. “He says we’ll simply take back what is ours and leave them be.”

Murano nodded. “And what if they do not want to give it back?” Murano asked him. “What then?”


“We take it obviously.” Daron spoke. “We can’t allow primitive species to have our best technology.”


“You assume that we are able to take it back from them.” Murano said.


“We have a detachment of Elite Pralor Convention soldiers and twenty dragons with us Uncle.” Kesyla spoke now. “Surely… that is enough should the need arise.”


“Elite?” Murano chuckled to himself. “You believe the Convention Security Troops are elite do you Kesyla?” He asked.


“They are not the vaunted Praetorians Uncle! You are the only Praetorian that remains.” Daron spoke with another heavy dose of sarcasm in his words. “But they will do. Unless you cling to this idea that there is another on the planet we are heading for as father says you do. A descendant of Sumar. In which case that would mean the former Chief Elder broke his own law and this individual would be nowhere near as powerful.”


Murano looked at him but Mari snapped her head around and glared at her older brother. “Daron… you go beyond yourself! You will speak more respectfully to your elders and your betters or I will tell father!” She hissed at him angrily. 

Daron looked at his sister with a sneer but kept his tongue quiet from what he wanted to say. “Tell him sister. I am only stating what father thinks as well.” Daron spoke now, his tone more subdued and respectful but nonetheless having a heavy does of arrogance and sarcasm in it.

“Forgive Daron Uncle.” Kesyla spoke looking at him sternly. She turned back to Murano then. “He sometimes loses himself within his own self-importance.”


“I am only stating what father, Elder Lorendo and many within the Elder Convention are saying.” Daron spoke. 

“So you have spies within the Chief Elder Convention as well now!” Mari hissed at him.


“What does it matter to you Mari? You will be married off soon and then you can live your life having children and making engines.” Daron spoke.


Mari glared at him. “I will not be married off!” She hissed. “You were not and Kesyla was not!” 


“I’m sorry to say… it is the law sister.” Daron spoke. “And you are only a year shy of your time. We were granted waivers… but father can not grant you a wavier as well.”


“Father will get a waiver for me!” Mari snapped.


“Enough you two!” Kesyla spat. She looked at Murano. “Forgive them Uncle… Daron enjoys angering her.”


Mari snickered at her brother and turned back to face Murano. Though Kesyla was the middle child, both of them usually took their cues from her. She was more level headed and had infinitely more power and influence than either of them given that she was their father’s senior aide. “You… you believe there is a Praetorian on this planet Uncle?” She asked with genuine interest.


Murano looked at her and smiled. “It is only a feeling child.” He replied.


“But you believe it?” Mari pressed him.


“Let’s just say that I do not follow the same path as others in their beliefs.” Murano answered. 


“Ah… I see they found you after all!” The voice said and all of them looked up to see Delnash move up to the table.


Murano came to his feet as did all of them. “Brother.” He stated evenly.


“I asked them to not disturb you… but as usual none of them listened to me.” Delnash spoke with a smile.


“He was just sitting here father.” Kesyla said quickly.


Murano shook his head. “It is quite alright.” He stated. “It is… it was very good to see all of you.”


Delnash nodded. “I must speak to Murano privately children.” He said. “Please excuse us.”

Mari was the only one to actually reach out to him, leaning up on her tip toes and gently kissing his cheek. “We will talk more Uncle.” She stated confidently.

Murano gazed into her soft blue eyes and nodded his head. She was breathtaking in her beauty and this disturbed him for some reason. He blinked several times as she moved away with Kesyla and Daron and he turned to face his brother.


“Murano… before you say anything…” Delnash began to speak.


“You did not think enough of me to inform me that you had another child Delnash?” He asked him. “Am I such a stain upon your record that you will not allow me to experience the happiness of such a day brother?”


“Murano… it wasn't… Mari was unplanned.” He stammered. “We certainly did not expect to have another child. It was… it was a trying birth. After the fourth month Dirra needed to remain in bed.”

“And you did not think to let me know?” Murano gasped. “Perhaps I could have done something to comfort her! Both of you!”


Delnash shook his head. “It is not what she wanted.” He said. “The others were more than supportive and…”


“The others?” Murano said softly. “Yes… those who are not your insane Praetorian brother. I understand Delnash.”


“It is not like that Murano!” Delnash snapped. “Do not make it something that it is not!”


Murano looked at him. “You have done that quite well all by yourself.” He spoke. He returned to the chair. “What do you want brother?”


Delnash settled into the chair Kesyla had been sitting in. “I need you to reconsider your stance Murano.” He said.


Murano looked at him. “My stance on what?”


“You know very well what I mean!” Delnash snapped. “I can not have the only surviving Praetorian of our people traipsing all over saying he does not support the Convention.”


Murano met his eyes. “I did not say I don’t support the Chief Elder Convention.” He said softly. “I said I would not recognize the Elder Convention until such time as you saw fit to have elections. There is a difference brother!” 


“Our people will not know that difference!” Delnash snapped.

“You give our people far too little credit.” Murano told him. “Have you ruled over them for so long that you have forgotten what it was like before you became Chief Elder? When you were one of them?”


“I did not come here to argue or be drawn into a debate with you brother.” Delnash hissed at him.


“No… you came here to get me to agree that you are doing the right thing when it comes to these individuals who have taken over one Elder Lorendo’s Science Stations.” Murano said with contempt in his voice. 


“It is possible… it is possible that they have discovered the sensor probe in the system.” Delnash spoke. 


“So?” Murano stated sarcastically. “They are primitives brother. Surely no match for our superior intellect and technology.”


“Do not jest with me Murano!” Delnash barked. “And do not mock Lorendo!”


Murano leaned forward quickly, causing his brother to sit back just as quickly. They were brothers yes, but Delnash had always had a healthy respect for what his brother could do. Part of that respect was also fear. “I will mock that fool until I am blue in the face if I so choose brother!” Murano growled. “He is a fool! A fool who has openly withheld information from the Elder Convention because he thought it was not important enough to pass on! Not important enough to pass on to the leaders of our people! He is dangerous Delnash! And none of you can see it! His hatred of me should be the first warning sign, yet you dismiss it!”


Delnash leaned closer. “They are Lycavorian.” He stated softly. “Now that we are closer, our ship’s sensors have been able to determine what they are if not who they are. There are a number of other species intermixed… some of the human species, elves and some of the blood drinkers…”


“You mean Vampires.” Murano said. “Those of the vampiric species.”


“The blood drinkers… yes!” Delnash said with some exasperation. “But the vast majority of them are Lycavorian.”

Murano shrugged his shoulders. “And this means what to me?”


“You know we have used their species in the past to repopulate other worlds Murano!” Delnash snapped. “We have used them because of their natural abilities and their sometimes barbaric nature. Only they could survive in some of the harsh environments we have placed them in.”


“Yet you fear them.” Murano asked him. “If I recall a seminar you attended and spoke at many years ago, you specifically said the Lycavorian species would never outgrow their savage nature and move forward into the domain of civilized species.”


“And I still believe that damn it!” Delnash hissed. “Their very nature runs counter to everything a civilized man or women wants! I am asking that you reconsider so that none of our people are badly injured if something goes wrong. The Lycavorian species is not known for their temperament and they are extremely difficult to subdue given their physical gifts.”


Murano looked at him. “I will do as I said I would brother. I will accompany your people to the surface as an observer and that is all. Whatever happens will be determined by what you and others do.”


“I’m not going.” Delnash stated. “Sashan and Lorendo will be going in my stead. They do not wish to risk me.”


Murano nodded. “A wise move.” He said. “Though I dare say sending Lorendo will do more harm than good in my humble opinion.”


“He is not the enemy Murano!” Delnash hissed.


Murano shook his head. “No he is not. But neither is he my friend.” He answered. “His actions up until now should draw at the very least a minor amount of curiosity but instead you accept them without question. I think you should question Kasdan more and see what else Elder Lorendo has not told you. Kasdan seems like an intelligent man with the good of our people in his heart and actions.”


“Lorendo is Chief Elder of the Science Convention!” Delnash snapped. “That will not change simply because you do not like him!”


Murano met his brother’s eyes. “It is not a matter of not liking him brother…” He spoke. “I do not trust him... not in the least. And you’ll forgive me brother, but this is one time when I have far more experience in this matter than you will ever acquire.” Murano rose to his feet. “I will serve the Chief Elder Convention as long as it is to the benefit of our people but I will not recognize it or support it openly. You have already shown me that you believe nothing of what I feel as a Praetorian and that is as far as I am willing to go.”


“Murano you…” Delnash began to speak as he stood up but Murano held up his hand.


“Do not bother brother.” He said. “You are my brother… and I love you with all that I am. But I am not a fool who is clinging to some remnant of a lost society of warriors. There is no scientific explanation for what Praetorians can do and I know this… and that is why Lorendo and others fear us! It is why the Scourge feared us! And I am not the last brother!” Murano pointed out the huge view window to his right. “There is another Praetorian out there! On the planet we are going to… and you are making a mistake believing that he will simply allow you to walk in there and take from him what is his!”

“It is not his! It is our technology!” Delnash nearly shouted. “Our Science Station! They are a primitive species and have no right to it! Think of the damage they could do if any of that technology is misused! Or discovered by the Scourge!” 


 Murano nodded his head. “As you have said before brother.” He stated calmly. “I am not the one you need to convince however. Something tells me… something tells me this individual will not be so easy to convince and he will not listen to you either.”

“Then we will have no choice but to take it by force!” Delnash barked.


“Then I hope you are ready to accept the consequences for your decision brother.” He told him. “Because there will be consequences. I have told you before and I will tell you again, this is a mistake.” Murano turned and made his way towards the door leaving Delnash standing there trembling in a mixture of anger and anxiousness. 

SOLMAR

SOUTHERN SETTLEMENT

AZLENR’S COMMAND BASE


Azlenr stared at the young man and woman across from him for a long moment as they walked towards him. That they were related was easy enough to tell even if he didn’t already know Lisisa from all the propaganda that was put out months ago about her being Pusintin’s daughter. It was obvious she did not care about that given her reaction or how it was treated by the Kavalian government run media. He did not know the younger man though he had been told this was Prince Dorian Leonidas. The Kavalians did not have a profile on this young Prince. They did not know he had even existed up until several hours ago. Azlenr looked around the open portion of the settlement and saw his men standing with confused looks on their faces. Most of the officers he had been able to speak with in the few hours leading up to this event, leaving them to inform their men. True to their training and trust in their commander, none of them had their weapons at the ready and were keeping their hands at their sides as they stood in loose formation. Azlenr looked to his right at his aide.


“Have we done the right thing Makali’Bengane?” Azlenr asked softly.


The young Kavalian officer looked at him. “The alternative is we would be dead General Azlenr.” He replied. “I much prefer life.”


“And if we have been duped?” Azlenr said.


“You have always known the Prefect did not care for how you or Byka commanded your troops General.” Makali spoke. “Is it such a stretch to think he would plan something like this? To use us for political gain? To try and recover some face?”


“No… it is not a stretch.” Azlenr spoke softly looking back out over his men. “I have led men all of my life Makali. Fought whatever foe I was commanded. Killed them without regard or regret. Never did I believe we would resort to the outright killing of innocents. Of children!”


Makali looked at him. “Then you do believe what they have been telling us?” He asked.


Azlenr looked at him. “One broadcast they could falsify. Two or three perhaps.” He said. “They provided thirty-nine different news broadcasts Makali. Thirty-nine! All of them said the same thing. Puma Bane scum like Marsin butchered those children as surely as if they were the ones who conducted the operation themselves.” Azlenr watched as Dorian and Lisisa came up to stand across from them with the second female who appeared very nervous, the two huge dragons right behind them and causing many of his men to fidget on their feet wanting to run. “We have lost our way Makali. Keleru has taken us down a path that could only lead to our destruction as a species. I will not be party to that. To any of it.”

Lisisa looked at him. “General Azlenr’Macoe?”


Azlenr looked at her with some surprise in his eyes at how she had used his complete and formal name. He stepped forward two paces and bowed his head to her. “I am General Azlenr.” He stated. Azlenr reached up and very slowly withdrew his ARSOC from its holster on his right hip. He grasped the barrel and held it out to Lisisa. “On behalf of my men and my officers… I officially surrender to you and we request political asylum.”


Lisisa stepped closer and took the ARSOC, turning the weapon over in her hand and then holding it back out to him. “On behalf of my brother Androcles Leonidas General… your surrender is rejected. As is your request for political asylum.”


Azlenr glanced at Makali quickly and then back to Lisisa. He stared at the weapon in her hand as she held it out to him. His weapon. “I… I don’t understand!” He gasped aloud with wide eyes. “This is what was agreed on! The vampire… Robaran… he said…”


“My brother wanted us to ask a question of you General.” Dorian spoke now moving closer. “Why would you surrender without a fight?”


“What?” Azlenr gasped again. “Your broadcasts! You showed me the truth of things! I will not allow my men to be butchered to appease Prefect Keleru’s grasps for power! I would never condone the attacks on innocent children! Never! I did as you instructed! I gave you Marsin and his Puma Bane dogs! What… what more do you want? My men stand down all around you wondering why? What more does your brother need?”


Just at that moment a flight of TEMPEST fighters roared over the settlement only several hundred feet off the ground. Azlenr turned and looked out over the terrain all around the settlement and his intense feline eyes narrowed when he saw the barrels of what appeared to be Main Battle Hover Tanks and Plasma artillery batteries set up in the surrounding mountains. He turned to watch the M7s peel away to the north and then he looked back at Dorian and Lisisa. 

“So this is how it is to be?” He said softly. “You refuse my surrender and come here with the intent to kill us anyway! You are either very stupid or very brave to believe even with your vaunted dragons we would allow you to escape alive. You may kill me… but you will not leave here to return to your brother with my head.”


Dorian stepped right up to him now, Azlenr standing a good three inches taller than him. “Dorian no!” Sheva complained reaching for him even as her hand tightened on her 190.


Dorian looked at Azlenr. “My brother wants to know if you are a Kavalian or a coward.” Dorian snapped seeing Azlenr’s eyes go wide. “If you are a coward, then you can take your surrender and request for asylum and shove it up your ass… Andro’s words.” Dorian spat. He moved closer to Azlenr. “If you are a Kavalian… a proud Kavalian like Andro believes… then you will denounce Keleru and his actions publicly! You will denounce them and join forces with General Pian’Nruarani! A man who fights for the heart and future of the Kavalian people and not for power!”


“Dorian that…” Lisisa began to speak but stopped herself.


“Where is Byka?” Azlenr demanded. “He was suppose to be with you!”


“General Byka was injured.” Dorian told him. He held up his hand. “He was injured but he will be fine. He is being treated by my sister and one of our other Hadarian Healers. His daughter is also being treated for injuries. Their DAGGER crashed for some reason, but we got to them fast enough.”


“And Marsin?” Azlenr asked.


“Well… unless you are good at puzzles… putting him back together might be a bit of a problem.” Dorian answered. “Seems he came across one of my brother’s Durcunusaan guards and didn’t fare to well in the ensuing fight.” Dorian shrugged. “Daio kind of beat him into a bloody mess.”


“Beat him?” Azlenr rasped out. “Your man… your man beat Marsin to death?”


Dorian nodded. “He must have done something that really pissed Daio off.” He said with a smile. “But he won’t be around to bother anyone anymore.” Dorian reached behind him to the small pouch he carried and withdrew the small holodisc. He held it in his palm and activated it. “A message for you.”


Azlenr’s eyes went wide when the well groomed face of Pian'Nruarani appeared in the holo transmission. 
“General Azlenr’Macoe… if you are viewing this… then events have gone the way Androcles Leonidas had hoped. You have seen through the lies and fog Keleru has created and experienced the truth. I urge you to go further General. I urge you to reach beyond everything you have ever believed and open your eyes. Androcles hoped I could convince you that our two peoples are not enemies. That what is happening now is a grasp at power by a man who should have been displaced long ago. I ask that you think and act with the reputation you have among our own people. It will not be easy Azlenr’Macoe… nothing worthwhile ever is… but our people deserve to be freed from the oppression of a man who does not have the right to lead them don’t you think? We are Kavalians yes… harsh and sometimes brutal… but now is the time to lead our people away from the past. Not back to it. I could certainly use your help. It seems most are looking to me for leadership and I have never commanded anything larger than my own ship. I could use all the help I can get. Know this however; there is no going back Azlenr. Once you cross that line, you will either become an ally or an enemy depending on what you decide. An ally you will find in me and Androcles Leonidas should you choose correctly. An enemy should you choose wrong. And you have seen how the enemies of Androcles end up already I’m quite sure. Join with us. Join with me and help me to free our people Azlenr. Help me to bring them out of the darkness and into the light.” 

The transmission ended and Dorian held out the transmission disc to Azlenr. “The General recorded that last evening and sent it to us this morning after we contacted him with what we were trying to do here. Andro wants you to have it.”

Azlenr took the disc slowly. “Where is he?” Azlenr asked.


Dorian shook his head. “That I don’t know.” He replied honestly. “Andro knows… but he’s a closed lip bastard at times.” He said playfully trying to break the tension. “It can end and start here General. It all depends on where your heart is.”


Azlenr looked at Lisisa who still held his ARSOC out to him. “You… you wish this as well?” He asked her.


“I’d much rather be with my husband than fighting General. And I trust my brother.” Lisisa answered. “Does that answer your question?”


Azlenr reached out and took his ARSOC. “Yes. Yes it does.” He said. He looked back to Dorian. “You took a great risk coming here as you did. Just your dragons. That tells me you had faith you could convince me.”


Dorian shrugged. “Maybe. It really wasn’t that much of a risk though.” He said. “You and everyone around you would have been the first to die if it went that way.” Dorian turned his head to the side. “Execute Three One!” He barked.


Azlenr and Makali stood there in shock as nearly four hundred Lycavorians lowered their PSGs and appeared all around them, mixed in the ranks with his men and standing in a loose circle around Dorian and Lisisa. 


Azlenr turned back to Dorian with an embarrassed smile. “Then it is over now.” He said.


Dorian shook his head. “Over? No sir General.” He said. “Now the future for you and all of your men begins. Hell of a way to kick off the morning don’t you think?”

