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“…detected us Dehov?” Delnash asked. His eyes were focused on the massive main monitor which gave them an up close view of Onterom even though they were still more than an hour away.

“No Chief Elder.” Dehov answered. “I brought us in behind the coreward moon. The Lycavorian ships are on the other side of the planet and will not be able to detect us unless either of them moves from its current location. They seem to be maintaining an ecliptic orbit above the Science Station.”

“Why?” Delnash asked.


“Less time to reinforce those on the surface and easier communications.” Sashan spoke from where he stood beside Radra and Lorendo.


“Why do we not have more information on these Lycavorians Lorendo?” Delnash asked turning to look at Lorendo. He remained silent, surprised at the question, so Kasdan stepped forward from one of the Science stations.


“We have volumes of data Chief Elder.” He replied. “However… no one has reviewed the logs.”


“Well… why not?” Delnash snapped.


Kasdan looked at Lorendo and saw he was going to get no help and he moved closer to continue. “The sensor probes we seeded within the Alpha quadrant were only designed to activate once every fifty years for a one week period. They would monitor and record any events happening within their established parameters and then transmit the data back to the Central Hub for that area of space. Once that was complete then they would shut down. Contact with all of the Central Hubs was lost when the homeworld fell Chief Elder.” He explained. “We only have data from before the…”


Delnash held up his hand. “Yes… I understand.” He said softly. “Thank you Kasdan.”


“Our probe detected it.” Sashan spoke.


Kasdan nodded his head. “Yes… because our Series Twelve Probes are newer and linked to our Central Hub network on Artaaya. It takes longer for the information to transmit, but it is much more secure. And to save room for more thorough scans, they are programmed to trigger only if they detect our technology activating within their sensor radius.”


“The VORTEX Cruiser.” Dehov said.


Kasdan nodded. “Yes.”


“Well if that is the case then they have only had control of the Avatar for a short time.” Delnash said. “Weeks at most.”


“I’m afraid that is not the case.” Kasdan spoke.


“Why?”


“The two ships are using systems based on our technology Chief Elder.” He replied. “Given the level of technology we have seen so far…”


“What?” Delnash asked.


“I estimate that they have had access to our technology for at least two decades. Probably more in order to build a ship of that type out there. Our technology is not simply added on as we first thought. As we have gotten closer and I have been able to fine tune our sensors with Avatar 27’s help, I have discovered it is integrated into many of their systems. Even as reworked as our sensors are I am still unable to fully penetrate their hull because of this unknown metal without a full active scan. Which they will detect the moment it begins.” Kasdan said.


“Two decades!” Lorendo spat. “That isn’t possible! The probe only activated weeks ago Kasdan! It would have detected anything before that just as it did the VORTEX Cruiser!”


 “And it did detect something Elder Lorendo.” Kasdan spoke. “And it transmitted the data back to the Central Hub on Artaaya just like it was designed for. That was twenty-seven years ago. When I brought it to you, you told me it was a glitch in the system.”

“The probe had been hit with an anti-matter pulse of some sort!” Lorendo snapped. “It acted strange for several hours before settling down! All of our experts agreed!”


“I am not attempting to lay blame anywhere Elder Lorendo…” Kasdan told him. “I am simply stating fact.”


“Wait!” Delnash spoke. “This probe has sent information like this before?” He gasped.


Kasdan looked at him and nodded. “Yes Chief Elder. It could very well have been a glitch in the particle transmitter… Elder Lorendo is correct that it was hit with some sort of anti-matter pulse, but since we did not recall the probe for a diagnostic… we never found out the real reason for what caused the initial activation. It…”


“What data did it send?” Delnash asked.


Kasdan looked back to Lorendo and watched him step forward. “The information was not accurate Delnash.” Lorendo spoke. “The anti-matter pulse caused a complete reboot of the probe’s main sensor array. I correctly activated the repair protocols on the probe and dismissed the data as per our established procedures. It never resent its transmission, which told me the problem had been fixed and the data we received initially was wrong.”


“What did it send?” Delnash asked again.


“Twenty-two seconds of very blurry images and unreadable data.” Kasdan replied. 


“Can you bring it up on the main monitor?” Murano’s voice asked now.


They all turned to see him enter the bridge and stride toward them calmly. “What for?” Lorendo asked. “It is worthless!”

“Worthless to you perhaps. You are not an intelligence operative or a military officer.” Murano said evenly as he came up beside his brother. “Perhaps not so worthless to their eyes Elder Lorendo.”


“Chief Elder this is pointless!” Lorendo hissed. “I reviewed the imagery with two others on my staff besides Kasdan. Both of whom have a military background. We all concurred that there was nothing of importance there.”


“The two men you speak of have never served even single a day on a warship Lorendo.” Murano spoke. “They were assigned to you by Elder Sashan from the ground forces.” Murano looked at Sashan. “Is that not correct Elder Sashan?”


Sashan nodded. “Yes… but they are fine officers.”


“I do not doubt their ability.” Murano said. “Only their expertise. Kasdan… can you bring up the footage?”


Kasdan nodded. “Yes.”


“Chief Elder…” Lorendo began.


Delnash held up his hand. “Indulge me.” He spoke.


“We should be moving for the planet to keep them from using our technology for other purposes!” Lorendo spat. “Not chasing sensor ghosts!”


Delnash looked at Kasdan ignoring Lorendo. “Do as Murano asked Elder Kasdan. Bring it up on the main screen here.”


Kasdan moved back to the Science Station quickly and worked the controls. The large screen that had been showing the planet and moon suddenly changed to that of a very grainy and dark image. In the back ground of the image was a large, greenish colored planet. Murano moved up next to his brother as the others moved closer and they stared at the image as it moved for exactly twenty-two seconds across the front of the planet before vanishing in a wall of white static. Murano held out his hand and pointed to the object as the image recycled.


“Is this a ship?” He asked.


“It seems to be moving.” Commander Dehov spoke now, his eyes trying to get a better angle.


“I told you!” Lorendo spat anxiously. “It’s useless!”


“It’s definitely a ship.” Murano spoke.


“There is no way to be sure!” Lorendo exclaimed. “I had my officers review it for hours. They could not determine what it was! For all we know it is nothing more than a large piece of rock!”


Murano looked at him with disgust on his face. “A large rock that is maneuvering out of the atmosphere Elder Lorendo?”


Dehov nodded. “I agree… it is definitely a ship.” He stated. “I can’t make out what type or who it belongs too however.” He leaned back. “The Scourge!” He hissed softly.


Murano shook his head quickly. “The Alpha Quadrant is too far out of their way.” He said. “If the time stamp is correct… most of their forces had returned to the edges of Scourge space by this time.”


“It’s a City Ship!” The female voice spoke causing all of them to turn and see Mari moving through the doorway onto the bridge with Kesyla and Daron.


Delnash looked at his younger daughter. “Mari?” He questioned her.


Mari nodded confidently and moved up beside her father. “Look at this bow portion of the ship father. It curves back inward. That was unique to the Series Nine City Ships. And the beam is significantly larger in the center... see.” She traced the image as it moved on the screen. “Then there is the main stabilizing wing here on top in the rear of the ship…” Mari leaned closer. “May I?” She asked Kasdan.

Kasdan nodded. “Of course Lady Mari.” He stated.


Mari leaned over and tapped on the control console quickly. She looked up at the image, stopped it from moving and isolated it. She rotated it in several directions until she nodded once more. “Yes… it’s a Series Nine City Ship.” She spoke confidently.


Lorendo laughed gently. “Two experienced officers within our military viewed these same images for hours Lady Mari. They could make no determination.” He spoke. “You view it for a few seconds and you claim to know what it is?”


Mari met his gaze. “I don’t claim anything Elder Lorendo. I know what it is.” She stated looking at her father. “The last nine months of my schooling was in the model of a City Ship father. A Series Nine City Ship model. We had to learn how to take apart and rebuild the entire Quantum Engine Matrix.” Mari pointed at the image. “That is most definitely a Series Nine City ship.”


“That’s… that’s not possible Mari.” Delnash spoke. “When this image was taken… no more of our City Ships survived. The Scourge had destroyed them all.”

Mari shook her head. “Not all of them father.” She stated quite confidently. “It matches the parameters exactly. And look…” She stepped forward closer and adjusted the controls. The image moved forward in slow motion. “You can just begin to see the activation of its main Quantum Fusion drive right here!” She froze the image and traced the rear of the picture. “This outline of light… it’s the beginning of a jump. You can tell by the Phase Inducers and what position the venting is taking place. In this case… it’s firing straight back. That means they were engaging the main core when this was taken.”


Delnash looked at his daughter. “Mari… this is very important child. You are absolutely sure about what you are saying?”


Mari smiled. “Father… I did finish first in my class.” She boasted without a trace of arrogance in her voice. “I’m positive… yes. You can have the Engineering Officer come up and confirm my conclusions if you like.”


Lorendo shook his head. “Chief Elder… I realize that Lady Mari is your daughter and the most promising Quantum Mechanics student we have had in four millennia… but she is a child. Will you take the word of a child over senior military officials?”


“I am not a child!” Marti snapped looking at him. “Can you describe the steps leading up to the firing of a Quantum Drive core Elder Lorendo? Each and every step that takes place? There are one hundred and nineteen and all of them happen within six tenths of a second! Can you name even one? Can your military officers?”


Murano stepped closer to his niece with a smile on his face and gripped her arm gently before his brother snapped at her. “Mari… mind your station child.” He said kindly. “Do not give Elder Lorendo two individuals in this family to dislike.”


Mari looked up at her uncle and smiled brilliantly, her blue eyes shimmering in the light from the bridge. Murano smiled back down on her, feeling his heart jump a fraction at the face she gave him. She reminded him of himself at that age.


Delnash turned to Kasdan. “What sector of the Alpha Quadrant was this image taken in Kasdan?” He asked quickly.


“Sector twenty-nine Chief Elder.” He replied. “Just as they recording says.”


“And what habitable planets occupy that sector of space?” Delnash asked.

“There are several dozen Chief Elder.” Kasdan answered. “The most prominent are the homeworld of the vampiric species, Uzu Ozeib 7, and the second is…” He stopped talking and looked up. “By the spirits of our ancestors… the second is Lycavore. That is the Lycavorian homeworld!”


“The same species that the Science Convention used so liberally to seed many different worlds.” Murano spoke with a small nod and grin. “And now the same species that has control of a Series Nine City ship as well as a VORTEX-Class Heavy Cruiser. Apparently they are not so primitive as we first thought.”


Delnash looked at his brother, glad that he did not begin to rant about how this Praetorian he thought he felt with Sumar’s blood was a Lycavorian. 


“We do not know that for sure!” Lorendo snapped.


“Is there another explanation we have not thought of?” Murano asked. “Apparently they have evolved enough to learn how to take control of two of the most advanced ships we have ever built and adapt that technology into what they have built themselves.”


Delnash looked at him. “They are still barbaric by their very nature Murano. Warlike and violent.” He stated evenly. “We only used them to seed worlds because of their adaptability and survivability.”


Murano nodded. “Yes I know. Perhaps you should have thought about that before going forward with it. It seems they have survived and adapted quite well.”

“I will not questions decisions made over forty millennia ago!” Delnash snapped.


Murano nodded his head in agreement. “I do not wish to revisit them either brother but perhaps the time has come where we need to.” He said calmly. “One of those decisions is now occupying one of our Science Stations and they obviously know how to work everything or else they would have left already.”


“This information only lends weight to my contention that we should just destroy the station from orbit!” Lorendo barked. “We don’t know what they want or what they are doing there!”


Murano looked at him. “And you have no interest in discovering this?” He asked. “You as a scientist have no interest whatsoever in discovering how they did this or why they are here?”


“I have no desire to interact with a species that is beneath us!” Lorendo spoke.


“You assume we are their betters. That has always been the mentality of those within the Science Convention and it is wrong.” Murano said. He looked at his brother. “This man serves our people? That is the same train of thought that began our downfall Delnash and you know it!”


“This is not the time for a philosophical debate Murano!” Delnash hissed. “We can determine these things after we have completed our primary mission!”


“Which I will reiterate is a grave mistake.” Murano spoke. “We know nothing of how far they have advanced as a species as Kasdan has already stated. All of the records we had are gone. The probes we have seeded since coming to Artaaya are not as wide spread as those before the war. And at Kasdan’s own admittance… they were not programmed to monitor events within the Alpha Quadrant as the others were. We don’t know what we are walking into Delnash. They could be powerful friends to us, especially if…”


Delnash held up his hand. “Don’t say that!” He snapped stopping him. “We can not conduct ourselves on your feelings Murano! Praetorian or no! We can only do what we must with the information we have at hand.”


“The information you have at hand is ancient and most likely wrong brother!” Murano snapped. “At the very least… reach out to them. Try to communicate with them!”


“Communicate with primitive barbarians!” Lorendo barked. 


“They might view us in the very same fashion Lorendo.” Radra chimed in now moving closer. “Chief Elder Delnash I have to agree with Praetorian Murano on this. Given everything that we know… which is precious little from what I can see… we should be using far more caution and diplomacy.”


“They are animals!” Lorendo snapped. “You have seen the reports on our Seed Missions using them!”


Radra looked at him. “Yes I have seen the reports Lorendo.” She stated. “All of which were successful in doing what we sought! Seeding life to dead worlds.” She turned back to Delnash. “Chief Elder Delnash… I am a medical doctor… this could well be the first contact we have ever had with a race of beings we helped to seed across the galaxy. In essence… they are our children.”

“Children?” Lorendo spat. “We are talking of a species that can change into animals! Lethal animals! Our Research missions to this Lycavore showed that they preferred to move and stay in their animal forms! That does not speak to me of great intelligence!”


“The Research Missions took place centuries before we began to use their species to seed worlds.” Murano spoke. 


“So what?” Lorendo said. “None of what we have seen so far shows us they are any more advanced or intelligent than what we experienced before we chose them!”


“Elder Lorendo does have a point father.” Daron spoke moving closer. “If I may Chief Elders?”


Delnash looked at Radra and Sashan who nodded. He turned back to his son. “Speak your mind Daron. Young ideas are always welcome.”


“Elder Lorendo is stating fact.” Daron spoke. “Yes… we do not have current information on this species… but should we not act based on what we already know?”


“We don’t know anything yet Daron.” Mari stated quickly looking at her older brother. “Everything we know is millennia old! Things could have changed.”


“Your naivety is charming sister… but could have does not help us now.” Daron said seeing Mari bristle at his derogatory comment towards her. His eyes turned away before he saw his uncle squeeze her arm once more and keep her from responding. “This is a seed species we are talking about. The very basic of species that we used to seed dead worlds. We chose them for their endurance and ability to adapt. Not for their intelligence. They were supposed to be the beginnings of life on new worlds… not the end result.”


“Your statement smacks of knowledge and experience you yourself do not have Daron.” Murano spoke evenly seeing him turn to look at him in surprise. “You are barely more than a child yourself nephew, compared to the lives and experiences in this room. You may agree with Elder Lorendo in his assessment… but what you both are dismissing is our influence. Not just with what we have discovered so far… but in everything we have done in the past. Our arrogance brought much of our woes upon us.”

“The Praetorian Xaxon did that!” Lorendo muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.


Delnash turned quickly to stop his brother from becoming angry again but surprisingly Murano simply looked at Lorendo. “Xaxon was responsible for the bulk of it yes.” Murano said. “However… how did he become that way Lorendo? He was no different than you in much of his thinking… that our technology and society is superior simply because it is. It is a dangerous path to walk, as Xaxon proved, and trillions of our people paid for his arrogance. Do we wish to travel down that road once more?”


“These Lycavorians are animals!” Lorendo snapped. “They are no match for us!”


Murano nodded. “Perhaps… but we don’t know that for sure.” He said. He turned back to Delnash. “Opening a line of communication with them does not hurt us brother.”


“I agree.” Radra said.


“This is ridiculous!” Lorendo barked. “We should…”


“Very well.” Delnash spoke firmly.


“What?” Lorendo gasped.


“I will attempt to contact them.” Delnash spoke. 


Lorendo looked at Sashan. “Sashan… say something!” He stammered.


“If we… if we contact them Chief Elder… we will have lost the element of surprise.” He stated. “We may not be able to complete all our goals.”


Delnash looked at Murano. “I understand.” He stated. “However, I have many questions and these Lycavorians may be able to answer some of them. And I have full confidence in our ability to subdue them when the time comes.”


“Chief Elder…” Lorendo began.


“I have made my decision!” Delnash hissed. He turned to Dehov. “Commander… can you tap into the Central Communications Array for the station?”


Dehov nodded his head. “All of the station security protocols have been changed and we are locked out completely, but I believe we can let them know we are trying to contact them.”


Delnash nodded. “Do it.” He said. He turned to Sashan. “Embark your soldiers Sashan. Deploy in the transports to the planet. Murano… go with them.” 


“What are you doing brother?” Murano asked.


“Insuring that we are successful.” Delnash spoke. “I will distract, talk with them, while Sashan and you secure the facility. Once we have them in custody we can secure their ships and sort all of this out..”


“I told you I would only act as an observer Delnash!” Murano hissed angrily. “What you are doing is wrong!”

“You are a Praetorian and will do as I tell you as Chief Elder of our people!” Delnash barked causing heads to turn towards him from all over the bridge. “I will tell you a last time Murano… I can not make decisions based on your feelings!  I have to think of our people! If you will not take part in this then yes, I will put forth legislation to have your authority as a Praetorian revoked completely. I will not have discourse filtering among our ranks! Not now!”


“Father!” Mari declared in shock.


“Mari… stay out of this! It is not your affair!” Delnash snapped. “You will return to the engineering section and continue with your tasks.”


Murano stared at his brother for a long time. “Delnash…”


“Are you refusing Praetorian Murano?” Delnash barked angrily his patience finally at an end.


“Your actions take you towards a dark path brother.” Murano stated. “No… I will go with them. I hope you are prepared for the blood that will be on your hands however.”


“I have seen plenty of blood in my life brother!” Delnash hissed.


Murano stepped closer to him and shook his head. “No brother.” He said softly. “You have seen a fraction of the blood that lies down this road. You have seen nothing to compare to that. No one here in this room has seen anything to compare to that. Not like I have seen.”


“Your past experiences have no bearing on what is happening now Praetorian Murano!” Delnash barked seeing his brother’s eyes go wide at his dismissive statement. “Now either do as I command of you or remove yourself to your quarters and we will handle it without you!”


Murano’s face suddenly became void of any emotion. He bowed his head quickly to Delnash. “As you wish… Chief Elder!” He stated evenly.


Delnash watched him turn abruptly and strode out of the doorway onto the bridge. His eyes turned to see Mari and Kesyla staring at him in shock, Daron with a smug look on his face. “Kesyla… you and Daron will accompany Elder Lorendo as my representatives. Mari return to engineering immediately!”

“Father you…” Mari began to protest.


“Do as I tell you child!” Delnash barked. “Now!”


Mari’s eyes were wide and she spun around angrily and marched off the bridge even as Kesyla and Daron followed her with looks of astonishment and arrogance respectively.


Delnash turned back to look at Dehov. “How long Commander?” He asked.


“Two minutes to adjust our transmitters Chief Elder.” He answered instantly.


Delnash nodded. “Very well.”

ONTEROM

SCIENCE STATION ZERO ONE FIVE

“…gonna take a break some time this century?” Wayonn turned at Martin’s words and saw him standing beside him at the main computer station.

He was standing there with his arms crossed over his broad chest and a smirk on his face. It was a look Wayonn had become accustom to over the past weeks and months. Sumar had similar quirks in his expressions and Martin was certainly taking after him. Helen was also beside him, her outward appearance having surprised almost everyone, but it was quickly accepted among the crew. There were very few who did not know who she was and that she was not that old, so her appearance change was something that fitted what was known of her. He knew his granddaughter was very skilled; she had to be in order to harness and use the knowledge that Canth had passed to her. She fit the role of Paladin Mage very well. He knew she and Martin were very close to begin with and had been since he first returned to Earth, but he did not truly see it until they fully accepted the roles they were to play. His Pralor and wolf blood both sang with happiness as he saw them and how they blended so easily together. Just like he and Sumar had.


Wayonn sat back in the chair. “We can learn so much from the logs here Martin.” He said finally.


Martin nodded. “No doubt… but having to pick you up off the deck because you worked yourself to exhaustion is not something I want to do.”


“Nor I grandfather.” Helen spoke.


Wayonn smiled again. “You will have no worries in that regard.” He said.

“You’re looking for information on what happen.” Martin said softly. “People you knew when you left?”


Wayonn met his eyes as he and Helen drew chairs over to his computer station and settled into them. “In a way I suppose.” He said. “I’ve been able to crack through about a third of the encrypted logs so far. There isn’t much information from before the end, but a great deal after they established themselves on Artaaya.”


“How many survived Wayonn?” Martin asked softly.


Wayonn looked at him. “Barely a million.” He answered in almost a whisper and shaking his head slowly. “Five hundred and fifty trillion lives extinguished over the course of roughly twenty-five thousand years.”

“That long?” Martin asked aghast.

Wayonn nodded. “We didn’t know it when we returned the first time, before settling on Lorent, but the war began within a century of us departing on our Seed Mission. When we were able to repair the transport ship and return, it was already well into its seventh century. It is too much to even fathom really.” He looked at them. “We were the harbingers of our own doom Martin. Our arrogance gave Xaxon the influence he had in thinking the Scourge were somehow inferior to us when we first encountered them. That is why he struck the first blow. We then empowered his mentality and that is why he went off and created his horrific monsters and cross breeds. That only fueled their hatred of us and everything related to us. We never tried to understand them.”
“It’s not your fault grandfather.” Helen spoke.

Wayonn looked at her. “In a way… yes it is. It’s all of our faults.” He spoke gently. He took a deep breath. “That is the past however, and my wolf blood does not allow me to dwell on the past. Sumar told me once, shortly after your grandmother turned him, he told me this was our future now. Through our descendants we would live on. He fully accepted his wolf blood then, all of us did. It became central to all that we were. I worshiped my mate… her scent was like sweet vanilla and I embraced it. Since that first day with her, I have embraced it. I am Pralor yes… but I am more wolf now than anything and I am so very happy about that.” He looked at the computer screen. “Sitting here though… it brings back memories.”

“I’m sure it does.” Martin said.

“The odds that anyone I knew from that life are still alive are infinitesimal.” Wayonn continued. He smirked. “That does not include Lorendo unfortunately.”

Martin chuckled. “Roaches tend to survive everywhere.” He said.

Wayonn nodded with a smile. “Yes they do.” He said. “Numbers aren’t specifically given mind you, census results were never important to us, but I estimate from some of the logs that their population now is in excess of forty million now. Probably closer to fifty or sixty if I include the other two planets they settled in the cluster.”

“You think they were planning to expand here?” Helen asked.

Wayonn nodded his head. “It’s possible.” He said. “These Svorag may have altered that plan somewhat however. They haven’t been to this station in nearly half a millennia. My guess is they just decided to remain out of this area of space.”

“Which means these Svorag are probably more abundant than we have seen.” Martin said.

Wayonn nodded. “More than likely.” He answered. “Given what Anja and Duewa have discovered about the ones we killed… they appear to be nomadic at least. The logs for this quadrant of space list nearly a dozen planets within two or three jumps from Onterom that could sustain life. I’m guessing they didn’t pick those because of the Svorag.” He told them. “It might also explain why they discovered Lycavorian DNA in the one we killed. This area of space may be where we used Lycavorians to seed a dead world. The station logs and star charts do not list that information, but it is possible.”
“Why wouldn’t they go to those Lycavorians for help?” Martin asked him. “If they seeded them on a world in this quadrant, then they would have known where they were. Why not join forces.”

Wayonn shook his head. “When we began to seed worlds with new life we had several edicts that we followed religiously. One of them was to never interact with the species we were using as seed life. Namely… Lycavorians. It was very taboo. We feared that our advanced technology would somehow alter the normal evolutionary scale of the species if we interacted with them.” He looked at Martin. “It goes back to that arrogance I was telling you about.” He said with a smile. “What we did on Lycavore… Sumar, me, the others, it would not be viewed positively I assure you.”
“Yeah… I got that part.” Martin said.

“If you want to be technical… we did alter the natural course of the Lycavorian species.” Wayonn said. “If we had not crashed on Lycavore as we did… all this could very well not be happening.”

Martin held up his hand. “Let’s not go there ok.” He said. “I still get a headache trying to explain to someone that I was born on a cruiser and stuck in a sleep chamber for three thousand years while traveling through the stars. That I made it back to Earth somehow and then all this other heavy shit happened.” Martin shook his head. “Please.”

Wayonn laughed as Helen slapped Martin in the side. “And look what that brought to you.” She hissed at him playfully.

“Yeah… a whole lot more headaches!” Martin exclaimed.

“I was referring to the six beautiful women who worship you and the sixteen wonderful children you have because of them!” Helen snapped.

Martin grinned. “Well… there is that.” He said.

Wayonn shook his head. “No… if there is such a planet in this quadrant… they would avoid it like the plaque.” He said. He looked at Martin. “Do you still sense they are coming Martin? I can feel faint surges of resonance within Mindvoice… but I am not nearly as powerful as you or Helen because you are Paladin and Mage and both of you are bonded to dragons.”
Martin nodded. “They’re coming.” He said. 

“Grandfather I could…” Helen began.

Wayonn shook his head. “No. The connection between the Praetorian and his or her Oracle should be for them only. I will not be able to sense or feel what the two of you feel with any degree of the same strength and clarity. Perhaps if they were on the planet yes… but not now.”

“Praetorian?” Martin asked.

Wayonn nodded. “That is what we called ourselves.” He said. “It was actually a young Oracle who came up with the name right after we were formed. She took it from the Onab. The species that showed us how to build the Avatars. That is why they look different from us. So we did not forget the Onab when they perished in the supernova that consumed their planet.”

“Praetorian huh?” Martin said. “Pretty catchy. The Romans used that didn’t they?” He said looking at Helen.
Helen nodded her head. “If the ancient humans knew how much of their culture and languages came from different species across the stars I believed they would have developed quite differently than they did.”

“No argument here.” Martin said. “You know…”

“Skipper!” Julie barked from across the control room. She was sitting at the station’s COM panel and had been engulfed in learning the systems and computers since they had arrived. “Marty… we’re getting a holo COM signal!”

Martin turned his head but did not rise. He caught the look of dislike from Helen when Julie called out his name and he grinned. She did not wholly approve of the closeness and total lack of formality the members of Martin’s personal team used when addressing him, especially with others present. She would never say anything to them Martin knew because she knew of how he thought of all of them. He would die instantly for any of them if need be and they for him. Those who had started all of this with Martin all those years ago were the most fanatically loyal to him, and it began with the men and women left from his old team.

“Jules… I told Akemi I’d speak with her in the morning.” Martin spoke leaning back slightly.
“It’s not coming from the ARC ROYAL Marty!” Julie exclaimed turning in her chair.

All of them stood up and Martin moved quickly around the main tower computer to look at her. “If it’s not coming from the ARC ROYAL… then where’s it coming from Jules?”

Avi turned from the sensor console where he had been standing silently and going over data.

-Julie Collins is correct Martin. It is a Pralor COM signal- He broke in from where he had been sitting quietly at the sensor station for the last few hours running one diagnostic after another. –A ship has appeared on the station’s sensors. It has just pulled out from behind the coreward moon. It’s configuration matches Pralor ship profiles. It is of an unknown class to me… but I can confirm it is of Pralor origin-

“They were using the moon to block the ARC ROYAL’s sensors?” Helen threw out the question. “Why? Why not just approach?”
-The ship is 8294 meters in length and matches listed profiles in my neural network of cruiser class configuration King Martin- Avi reported. –I am detecting a Phased Quantum Fusion power core and Class Eleven sensors. They are attempting to scan the station and the area around it-

“That’s just plain rude.” Martin spoke.

Wayonn chuckled. “Keep in mind my people were not the most hospitable when they thought they were dealing with inferior species. Their arrogance tends to bleed through in their actions. I see that has not changed.”

“Yeah… I’m getting that. So we are inferior huh?” Martin said. 
Wayonn shrugged. “Not all of us felt this way… but many did. Lycavorians and other species that were used for seeding purposes were all thought to be primitive and unable to reach a level my people thought was equal to them.”

“You know… I get the feeling they thought that way about a lot of species.” Martin said.

Wayonn nodded. “You would not be surprised at how correct you are.” He answered. “The Science Convention was filled to overflowing with them.”

“Grandfather… you know how Martin reacts to arrogance.” Helen stated from beside Avi as she moved up beside him. 

Avi looked up at her from where his huge frame sat. –Crush. Stab. Shoot. Punch. Throw. Blow up. These are just some of the ways that King Martin has dealt with this tedious emotion. He is quite inventive-

Helen laughed and once more was amazed at how almost human like Avi had become in the past quarter century in their company. “Avi… you sound more and more like us everyday.” Helen told him.

“Avi… can you jam their sensors?” Martin asked
-Not entirely Martin. I can erect a sensor feedback bubble within the station’s shields that will extend around the station and area within a thousand meters. They will not be able to scan the station itself but I can not keep them from scanning the planet-

“Do it! Fast!” Martin ordered. “Jules… tell Akemi to be prepared to execute her emergency jump to the pre-plotted coordinates.”
“On it!”

Martin looked at Wayonn. “Well… I guess they are here.” He said.

“Skipper… they are requesting we reply.” Julie spoke.
“Guess that answers our question about if they will come huh?” Martin said.

Wayonn nodded. “Indeed.”

“Stay out of the transmission for now Wayonn.” Martin told him. “Let’s see what they have to say. They might actually be happy to see us… which would be a first on this little trip we are on.”

Wayonn nodded with a smile as he moved out of the cone of the transmission disc.

TALISMAN  


“…getting a response?” Delnash asked.


“Nothing yet Chief Elder.” Dehov spoke.


“Are you sure they are receiving?” Delnash asked.


“Telemetry says they are.” Dehov replied.


“Commander…” The tactical officer whirled from her chair. “They have erected some sort of feedback bubble around the station! We can not scan the interior of the station or the area for a thousand meter radius around the station!”


Delnash looked at Dehov. “They can do that?” He gasped.


“Apparently they have Chief Elder.” He spoke. “Can you penetrate the bubble?”


“Negative! It’s using a multiphasic frequency modulator. It jumps the moment we lock onto the frequency of the station’s shields!” 


Dehov looked at Delnash. “They apparently have a working knowledge of at least some of our technology Chief Elder.” Dehov stated.


“So I see. Have they responded to our hails yet?” Delnash asked turning his head.


“Nothing so… wait! Incoming response!” The COM officer barked.


“Audio only I presume?” Dehov spoke.


“No sir! They are requesting full access holo communications!” She answered.


Dehov acted quickly. “Transfer it to the main Holo Disc! Now!”


Delnash stepped forward as he turned to the main holo disc on the floor in the corner of the bridge. It suddenly came alive with the blurry image of a tall man wearing strange black armor that conformed to his exceptionally powerful form. His black hair was nearly shoulder length and his mustache and beard were very neatly trimmed. His skin was deeply tanned and as the image focused and cleared Delnash could tell his eyes were a dark color. He looked strangely familiar to Delnash and it was disconcerting for a moment until he realized who he looked like. When the image finally cleared completely his eyes grew wider in shock.

“By the spirits of our ancestors!” He gasped not realizing that Dehov had only activated voice communication. “Sumar!” He saw the man’s head turn slightly when he heard him speak and he smiled. 


“Yeah… I get that a lot.” The man spoke. Delnash saw his face twist in confusion and he turned to look away and speak. “Avi… is this thing working right? I can’t see them. Are the holo emitters broke or something?”


Delnash’s eyes grew even wider when he then heard the mechanical voice of an Avatar answer. 


-The channel is open King Leonidas. They have not activated a visual holo link however-


The man’s head turned back. “Oh.” The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Well… whoever this is… you initiated this signal, so call me back when you have the courtesy of letting me see you too.” 

Delnash saw him turn to the side and bring his hand across his throat. Delnash knew what that universal hand signal meant. “Wait!” He snapped. The man stopped and turned back to look at the station’s holo disc. “Dehov… activate visual link as well!” Dehov adjusted the console and Delnash saw the man straighten up somewhat and smile.


“Now that’s more like it.” Martin spoke in an almost cheerful voice. “Greetings to you. Welcome to the neighborhood.”


“My name is Delnash. Chief Elder and leader of the Pralor people.” He began to speak quickly. “To whom am speaking? I require communication with your leader. His name and title as well!”


“Well… hi. My name is Martin Leonidas.” He answered somewhat taken aback by the testiness of Delnash’s request. “As for my title… some people call me King… some call me Martin. Or Marty. I’m not real big on the whole title thing really. I…”


“You are the leader of those primitives who are currently squatting in our Science Station?” Delnash asked.


“We are in the station… yes.” Martin answered. “I guess I’m the leader yeah. What did you call us? Squatting?”


“You are currently in possession of technology that is the property of my people Martin Leonidas.” Delnash continued quickly. “You are also occupying a facility that belongs to my people. I do not know how you managed to obtain and use them given your limited cognitive abilities but you will relinquish these items and vacate the station you are in immediately. You will order your ships in orbit to prepare to be boarded and impounded. Your crews will be taken into custody, properly subdued and detained. You will also surrender all of your weapons and devices of a scanning nature. Once this is done we can have a civilized exchange. As much as you are able.”
ONTEROM


Martin looked taken aback and he glanced off to the side at Wayonn who was shaking his head in disgust before turning back to the transmission. “Where I come from… when people first meet… they usually shake hands and get to know one another. They usually don’t make demands. You want to try again sport?”


Delnash appeared to look confused and he glanced at someone outside the cone of the transmission before speaking again. “I believe I have made my point very clear.” He said evenly turning back to the transmission. “You will order your crew to surrender your ships and prepare to be boarded. You will surrender your weapons and you will leave our facility. Once you and your people have been subdued and detained we can speak civilly.”


“Is that a fact?” Martin spoke. “I’m not real big on being subdued and detained if you get my meaning friend. Unless you are one of my wives and mates. Which you ain’t. You aren’t as gorgeous as them.”

“I am not your friend!” Delnash spoke sternly. “You will do as I instruct you or else you will suffer the consequences!”


“Did someone piss in your coffee this morning sport?” Martin asked him. “Cause we just met and you seem to have a hard on for me and we don’t even know each other yet.”


“What?” Delnash snapped. “What does this mean?”


“Maybe we got off on the wrong foot.” Martin spoke. “Hi… I’m Martin Leonidas. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Maybe we can get together and swap stories over a beer. Get to know each other.”

“Are you daft as well as barbaric?” Delnash hissed. “I have no desire to get to know you until after you are properly subdued. You are in possession of our property and I want it back. I have no interest in discussing this with you or any of your primitive species! You will acquiesce to my demands or I will make you.”


Helen looked at Wayonn across the room with a shake of her head. “Now they have gone and done it.” She said softly so that only Avi could hear her.


Avi nodded. –I would agree with that assessment Feravomir- He stated.

“Primitive species!” Martin exclaimed. He turned to where Wayonn was standing out of the cone of the holo transmission. Wayonn wore a look of utter astonishment on his face at what this man was saying. “I thought you said they would be patient and calm.” Martin said. 
Wayonn shook his head and moved forward into the transmission cone before anyone could stop him. He moved right up next to Martin and looked at the image of the man who called himself the Chief Elder Pralor. “Wait!”

Martin shook his head. “Nice to see that people listen to me.” He said. “I asked you to stay out of the transmission Wayonn.”


“Wayonn?” Delnash spoke from within the transmission after hearing Martin. “It can’t be!” He gasped.

Wayonn looked at the man. “Chief Elder… my name is Wayonn. I am… I was Sumar’s Praetorian Oracle! There is no need for this! We are not hostile to you! We have been searching for you in fact! We…”

“Wayonn is dead!” Delnash snapped suddenly cutting him off. “Sumar is dead! All those with him are dead! Whoever you are… you are not Wayonn! I have made my demands clear! I am prepared to use force to make you adhere to those demands! I would prefer not to… but I will! I require an answer from you immediately!”


Wayonn stared at the transmission with a look of shock on his face. Anger flared within his wolf blood now. Anger he had not felt come forth for many hundreds of years. He had always tried to maintain a balance of his Pralor blood and the wild and unrestrained Lycavorian blood that coursed through his veins now. Today was only one of three instances since he had been turned that he failed to do so. “Nubou forn!” He barked out. “Avi!”


The transmission died an instant later as Avi cut the feed from their end. Martin looked at Wayonn with wide eyes as he turned and faced him. “What was that?” Martin gasped at him. “You… you just told them to fuck off!”


“Yes… I suppose I did.” Wayonn said. “I knew… I knew we were arrogant as a species, but this was too much!” He shook his head. “Another sign that I am more Lycavorian than Pralor now. And that makes me very happy.”


Martin turned quickly. “Shit! Avi… what is the ship doing?”


-Closing on the planet on an intercept course to the ARC ROYAL- Avi answered instantly. –They are trying to re-establish the COM link Martin Leonidas-


“Fuck them!” Martin snarled tapping his jaw. “Danny!”


“Go Fervon!” Danny answered immediately.


“Get everyone in position Dan!” Martin ordered. “Company is coming. And something tells me they ain’t coming for tea and crumpets!”

“Never did like tea and crumpets.” Dan answered. “I’m on it!”

“Jules… tell Akemi to jump now! Don’t question… just jump! We’ll contact her when it is clear! If she doesn’t hear from us in twelve hours she is to return to Union space post haste!” Martin looked at Wayonn. “Tell me something Wayonn.”

“Yes?” Wayonn asked.

“Do I have asshole stamped on my forehead or something?” Martin spat. “Everything we have encountered so far on this trip has either tried to kill us or eat us. What am I doing wrong here?”
Wayonn grinned at him. “Perhaps it is just your charming personality.” He said.

Martin tilted his head. “Oh wonderful… another fucking comedian. As if I don’t have enough of them around me already.” He hissed. “Come on…” 

TALISMAN 


“…aren’t responding Chief Elder.” Dehov spoke.

“Well get them back!” Delnash snapped.


“They’ve severed the link from their end Chief Elder!” Dehov replied.


“Commander! The two ships on the far side of the planet have just jumped away!” The TO exclaimed. 


Dehov whirled. “Didn’t you detect power building to their engine cores?” He gasped.


“Negative sir!” The man replied.


“Track them!” Delnash barked.


The TO shook his head. “We can’t Chief Elder. They… they are using engines based on our technology. Our engines do not leave a residual trail and can not be tracked unless they are damaged!”


“So they have escaped with our technology!” Delnash snapped angrily. “Get me Sashan in the lead transport! Now!”


“Stand by!”

PRALOR CAMEO-CLASS HEAVY TRANSPORT


“Primitive species!” Murano heard the man exclaimed. The man turned to someone who must have been standing out of the cone of the holo transmission. They had been watching the transmission on the lead Heavy Transport since the connection had been made, Dehov including them in the circuit from the beginning. The moment he saw his face Murano new. He thought his heart would leap from his chest at first because of the similarities in their appearance. The differences were there yes, but this man looked so much like Sumar that it was frightening to say the least. His mannerisms, his posture, the twitches in his face when he became angry and the staggering Etheric resonance he felt strumming through him. An Etheric resonance that was only growing more powerful the closer they got to the planet. “I thought you said they would be patient and calm.” The man called Martin said. 

Murano’s eyes grew wide when he saw the second figure enter the transmission and he grabbed the back of the chair in front of him. Sashan, Daron, Kasdan and his brother Garan also stood around the holo disc watching and they saw this movement. “By all that I hold holy and precious!” Murano gasped. “It… it isn’t possible!”

Murano watched as Wayonn shook his head and moved forward into the transmission cone before anyone could stop him. He moved right up next to Martin and looked at the image of Delnash who they were viewing. “Wait!” He barked.
This Martin shook his head. “Nice to see that people listen to me.” He said. “I asked you to stay out of the transmission Wayonn.”


“Wayonn?” Murano heard his brother say from within the transmission after hearing Martin. “It can’t be!” Delnash’s voice gasped.


Wayonn was viewing Delnash as he spoke. “Chief Elder… my name is Wayonn. I am… I was Sumar’s Praetorian Oracle! There is no need for this! We are not hostile to you! We have been searching for you in fact! We…”


“Wayonn!” Murano gasped more loudly. “By the souls of those who came before us!” He began to search for a set of controls.


Sashan looked at him. “Praetorian Murano… what is wrong?” He asked quickly. 


“Wayonn is dead!” Murano heard Delnash snap suddenly cutting Wayonn off and forcing him to turn back to the transmission. “Sumar is dead! All those with him are dead! Whoever you are… you are not Wayonn! I have made my demands clear! I am prepared to use force to make you adhere to those demands! I would prefer not to… but I will! I require an answer from you immediately!”


“No!” Murano exclaimed. “NO! It is Wayonn! Tie me into the transmission! Now!” He snapped at Sashan. “Let me talk to them!”


Murano watched Wayonn stare into the transmission with a look of shock on his face. He saw anger flared in his face. Anger he had never seen Wayonn display before. 
“Nubou forn!” Wayonn barked out in the strange language. “Avi!”


“NO!” Murano shouted as the transmission ended. He pounded on the transmission disc and shook his head. “You fool!” He hissed.


“Uncle… what is wrong?” Kesyla asked him moving forward and reaching out to touch his shoulder. 


Murano shrugged her hand away almost angrily. “Damn!” He swore at the transmission disc. 


“Elder Sashan!” The co-pilot came jogging back from the cockpit. “The two unknown ships have jumped away!” He reported excitedly. “We can not track them!”


“What?” Sashan declared. “Why?”


“If they are using technology based on ours in their engine designs then it will not be possible to track them.” Kasdan spoke up. “Our engines leave no residue to follow.”


“Damn!” Sashan exclaimed.


“Incoming transmission from the TALISMAN!” A voice echoed.


Delnash’s body burst into existence in the transmission disc. “Sashan! Murano!”


Murano lost all pretense of calm now and he stepped closer to the transmission disc. “You fool!” He almost screamed at his brother. “Do you know what you have done?”


Delnash looked stunned at this outburst. “You will mind your place brother!” He snarled back. “I know what I am doing!”


“You are instigating an incident!” Murano barked. “A confrontation! Why? That is not our way!”


“What do you mean why?” Delnash snapped at him. “They are primitives who have our technology in their possession! They even tried to pass someone of as Wayonn and…”


“THAT WAS WAYONN!” Murano roared at the transmission.


Delnash paused for a moment, shocked at this outburst. He shook his head finally. “That is not possible Murano!”


“I know Wayonn! I fought beside him! I ate beside him! I bled beside him and Sumar!” Murano shouted at his brother. “Do not tell me it was not Wayonn when you have never met him! I would know him anywhere!”


“We are not back to this are we?” Delnash popped. “Your ranting is becoming quite tedious brother. We have a situation here! Sashan!”


“Chief Elder!” Sashan spoke now.


“You will land and execute the assault plan.” Delnash spoke. “Teniri and her kind will handle the dragons that accompany them. Concentrate on the facility. Try not to injure anyone, but do not put your men and women at risk.”


Sashan nodded. “Understood Chief Elder!”


“Murano… you will either help or you can remain on the transport.” Delnash snapped at him. “When you return we will discuss your future participation in your current role. We will be keeping an open channel Sashan. When the station is secure contact us directly and I will come down to the surface and meet with this barbarian who calls himself King.”


“I understand Chief Elder.” Sashan spoke.


The transmission ended abruptly and Murano leaned back from the table. Daron smiled at him smugly as he moved past him while Murano backed up. He moved to an empty row of seats and settled into one trying to wrap his mind around everything that was happening. His brother was a good man who was getting some very bad information. Delnash was out of his element right now. He was an excellent administrator when there was no crisis, and while he had made some questionable decisions in the past, overall he had been responsible for the resurgence of their people. Sashan was a rookie who had no right to be leading the Military Convention, and Lorendo was a man who had his own agenda. He wanted to be Chief Elder and that much was plain as day. Murano didn’t notice the figure of the Security Convention troop sit beside him until that soldier reached out and rested his hand on Murano’s arm.


“Now is not a good time.” Murano hissed more forcefully than he had intended.


“Not even for me Uncle?” The soft feminine voice whispered.


Murano turned his head quickly and her Etheric resonance quickly pushed away his anger at what was happening. He detected her shields immediately and they were keeping everyone from sensing her presence except him. “Mari!” He whispered urgently. “What… what are you doing child?”


“What does it look like?” She answered playfully. “I’m coming with you.”


Murano looked around casually to insure no one had taken notice of them and then he looked back to her. “Your father told you to return to engineering. You should not be here!”


“Why not?” Mari asked. “Is what… is what you say really true Uncle? Is there another Praetorian on the planet? Was that really Sumar’s Oracle Wayonn?”


“Why does it matter to you child?” Murano asked keeping his voice neutral. “We are nothing more than a forgotten memory to everyone now.”


Mari squeezed his arm tightly. “Not to everyone Uncle.” She said in reply. “There are many who still honor and respect what the Praetorians did for our people. I know… I know father worships you Uncle.”


“He does not show it.” Murano spoke.


“It is as you believe Uncle.” Mari said softly. “For too long he has let others influence his decisions. Everyone is following their own path to personal influence and power. Each one is willing to put themselves before our people. They no longer see the Scourge as a threat. Father has become overwhelmed with the many directions they are pulling him. This has made him…”


“Ineffective.” Murano finished. 


Mari nodded. “Yes.”

Murano looked at her. Even under the helmet her beauty was very obvious, and her soft blue eyes caused his heart to do flips. There was something about her. In only a few hours he felt more of a kinship to her than he did to his own brother. He reached out with his Etheric power trying to sense if perhaps she bore the Praetorian gene and he felt the shields Mari had in place around her mind. Very powerful shields that prevented him from sensing anything at all. He stared at her for a long moment, her gaze never wavering from his, but looking confused. He had been so preoccupied by what he felt concerning those individuals on the planet ahead that he had completely ignored the signs he could detect within Mari herself. It was possible. The gene had been active in himself and dormant within his and Delnash’s father. It was possible that it could have skipped his brother and passed to his daughter.


“Uncle?” Mari questioned him softly. “Are you ok?”


Murano blinked and drew back his Etheric probes. “Yes.” He said. “Yes I’m fine. Your shields are very strong for someone so young Mari.”


Mari smiled. “I know… but Daron and Kesyla are nosy. And they tell father everything I do. I got extra schooling from Elder Tobia in shielding my mind secretly. She was very helpful to me.”


“Tobia?” Murano questioned.


Mari nodded. “Yes… do you know her?” She asked.


Murano leaned back. “No.” He said quickly.


“I want to come with you Uncle.” Mari said. “I want to see and experience more than what I have seen. Father thinks I am too young and too foolish…”


“You are foolish!” Murano said looking at her. “Coming on this mission was foolish! More so now!”


“You are worried aren’t you?” Mari said. “You are worried about these people? There is another Praetorian down there isn’t there Uncle? One born of Chief Elder Sumar’s line. Please Uncle… tell me!”


Murano looked at her and nodded finally. “That is what… that is what I sense.” He told her finally. “Every essence within my body and mind is telling me this. And he wields a power equal to Sumar if what I feel is accurate. But he is not wholly Pralor either. He is also… he is also Lycavorian as well.”


Mari’s eyes grew a little wider. “The Chief Elder lay with a Lycavorian?” She gasped.


Murano looked at her. “Those of our people who judge species that many of our citizens consider primitive or beneath us are wrong Mari. We are all equal no matter what the level our technology is.”


“You can’t keep me away Uncle!” She stammered. “I will… I will leave the ship after all of you are gone. Even if you lock me up! I will find a way off! I always find a way Uncle! I’m very good at that sort of thing.”


Murano smiled for the first time in hours. “I believe you would.” He stated. Murano reached out and took her hand. “Stay beside me at all times. Do exactly as I tell you no matter what it is Mari. I can protect you and I will not see you taken down with the rest of our people before I have a chance to speak with Wayonn and this descendant of Sumar. We have reached a point in our history where we once more teeter on the brink and I will not allow your father to push us over the edge.”

“You believe our soldiers are in danger Uncle?” Mari asked.


Murano turned back and looked at Sashan and Garan conversing near the holo image of the facility. “I believe… I believe our mighty Elder Convention Security Forces are about to have their collective asses handed to them. In a way that will force your father to stand up and take notice.”

ONTEROM


“…sense them Arzoal?” Martin asked.


They were outside the Science facility, all of the dragons circled around Arzoal and Martin. 


Arzoal nodded her huge head. Yes… I felt them as they left whatever ship they landed on. Just as you and Torma did. She answered. 
Twenty of them. Torma spoke now. Most of them roughly my age. Some older and more experienced. Their thoughts are jumbled and anxious.

Martin nodded. “They’re nervous.” He spoke. “One of them is the leader. Why didn’t we sense them before now though?”

I was surprised as well until I remembered that our ships… Pralor ships have the ability to, if not block Etheric resonance, dampen it quite a bit. Similar to the void chambers in Dragon Mountain that we use to meditate. Arzoal answered. Once they were free of the ship we could sense them and I lowered my own shields enough to detect them fully just as you and Torma did.


Is that not odd mother? Isheeni asked. Our kind working with the Pralors?


Arzoal shook her head. No. I… She turned and looked at Martin. The strongest among them Martin… do you feel her? She is the leader.

Martin nodded. “She’s older. Much older.” Martin looked at Arzoal. “I’d say almost as old as you.”

I recognize her resonance. Arzoal’s voice was filled with emotion in their heads and it was a combination of happiness and anxiousness as she nodded. She is who I put in charge of those that left Elear in that first wave Martin. Her name… her name is Teniri.


Martin’s eyes grew wide. “So Muton’s map! It was a map from the Pralors that left with the dragons! Left for us to find!” He declared.


Arzoal nodded. It is the only thing that makes sense. They must have returned and tried to do just as Sumar did with the Lycavorians. When they saw it was going to fail they made the map pieces for future generations to find. To trace back to them.

Not to put a dampener on this discussion… Torma spoke. They are airborne and moving closer.


Martin looked at him. “Which means there must be Pralor troops on the ground as well.”


Their intent is to subdue us. Arzoal spoke. I can see what they propose in their surface thoughts. Teniri thinks to assimilate us into their ranks. She believes us to be… she believes us to be stray dragons under your control. She knows there are females among us and she is trying to determine how best to allow Isheeni and the others to be claimed by males.

“Sibfla!” Martin spat. “I didn’t think they would come with dragons!”


If one of them plunges on me I will open his belly to the sky! Aurith hissed.


As will I. Iriral echoed.


Hush daughter. Isheeni told her knowing that her reaction was partly the same reaction For'mya would have to such an event.


They are airborne and if we keep our shields high as they are now they will not detect us. Torma spoke. They will detect any attack on the facility however and move to assist the Pralors.


“Twenty against six ain’t real good odds.” Martin said.


Arzoal extended her head out and placed her snout inches from Martin’s face. It is time Martin Leonidas. She said.


“Time for what?” Martin asked her.


Time to for you and Torma to embrace your roles as Talon Guardians of our kind. As Androcles and Elynth did when they faced Naruth and Marux. The High Coven dragons sensed who and what you were the moment they saw the four of you. These dragons will as well. It is part of our blood Martin. Arzoal told him. 

“Arzoal… there is probably a shitpot full of Pralor troops moving here right now. I need to handle that and…” Martin said.


Arzoal nodded her massive head. None of whom could defeat Daniel or any one of your mates on their best day and you know it. They will be facing Daniel and all six of your wives. Who is going to win that fight Martin Leonidas? The larger threat are these dragons. It is why they brought them. We must strike them quickly and overwhelm them and let them see you and Torma and what you are.


The Elder Mother is right my brother. Torma said.


“How do you know they followed your teachings after all this time Arzoal?” Martin asked. “It’s been a long time.”


Your people have followed the teachings of Anomes for nearly as long Martin. Do they still honor and adhere to that sacred tradition?


Martin met her flame red eyes. “The vast majority of them… yes.”


Talon Guardians have been part of dragon lineage and legend since the very first Elder Mother chose the first ones more than five hundred thousand years ago. Arzoal said softly. No dragon… no matter where they have been raised or what they have been taught… no dragon will face a Talon Guardian willingly unless they are crazed and beyond help.


“Five hundred thousand years?” Martin gasped. “You… that is how long dragons have been alive?”


There have been sixty-three Dragon Elder Mothers. Arzoal spoke. I am the sixty-fourth. Teniri will recognize me and so will any other dragon among them that was on Elear. The others will bow to the will of Talon Guardians. It will give us the time we need to sort things out and move forward.

“Shit!” Martin hissed as he reached up and tapped his jaw. “Saaraurano! Danny! Anja!”


“Beloved.” Aricia’s voice answered instantly.


“Here Lover!” Anja answered.


“Go fervon!” Danny echoed.


“Hold the fort! Torma and I have a dragon problem to deal with. The non-lethal ammo get out to everyone Danny?” Martin said.


“Just finished!” Dan replied. “You going to go fight dragons huh? Anything to get out of the hard work! Typical! Take pictures!”


“Go with the gods Beloved.” Aricia stated.


“I’ll have Duewa on standby to treat any of them that you hurt too badly Lover.” Anja told him. “You and Torma aren’t exactly subtle you know.”

“What? No well wishes and be careful?” Martin exclaimed.


“What for?” Anja said playfully. “You never listen to us anyway.”


“You’re one to talk Red.” Martin spoke with a smile. “See ya soon!”


Martin turned to look at Arzoal and felt all six of his mates reach for him at the same time within Mindvoice and embrace him with their combined auras and Etheric energy. Their voices combined together in one harmonic song within him and as they always did, they spoke with one voice.


Be careful our love!



Martin smiled warmly and sent loving pulses of his aura and his own Etheric energy back to them as he jumped into the saddle on Torma’s back and Isheeni and the others rose off the ground. The Dragon Armor braces tightened against his thighs and Martin looked at Arzoal with bright dark brown eyes. 

Early bird gets the worm. Martin announced just before Torma exploded off the ground into the air with powerful sweeps of his massive wings. As he rose into the sky, his Dragon Armor began to extend around his muscular body and the others took the same cue and as they began to rise, their armor began to extend as well.
PRALOR SECURITY CONVENTION DETACHMENT
COMMANDING OFFICER GARAN

 THREE HUNDRED METERS FROM STATION ZERO ONE FIVE


Garan lowered the macro binos from his eyes and looked at Elder Sashan. He kept adjusting his uniform and brushing at the dirt and bits of grass that clung to the fabric. He had refused to wear the standard body armor that his own men wore. Garan determined it was either very stupid or very brave that he was attempting to show them they had nothing to fear against these upstart primitives. While it wasn’t oppressively hot on the surface, it was humid on this planet and Sashan’s clothes were soaked in sweat. They had taken the bulk of the two hundred member detachment with them… only fifty accompanying Lorendo and the dragons on the second transport. Murano could feel Teniri in the sky above off to the west and she was circling with her small force of twenty dragons. He could sense her apprehension about something but he dare not interrupt her and confuse her with unneeded questions. He glanced at Mari directly behind him and smiled inwardly. The armor she had confiscated did not fit her and she kept having to adjust the helmet so she could see, but her face was bright and alive with awareness and splendor. Murano just hoped she didn’t experience anything that would cause that splendor to go away. He turned back to Garan as he whispered to Sashan.

“I can see the top of the facility Elder Sashan.” Garan said. “There does not appear to be any sentries on the mid-level roofs as we expected.”


Sashan looked at him. “No sentries? They must all be inside the facility.”


“They trap themselves in the facility?” Garan questioned.


“They are relying on the external sensors at the top of each tower. Only primitives would rely on the external sensors with trying to protect them.” Sashan spoke more confidently. He looked at Murano. “Does this information change your view of them Murano? They rely on technology they do not understand.”

Murano shook his head slowly. “They are not relying on the external sensors to track us Sashan.” Murano said.

“Of course they are!” Sashan stated. “It is the only way to track us on the surface.” He turned back to Garan. “Have two of your men disable the external sensor arrays Garan.”
Garan motioned to two of his men who held long barreled rifles of some sort. Those two men stepped forward, sighted down the barrels of those rifles and each fired a single focused burst of energy. The thin yellow beams shot from the barrels and crossed the distance in the blink of an eye, both shots true and the two domed sensor arrays on the top of the two matching towers erupted in smoke and fire.

“Excellent shooting.” Sashan spoke. “Now… send half the force to the west entrance and we will proceed to the vehicle entrance.”

“Your splitting your force?” Murano gasped.

“We will hit both entrances at the same time.” Sashan told him. “It is a classic pincer movement that will catch all of them in the center.”

“This is not a simulation or a book you are reading. Dividing your force is unwise Sashan.” Murano spoke grabbing his arm. “We can not scan within the facility. We do not have any idea how many troops they have within.”

“My men are more than a match for any primitive within that structure!” Sashan hissed. “They could have five hundred men and we would prevail. They can’t possibly stand against our weapons.”

“It is not a tactically sound maneuver!” Murano pressed him. “The station has two entrances and one or both could very well be a trap to lure you in. We do not know how long they have been here or what defenses they may have put in place.”
“Lure us into what? An ambush? You saw the man in the transmission Murano. Did he appear to look like anyone who could conduct a proper ambush? He had wild hair and was unkempt and dirty!” Sashan spat. “This is my operation Praetorian Murano! I will conduct it as I see fit.” He yanked his arm away and turned back to Garan as Murano shook his head and slid back from him.

[That primitive could probably take everyone of you and render you more inept than you are now! And do it in his sleep!] Murano muttered within Mindvoice so that no one could hear him. He turned his head when he heard the soft snicker and saw Mari trying very hard to hold back her laughter. His eyes grew a little wider.

[That is not very nice Uncle.] She told him.

[You heard that?] He gasped. [How?]

Mari smiled and shook her head. [I don’t know… it just popped into my head as you spoke.]

Murano stared at her for a moment until the jostle of bodies began and the second part of the security detachment began to move away. Mari should not have been able to detect his musings. [We will discuss this later!] He told her.

STATION ZERO ONE FIVE


Julie looked over her shoulder. “They just took out the external sensors Danny.” She told him.


“Nubous amateurs!” Danny hissed. He stood casually with his A4 dangling from quick release straps. Fedor stood beside him on one side, his mothers Aricia, Dysea and Isabella around him. 

Iama stood next to Fedor, pressed up against him and since the night before, unwilling to leave his side. Unknown to Iama it was an action that all of his mothers took note of right away. He had vexed Iama completely with his knowledge of the stars and of engineering physics. His voice carried a tenor in it that filled Iama with warmth and intrigue and for the first time in her young life… real desire for a man. He had been the perfect gentlemen, even more so then the three Lycavorians she had bedded since this trip began. Fedor was different though… Iama knew that from the first moment. He did not look at her and see a potential bedmate. He wanted to impress her yes… but he wanted to impress her and make her see he was the man for her. She could see that every time he looked at her with those beautiful brown orbs. It was just like Helen said it would be; he was acting exactly how Helen said he would and precisely two minutes after listening to him, Iama knew this was who she wanted. He was beautiful physically yes, but his mind was not that of a child. It was of a man who was exceptionally smart and very quick witted.
He looked at her when he spoke, unafraid to gaze into her face, and he spoke to her as an equal. He made fun of himself several times when he got so excited while explaining something that he fumbled his words. When his fingers grazed her cheek, brushing hair from her face that the wind had tossed there, Iama could feel the desire burn even more within her. Emotions and sensations she had never felt before, surging through her when she looked at a man. It was Iama who suggested they sleep on top of the roof, and Iama didn’t pause for a second when the time came. Fedor settled between Dnom’s legs and leaned against his powerful midsection. He was taken by surprise when Iama settled beside him and curled up against his side. Fedor hesitated, truly unsure of what to do and Iama simply pulled his arms down around her. It took several moments before his arms tightened and he pulled her close to him.

It was the most peaceful sleep Iama had ever had. No fear of being taken. No looking over her shoulder. And not a single nightmare had interrupted her sleep. His powerful arms had swallowed her up and Iama had lost herself within them.

When she had woken, his cheek was pressed to her head, his arms still wrapped tightly around her and his warm breath feeling divine against her skin. It was perfect… and Iama’Juturi had every intention of seeing that it continued.

Danny turned and looked at Kenny who stood beside him on the other side. “You all set?”

Kenny nodded. “We shoved that vehicle so far into that crack in the bulkhead not even Mr. Fantastic could squeeze in.”


Fedor’s eyes narrowed slightly and he looked at his adopted Uncle. “Who is this Mister Fantastic Uncle?” He asked. “Is he part of our detail?”


“Come on Fedor… you don’t know who Mister Fantastic is?” Kenny declared jerking his arms and legs to different sides trying to stretch them longer than they were. “Mister rubber band man.”


Julie shook her head from where she sat. “I may be a vampire now… but you are still a fucking dork Kenneth.” She stated.


Aricia stepped forward with a smile. “It is from a movie Fedor.” She told him. “A very old movie back from when your Medwan and Kenneth discovered who they were.” She looked at Kenny. “One Kenneth has obviously seen too many times.”


“Hey! They were classics! All eleven of them!” Kenny complained. He made several more stretching moves which only caused Iama and Dysea to burst out laughing at his antics and Danny to shake his head.


“And here I thought none of us were affected by moving through time.” Danny said. “It made you certifiable.”


“No arguments here.” Julie stated.


Danny turned quickly and looked at Avi who was standing next to Wayonn at the main computer array. “Avi? What’s taking so long?”


-I am working as fast as my neural network will allow Daniel Simpson- Avi answered him. –Please be fucking patient-

Danny grinned. “Ok… sorry.” He said turning his eyes to Wayonn who was looking at him with stern eyes. 

“Does anyone who follows Martin take anything serious?” Wayonn exclaimed.


“Hell no!” Kenny spat checking his A4. “Why would we want to do that?”


Julie shook her head. “Serious sucks.” She chimed in.


Danny laughed at the look on Wayonn’s face. “You should know all of this by now Wayonn. You’ve been around the biggest clown for months now.”


“I did not realize it was infectious.” Wayonn spoke shaking his head.


-I have realigned the ground sensors we placed- Avi spoke. –They are coming online now-

Wayonn looked at the monitor and nodded his head, his hands moving across the controls alongside Avi’s much larger hands. “I have them! They broken into two teams!” Wayonn spoke now. “Sibfla… there must be a fool leading them if they have split their forces so close to the objective!”

Aricia moved forward. “Fedor and I will take Team one and meet them as they enter from the vehicle bay.” She stated.

“Bella, Cirith and I will take Team Two and greet them if they realize that there is an emergency hatch only a hundred meters from the stranded vehicle.” Dysea spoke. “For'mya and Endith are with Anja, Duewa and Eirene securing medical and the living area.”
Danny nodded. “Wayonn… you stay here with Helen and Avi. Lock down the command center when we leave.”

“Daniel Simpson I can fight!” Helen hissed at him moving closer.

Danny nodded. “I don’t doubt that one bit Feravomir.” He told her. “I’d rather have you here though, watching us on the ground and internal sensors and directing us. You’ve done this sort of thing before, Wayonn and Avi have not.”

Helen nodded without question. She had done exactly this type of thing five times during the Evolli War and each had been very successful. “Understood.” She said.

“Wayonn… you and Avi keep feeding that info to Helen so she can direct us.” Danny said.

Wayonn nodded. “Consider it done.” He replied. “Daniel…” He waited until Danny looked at him. “Try your best not to kill anyone.” He continued. “We need them.”

Danny nodded. “No promises.” He said. He looked at the others. “Let’s move!”

Martin Leonidas clung fearlessly to the front of the Mark Eleven saddle, his helmeted head slung low behind Torma’s broad shoulders as his massive wings propelled them forward through the cool air at nearly twenty thousand feet.

Twenty-six years of being bonded together had made them of one mind and heart when they flew. Every twitch of their muscles, every breath that filled their lungs, and every sense that imparted knowledge to them was tuned to each other. They were of one mind and body, the Talon Guardian brands even glowing slightly under their armor, though no one could see them. Like Androcles and Elynth, their son and daughter, they had embraced completely the role and the significance of their position. They both could feel the added power the small Etheric essence of nine Dragon Elders imbued within the Talon crystals gave to them, adding to their already unmatched power. While Andro and Elynth had the benefit of being bonded while Aricia still carried him within her womb, Martin and Torma had worked tirelessly for hours and days and years to achieve what their children had. It made them closer to each other, in some ways even closer than they were to their respective mates and wives. There were not two more powerful bonded pairs within the entire breadth of the Lycavorian Union or the stars than two fathers and their oldest son and oldest daughter. They knew why now of course, and what their bonds did for the power they already wielded individually. This power they had discovered extended to Torma and Elynth almost naturally. Not as powerful as it flowed within Martin and Andro, but even a small amount made Torma and Elynth far more deadly than any dragon that existed.

Like their children, they held nothing back from each other. And like their children, they had taken different traits from each other and made them part of themselves. Torma’s natural benevolence, Martin’s will and determination. Their combined love for their wives and mates. All of this they shared along with so many other things. Panos had called them forces of nature on more than one occasion. He did not and never would know how truly visionary that single statement really was.


Martin’s hands were spread evenly across Torma’s scales along his long neck, feeling the muscles as they moved his wings, feeling the steady thumping of his Bonded Brother’s heart. It was no different for Torma, who could sense and feel the same from Martin even through the saddle. They were tuned to one another like the pieces of a finely built machine. They had been training for this day… though neither of them had ever wanted to use the skills they had learned from their countless years of training and the Tomes of Sumar. Now however… now the only way to end this quickly and with minimal injury was to call on those skills.

[We never wanted to use these skills Torma.] Martin reached for him within a connection that only two other minds were powerful enough to reach and sustain and share with them.


[Nor did our son and our daughter Martin my bonded brother.] Torma answered. When they were alone together as they were now, no matter that their children were dragon and Lycavorian and elf and vampire, they were all their children. [They did not hesitate when the time came because they saw the need. We must not hesitate now.]


[It would be a lot easier with them here.] Martin said.


[On that we agree.] Torma answered. [What would they do?]


[Shit… you know how our son and daughter think.] Martin exclaimed. [They would do something incredibly stupid and sinfully dangerous.]

[Yes… and because it was sinfully dangerous and incredibly stupid it would probably work.] Torma agreed.

[How high are we?] Martin asked after a moment.

[We are above the clouds and almost directly above them.] Torma answered. [Twenty-two thousand feet.]

[So… say Arzoal’s plan to split them works and that leaves ten airborne… how do you knock ten dragons out of the sky without killing them? And without letting them know they are under attack until it’s too late.] Martin said. 

[What would Andro and Elynth do?] Torma asked him.

[That’s easy… Andro would just jump off of her, fall for five or six thousand feet and hit as many of them with his psychic knife as he could before he fell past them.] Martin answered. [Elynth would…]
Torma’s head turned until he was looking at Martin with those golden eyes. [Elynth would smash their joints with her armored wings as she broke up the formation and then pick up Andro after they passed through their ranks. With their joints numb, they would not be able to remain airborne.]

Martin met his eyes. [Torma… that’s… that’s incredibly stupid.]

[And sinfully dangerous.] Torma agreed.

[It would be a glorious death.] Martin said with a grin under his helmet. [Painful… but glorious.]

[Indeed.] Torma said.

[Ah… fuck it. You only live once!] Martin snapped. [We need...]

[Altitude! Yes! Shit! I don’t believe we’re actually going to do this.] He commented as he tilted his wings and in the blink of an eye was rocketing for more altitude.

Martin chuckled. [Torma my brother… you just swore!]

[If we do not succeed it will not matter. There will not be much of us left for Isheeni and your mates to recover and discipline.] Torma commented.

[Why do you always have to point out the obvious?] Martin said. [Geez… we might die and you’re pointing out the obvious! Why do you always do that?]

[Then they will have something to engrave on our headstones.] Torma replied. [After they scrap us off the ground.]

[Ah… good point.] Martin said. 

Garan led them as they sprinted the last few meters into the interior of the vehicle bay and began to split in different directions taking up positions at the different crates that were oddly spaced about in defensive positions. The upper walkway to the entrance was empty and the door unguarded. Even as inexperienced as he was, Garan began to feel uncomfortable at the way things were proceeding. He glanced to his left as Elder Sashan settled beside him, the two high stacked containers giving them adequate cover.

“Something is wrong Elder Sashan.” Garan spoke.


Sashan looked at him. “What? What do you mean?”


“The entrance into the facility is not guarded?” Garan questioned. “Even primitives would leave a guard stationed at the entrance of the facility.”


“We are dealing with primitives Garan.” Sashan spoke. “They are unintelligent and ill-equipped to stand against us.”


“They have left the entrance unguarded Elder for a reason!” Garan told him.


“We must move quickly and efficiently.” Sashan said feeling confident and full of authority at how well things had gone. “Have your men breach the door and begin to secure the interior of the station. We will…”


Garan glanced at his arm as his COM unit began to chirp softly. He touched the device on his wrist. “Go!”


“Commander… the second entrance is blocked by a Science Rover.” The voice spoke. “We can not enter from this location. The doors are jammed tightly and there is no power to the systems down here. It appears as if the rover was jammed into the partially opened doors on purpose and there is not room to maneuver around the vehicle.”

Sashan looked at Garan. “Schematics of the station indicate there is an emergency entrance a hundred meters to the east of the vehicle doors.” Sashan spoke. “Have them enter there.”


Garan looked at his COM unit. “One hundred meters east is an emergency hatch. Move there and execute your entrance.” Garan ordered. 


“Understood.” The voice answered.


Garan looked at Sashan. “Elder Sashan… they will be dropping into an empty corridor in the lower level with no power. They will be helpless while they are entering.”


Sashan met his eyes. “There is no resistance here.” He spoke almost harshly. “This is the main entrance into the facility. If they are not guarding this then they have undoubtedly pulled all of their people into or around the Command Center. Once we are inside we can find a secure computer terminal and release gas into those areas of the station. Garan… we are not dealing with intelligent men as you and I are! These are primitives!”


“Primitives who managed to enter this facility even with the security protocols Elder Lorendo left in place!” Garan snapped. 


“Everyone gets lucky Garan.” Sashan spoke. 


“Commander!” The man spoke moving up to where Garan and Sashan squatted. “Sir… something is not right.” He was holding a portable scanner and it was softly beeping every half second.


“What is it Mengath?” Garan asked.


“I am… I am detecting lifesigns.” He answered.

“Where?” Sashan demanded. “From the interior? Of course you will pick them up there!” He stated while rolling his eyes in disgust.

The man looked at him with something akin to contempt Garan saw. “No Elder Sashan. I am picking them up but I am skilled enough to know that there are also lifesigns here. In the vehicle bay with us.” He exclaimed as Murano moved up to another stack of crates only two meters away.


“Soldier… there is no one inside the vehicle bay but us.” Sashan declared. “Do you see anyone who is not a Pralor standing around?”


“I am only telling you what the scanner is telling me Elder Sashan!” The man snapped. “And it is telling me there are over a dozen individuals inside this vehicle bay with us.” He motioned to the walkway. “Five on the walkway near the entrance, seven near the base of the stairs and another three higher up.” He glanced up. “On the walkway above us.”


Sashan shook his head and turned to another soldier who squatted a short distance away. “Move to the control terminal there. Break the computer locks and restore power to this section! They can not have locked out all the computers! Do it now!”


“Sashan… no!” Murano exclaimed. “We are being drawn in! This is not what it seems!”

“We will do this my way!” Sashan barked angrily now. “I am in command here Murano, not you!” He looked at the man again. “Do as I ordered you.”


Murano turned his head quickly and looked at Mari who had been his shadow just as he had instructed her. “Something is not right Mari.” He said quickly. “Press closer to the crate and do not move unless I do!” He saw her nod with wide eyes.

The man dashed forward to the control panel that was the center of the walkway on the ground floor the sloped ramps moving up to the main entrance door. Above him was the door into the interior of the station. He began to work the computer console furiously, his eyes narrowing slightly. “The system is completely locked out.” He spoke loudly. “Some sort of shifting security algorithm Elder Sashan. I have never… I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“That’s probably because you’ve never met anyone like us.” 
The female voice spoke from directly in front of him and the man looked up with wide eyes as the very air in front of him rippled and the figure began to appear out of thin air. All eyes watched as the PSG deactivated and the lithe and shapely figure of the woman appeared. She wore a strange uniform of what appeared to be black body armor that shone faintly in the light of the vehicle bay. The helmet hid her face almost completely, leaving only a small portion of her lips showing and azure blue eyes that were nearly alive in brightness. The tips of a pair of long fangs protruded from just under her upper lip. Aricia Leonidas appeared fully on top of the computer station in a squatting position. In her hand she held the short barreled KM12 magnum, which happened to be pointed directly at the man’s chest. Everything happened quickly then, as Aricia jammed the barrel of the KM12 against the man’s lightly armored clothing just over his right nipple and pulled the trigger without blinking.

Martin had ordered the distribution of non-lethal ammunition to all weapons that they carried. In this instance they were simple 12.7mm dart shells filled with two milligrams of a very powerful sleep agent. They were basically tranquilizer rounds now. Two five centimeter long darts sat where normally the projectile round would be. The head of the dart could pierce up to a quarter inch of solid titanium steel and would certainly hurt whoever it struck. Against the lightly armored Pralor Convention troops it worked to perfection. The man’s eyes began to glaze over instantly and just as his body began to stagger backwards. Aricia then executed an amazing back flip that allowed the toe of one boot to strike the man’s jaw and launched his now unconscious body across the vehicle bay. Her back flip completed on the walkway above, where she dropped into a squat behind a row of waist high crates that had been intentionally positioned for cover.


“Now!” Her voice rang out within the bay.


Fedor and fourteen others lowered their PSGs instantly and lifted their weapons. Though the A4s fired the same type of non-lethal round as in Aricia’s KM12, they sounded almost no different than normal and the cacophony of weapons fire instantly shook and reverberated through the interior of the entire vehicle bay. The first barrage fell nearly a dozen of the Pralor Security force who were still slightly exposed. One of the men fell directly in front of Mari and she yelped in horror as his body came to rest within reaching distance. Murano’s arm shoved her back against the crate as the sounds of projectiles of some sort glanced off the other side of the crate and he too looked at the dead soldier. Murano’s eyes detected something protruding from the man’s neck and his hand snapped out to swipe two darts from his skin. He drew back against the crate as Sashan began screaming, his eyes wide.


“Return fire!” He roared. “Return fire!”


Nearly sixty Pralor security troops began to do just that and thin yellow beams of intense energy began to reach out towards the covered positions of Aricia and the others. 


“Mother… they are firing back!” Fedor screamed from several feet away.


Aricia looked at him. “What did you expect” She shouted back.


Fedor winced as one of the thin yellow beams sizzled above the wall as it struck two feet above his head. He glanced back at his Lycavorian mother. “We can not hold them here!” He barked at her. “Their weapons are energy based mother! It could penetrate our armor! We must draw them into the station and eliminate their weapons advantage!”

Aricia knew instantly he was correct. Whatever it was they were firing back at them was based on intense energy and she had no desire to see if her Dragon Armor could withstand such a hit. She also felt a brief swell of pride at Fedor’s detection of this and instinctively she sent a pulse of her female aura reaching out to For'mya. Their son was taking after his father when it came to tactical decisions and this pleased her. She felt a simple recognition pulse back from For'mya within Mindvoice, one of relief and happiness and acknowledgment.


Everyone! Aricia barked out within Mindvoice. Back into the station! Now! We will take them inside in the many corridors! Split up as you enter! Teams of two! Move now! No killing! Incapacitate them!

Murano’s head snapped around when he heard the powerful voice reach out openly within the Etheric realm and issue those orders. His eyes went wide when he heard the last part and he leaned around the corner of the crate quickly. Those few figures he could see along the walkway once more engaged their unique vanishing systems and they could no longer be seen. Within seconds all firing directed at them stopped he noticed, while the Pralor troops continued to pour fire outward. Murano saw the main entrance door open and he watched as several odd shimmers passed through it and then it closed once more. Murano needed to act and he knew it. He pushed away for the crate and stood up.

“Cease fire!” He screamed waving his arms. “Cease fire!”


“Murano you fool!” Sashan shouted at him. “What are you doing?”


Murano looked at him and snarled. “If you had been paying attention you would see they are no longer here!” He barked at him moving forward. “Cease fire!”


The security troops began to take notice of him and the firing slackened quickly until it had stopped altogether. Murano turned back to Garan who stood up slowly his eyes looking around.


“Praetorian Murano?” He questioned.


“They have retreated back into the station.” Murano told him quickly.


Sashan glared at him as he came to his feet. “How do you know this?” He barked. 


“Because I heard them speaking etherically fool!” Murano snarled at the man, his patience very near its end.


Sashan’s eyes narrowed. “I heard nothing.” He spoke.


Murano stepped up to him. “Because they are speaking on a level you have not achieved Sashan!”


“Impossible!” Sashan snapped. “I am an Elder of…”


Murano shook his head. “You are a fool!”


“How dare you!” Sashan barked refusing to stand up and expose himself.


“I do dare!” Murano shouted back. “Of all the Elders I thought you were at least more thoughtful in your actions! You are no better than Lorendo at the moment!”


Garan was looking around, his eyes wide at the sight of so many of his men down. “My men!” He spoke softly. “They… they killed so many of my men.”


Sashan stepped forward now rising off the deck from behind the crate. “That alone should tell you the type of people we are dealing with!” He shouted towards Murano who had turned away and was kneeling beside another down Security soldier. “They attacked us and killed our men!”


Murano glared up at him. “They attacked first… which was a sound tactical move and it caught us completely by surprise while you bumbled about trying to decide what to do! And our men are not dead. They are incapacitated.”


“What?” Garan gasped as he went to the nearest prone figure. He reached out and felt for a pulse and quickly found one beating strong. He glanced up at Murano. “He’s… he’s alive.” He gasped.


Murano nodded and shoved the darts into Sashan’s hand. “They are using non-lethal ordnance of some kind!” He snapped. “They have moved into the station.”

“Retreating?” Garan asked rising to his feet.


“Of course they are retreating.” Sashan exclaimed. “Form your men! We will pursue and capture them!”


Murano looked at him. “Have you heard what I have said?” He snapped. “These people do not fear you Sashan! They do not fear us! They correctly deduced they did not know what type of weapons we are using. They pulled back into the station in order to draw you in and take away the advantage of our weapons. If you fire blindly inside the station, you could very well do more damage than good.”


Sashan shook his head. “Primitives are not able to comprehend higher tactics.” He stated confidently. “We have them on the run and we will follow them!”


Murano could not believe he was hearing this and he gazed at Sashan with something akin to utter disbelief. “Did this absolute arrogance replace intelligence and all common sense while I was gone?” He barked. “If you go into the station they will hand you your asses!”


“And I’m sure your confidence in our men as a Praetorian makes them feel reassured.” Sashan commented. 
“This has nothing to do with the confidence I have in your men!” Murano shouted. “This has to do with common sense and the fact that these people have advanced training and are exceptionally disciplined!”

“You will remain out here with our injured men and protect them Murano. That is an order from an Elder… and you will follow it!” Sashan barked.

Murano felt like hitting him at that moment and barely held back his anger. “Since whoever they are, they are using non-lethal means, I would be happy to remain out here and keep from being knocked unconscious and made to look the fool. By all means Sashan… proceed forward. Each step you takes insures it will be that much harder to talk with these men and women!”


“Garan… deploy your men and prepare to pursue them into the station.” Sashan spoke.


“Elder Sashan… perhaps…” Garan began to protest.


“Do as I order you Commander!” Sashan snapped at him.


Garan looked at Murano quickly before turning and moving for the entrance into the station.

STATION COMMAND CENTER


“…sort of energy based weapon.” Aricia was explaining to Daniel and the others as she moved, Helen watching her on one of the large screens. “It was leaving scorch marks in the bulkhead walls and neither Fedor nor I wanted to remain and see what it could do to our armor. We have split up into teams and are waiting for them to enter the facility.”


Wayonn touched the COM panel. “Aricia… I doubt our weapons have changed much since my time. If so… then the rifles will fire a phased pulse energy charge in varying degrees. Our Dragon armor could withstand most hits, though they will be felt.”


“Most hits Val'istar?” She asked him.


“The last setting is a lethal setting Aricia. A phased energy burst that can do quite a bit of damage.” Wayonn answered. “At the highest setting it would essentially burn through even our Dragon Armor and could act like one of our explosive tipped rounds.”


“Are you sure it could penetrate our armor Val'istar?” Aricia asked as they watched her round a corner and stop. “We’ve never really tested the Dragon Armor plates within our personal suits against energy weapons.”

Wayonn nodded his head. “I know. It’s possible it could hold against a full power shot from one of the Pralor weapons… I would not want to find out and I would prefer that you did not try to find out either. If they somehow manage to injure you in their ignorance, neither Helen or myself will be able to hold Martin in check and you know this.”


“Agreed.” Aricia told him, her voice conveying the knowledge of the accuracy of his words. “We will be careful. Daniel… Fedor, Iama, I and the others will begin leap frogging back towards you. There appear to be about sixty or so left.”


“I’m putting the last of us in position now.” Daniel answered.


“Feravomir… you have us on internal sensors?” Aricia asked.


“Yes child… and I am reading them as well.” Helen answered her head moving back and forth between four large monitors. “Their portable sensors appear to be able to detect lifesigns even using the PSGs. Visually however; they appear to be working just fine as they can not see you. Even so… I recommend not using them any longer. They may just shoot first and ask questions later.”


“Agreed as well. Our ambush worked but they will be far more cautious now.” Aricia said. “We will try to keep them from moving for the medical section. If they do… it will bypass your ambush sites Daniel and Anja and For'mya do not have near as much security around them. They have most of the techs and engineers with them who have no military training.”

“I’ll send some additional security to her.” Danny said. “And I have a very large pair of surprises waiting for them when they get close to the Command Center.”

“Aricia… here we go!” Helen declared. “They are beginning to breach the main door!”


“Very well.” Aricia said.
 
If not for their current situation, Dysea Leonidas would have found her current position quite erotic and exceedingly pleasurable, she knew. She was pressed between Bella and Cirith, wrapped in the shadows and waiting on the Pralor Security forces to enter the large vehicle entrance at the rear of the Station. The scents of both Isabella and Cirith filled her mind and for the briefest of moments she relived one of their moments together not so very long ago.


[Stop that!] Cirith’s voice filled her mind within a shielded connection. While she was not as powerful within Mindvoice as Bella and the others, Cirith was rapidly closing the distance between them now that their Nauta Melme had claimed her and she had tasted his blood.



Dysea turned her head slightly and could feel Cirith’s face almost pressed to her elven ear. [I am sorry Cirith. It’s just very hard to not notice our current position and not think of other things.]

Isabella chuckled within Mindvoice. She was in front of Dysea, their bodies touching down almost their entire fronts. If not for the Dragon Armor that encased all of them, it would be a very enticing position. [You do have to admit Cirith… having udossta she-elf sandwiched between us like she is brings many delicious memories to the forefront.]


[I’m not saying it doesn’t Bella.] Cirith answered quickly. [I’m saying that I have not yet gained the control of my emotions concerning such things with the level of skill you and udossta she-elf have. Thinking of Anja’s tongue keeps interfering with my thought process.] 


[She does have that affect on all of us does she not?] Dysea answered with a small laugh. [Bella… remember the time on Elear. Melyanna wore that stunning red silk strapless dress and Nauta Melme was so worked up just looking at her that by the time dinner began he pulled the three of us out of Memorial Hall and into the Guard Station. She had him howling even before he was fully undressed.]

[L'tian had to make excuses for us for nearly an hour. And if I remember correctly, she was just as worked up as he was.] Isabella spoke with humor in her voice. [Poor Anja… Martin got her back though. He perched her in his lap and stomped around the Guard Station for close to twenty minutes and she couldn’t stop squealing the entire time. Martin does make her sing the loudest of us all doesn’t he?]

[Enough!] Cirith exclaimed. [Phraktos! You two are terrible! We are about to enter combat and you two are discussing Anja’s sexual talents with her tongue!]  

Dysea laughed as Isabella adjusted her Shadow control and extended the envelope of their cocoon slightly feeling Cirith instinctively add her own power to reinforce that. [You will find Cirith our love… discussing such antics as ours in our bed…] Dysea reached back and squeezed Cirith’s thigh. [And other places… it is calming to all of us. And Melyanna is so very gifted with her tongue.]

[And so very willing to exercise her talents on us as well.] Isabella added.

[Well… she is very good at that.] Cirith said softly. [I will need to…]

The sound of the hatch opening on the far side of the disabled rover drew all of their attention cutting off Cirith’s comment. 

Team ready. The male voice sounded within all of their minds. The Durcunusaan squad was in position all around them and ready.


Stand by. Dysea spoke. Feravomir… they are entering the vehicle entrance at our location.

I see them Dysea. Helen’s voice responded. Stand by to engage.


Three Leonidas wives stood calmly, pressed tightly against one another, as the main hatch they had initially sealed and then unsealed for this operation began to open slowly. The combat experience just between the three women doubled the total combat experience of the seventy-three Pralor security troops entering. When combined with the squad of the dozen Durcunusaan with them, it dwarfed by a factor of ten the experience entering the secondary vehicle bay. This experienced was the key.

The Pralor security forces were under the impression those they were facing were nothing but a primitive species who had gotten lucky. At least that is what they had been led to believe. They were about to discover just how very wrong that assessment was.


That’s it! Helen exclaimed within Mindvoice. All of them are in! Closing the hatch!

Every single Pralor soldier instinctively turned at the echo of the hatch closing behind them. Since none of their number was near the hatch, most of them correctly deduced that something very bad was about to happen.


Bangers! Isabella barked out within Mindvoice. Execute!

As Isabella, Dysea and Cirith turned their heads and placed their hands over their ears for protection, the dozen Durcunusaan troops each tossed a powerful flash bang grenade among the ranks of the Pralor troops, drawing their attention to the floor around them immediately. There was a hundred meters between the two forces, and all of the Durcunusaan and the Queens had experienced the effects of flash bang grenades before. The Pralor security troops had not.

It took just thirteen seconds.


Twelve flash bang grenades and thirteen seconds and seventy-three Pralor security troops joined their comrades from the main entrance in a painless sleep that would last for at least half a day.

Teniri circled lazily in the sky at ten thousand feet, her keen dragons eyes focused on the small clearing beneath them near the large lake. Nineteen of her most experienced and strongest dragon warriors circled as well, all of them watching the ground below. They could easily sense the females occupying the clearing, and several of the male dragons had already commented on how sweet their aromas were on the wind. What bothered Teniri was the fact they had not lifted off into the sky to greet them and their Etheric resonance was odd in many ways, not to mention that the two males she had sensed were no where in the area from what she could tell. All of them had Etheric shields that very few dragons outside of her warrior caste had, shields that were quite impenetrable. She had been placed in charge many thousands of years ago and Teniri had honored the words of the Elder Mother then. She remembered them today as if they had only spoken a few hours ago.


Take care of then Teniri. Guide them wisely and do not let outside forces influence your decisions. Do what you feel is right within you and they will follow you always. 



We will see you again Elder Mother yes? Teniri had asked.

When the ship returns we will be together again. My faith and trust I give to you. And try to tolerate the hatchlings and young ones better my friend.

Teniri bowed her head with an almost embarrassed look for a dragon. I will do as you ask me Elder Mother. I will make sure none of them forget what has happened here and how you saved us.


Keep them calm and focused. Stay true to our values and always remember that you act in my stead now. Go with whatever gods guide our destiny Teniri.


And you Elder Mother Arzoal.


Teniri had never forgotten those words and she had guided her kind with compassion and fairness all of these millennia. When the Pralors had arrived on their world, Teniri reached out to them with those few Pralors among them who remained. She knew that the Elder Mother had once been a Pralor, and only an act of the gods had made her be reborn as a dragon. It hadn’t been easy at first; these Pralors were war weary and trusted no one. Over the years however, things became much better, and friendships began to blossom. When the Scourge came to their planet, Teniri pulled her kind off the surface with the Pralors and into the stars once more. Artaaya was a beautiful world, with huge space for everyone and after two years aboard ships searching for another home, everyone was ready to settle once more. 

Teniri sensed that these dragons were different somehow and she did not know what to make of that. Most of her kind never advanced their Etheric abilities past the point of being able to communicate and hunt. Only the warriors in her ranks trained for this. Yet these dragons beneath her she sensed were staggering in their Etheric powers. They were not threatening in any way, only sitting in the clearing casually, as if their presence in the sky above did not matter to them in the least. There was also something Teniri felt that she had never experienced before. The presence of two separate minds within the Etheric realm that dwarfed anything she had ever encountered. They teemed with power and control, but aside from the fact she could sense them vaguely she felt nothing else. It was disconcerting to her to not be able to tell more for no one of her kind had ever been able to block her Etheric connection, and if what she sensed was correct, these two minds were stronger than even Murano. She knew much of Murano and his role as a Praetorian, for they had spoken often during the years. He was her equal in every way when it came to the Etheric potential within him, far more than any other Pralor she had ever felt, but what Teniri sensed now was more.


Elder Mother… we must act. The male voice spoke and Teniri turned her head to the left and slightly above her where the dark green dragon was matching her position and speed.


Kolan was the leader of her warriors dragons, the strongest physically among their kind and larger than her by two meters in length and a thousand pounds. He was brash and reckless at times, even arrogant, but he was brave and never failed to lead his warrior dragons well. He was sometimes overbearing when it came to the females of their species, deciding that they should be fighting to be his mate and not the other way around. Teniri had scolded him many times over his actions when he tried to push certain females in a way they did not want to go, but overall he was a fine leader. He wanted to be a Dragon Elder she knew, but Teniri had been very specific and careful in her selection of the four Dragon Elders that she had chosen. Kolan had not been among them, which did not make him happy at first, but he was working towards that goal now. 

Something is different Kolan. Teniri spoke. They do nothing. They do not rise to meet us and they do not run.


Perhaps they do not know any better. Kolan offered.


Teniri nodded. Perhaps… but I doubt that. There is something familiar about… I feel something that is very familiar to me. Something sings inside me… but it also tells me these dragons are unlike any of our kind.


Should I form an attack wing? Kolan asked quickly.


No! Teniri gasped quickly. We must do something for Sashan has begun his assault on the science station. I sense Murano is very upset about something and even Sashan’s resonance is anxious. She turned her head and looked at Kolan. Leave half your wing airborne. You and the others follow me down. We must confront these dragons.


Kolan snapped his head around and looked up to the dark red scales of the dragon circling above him. Rakorir… remain airborne with your section of eight. The Elder Mother and I are taking the others and going in.


Understood Commander. The dragon answered, rolling over and gaining more altitude with seven other dragons following.


Teniri watched as he turned back to her. Let us discover who they are shall we Kolan?


Teniri tucked her wings, rolled over and plunged for the ground below.

Mother they are coming. Isheeni spoke.


Arzoal nodded her huge head. She has grown in confidence and strength. She said. A fine leader of our kind she has become. Placing those of our kind who left Elear in her charge was a wise decision that I am very happy with.


Aurith chuckled within Mindvoice. Grandmother… is that pride I detect in your voice.

Arzoal chuckled as well. I suppose it is. She answered.


Iriral nodded her large head. They feel healthy, educated and well trained. She spoke. 


That they do. Isheeni said.


Arzoal looked skyward knowing that Martin and Torma were above them somewhere. They had shut all of them out completely and she could not feel anything but the tremors of their power just on the edge of her mind. Even so she reached out to him. [Martin. Torma. They are landing around us now. Where are you?]


[Now would not be a good time to interrupt us Elder Mother.] Torma’s powerful voice responded instantly.


[Husband?] Isheeni lifted her head knowing that tone of his voice. [Torma… what… what do you intend? I know that tone of your voice Torma my mate. What is happening?]

[We are about to remove those that are still airborne from the sky.] Torma answered.


[What?] Arzoal exclaimed. [How?]


[Ah… you do not want to know.] Torma answered. [We will join you shortly.]


[Torma!] Isheeni barked. [Torma!]


There was no more time for talk as they saw the dark green scaled female dragon land a hundred meters away, nine others joining her on the ground quickly and efficiently all around them. They rested in the clearing by the lake, using the lake itself as their protective side.


Teniri flapped her wings powerfully as she settled to the ground with Kolan and his warriors. Her violent eyes gazed upon the dragons only a hundred meters away. None of them had even budged when they landed and all of them were watching her as she approached cautiously. Her mind was buzzing now as she looked at the huge form of the flame colored scales of the female. Her size alone was impressive, certainly larger than any dragon among Teniri’s kind, her scales shiny with health and the muscular definition of her body very apparent to all who saw her. Her eyes shifted to the second two females, both of them with azure colored scales and one with golden yellow eyes. The last female was a creamy yellow in color and equally muscular and well defined. One of the azure blue scaled dragons had an odd shaped tail. It was very similar to a Heavy Horn tail, but that couldn’t be since she had all the markings of a Firespitter elsewhere.

Who are you? Teniri demanded. How did you come to travel with primitives!

Primitives? Are they talking of Aricia Blue Eyes and the others? Isheeni spoke looking at her mother.


Yes… I believe so. Arzoal answered.


Primitive? Isheeni laughed within Mindvoice and Teniri and the others could hear her easily now. She will not like that name. Nor will Martin I think.


Who are you? Teniri demanded again. I am Elder Mother Teniri and you will answer me!


Aurith glanced at her grandmother. This is who you left in charge grandmother? She asked flippantly. She seems no different than these fool Pralors.

Kolan took several steps closer. You will mind your tongue when speaking to the Elder Mother! He barked.


Ohhh… I am shaking in my talons! Aurith replied.


Teniri stared at the flame scaled dragon; every sense in her body telling her she should know this female. As she grew closer Teniri took note that this female was indeed larger than any dragon among her kind by a good two or three meters in length easily. No dragon with Teniri’s kind measured more than eighteen meters long, yet this female was easily over twenty. Yet for all that length, her body was muscular and showed no signs of abuse at the hands of the primitives. She was also much older than Teniri had first thought. All of them wore strange objects on their backs, some sort of device that allowed them to be nothing more than pack animals she guessed.

You are free now! Teniri exclaimed. You can return with us and be free of these people who enslave you!


We are free now! Isheeni snapped. No one enslaves us! Why should we come with you?

Teniri blinked. She was not used to being spoken to in such a manner. I am the Dragon Elder Mother. She spoke. My word is my bond to you. You travel with primitives. They enslave you with these objects on your backs. You can be free!


Kolan had moved closer now and was inspecting Isheeni, Iriral and Aurith closely and admiring their tails. Their potent female scents filled his muzzle and fired his male sexual drive. They are fine specimens Elder Mother. This one… she appears to be mated already but we can change that. The insolent one is her daughter! How is it that you have children azure one? You are too young to have born eggs. 

Shows how much you know. Isheeni said. I have laid three clutches fool.
Three! That is not possible! Kolan spoke. How has this happened?
Let’s see… my mate caresses my wings and then he mounts me as we plunge through the sky. Have you never been with a female before that you do not know these things fool? Isheeni exclaimed.

Kolan snorted at her angrily. It will not matter. Your mate is not here with you and when you return with us another will take you. They will make fine mates to three of our males. He announced looking up at Teniri. I might even take this one myself!

I doubt very much your males will find it so easy. Iriral stated laconically. Or painless.

Aurith laughed. No doubts here. She spoke. Father will squash this one like a bug. If mother does not tear his equipment from him first.

Teniri moved closer to the flame colored female ignoring Kolan and her eyes focused on Arzoal, who had not removed her own gaze from her since she had landed. Where do you come from? Teniri asked. We know of no other planets with our kind on them.


You don’t get out much do you? Aurith quipped playfully.


Be silent insolent child! Teniri hissed at her. 

Her head snapped around when she heard Arzoal chuckle within Mindvoice. I see that you still have a distinct lack of patience with younger dragons Teniri. Arzoal spoke. Though it does appear as if the years have tempered it some.

Teniri’s wings flared and she took several steps back her violet eyes wide. Wha… I… I know that voice! She stammered. It… you… it is not possible!

Arzoal rose to her talons now, stretching out her form to its full length and smiling inwardly as the male dragons around her backed up involuntarily. Why is it not possible Teniri? The gods have seen fit to do much more through the years.

Arzoal? Teniri gasped. No! You… you are dead! They… they said you were dead!
I do not know who told you these lies… but do your eyes deceive you now? Do I look dead to you? Arzoal asked.

The ship! It never returned with you and the others! Teniri gasped. When they… when they sent a ship to look for you… they said your ship had been destroyed. That all of you were lost!

I took those of us who remained off Elear. Arzoal said. When the ship returned for us nine millennia had passed. The computers had been erased. We had no way to know where you had gone. I took those of us who remained off Elear and settled on another world. And I know of only one ship that knew of us in all that time. And it did not come from here.

Teniri shook her head. This can not be! She exclaimed. They… they would not lie to us. Not after all we have accomplished together!

You speak of these Pralors? Arzoal asked her.

No! Teniri snapped shaking her huge head. You are not Arzoal! You can not be her!

And who would I be. Arzoal asked gently.

These… these primitives have done something to you! Teniri exclaimed. Your minds are no longer your own! The Arzoal I knew was not as large as you! And her coloring was different as well! You are not her!

Arzoal chuckled. I was much younger when you left Teniri. I had not fully grown to my full size. And my coloring changed with motherhood. Isheeni here is my oldest… the only one of my children that lives. Aurith is her child.

You think me a fool! Teniri barked. Female dragons can not bear eggs until they are at least a thousand years of age. This one is barely half that!

And I’m not looking forward to reaching that milestone either. Isheeni chimed in causing Aurith and Iriral to laugh.
There are things within the universe that we do not understand Teniri. Arzoal spoke. You know this as well as I. Isheeni has a purpose as do the children she has born. Their purpose is being written every day they share with their bonded ones.

Teniri looked at her with wide violet eyes. Bonded Ones? She gasped. That… that is not possible.

Isn’t it? Arzoal asked. Would you have thought what happen to me was possible before it occurred? Destiny works in wondrous ways.

You lie! Teniri gasped as she staggered back more. This is all a lie! What are you? Who are you?

I am Arzoal and I am the sixty-fourth Dragon Elder Mother. Arzoal stated calmly.

No! Teniri screamed out. Arzoal died thousands of years ago! She is no more! Kolan… you will subdue these… these imposters and…

You do not wish to do that? Arzoal told her calmly.

Teniri glared at her. Why? We outnumber you! You can not stand against us!

I do not need to. I know you have felt them. Arzoal spoke softly so that every dragon could hear her. I know you have been able to sense fleeting sensations of their power. Do you truly wish to face the wrath of two Talon Guardians? You do not want to anger them I assure you. Not these two. 

Arzoal felt it spring forth then. Those two simple words caused every dragon around them to straighten and take notice of what she was saying.

You do not know of what you speak! Teniri shouted at her. There have not been Talon Guardians among our kind for millennia! The last existed ten thousand years before I was ever born!
Arzoal nodded. Until four came forward and showed the universe the measure of a Talon Guardian. I and the nine Elders of our Council anointed them ourselves in the sacred ceremony not six years ago. And in the knowledge passed to me by every Elder Mother before, never have there been Talon Guardians of such power. I know you have felt them Teniri. I can see it in your eyes. You have felt them and the power they command. Do you wish to have that unleashed upon our kind here and now? Sit with me and let me tell you a story. Our story.
I do not know you! Teniri shouted at her. What you are saying is not possible!

Oh but it is Teniri! It is! Arzoal said. 

No!

Kolan glanced up at her. Elder Mother? What do you… what do you want us to do?

Subdue them! Teniri barked. Subdue them until we can determine what is happening.

Arzoal shifted her body and in the blink of an eye her Dragon Armor began to extend all around her body. Isheeni, Aurith and Iriral also rose as their armor began to extend rapidly.

What? Kolan exclaimed. What is this? Wait… Elder Mother we…
Stop! Teniri screamed out.

Arzoal met Teniri’s wide eyes as she gazed at the armored behemoth Arzoal had become. I can not stop it now Teniri. It is too late.
Teniri was about to reply when the ground beneath her feet shuddered violently and a massive cloud of dirt and dust rose just off to her right, the bellowing trumpet of one of her warriors filling the air around them and his body thrashing in the small crater his impact had created. She spun around to face this, recognizing Rakorir instantly, her wings flaring to the sides and her eyes wide at what she saw.

They have arrived. Arzoal stated evenly before dialing her right wing back and spinning to the side, allowing her wing to snap forward with its armored edge and smash directly into the unprepared snout of the brown scaled dragon who was standing behind her.


[…know why they do this!] Martin Leonidas bellowed happily even though his body was plunging through the air at terminal velocity. His arms were tucked close to his sides and his legs together as he always did when conducting a HALO jump, but this exhilaration went beyond anything he had felt when jumping. It always did. He turned his head slightly and ten meters away saw Torma beside him, his wings nearly folded back as he kept pace in the dive. [They’re crazy… but I know why they do this!]

[It is beyond exhilarating!] Torma barked out.


Torma had climbed to fifty-five thousand feet, far above Teniri’s dragon’s ability to climb and sustain a psychic shield, but easily within the limit of their psychic shield and skills. Martin and Torma and Andro and Elynth had exited STRIKERs at even higher altitudes than this. 

The moment Arzoal told them half were landing; Martin had simply rolled out of the saddle backwards and began his plunge. Torma waited a silent count of three and then peeled over and folded his wings almost completely back. It took Martin’s two hundred and forty-eight pound body only five seconds to reach terminal velocity of 240 kilometers an hour straight down. Torma was able to match this speed easily, while keeping his wings slightly extended out to maintain the same speed. With their psychic shield active, Martin did not have the wind and cold whipping and freezing his body as he normally would and this allowed him to steady himself far better than a normal HALO jump.
[There is a six knot crosswind when we clear the clouds at nineteen thousand feet.] Torma told him. [They have dropped to fifteen thousand feet. One group of five is circling above a group of four three thousand feet lower.]

Martin turned his head. [You know… if they find out we did this… they’ll kill us.] He spoke.

[Probably.] Torma agreed.

[Whose idea was this anyway?] Martin asked. [We can’t blame each other… we already tried that too many times.]
[I don’t remember.]

[Yeah… me neither.] Martin quipped. [We’ll make it up as we go!]
[Alter eight degrees left when you exit the clouds and that will put you directly over the higher group!] Torma spoke.

[Yeah… then all I have to do is land on a moving dragon who doesn’t know me, stick him with my psychic knife and roll off his suddenly limp body and do it twice more. Without missing and falling to my death.] Martin exclaimed. [Then roll off the last one and meet you before we both go splat in a big way!]

[Essentially… yes!] Torma told him. [I will make a bigger mess when I strike the ground however.]
[No problem! No problem at all! Do this all the time!] Martin spat. [Fuck! This was a stupid idea Brother.] Martin popped.

[Well… our mates have accused us of not being all there mentally either!] Torma chimed in. [On more than one occasion.]
Martin laughed within Mindvoice and nodded his head. [Hah… ain’t that the truth!] He saw the clouds approaching fast and took a deep breath. [Piss it on! Don’t be late my Bonded Brother!]

[I will be there!] Torma answered.

Then Martin was plunging through the clouds and they could no longer see each other except for flashes of dark color. They were never apart however, and both knew it. They took strength from each other, drew upon the will of each other, and the courage and values that drove them. Martin’s dark eyes changed quickly and his fangs grew to their full length as he embraced all of his senses. Even though they were separated he could still feel the wind whipping around Torma and his mind processing the air currents and temperatures and speeds. Connected as they were within Mindvoice and even beyond, they could do this easily, and had for many years. 

Martin broke through the clouds and instantly shifted his hand to alter his downward trajectory. His keen wolf eyes saw the dark red scales of the highest dragon five thousand feet below him taking note that the dragon was using the thermals to simply glide forward at the slowest possible speed he could maintain. Martin grunted, knowing this would actually work in his favor.

At least he hoped it would.

A single and exceptionally fast glance to his right and he saw Torma now diving even faster towards the bottom group. He would pass them just as Martin struck from above if their timing was right.
All of the dragons were looking intently at the small clearing below them trying to discern what was taking place. They did not expect an attack from above. They probably had never met anyone insane enough to do such a thing Martin thought to himself.

[Sucks to be you guys!] Martin muttered to himself. The soft, sizzling pop of his psychic knives exploding from his clenched fists was the only sound Martin heard within the confines of his psychic shield.

The dragons below him would hear nothing.

Rakorir was six thousand four hundred and nineteen years of age and among the longest serving of the warrior caste of dragons. Kolan and he had been selected together and he was, for all intents and purposes, Kolan’s Lieutenant in most ways. They were only five years apart in age and at times Kolan let this difference go to his head but Rakorir had learned to accept it through the years. The warrior caste of dragons was widely respected among their kind and since all of them were young adults, they were highly sought after by females for mating. Kolan was always accepting offers from females, young and old alike, to mate with them. He got the most attention because of his skill and leadership abilities. Though their Elder Council was only four in number, including Elder Mother Teniri, many thought that the Elder Mother would soon expand that to include an additional spot on the Council because of their growth in population. Many also believed she would select Kolan. This would make him insufferable Rakorir knew, but it would leave him in command of the warrior caste.
He had wanted to descend to the clearing with them, but was now stuck acting in a support role. From everything they had been told and were able to sense within the Etheric realm, the females in the clearing were also young and powerful. Even from his altitude he could see they were lean and healthy and would make powerful mates and deliver strong eggs and children when the time came for them to mature and have eggs. He especially thought the azure scaled…
Rakorir never saw or felt an Etheric presence. 
The stabbing pain between his shoulders caused his eyes to explode outward in stunned shock as he twisted and turned with the impact of something on his back. He righted himself quickly and turned his head, his eyes going even wider when he saw the figure of a man in dull black metal armor of some sort, half standing on his back. He caught the gaze of yellow/gold eyes, saw the exposed fangs, and watched as that man lifted both his hands. Strange shimmering knife like projections of what could only be Etheric power.
Hi! Martin barked out. Welcome to the party!
Rakorir saw him slash downward with one of those Etheric projections and to his credit he began to turn and try to throw the man off. It was far too late. The psychic knife slashed clean through his shoulder joint connecting his right wing to his muscles. Rakorir saw no blood, felt no pain, but his entire right wing instantly went limp. Just as he was about to trumpet a warning his body rolled over and the man had leaped away into the clear sky as Rakorir began his plummet to the earth below. With his left wing flapping madly and his body twisting and turning, Rakorir fought madly to stay airborne. One wing could not fully support his weight however and his downward plunge continued.

He would be the first to strike the ground.


It was like landing on solid granite and Martin suppressed the grunt of dull pain as he struck the red scaled dragon squarely between his shoulder blades. Years of flying with Torma without a saddle had given him the ability to quickly and effortlessly adjust his body on the smooth scales. He squeezed his knees together while using his Etheric power to help steady himself and even before Rakorir had realized what was going on, Martin was rising to a half standing position and lifting his arm. He looked up only when the dragon whipped its head around to stare at him in disbelief.


Hi! Martin barked out. Welcome to the party! He bellowed in Mindvoice as he slashed downward. He had decided against taking out both wings to keep the dragons from seriously injuring themselves by not being able to control their fall. One wing would suffice but allow them to at least slow their plummet to a speed and impact that would only knock them silly and perhaps break a bone or two.

Martin was already leaping off the dragon’s back even as his psychic knife finished its invisible cut. He had tuned the psychic knife to disrupt nerve endings and cause paralysis as opposed to punching a bloodless hole in their bodies. He would not do that for he honored and loved dragons and would do anything for them just as his son would. It was why Arzoal had made him a Talon Guardian, and he would not do intentional harm unless it was the last resort. The drop was only a few hundred feet to the next dragon below and the gods were certainly watching over him as that dragon was just as enthralled as the first had been with what was happening on the ground and simply gliding slowly along. Using his Etheric power to assist and guide his jump Martin landed in almost the exact same spot upon the yellowish/green scaled dragon. Once more Martin didn’t hesitate and slashed across a single wing. He had plotted three directions to go when he broke through the clouds and was following it in exacting nature. As the second dragon bellowed in surprise it drew the attention of the third who was below him. Martin was already airborne when this dragon’s eyes went wide as his fellow warrior began to plunge to the earth below. He watched his comrade for the briefest of seconds and then his head snapped back around to see the man landing upon his back. He was prepared for the impact however and twisted his head around to savagely attempt to bite Martin in half. 

Martin saw the snout coming and ducked instantly, feeling the huge jaws slam shut over the top of his back. Hey! No biting! Martin screamed out. That’s not polite!

The dragon ignored the words that exploded into his head and snapped his head forward once more. It was a mistake he would make only one more time. Just as his jaws opened and were about to close on the man perched on his shoulders and bite him in half, the man swung his left arm as if he was swiping at air and a hammer like blow smashed into his head. It was a blow unlike any he had ever sustained and large white stars exploded into his head and his thoughts became disjointed and fuzzy.


I thought I said no biting! The male voice rang out just before the psychic knife slashed downward for a third time and the dragon lost all feeling in his left wing.


Martin Leonidas leaped from the back of the dragon his eyes focused on the umber colored dragon that now knew he was there and was turning to snatch him within his jaws. 

It was an ability that two of Sumar’s Tomes were dedicated too completely, using Etheric force to make extraordinary leaps or jumps that would be impossible even for a wolf. He knew Andro had used this skill on several different occasions, but he had yet to attempt it. It reminded him too much of the movie he had seen as a boy under Walter’s care. Different men and women with those laser swords he so wished they could make, leaping great distances using their gift. Martin couldn’t help but smile at the thought of whoever had made those movies seeing him actually doing what millions thought was impossible and only done in the movies. 

Using his mind as the computer and his eyes as the laser, when he had leaped from the third dragon’s back it was for a specific point on the dragon now diving on at him. His mind focused and he thought of the details within the Tomes. Direction. Lift. Distance. Concentrate and focus.
It happened far faster and quite unbelievably to the dragon he was attacking. The umber colored Firespitter unleashed a short blast of flame at the gnat of a man who was attacking them thinking he was going to burn the flesh from his body. His stream of flame hit only air however and his red eyes grew large when he felt the tug and impact on his exposed tail. His head snapped around and he spied the man clamoring up the length of his tail like an Artaaya tree monkey scrambled through the trees. His eyes grew wide when the man looked at him and he saw glowing yellow orbs and distinct dual fangs exposed in a snarl.

That was not nice! The man barked easily within the Etheric realm and shredding his shields with consummate ease.

The dragon could only watch as he raised his hands and plunged both of his psychic knives into the dragons back and slashed outward and upward. The dragon bellowed as he felt searing heat pass through the entire left side of his body and he lost all control of his right wing. The man was leaping away into open air as his large bulk rolled over out of controlled and plummeted for the earth below.

On my way brother! Martin called out within Mindvoice.

I will be there shortly. Torma exclaimed.

Torma had always been different. 

That first day on Ukwav only confirmed to all that this was the case. That was the day his life beside his Bonded Brother had begun. Torma had not looked back even once. The offspring of a Heavy Horn father and Firespitter mother, his size alone made him different. His absolute devotion to Isheeni made him different. It had allowed the Elder Mother and other Dragon Elders to grant him permission to take Isheeni as his mate even though she could not bear him children for at least another two to three hundred years. Torma had not cared about that in the least. Her azure scales and musical voice had addicted him from the very beginning. Neither he nor Isheeni ever once imagined things would work out as they did, becoming bonded within Mindvoice to Martin and Aricia, but neither would they trade those experiences for anything in the universe. 

The birth of every child, no matter Lycavorian or dragon had been cause for celebration and happiness. As each of their children had been born, the tie between their two families had grown more and more together, until now there was no distinction between the Leonidas clan and the family of Torma and Isheeni. From that very first moment he and Martin had embraced what they had discovered. Embraced and nurtured it. When they had discovered the Tomes of Martin’s grandfather, that bond grew even stronger as they studied and practiced in secret at first, then bringing Andro and Elynth into the fold. Even then it seemed as if Sumar knew dragons would be part of the future and many of the Tomes seemed to reflect this. Martin and Torma did not question this for it was right in front of their eyes in the writings and teachings of Sumar. 

Much of what their son and daughter shared together naturally because they had bonded while Andro was still in the womb, Martin and Torma had developed and worked harder to obtain. For them it made their bond together that much more sacred and important to each of them and eventually more powerful.

Torma tracked his Bonded Brother through their Etheric connection easily even as he rocketed for the ground and the group of dragons furthest away. They had timed it perfectly and the moment Martin slammed onto Rakorir’s back Torma attacked. 

His Dragon Armor was fully deployed, turning him into an immense flying tank as he screamed downward at the two unsuspecting dragons beneath him. They made it so easy and Torma easily deduced these dragons had not fought anything larger than a stag in the forest while hunting. He watched their heads shift downward as the colossal shadow below them got larger and it wasn’t until he was almost upon them that they thought to look up. Torma saw their eyes go wide when they did this as they spotted the massive black armored form of a dragon larger than any they had seen almost upon them. Their reaction was predictable and far too slow. Torma’s wings snapped straight out to each side accompanied by a gunshot like pop and the armored edges of his wings smashed into the inner shoulder of each dragon as he plunged between them.


Their bellows of pain and surprise filled his mind as both dragons rolled inward towards each other, bounced off one another and began to fall in a wide looping spin, their uninjured wings flapping madly in an attempt to keep them in the air. 


Torma twisted in mid air, gaining altitude and feeling Martin as he struck the third dragon. He didn’t hesitate and came up under the third dragon above him as his head lifted skyward to discover why his comrade had cried out in surprise. Torma saw his body begin to shift as he realized what was going on and he simply slammed into him from below with all of his power and speed behind him. The khaki scaled dragon trumpeted in surprise and pain as he was struck by the six ton missile wearing strange armor, one of his rear legs breaking from the impact. As Torma flew upwards he rolled inverted, slapping the dragon’s snout and neck with his armored wing and knocking him senseless as he began to fall. Torma flared his wings, came to an abrupt halt in midair, glanced around and then shot like a cannon for the last dragon. It was a light blue scaled beast and it was in a dive just above Martin intending to snatch his Bonded Brother in its jaws. 


So intent on catching Martin, the blue scaled beast missed Torma entirely until he saw a flash out of the corner of his eye and turned his head just as Torma’s body snapped over the top of him and his Heavy Horn tail, encased in Dragon Armor, smacked him directly between the eyes with unerring accuracy and no small amount of force. The blue scaled dragon tumbled over out of control and bellowing in pain from the blow.


On my way brother! Martin’s voice burst into his mind.


I will be there shortly. Torma answered, dipping his wing and rocketing for the ground beneath him even as his keen eyes saw the impacts of three dragons on the ground below. They were at five thousand feet and Torma inched closer to his speeding brother, Martin’s body tightly drawn against itself. It was a simple matter to ease alongside him and then adjust his wings to match his speed. 

May I offer you a ride? My rates are cheap! Torma announced looking at Martin with bright golden eyes as he fell beside his Bonded Brother.


That’s because there are no in-flight meals! Martin chimed back at him.


I said I was cheap Martin my Bonded Brother… not easy. Torma answered.


Martin began laughing hysterically as he drifted closer to Torma in that odd position and reached out to grasp the sides of the Mark Eleven saddle. He was still laughing as he jammed his legs forward and the Dragon Armor Bracers closed around his thighs and sensing this Torma snapped his wings out and lifted his tail upward. The maneuver was one that every Bonded Pair learned early in their training and at three hundred meters Torma executed a near perfect ninety degree shift in direction and was rocketing over the small clearing with dozens of pairs of eyes watching in shock as he unleashed a trumpet of command and defiance that deafened those who were watching.

As her warriors began to drop from the sky above Teniri felt it open before her like door. Never had she felt such staggering power within the Etheric realm in all of her years. Even Murano, a Praetorian of the highest caliber did not match what she was feeling now. Her eyes grew even wider when out of the nearby lake rose a dark green scaled dragon, that same glistening black armor extending around his body as he lifted into the air and then fell upon one of Kolan’s warriors in an instant. 

Miath didn’t pause and didn’t hesitate as he used his speed and weight to drive one dragon to the ground while bringing his hybrid tail, encased in armor, whipping around like a mallet. It struck the next closest dragon squarely in the muzzle and sent him hurtling through the timber from the force of the blow. Her head snapped around and she saw Arzoal smash her wing into another of Kolan’s warriors sending him sprawling along the ground with tremendous force. She watched as the other three females began a dance of combat Teniri had never seen. With their armored bodies they used their tails and armored wings like clubs as they lifted onto their rear talons and moved upright.


Aurith’s hybrid tail was the one that connected with Kolan’s snout and staggered him to the side. Kolan was of sturdy stock however and he regained his balance quickly, turning on Aurith with a hiss of anger.


Wench! He screamed out.


Aurith laughed at him as she whipped her right wing around and snapped it into his unprotected side drawing a grunt of pain. Wench? Is that the best you got! My brother Jeth swears better than that on a bad day!

Aurith lifted into the air and made a short hop into the clearing, flicking her tail back at Kolan seductively as she did and feeling her father approaching. Do you know how to use it big bad dragon warrior? She taunted Kolan.

Kolan had regained enough of his senses to operate, but allowed his anger to override good sense. His head snapped around. With me! He told the dragon beside him. She can not take us both!


The second dragon nodded and both he and Kolan lifted off and shot straight for where Aurith waited. They made it only a hundred meters before an terrible weight slammed into their backs and thick, sharp talons pressed into their scaled heads. Both of them were slammed head first into the ground in clouds of dirt and dust, the air leaving their lungs in great gushes from the impact, assisted by the massive talons gripping their bodies.

Oh shit! That had to hurt! Martin’s voice bellowed in Mindvoice.


Kolan and his comrade grunted in pain as more weight was pressed onto their heads and the huge talons squeezed tightly. Kolan heard the snickering and his eyes lifted to see Aurith come to a stop in front of him.


Crush you like a bug! She spat. I did warn you! Say hello to my father.

Kolan’s eyes shifted once more and he saw the huge head appear in his line of sight. A massive head nearly twice his size and covered in glistening black armor, but not hiding the golden eyes or the razor sharp teeth. Torma unleashed a trumpet of rage directly into Kolan’s face from only two feet away.


Aurith laughed. Like a bug. She reiterated.


STOP THIS! Teniri screamed now. Her violet eyes gazed at Torma in wonder and awe, as well as the simple man who sat on his back.


Isheeni rushed up to stand beside Torma, glaring at him from under her armor. Did you two just do what I think you did? She exclaimed. Martin Leonidas?


Well… no… hum… maybe a little. Martin answered.


This can’t be happening. Teniri’s voice echoed within Mindvoice causing all of them to turn.


Arzoal moved up closer to her. And why not Teniri? She asked as she retracted the armor around her head only. She was still wary of what these dragons would do and she truly did not want to have to hurt them. There are questions still unanswered in the universe.

Teniri’s head snapped around and gazed at her. She… Arzoal told me that just…


Arzoal nodded her head. Just before you boarded the ship and departed Elear. I remember the day as if it was yesterday Teniri. You were so worried you would let me down. It appears you have gone beyond what I had ever hoped.


Elder Mother? Teniri gasped softly. It… is it really you?


There was a trumpet of anger from the side and both their heads whipped around to see the dragon Martin had punched rear up beside Torma and try to snatch him from the saddle on Torma’s back. Teniri watched with stunned eyes as Martin simply lifted his left hand without turning and make a fist. The dragon froze in mid jump unable to move and Martin turned his head slowly to look at him.

Didn’t I tell you no biting! Martin barked out. It’s rude and not at all becoming a dragon!
Martin drove his hand down and the dragon with it. His upper body slammed into the ground hard and he grunted in pain.


Talon Guardians! Teniri gasped loudly and this caused all of her dragons to perk up and take notice. I… never did I believe that…


Who else would have the power and ability to smite your brave dragons from the sky Teniri? Arzoal asked softly. This is Torma… and King Martin Leonidas. Two of the four Talon Guardians who now walk among us.


Four? Teniri gasped.


Arzoal nodded. Martin’s first born son and Torma’s oldest daughter are the other two. She told her. A Bonded Pair just as their father’s are. And equally as powerful together as they are singly.


Teniri looked back at Martin. He is… he is a Praetorian! She gasped. I can feel the power within him! Just like Murano!


Martin’s eyes narrowed and he leaped off Torma’s back, his Dragon Armor retracting from around his head. A Praetorian? He said. There is a Praetorian here? On this planet?


Teniri nodded. Murano. The Chief Elder’s brother.

Teniri… did any… did any of the others survive? Arzoal asked softly. These… these brave warriors with you are too young. Did any of…


Yes! Teniri almost shouted. All of us! We… She stopped talking and looked at Arzoal her eyes wide. By the grace of our ancestors… you truly live!


Arzoal couldn’t help but chuckle even given the circumstances. I am rather happy about that yes. You have grown into a beautiful dragon Teniri.


How… how can… we waited for so long. Teniri spoke looking at her. We hoped for so many centuries that you would come. How Arzoal? How is it possible that you are here now? Here with two Talon Guardians and grandchildren?


I will tell you everything. Arzoal told her. All there is to know. But first… these Pralors… they are attempting to force their will on Martin and those of his kind. We do not come here for violence or oppression Teniri. We come for discovery and answers. Will you help us?

The answer was instantaneous as Arzoal had hoped it would be. You… you could have killed us easily. Teniri said. In… in my ignorance I believed us superior. I have forgotten so much of what you taught me Elder Mother. I can not refuse the commands of my Elder Mother and two Talon Guardians! I will not go against every instinct in my body! I…

Martin suddenly groaned in pain and grabbed for his head. “Oh shit!” He moaned.


Martin! Arzoal shouted. Martin what is it!


“No!” Martin screamed. “No! No! No! Fedor!”


NO! Torma’s voice bellowed in Mindvoice causing all of them to wince. In a move that was faster than any of Teniri’s dragons had seen another of their kind execute, Torma exploded forward, snatched Martin into his talons and was screaming into the sky. They could only watch as Martin scrambled up his foreleg and into the saddle and then Torma was rocketing out of view over the tree tops.


Arzoal turned to Isheeni and Aurith who were standing there in similar agony of their own. Isheeni! Aurith! What is wrong?


Fedor! Isheeni screamed out.


Something has happened to Fedor! Aurith screamed before leaping into the air and following her father.

Arzoal’s eyes were wide. By the gods no! She stammered before she too exploded into the air and was racing for the science station.
