CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
EARTH

CRANAE ISLAND


It was one of the very rare times that he and Elynth had flown down to Cranae Island on a STRIKER. It always felt odd when they did this because both of them so enjoyed viewing their home from above with nothing around them but the sky and clouds. Deia had informed him that the Netnews had crews set up all along the shore in Gytheio waiting to catch a glimpse of him when he returned, though she said they were being very respectful and were not pressing the Durcunusaan officers near the mainland side of the causeway, and she suggested trying to keep his return low key. If that was really possible at all. There had been many stories done by the Netnews about his actions on Solmar and not all of them showed him in a positive light. Several more militant Netnews reporters criticized him for not destroying the invading Kavalians. They more than deserved it in their eyes. In many eyes Andro knew… and those were the eyes he would need to change.

Andro stood at the top of the ramp watching as Lu'ria and Carisia joined Majeir and Anthar in greeting Lu'ria’s mother Daba. Sehri was with them and he could see her hugging her mother tightly while Ibani and Osbela stood to the side with stern looks on their faces. Andro smiled at that. Sehri’s sisters had tried to entice him, even after he had claimed Sehri. He was not real high on their list of people they cared for at the moment. Sehri had taken it in stride, not even bothering to reprimand her sisters for she could see into Andro’s mind and she knew he had no attraction to them in the least. He turned as Elynth’s bulk moved up behind him slowly, Caydren and Cinol on either side of her and growing rapidly. Sadi and Ne'Veha would be able to begin riding them within a month or so he estimated. They were going to be on the large side for the Firespitter breed, just like their father.

Are you feeling overwhelmed Andro my brother. Elynth spoke softly.


Andro met her golden eyes. Not really sister. Perhaps a little. He answered. It is more that I don’t want to deal with all the politics. I’m no politician.


And that is why you have others who are better suited for that role than you. Elynth told him. And you should use them. Just as your father does.


We could just burn all of them Prince Andro. Caydren spoke from beside Elynth.

Andro laughed as Elynth turned her head and looked at Caydren. You aren’t allowed to burn men and women because they choose to work in politics Caydren. She told him.


Why not? Cinol asked. Ne'Veha has said many times she wants to kill the elven Ministers on Elear.


It would be much easier Elynth. Caydren spoke.


Elynth shook her head. You can’t… it’s that simple. Andro… tell them.


Andro shook his head and laughed once more. I agree with them sister. He stated with humor.


You are not to burn any politician Caydren. Sadi’s voice filled their minds. Is that clear?

They turned to see Sadi and Ne'Veha moving from the small flight of stairs into the cockpit.


Nor are you Cinol. Ne'Veha spoke sternly.


Finally! The voices of reason and calm. Elynth declared. And imagine that… they are female.

Sadi chuckled as she walked up to Caydren and ran her hands down his powerful side. Only kill the ones I tell you. She told him.


Sadi! Elynth declared in abject horror. Her voice did not allow her to pull it off entirely though and Andro laughed harder.


Listen to you sister. He spoke as Sadi took his hand. Your talons are twitching.


Elynth’s golden eyes blinked several times and then she shook her massive head. It didn’t work did it?


Not in the least. Andro said.


Ah well… I tried. Elynth spoke. 


Andro reached up and stroked the scales under her thick neck. Maybe next time sister. When you are not around those who know better.


I thought I had gotten so good at telling falsehoods. Elynth said. I will need to work on that more. Maybe my delivery?

Andro nodded. That’s probably it. He said as Ne'Veha gasped in delight and rushed down the ramp into the waiting arms of her grandmother Na’rnoas who stood beside her mate and husband Jonout. Cinol followed without question and Ne'Veha turned quickly and reached for Cinol’s muzzle as she introduced him to her grandmother. Andro watched as they stood there without fear and Na’rnoas even reached up to run her hands along his scales. 

He gripped Sadi’s hand tightly. “Come KertaGai. They will all eventually make their way to the villa. Let’s beat them there.”


Sadi grinned and gripped his arm tightly as they headed down the ramp.

EARTH

CRANAE ISLAND


“…are they talking about?” Sehri asked from her seat between her mother and Gorgo. Sadi sat on the opposite side of Gorgo in a comfortable chair while Ne'Veha, Lu'ria, Carisia all occupied two lounge chairs. Eliani, Lisisa, Normya, Zarah and Lucia were sitting at a nearby table with Narice, Toria and Athani picking at the dozens of different choices of food that Gorgo and Dasha had prepared. It had been a long time since they had been able to indulge as they were and all of them were enjoying it. 

The patio on Cranae Island was full of nearly all of the remaining Leonidas family which made the Durcunusaan extra alert and mindful of everything going on around the island. There were several dozen members of the Netnews who were trying to get the remote drones close enough to the island to see what was going on while Dilaen was directing two specially chosen Netnews crews into different locations to take images and perhaps conduct small interviews. Retta and Calyb were sitting with Mara and Endeem and the other dragons in the large hay covered area off to the side listening to Elynth and Jeth fill them in on what happen on Solmar. They were both fifteen now and only one year shy of going through their own Agoge as Nara and Deion were now doing. Retta, her dark red hair aside, was looking more and more like her father while Calyb was taking on more of his mother’s features. 

Gorgo had found a fast friend in Aleatia. They were very close in age and as they spent time together she found they had many things in common and liked many of the same things. When she met Sehri she was taken by her beauty and calm demeanor even with everything that was going on around her so quickly. And once more Gorgo had wondered how her grandson had succeeded, like his father, in getting so many different and exquisitely beautiful women to love him so completely. Gorgo also knew, as she did with her son, that Sadi was the center of Andro’s universe just as Aricia was for Martin. The comparisons of Sadi to her continued to happen unabated in Sparta while Aricia was already worshiped within the city because of her history here. Sadi’s history was now well known and though Icho had tried to use that against her in the beginning; it had quickly backfired as the Lycavorians Spartans within the city saw the strength behind her jungle green eyes and what she had endured in order to protect her father. 

Sadi’s total devotion to Androcles was held up on a level with the Queens towards Martin and Andro’s other wives and mates were rapidly gaining popularity and influence though they did not know it just yet. Ne'Veha was highly regarded among the millions of elves and people of Sparta and Earth just as Dysea and For'mya were. Carisia was idolized by the entire vampire population across the Union, and Lu'ria had an influence that was second only to Sadi because of her Drow blood and heritage. Gorgo had no doubt that when Andro retrieved Caliria, she would also find that her medical skills and connection to the Vanari would give her staunch influence and Sehri would soon take notice that while she may have called herself Rothryn, she was considered Lycavorian in every sense by the people. 
As she let her eyes wander over those gathered Gorgo knew each of them here now was special. Narice and Toria held the respect and admiration of the entire Spartan Senate for what they had accomplished in so short a time, as well as their well documented and intense love of Arrarn. Athani was far more beloved than she knew for her decision to return to Kavalian space even though she had a death sentence against her. Her decision to return and help her people and remain by Resumar’s side had secured her reputation among the Lycavorian people with stunning wide spread support. Lucia had quickly been accepted as she and Zarah walked among the markets with Gorgo. Everyone now knew what she had done and the role she had played in saving Zarah’s life. Their love for each other was gaining much notoriety and the comparisons to Tarifa and Aihola and Selene and Lynwe were growing daily. Cha'talla’s actions and those of his sons in rescuing Dysea and spearheading the resurgence of the ancient Akruxian honor had made Tir'ut somewhat of a celebrity. He was often seen with Normya visiting schools in the last weeks and having no qualms about roughhousing with the children in the many playgrounds. His massive size did not deter the small ones and even the dullest individual could see his total devotion to Normya and hers for him.  
Gorgo knew Aleatia could not have been happier for her daughter. She had talked at length with Gorgo about Androcles and the conversation she had with him on Solmar. Aleatia had been so very impressed to say the least and Gorgo told her that he had learned from his father well.

Gorgo allowed her eyes to finally settle on Eliani and for the first time she noticed the sense of calm and happiness that permeated her being. Jomann had tamed the wild Leonidas daughter and done so in a way that made certain Eliani would only continue to be extremely well respected and adored by the people. Eliani still had her mother’s temper, but now it was tightly in control. She was still a very emotional young woman, but Jomann’s influence had tempered her base instincts. And Gorgo knew that Eliani worshiped Jomann with every breath. Gorgo always caught her looking at her husband and mate at odd times, her green eyes alive and bright and happy. And Jomann doted over her and did not care who saw. The diminutive Leonidas Princess and the huge Spartan Captain made quite the pair. That they were Anomes was even more telling, as the instances of non-Lycavorian pureblood Anomes was so rare Gorgo could count the number on one hand. And Gorgo knew without doubt that Brendi Faith would soon join Eliani and Jomann for the Eridiani woman could not hide what her eyes told everyone when she was around Eli or Jomann. Gorgo also knew that of all his brothers and sisters, Eliani would be the one who was always beside her brother Androcles. She had taken it upon herself to be his personal caretaker and now that her mate was his Captain, this would never change.

Gorgo turned and followed Sehri’s eyes at her question and she saw Androcles walking along the edge of the water with his brothers, Jomann and Tir'ut. That the four of them were related could not be denied. Andro, Resumar, Arrarn and Dorian were near perfect specimens of healthy young Spartan men. All of them looked so much like their father, tall and muscular and so well defined. So much so that Gorgo knew many young Lycavorian females swooned over them and despaired that all of them were taken and committed to their wives and mates. When you added in Jomann and Tir'ut and you had six incredibly powerful young men, all connected to the Leonidas family in some way and among the most honorable men Gorgo had ever known in her life. It seemed that her family was touching many aspects of different species and cultures within the known universe and doing so in a way that would bring about permanent change for the better.

Gorgo noticed that none of them wore shirts and the sun beat down on already deeply tanned and muscular skin as they walked together along the shore.

“Knowing my grandsons as I do…” Gorgo spoke finally. “They are probably scheming and devising new ways to defeat our enemies in the most horrible of ways. And corrupting poor Tir'ut and Jomann in the process.”


Eliani chuckled from her lounge seat. “Hah! Probably comparing notes on us too!” She quipped playfully. “They are all perverts!”


“As if you don’t enjoy Jomann’s perversions Eli?” Zarah stuck the rib to her. “You are such a pomai.”  


Eliani smiled from ear to ear. “Well… I never said he wasn’t creative.” She spoke with a decidedly sexual overtone.


This brought laughter from all of them and Athani sat back in her chair with a relaxed air about her that she did not have before. Her time as Resumar’s wife had changed her and she thoroughly enjoyed the new her. Knowing that she was completely accepted among these men and women and that her sister Jalersi had found in Pian what she had found in Resumar had given her life new purpose. Their influence on her was also beginning to show as she grinned seductively. 
“Resumar’s perversions are very inventive if I do say so myself. I rather enjoy them.” She commented.


Narice looked at Toria and smiled. “As are Arrarn’s.”


They all laughed more as Gorgo shook her head. “You see Aleatia… my grandsons have corrupted such fine, beautiful women. Just like their father.”


“So grandfather Riall is not perverted grandmother?” Normya asked with a smile.


Gorgo looked at her. “I never said that.” She answered with a grin. “Riall is… wonderful really. Magnificent and…”

“Stop!” Ne'Veha almost shouted. “I will never be able to look at the Admiral in the same way again if you continue Gorgo!”


They all laughed at the look on Gorgo’s face and even Aleatia couldn’t hold back her own comment. “Dyack does tend to be very… resourceful in our bed.” She said.


Sehri twisted around and looked at her. “Mother!” She exclaimed.


Aleatia laughed. “Well… since we are all being so truthful I thought I would give my feelings as well. Your father is very attentive and…” She said.

“Enough!” Sehri exclaimed.


More laughter ensued further as Dilaen led the Netnews crew along the edge of the patio pointing out certain things as they snapped images of the dragons and Leonidas females on the patio. However… all of them wanted to be on the beach discovering what the Leonidas brothers were talking of.


“… can field probably a thousand ships with all the Prides together.” Resumar was speaking as they walked along the water’s edge. “All of them have fought the Coven and are experienced. We’ve also picked up hints that many of the senior officers are becoming wary of Keleru and his motives Andro. We don’t know if this is true or not though. Mican is trying to get his people in deeper but it’s slow and dangerous.”


“Don’t let him take unnecessary risks Res.” Andro spoke. “His people are too valuable. Once Na'lia is able to manufacture a mass distribution system for the clone serum he’ll need to rally them. You said she is close?”

Resumar nodded. “She has two Hadarians helping her. Last time Mican checked in he said they were only weeks away from a viable mass vaccination.”


“You have escaped routes plotted from the Val'istar’s home?” Andro asked.


Resumar nodded his head. “Nine of them. If we even get a slight hint that an attack is coming, every noncombatant will pull up and leave within two hours. We’ve drilled on it several times. I’m telling you… Pian is very careful. And he has no mercy in him for anyone who wants the status quo to continue. Jalersi either. I’ve spoken to Pian’s mother at length and he has been like this since falling for Jalersi. Everything he has done for twenty years has been to win her love. Now that he has that… he lives for seeing his people free so that he can give her everything. And seeing the sisters work together is very interesting to say the least.”


Andro nodded in agreement. “That is good to hear. Knowing that there are many like Pian is very good news.” He said. “Father is going to talk to them when Pian has them all together. I have an idea of what he will say and offer but not all of it. You know how close lipped he can be.”


“We can hurt them from the inside Andro.” Resumar spoke. “Hurt them badly with the right support.”


Andro nodded his head. “No doubt… but father doesn’t believe Keleru’s hold on his empire is as absolute as everyone seems to think.”


“You think he’s bluffing?” Tir'ut asked surprised by this information.


Andro nodded again. “In part yes.”


Tir'ut whistled. “That would be a huge piece of information.” He said. 


“A nubous bomb! Especially after Solmar. Azlenr and Byka defecting to General Pian is huge!” Dorian added.


Arrarn looked at Resumar. “You think Pian and the others will go for Narice’s proposal Res?”


Resumar shrugged his shoulders. “That I don’t know Arrarn.” He replied honestly to his younger brother. “There’s a lot of bad blood.”


“On both sides fervon.” Arrarn chimed in.


“No doubt about that... yes” Resumar said. “With grandfather helping them, Pian believes the Coven is recovering faster than they would have normally. I told him it had more to do with Narice than grandfather Riall. Her proposal would certainly show that the Coven is no threat to them.” Resumar looked at Andro. “Can we support both?”


Andro smiled and nodded. “That’s one thing we can do easily.” He said quickly. “You know how father hoards. We have more than enough to support both operations and then some. With grandfather within Coven space however, what we lack is a serious show of physical support for Pian. That is what father is going to speak to them about I’m pretty sure. He’s got ideas within ideas in his head. Some he hasn’t even shared with me.”


“That could be very good or very bad knowing father.” Arrarn said with a smile as he looked at Andro. “Especially now that you guys have discovered what it is that lets you do whatever it is you do. You said that this Paladin gene you, father, Dorian and maybe Deion carry lets you feel him even here on Earth?”


“It’s growing stronger for me…” Dorian answered quickly. “It’s like a distant sense. I can feel Andro and Jomann easily… but I only catch intermittent emotions from father. I’m also detecting Deion more and more so he has to have the gene.”


“As he continues with the Tomes it will become stronger.” Jomann spoke now. “It did for me. And I am feeling Deion as well.”


Andro nodded his head. “Jomann and I can feel father and the Praetorian Murano that travels with him if we concentrate hard enough. No doubt they can do the same. It’s easier with Elynth helping us but we can do it alone. Deion is growing quickly. I may have to pull him out of his Agoge to get him the training he needs. Or somehow adjust his training.” 
“What about Nara?” Resumar asked.

“She’s is harder to get a read on.” Andro replied. “I think so… we can sense fleeting images only right now.”

“Images?” Arrarn asked. “What images?”

Andro looked at him. “A blond woman. I’ve never seen her before so I don’t know if it is a real person or if Nara has seen her somewhere before. The images are… vivid, so I won’t go into them. Not without Nara knowing we can sense her.”

“So this gene is only happening with those of us that are pureblood?” Arrarn asked.

Andro looked at him. “Arrarn… you don’t think…?”

Arrarn shook his head quickly. “What? No!” He exclaimed swiftly. “Carians no Andro! I know… I think we all know that whatever this power you and the others have will not change you. To be honest I’m glad I don’t have it. I wouldn’t want the… I wouldn’t want the burden.” Arrarn said with a sober tone.


“It’s not limited to purebloods.” Resumar said. “It can’t be. Dori isn’t pureblood.”


Andro shook his head. “No… but father’s blood is as pure as it gets and so is our mother Isabella’s. The combination must have something to do with it. I need to talk to Val'istar Shiria when she returns tomorrow to know for certain.”


“I would not want this power either.” Tir'ut echoed. “Discovering my father is bonded to a dragon was enough… but to know I had such ability… I would not think of it as a gift.”


Andro looked at Dorian and then Jomann. “Believe me… there are days where we don’t consider it a gift either.”


“Now ain’t that the nubous truth.” Dorian commented. 


“So father and our mothers found Pralors?” Resumar said shaking his head and changing the subject quickly. He knew his brothers and Jomann did not want to continue the path of that conversation. “They always manage to do the impossible you know.”


Andro smiled in agreement. “I questioned what he was doing at first but it seems they found what they were looking for yes. It didn’t work out as well as he thought, but things have gotten better in the last few days from what he told me as we returned to Earth.”


“Fedor?” Resumar asked. “Eirene?”


Andro nodded to him in reassurance. “Both of them are doing very well.” He said. “As are our mothers.”


“And you fervon! You bad boy!” Arrarn chortled as he stuck a finger in Dorian’s ribs. “Your Durcunusaan Captain? You dog!”


Dorian smiled shyly. “She doesn’t want too many people to know fervon so please keep it low key.” He said. 


Arrarn sobered quickly and nodded his head. He could be very tight lipped when he wanted and if his brother wanted that Arrarn would not violate his trust. “Ah… her duties. Got it.” He said.


“Sheva is… she is very professional.” Jomann said thoughtfully. “I have not tried to tell her that she is now considered a Princess.”


Dorian looked at him with wide eyes. “Sibfla… don’t do that!” He exclaimed. “She’ll go nuts! I’m still trying to get her to loosen up more in public!”


Jomann laughed. “Don’t worry… she would probably strike me if I did.” He said. “You will need to tell her eventually though. She needs to know Dorian. Her words will carry far more weight once it is discovered. And it will be discovered eventually.”


“I know. I know.” He said. “I just want to take things real slow.” He replied looking at Andro knowingly. “She is very private.”


Andro nodded his head. “Don’t worry Dorian.” He said. “She will have nothing to worry about. I told you that.”


Dorian nodded as they stopped walking and he held out the data pad to Arrarn. “I need you to have Narice check this out for me Arrarn.” He said.


Arrarn took the pad confused and he read quickly. His eyes narrowed somewhat and he looked up at his brother. “You’re sure Dorian? This…”


Dorian nodded slowly. “I need to know why?”


“We need to know.” Andro spoke. “This knowledge remains between us here.” He told them as Arrarn passed the pad to Tir'ut and he then passed it to Resumar after reading it swiftly. “Cha'talla may be able to help and you can include him… but no one outside of Narice, Toria and yourself on your end Arrarn. At least not now. Tir'ut... I would like you to work it on this end. More and more Akruxians are coming to Earth now with Esther’s approval. You can move among them easier and discover things we can not. And among the vampires as well. There are connections here on Earth; Dorian and I have determined that. We need to find them.”


Arrarn looked at him. “This could be explosive Andro.” He said. “This… this is a real threat to you and Dorian. Hell… it could be to all of us if it’s true.”


Andro nodded. “It could be… but I agree with Dorian on this. Besides… we’ll be able to see anything coming.”


“You’re sure about this fervon?” Arrarn asked looking at Dorian. “What I find out could be what you don’t want to hear.”

Dorian nodded in agreement. “I know… but I don’t think so.” He replied. “And when we get the answers, I intend to make the threat to her go away. Permanently.”


Jomann chuckled. “He is hanging around you and I too much Andro.” He said.


Andro smiled and looked at Dorian. “That he is.” He looked at Arrarn. “Can you access this information Arrarn?” Andro asked.


Arrarn nodded. “I’m the bloody Defense Minister!” He retorted with some force. “Hah! I love saying that!” He gripped Dorian’s arm. “It shouldn’t be an issue. And General Esavorna has resumed command of the Venorik Elghinn, which will make it a little easier.”


“The Ventash'ma allowed that?” Resumar asked surprised.


Arrarn nodded. “They practically begged him to return and take his old position. Some of them knew of his hatred for Aikiro and what she did and they kept it to themselves. They didn’t know exactly why… but they knew of it. He cleaned housed in the first week. He made some enemies… but he made far more friends with his actions.”


“You are worried for Narice fervon?” Resumar asked.


Arrarn shrugged his broad shoulders. “There are more men and women who love her for what she has done and will do… but she has made enemies. You can’t alter the course of a people and not make enemies. They are small but connected. Yeah… I worry for her… but the Immortals got her covered like a blanket when she’s not at home.”


“You trust those Immortals who remain Arrarn?” Jomann asked. “I can arrange for some Durcunusaan to make the trip if you need. She is a Princess of the Union.”


Arrarn shook his head quickly. “No… the Immortals who remained are completely loyal to Cha'talla and Narice. They’d give their lives for her in a split second. They all know their future is tied to the Coven. Colonel Co'kal has made that very clear. Besides… Cha'talla is the one who trained him many years ago and they all look at him with something akin to reverence. Cha'talla is training more men on Kranek but Co'kal has got our back. Lynom has moved to the capital with As'hia to take personal charge of her overall detail… but I know all it takes is one. We’re being careful.”


Andro looked at Resumar. “Which also means you and Athani will become targets as well Res.” He said.


“More than we are now?” Resumar said laconically.


“When it is revealed what Pian is going to do… what I think father is going to do… yes.” Andro told him.


“Athani can take care of herself.” Resumar spoke confidently. “She’s a better fighter than most and Mican is coaching her and Jalersi nearly everyday. Seems he has taken quite the shine to having his sisters back with him. He talks about them all the time. He has taken it upon himself to make sure his sisters are just as well trained as he is. And he’s almost as good as Pian.”


Andro smiled. “Good. Just watch yourself.” He told him.


Resumar nodded. “I will.” He said.


Andro took a deep breath and looked out over the surface of the ocean to Gytheio in the distance. “So much is happening at once and we need to be careful about the steps we make now.” He said.


Arrarn moved closer to him and put his hand on his shoulder. “We are not alone fervon. We never are. Father taught us that.” He said.


Andro looked at him and nodded. “No we aren’t.” He said. He nodded. “Ok… enough work… let’s get back to our ladies and enjoy ourselves for the next few hours. We have a lot of work to do before father contacts us again.”


“I’m all for that!” Arrarn spoke.


“Me too!” Dorian chimed in cheerfully.


Andro turned and looked across the sand to where the patio was. He saw his grandmother watching them and he smiled. “No… we are never alone.” He said softly.

ARC ROYAL


“… coordinates of the two planets Martin.” Delnash spoke from within the transmission twelve hours later. “You are you going to investigate them aren’t you?”

Martin sat at the table with only Murano, Danny and Kesyla this time. He did not want everyone to know what was going on completely just yet. Martin looked at the pad with the coordinates of the two planets for a moment longer and then looked at him in the transmission. “That is the plan. Is it something you would do sir?” He asked.


Delnash nodded his head without hesitation. “Yes… in your position, I believe I would.” He replied honestly, still somewhat taken aback with the respect and honesty that Martin always addressed him with. “As the reports you have show, they were progressing as expected as a culture at the last contact. Yet that was nearly a thousand years ago.”


“Why did you stop visiting the planets?” Martin asked.


Delnash looked down for a moment, an expression of disgust appearing on his face with an equal part embarrassment. He looked back up his eyes determined though. “I have allowed others to do things that I had no knowledge of Martin.” He spoke finally. “I am the Chief Elder Pralor and I allowed them to conduct themselves with no oversight from myself or others. I can not deny this is my fault and I will accept blame for all of it.”


“That’s not what I asked sir.” Martin told him. “You can not change the past… only learn from mistakes made and then you move forward from there.”


“I do not know why the Science Convention stopped monitoring their progress.” Delnash answered him. “Given how Lorendo feels for your people anything is possible. I can’t access this information without him discovering it. Getting the coordinates for you without anyone else knowing was hard enough.”


Murano leaned forward. “Brother… what are you saying?”


Delnash met his eyes. “I’m saying that I have learned that there is at least one faction of our people, perhaps more groups, who are conducting themselves outside of normal channels. They are doing things I would never sanction openly. I only discovered this when I requested the coordinates of the planets because the man I asked for them is a long time friend. Until I return home… if I press too hard… I risk exposing the fact that I am now aware of these things. Lorendo has a large power base I have come to learn from others that I have spoken to since we left Onterom. I need to be very careful in what I do Martin. If I act too quickly they will go underground and disappear and I will never learn anything. And I fear that is not what we want to happen.”

“Brother… you never told me this!” Murano exclaimed.


Delnash nodded his head. “With good reason. You were my safety net. No one knew you even existed Murano. I felt that if I got in beyond my ability to control I could call you in.” He said. “What you forced me to see… what you showed me Martin Leonidas… that I had lost control… it was like getting hit with a very large bludgeon. It opened my eyes to things I have been ignoring for too long. Things I would never approve of.”

“And now you have to deal with it.” Martin nodded in acknowledgement of what he was saying. “I do know the feeling.”

Delnash shook his head. “I allowed them to gather the power they have. I have ignored that they even existed because I wrongly assumed whatever they were doing would be for the good of our people. I realize now… after seeing what Lorendo was doing… I realize that is not the case at all.”


“Father you should not have sent me away!” Kesyla chided him.

Delnash shook his head. “On the contrary Kesyla… sending you away was the only way to keep you safe and it insures that whatever I discover will not be swept aside because I will send it to you.”

“You actually think Lorendo will come after you brother?” Murano asked.


Delnash looked at him. “Based on what I saw him do to hide what was happening on Onterom… and what you have told me… that he designed this virus… it is not something I wish to discover.” He replied.


“Do you doubt Anja’s findings?” Danny asked him.


Delnash shook his head immediately. “No. You would have no reason to invent such information and after what I saw on Onterom… your red haired Queen appears to be far more competent than many of our own doctors and researchers. She is… she is very dedicated and extremely gifted. As are all your Queens Martin.”


Martin nodded. “That they are.” He said. 


“His notes go back so many millennia however… it will take time for me to investigate and not raise any alarms here.” Delnash continued. “I have people I can go to… to seek their help. Men and women I trust… but it appears Lorendo has at least half the Elder Council fully on his side. I need to proceed very cautiously.”

“Explain everything to Teniri Chief Elder.” Martin spoke. “Hold nothing back from her. She holds a great deal of respect for you. As Elder Mother she can help you.”


“She is no longer Elder Mother from what you have told me.” Delnash said. 


Martin shook his head quickly. “Arzoal is Senior Elder Mother… yes… but Teniri has held those dragons with her together for nearly as long as Arzoal has in the Alpha Quadrant. She deserves the same status and Arzoal has granted her that. She will retain her title and status among the dragons on Artaaya. A co-Elder Mother so to speak. You know how intelligent she and the other dragons are sir. Use that. She could very well help you discover some things about Lorendo that you do not know. And she can help to protect you without drawing undue interest in that action.”


Delnash looked at him and nodded after a moment. “I will do this.” He said. “Martin… I will need… I will need access to the computer libraries on your VORTEX Cruiser. Those data libraries will have information that was lost to us when we fled. VORTEX Cruiser 341 was assigned to the Science Convention specifically and they would have downloaded information from the main history archives on our homeworld. Sending them via transmission is too risky. Can I ask of you to…?”

Martin nodded. “I can have Avi download a copy of them to a P1. The better question is how do we get it to you without anyone detecting it?”


“Before leaving Radra asked me to arrange a ship to bring her some equipment and clothing.” Delnash told him. “When I return to Artaaya I will chose the flight crew myself from those I know I can trust. You may give it to the Captain of that ship and he will return it to me. Our transports are similar to the corvette you have. It can reach you within two days at most depending on where in the Quadrant you are. You would just need to give me the coordinates of your current location and then wait for them to arrive.”


Martin nodded. “When we arrive at the planet Murano suggested I will send the message to you. We’ll be there for about a week letting the adolescent dragons stretch their wings and learn some things from the adults.”

“I am… I am not used to all this sneaking around in order to conduct business for the good of our people.” Delnash spoke finally with a shake of his head. “It is disconcerting to say the least.”


Martin nodded. “It sure is.” He agreed. “But I have found that there are always those who think they know better or can do things better. Or they just believe they are always right no matter what evidence is presented to the contrary. They believe they should be in charge because their way is better than the path currently followed. That will never change and we just have to deal with it.”


“And how do you deal with it?” Delnash asked him.


Martin laughed. “Well… if I left it up to my son… he would remove them permanently.” He answered with a small laugh. 
“Your son… he does not sound very flexible.” Kesyla commented.

Martin looked at her. “Don’t misread my statement… Andro is the most compassionate and kind individual you will ever meet. For those who deserve it. He will defend those men and women to the death, no matter their species… but if you piss him off… well let’s just say he is not as forgiving as I am, as many people have commented over the years.”

“Yeah well… you ain’t exactly Prince nubous charming you know.” Danny quipped from beside him.
Martin grinned at him. “We just have to follow the path that we think is best as long as those people who it is our duty to lead agree with us.” He spoke turning back to Delnash. “It is a constant balancing act really… and I know you already know this sir. My Aunt Deia tells me I am getting better.”

Delnash looked at him intently. “I find myself wanting to get to know you far more than I do Martin Leonidas.” He said. “I… I believe I could learn quite a bit from you.”

Martin nodded his head. “No doubt just as much as I can learn from you sir.” He replied. “Perhaps we can make that happen in the future.”

Delnash nodded. “I think I would like that.” He said. “I will begin tracking what Lorendo does as best as I am able and I will keep you informed of anything that may come up. You have my word on that.”

Martin nodded. “We’ll do the same.”

“May… may the Ancients within the Rift of Time guide you in your many actions Martin Leonidas.” Delnash said.
Martin nodded again. “And you as well sir.”
They watched as the transmission faded leaving them alone in the conference room. Martin looked at Murano. “Tell me things aren’t as bad as he makes them out to be.” He said. “You are Pralors… Wayonn never told me this went on! I expect this from my people… but from Pralors?”
Murano looked at him for a moment then turned to Kesyla. She leaned forward in her chair taking the cue from her uncle. “It has… it has gotten worse through the years.” She told him. “There are many who fled the extinction of our people… people that brought with them their own ideals on how to deal with the Scourge and the aftermath. Some are more… extreme than others.”

Martin looked at her. “I’m not following.”

“They advocate active resistance Martin.” Murano said. “They want to return and take back our empire. No matter the cost or what we would need to do.”

“That would be suicide if what you’ve told us is true!” Danny announced.

“They are not a large number…” Kesyla added quickly. “But they do have a good deal of support in the different corners of our society.”

“In the military too?” Martin asked.
Murano shook his head. “Thankfully no. The military, such as it is, most of them have seen first hand what the Scourge did and how. There is no dealing with them and they know that. The best Scourge is a dead Scourge as far as they are concerned.”

“Seems I have heard that statement in past history.” Danny spoke softly. “And a few times it was not good.”

Murano nodded his head. “I don’t disagree Daniel… but that is the consensus of many of the older military officers.”

Martin looked at Danny and then back to Murano. “I can understand their emotion and experience but this doesn’t rule their actions now I hope.”

“No.” Kesyla answered him. “They know there is no way for us to defeat the Scourge now. Not in our current state. There is just not enough of our people left regardless of what others what us to think.”

Murano nodded in agreement. “The Scourge have Breeding Centers scattered all over what used to be Pralor space. Moon sized facilities where all they do is breed more of their kind. Their common warriors alone could overwhelm Artaaya in a matter of days. That does not include their officer corps or others.”

“Wait?” Danny asked. “Officer Corps?”

Murano nodded. “They have an upper echelon Officer Corps.” He told them. “Scourge Elites and Holy Elites. They lead the common soldiers… their Brood troops we call them. The officers walk upright as we do and they are large in number, but many are not as well trained as our people. They are incapable of thinking on their feet so to speak.”

“I thought they were all part of a Hive like mind?” Martin said.

Kesyla shook her head. “No… that is a common misconception.” She replied. “It is not true really.”

Martin looked at her and then back to Murano who smiled. “Kesyla has studied the many different parts of the Scourge whole.” He spoke. “Mari as well from what I understand. They are almost as knowledgeable as those of us who fought them. She is correct Martin. The Elites and Holy Elites are the only ones that have any sort of mental contact with the upper echelon of Scourge leadership. The Holy Elites dictate the orders from the Queen and it flows down to the Brood Warriors through the officers. The Scourge Elites.”
“The Elites are the core of their armies.” Kesyla said. “The Generals. The Holy Elites their government officials in a sense. They receive the orders and pass them down as I said. They are also…” Kesyla grew silent and looked at the table.

Danny sat forward now. “They are what Kesyla?” He asked. “Don’t stop now. Let’s hear it all.”

“They are also the only ones with the ability to impregnate females.” Kesyla finished her statement.
“What?” Martin gasped. “There are female Scourge?” 

Murano nodded. “In… in a manner of speaking.” He said slowly. “The Scourge do not have… females as we know them. They are… Kesyla…” He spoke turning to his niece for help.

“They are a single sex species. The Queen produces the eggs and fertilizes them herself. All of the Scourge warriors are male. We know that before they came into contact with us every few thousand years one of these eggs would change to become female and take the place of the current Queen. At least that is how we thought it was before… before Xaxon conducted his experiments.” Kesyla answered. “They have evolved now because of her… and the Elites can now produce offspring. That is why they began taking our females during the war.”

Murano nodded. “We learned in the last millennia of the second war that they were not killing the females they took from our colonies and planets. They were using them as… as breeders. To produce Elites and Holy Elites who looked more like us.”

“Our scientists determined they were trying to breed a type of Scourge that would look like us in every way.” Kesyla said.

Murano nodded. “We saw many of them on the field of battle at the end… part Scourge part Pralor but equally as powerful as the Elites.” He said. “I don’t know if they have been able to perfect what they were trying to do.”

“It is unlikely.” Kesyla said quickly. “The differences in our physiology would be too much to overcome. At least that is what Radra believes. But those my Uncle and others fought at the end were incredibly powerful and were able to think and act for themselves.”

“So the Queen doesn’t lay the eggs anymore?” Martin asked.

Kesyla shook her head. “No. We believe that it is all done via cloning now. And these breeding centers. It is how they have become so numerous in so short a span of years. The Queen remains in absolute control but she… she no longer has the ability to produce eggs.”

“Well ain’t that peachy.” Danny said finally after a long moment of silence. “Why does every lizard or bug species in the galaxy want to use our women to breed? Why can’t they find their own?”
“The adaptability of our physiology makes us perfect for experimentation of many sorts Daniel.” Kesyla answered solemnly looking at him. “Believe me… it is not something we are particularly happy with.”

Dan looked at her. “No… I don’t suppose you are.” He said.    

Martin looked at Murano. “Xaxon really stepped in it when he began experimenting on them didn’t he?”

Murano nodded his head. “His research gave them the means to branch off on their own.” He answered. “It is unlikely the Scourge would have discovered this knowledge without his interference.”

Martin looked at Kesyla after a moment. “Wait a minute… you said because of her.” He said. “What did you mean by that?”

“Uncle… you should tell them.” Kesyla spoke now.

Martin’s eyes darted back and forth between them. “Tell us what?” Martin asked. He leaned forward quickly. “I need to know everything Murano. I’ve already had this conversation with Wayonn because he thought I wasn’t ready for the knowledge. What is Kesyla referring to?”

Murano met his eyes. “It is the reason that many feel as they do about Praetorians.” He said softly. “They don’t like or trust us. They blame us for what happen.”
“Shit… I ain’t gonna like this am I?” Martin said.

“The Scourge are ruled by a Queen… we have known this since almost the beginning.” Murano said. “She is the one who commands them and her rule is absolute as Kesyla has told you.”

“Ok… so?” Martin said.

Murano took a deep breath. “Xaxon’s research and vile experiments gave them the ability to do what they can now. He experimented on Pralors as well as Scourge… you know this. His actions are what caused many our of people to not trust us.”

Martin nodded. “It’s why he was punished in the manner he was... I got that part.” Martin said. “Now… what don’t I know already about why he was punished in this manner?”

Murano met his eyes. “One of those he used for the experiments… without being truthful to her… was his Praetorian Mage.”

Martin’s eyes grew wide in horror. “His Mage?” He almost yelled.

Murano nodded his head slowly. “Yes. He… he injected her with whatever serum or virus he had come up with at the time. He used her in a horrific manner. No Praetorian could believe it at first and when the truth came out, only Sumar’s insistence he be tried for his crimes stopped the rest of us from dismembering him.”

“I take it… jesus… he killed her.” Martin gasped in disbelief. The thought of using Helen in a manner like that was revolting to even think of for him. She had always been a rock for him, even more so when they discovered what it was they shared and why they were so close.
“We thought she had died yes.” Murano said.

“Thought?” Danny asked.

“After Sumar and Wayonn departed on CS41 we began to receive intelligence that said otherwise.” Murano said. “Rumors really. Rumors that she was not dead.” 

“Oh man… here comes the bomb!” Danny commented as he sat back. “This is not going to be pretty.”
Murano met Martin’s eyes once more. “We received confirmation of this information about halfway through the second war.”

“Confirmation of what?” Martin asked.

“Xaxon’s Mage was not dead.” Murano told him. “Whatever he did to her… it somehow changed her. She… she became a Scourge Martin.” Murano shook his head. “It is why they were so successful against us. Why they began targeting the remaining Praetorians with such success. That… and we believe she had help.”

“She had help?” Martin asked. “What do you mean? She betrayed you?”

Murano looked at him. “Whatever Xaxon did to her it changed her enough that she became Scourge Martin.”

“Yeah… I got that part!” Martin snapped. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Murano answered softly. “It is why the Queen no longer produces eggs and why they use cloning technology to make their warriors now. She also became the new Scourge Queen Martin. Xaxon’s Mage has supreme control and she hates us with every fiber of her bring.”
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AT459

Kalis drew the thin space blanket up over Serale’s shoulders, his eyes watching her face as she slept peacefully. The hi-tech blanket was not something new in the grand scheme of things, only improved upon through the many years. Even though it could be folded into the size of a data pad because of its thinness, it also provided incredible warmth and dryness from the elements. Kalis took a deep breath as he gazed at her beauty and could not wait until he could take her in to his arms and claim her as his wife and mate. Yuriko moved into the passage way and her eyes quickly found Kalis squatting next to the Hadarian female. She didn’t speak or make a sound as she watched him draw the blanket up closer to her chin and simply stare at her. Yuriko may not have been Lycavorian but between watching her father and brothers and countless other Lycavorian men, Yuriko knew that Kalis’s desire for this young woman was by no means a passing interest. His head came around quickly when he detected her scent and he rose to his feet and moved confidently back towards the passageway entrance into the sleeping area. The large general sleeping area was filled now with both Lycavorian and Kavalian men and women.

Kalis moved up in front of her and stopped. Yuriko reached out and took his hand in hers. “We just received a message from the ARC ROYAL. Father confirmed receipt of my message. He burst back a short reply that he would contact us in a few hours.”


Kalis squeezed her hand. “Will he come?” He asked.


Yuriko nodded her head. “More than likely.” She replied. “Father does not say he will do something and then not do it.” 

“How long have…?” Kalis began to ask but stopped.


Yuriko smiled. “It’s a long story… but let’s just say it goes back more years than most people know. Officially… he adopted me seven months after returning and claiming his place as King of the Union. Unofficially… I was only six when I first met him. And that was over five hundred years ago.”


Kalis looked at her oddly. “Five hundred… I thought…”


Yuriko smiled and began pulling him out of the passageway into the sleeping area and towards the main cavern. “I told you it was complicated. Come… we can sit and I will tell you. It also pertains at least in some way to your half sister Lisisa.”

“Lisisa?” Kalis gasped as they walked. “I… by the gods… I had forgotten all about her.”


Yuriko laughed. “That would probably make Lisisa very happy.” She said. “She does not like to be the center of attention. She much prefers just to blend in.” Yuriko motioned to one of the chairs as they came up to the small fire and Kalis settled into it as she did the same. “It all starts when Yuri…”

Kalis listened for nearly an hour, enraptured by the story of how Yuriko was eventually adopted by his Uncle Martin. Part of him felt ashamed because he felt he had a harsh life, only to have Yuriko’s story make his upbringing almost cartoonish by comparison. He also learned just how compassionate and understanding his Uncle Martin could be. This did more for his confidence that he was on the right path than anything had so far and this made him feel good inside.


“She loves you intensely you know.” Yuriko spoke snapping Kalis out of his thoughts and making him look at her.


“What?” He asked.


“Serale.” Yuriko told him. “She loves you intensely. You can see it in the way she looks at you.”


“No more than I have come to love her.” Kalis said. “She is what drove me to continue on Yuriko.”

Yuriko nodded her head in agreement. “I understand. Filrian was much the same for me. It took me longer than you to see that I loved him… but once I did I have never let go.” She told him.


“I do not intend to let go either.” Kalis spoke softly. He looked at her. “Some of your people question my intentions don’t they?”


Yuriko met his eyes. “Some of them yes.” She answered honestly. “But as you go forward your actions are what will win them over. I believe you are sincere Kalis. I’ve seen how you look at Serale. I’ve seen the desire in your eyes. It is why father wanted to help you to discover it.”


Yuriko looked up as one of her men turned from the COM station where he had been monitoring things and moved quickly to her side. “Cilor?” She asked. “What is it?”

The Lycavorian knelt beside her. “We have company.” He said bringing Kalis to full alertness. 


“My father?” He asked.


The man looked at him and shook his head. “No. Worse.”


“Worse?” Kalis said.


The man turned back to Yuriko. “The species your father discovered on Twelve Alpha. The Svorag.” He said. “Long range scans from OMEN THREE picked up a ship entering the system. Frigate size and configuration marks it as a Pralor powered ship and it’s teeming with Svorag lifesigns.”


“A Pralor ship?” Yuriko asked shocked.


Cilor nodded. “Power signature matches what Captain Akemi sent to us in the last burst.” He replied. “At least it used to be a Pralor ship.”


Yuriko came to her feet. “How many lifesigns?” She asked.


“Scans were not conclusive but upwards of a thousand at least.” He answered. “Far more than normal for a Frigate… but then again… these Svorag aren’t exactly normal.”


“S…Svorag?” Kalis asked. “They are native to this quadrant?”


Yuriko met his eyes. “You… you could say that.” She said. She turned to Cilor. “How long?”


“Current speed puts it about two and a half hours out.” Cilor answered.


“Any indication that they see our ship?” Yuriko asked.


“Not so far… but they are still a good distance away.” Cilor answered. “They could just be passing through the sector.”


“Let’s hope so Cilor.” Yuriko told him. “Have OMEN THREE pull back to ten million kilometers from the moon. We don’t have the firepower to stand with a Pralor frigate in a fight, especially if they know to use the weapons systems.”


“I’m guessing these Svorag are not a very friendly species then?” Kalis asked almost casually.


Yuriko looked at him at smiled. “I see that the laconic nature of a Spartan has rubbed off on you in father’s and Andro’s teachings.” She said.


Kalis shrugged his broad shoulders. “It would appear so.” He said.


“The General’s men…?” Yuriko asked. “They are fighters right?”


Kalis nodded. “All of them.”


“Wake him up.” Yuriko spoke. “Take a team back to your ships and make sure you erase any trail from there to here. These Svorag are a nasty species and they aren’t real fond of us right now. Father and Uncle Danny have… liberated more than a few of them of their lives and I’m guessing… but we probably aren’t on their holiday list of do-gooders.”


Kalis nodded. “We will see to it.” He said. “Yuriko… Mata is…”


Yuriko nodded. “Get him some weapons. If these Svorag get on the ground and find us before father gets here, we’ll need everyone holding a weapon.” Kalis nodded his head and turned heading for the sleep area. Yuriko looked at Cilor. “Get a burst off to my father Cilor. Let him know what is happening and tell him to kick in the burners.”


Cilor looked at her. “Kick in the burners?” He asked.


Yuriko smiled. “My father will know what it means.”


Cilor nodded. “I’m on it.” He said.

ARC ROYAL


Those who worked for her knew right away that something was different. Iama was usually very attentive when she first arrived at what all of them were preparing for food. She would go from person to person suggesting something different or praising them on the job they were doing. They may have been Lycavorian and Elf and Algolian, and they may have been only cooks, but the Kavalian female they now called their boss was everything any of them had hoped for in a superior. She always consulted with them before changing the menu, always asked if they had ideas to keep the menu varied and healthy, and she made sure that she was the last one to leave after dinner was finished and the menu prepared for the next day.


This afternoon was different however.


Iama had never been late before and the senior Lycavorian Chief was about to have security check on her when she entered the large Mess Lounge preparation area as if she was floating on air. In the weeks prior to today they had all come to take notice of how her tail was acting in order to sense her mood. Since coming onboard she had stopped wrapping it around her waist and they were able to tell her mood by how much it was twitching back and forth or how much it was relaxed. Today it was calmly moving back and forth as she walked into the area, her strides measured and even. Her face was brighter than any of them had seen it before, her soft green eyes glowing with new life and happiness. The Lycavorians among the mess crew, male and female both, knew instantly what it was for they could smell Fedor all over her and the resonance of his wolf aura flowing around her like a light breeze. His scent was thick in her blood, mingling tightly with her own. They knew that Fedor had not only scented her, he had claimed her as his wife and mate, and the way her scent and her blood utterly accepted this told them all they needed to know. It became apparent to the others rather quickly as well, those elven females who were not wolf could tell by her body language and her bright expression that a man who truly wanted her for something more than a fling had claimed her heart. 
This was not like the other times when she had slept with crewmembers and come in the next day. This time she wore a dreamy expression on her beautiful features and she walked like a woman who had surrendered all she was to a man and he had made love to her until she was senseless. They all secretly hoped it was the young half elf Prince Fedor because they knew no matter how roughly she had treated him before; it was only because Iama wanted him badly and didn’t really know how to approach him. If it was Prince Fedor, it would also account for the tremendously contented expression she wore on her face, for all of them had heard the many rumors that any male of the Leonidas family was built like a bull in the sex department and could make their wives and mates cry out in ecstasy and unqualified bliss every time. They only had to look at the Queens and Princesses to know this was true.

Their answer came in the form of Queen For'mya.

For'mya walked casually into the near empty Mess Lounge and moved up to the main counter with her normal gracefulness. Iama looked suddenly nervous as she briefly hesitated and then moved up to the opposite side.


“Queen… Queen For'mya.” Iama stammered. “I did not…”


For'mya’s face was smiling and happy and she shook her head quickly and reached over the counter for Iama’s hands. “I am not Queen to you Iama’Juturi. Not anymore.” She said. “I’d like to talk with you if I can?”


Iama glanced back quickly and then nodded as she moved to the counter entrance into the Mess Lounge. She moved timidly up to For'mya, looking shyly at the floor, and For'mya smiled and took her hands once more. “Why so timid child?” For'mya asked. “That is not like you.”


Iama looked at her nervously. “I… I know why you are here.” She said softly. “It is… it is because of Fedor. Milady I… I have never known what he makes me feel. I have… I have never loved anyone as I…”


For'mya shook her head and brought her hand up to lay her slender finger on Iama’s lips silencing her words. “You think I do not approve?” She said softly. “You could not be further from the truth Iama.”


Iama looked at her with wide eyes. “But I thought… I am Kavalian. I am…”


For'mya squeezed her hands. “You are a beautiful young woman who has stolen the heart of my son Iama. Our son. I could not care in the least if you were Kavalian, Elven or vampire. I can sense Fedor’s happiness, his complete love and devotion for you within his resonance in Mindvoice. It reverberates to all of us.” For'mya’s eyes became slightly moist and she smiled brighter. “We wanted to welcome you into our family as we have every young woman who claims the heart of one of our sons and becomes a Princess of the Union.”


“We…? Princess…?” Iama asked with wide disbelieving eyes.


For'mya turned and glanced over to the doorway into the mess Lounge, Iama’s eyes following her. They grew even wider when she saw all of Fedor’s mothers waiting, as well as Fedor’s twin sister Eirene. All of them with wide, happy smiles. She glanced back to For'mya, suddenly very nervous as they began to cross the large room towards them.


“Milady… I… I do not know… I do not know how to be a Princess.” Iama stammered quickly and quietly to her.

For'mya laughed softly as she drew her close and slipped her arm around Iama’s waist. “Oh child…” She chuckled. “If only you knew how much we don’t know about being Queens and Princesses ourselves!” She told her. “You will fit right in Iama’Juturi Leonidas! You will fit right in!”


Iama felt her heart lifting even more than what it did within the embrace of Fedor’s powerful arms as Aricia and Anja and the others swarmed around her with happy smiles and welcoming embraces and kisses. Nothing in the universe could have removed the smile she now wore on her face and as tears rolled down her cheeks, and the last remnants of her past life were irrevocably tossed away into the void, Iama finally felt like she was home. She felt welcome and loved. Emotions that had once been taken away from her were now hers once more and Iama’Juturi Leonidas had no intention of ever letting go of them again.


“…treat my mothers and Aunts then?” Fedor asked as he stood watching Martin and Danny checking equipment at the large table in the main Weapons Locker of the Arc Royal. “I did it right?”

Martin looked at him as his hands moved over the P190A4 with expert precision. “Did she scream your name to the moon?” Martin asked him.


“Medwan… there is no moon to see from my quarters.” Fedor spoke.


Danny chuckled. “It is a metaphor Fedor.” He said as he adjusted a combat harness without looking at it.


“Ah… would squeezing me nearly to death and whispering that she loves me over and over in my ear qualify?” Fedor asked.


“That it would boy.” Martin said with a smile. “That it would.”


“Does she make you happy Fedor?” Danny asked.

“Oh yes Tenne Daniel.” Fedor answered. “Her body is like… it is so smooth and firm and…”


“Whoa!” Danny spoke. “No… that’s not what I meant.”


Fedor looked at him oddly. “It’s not?”


Martin set the weapon down and moved around the edge of the table to stand in front of where Fedor sat on the stack of ammunition crates. “He meant does she make you happy in here?” Martin asked poking his chest over his heart.


Fedor nodded quickly with a wide smile. “Yes she does medwan.”


“True Spartan men never talk of intimate moments with their wives and mates.” Danny told him as Martin looked at him. “They joke and insinuate things… but they never reveal the true treasures of those that they cherish. That is between you and her. Keep that to yourself and never speak of it mandri. Hold it close to your heart as a secret and truth only you know.”


Martin nodded and turned back to Fedor. “Iama has had… she has had a life I would not wish upon my worst enemy Fedor. Your mothers and I… well we sensed your happiness within Mindvoice this morning. And through your resonance we could feel hers as well. You are not like anything she has ever experienced Fedor. You have given her something she believed she would never have son. What we felt from her this morning… let’s just say that if you worship the ground she walks upon Fedor, the fire of your love will never dim.”

“I will father. As you and Uncle Danny do.” He said.


“Well… she’s got spunk that’s for sure.” Danny said with a grin. “My bet is she will run you ragged.”


Martin grinned. “No bet here.” He said in reply.


Fedor laughed and nodded his head in agreement. “She already dictated to me what I was to have for breakfast this morning.”


Martin chuckled. “Sounds like Anja and Anuk.” He said looking at Danny. “It sucks having anyone in the medical profession as a wife and mate. They are so healthy. Now we got someone in the food industry as well. I can’t win.” He looked back to Fedor. “Just tell Iama to not try and get me to stop eating meat! It won’t happen!”


They shared a laugh as Danny looked over and saw the Officer of the Deck enter the Weapons Locker hurriedly and move right up to them. “OD?” He asked with a smile. “You lost son?”


“No General.” The human answered as he came right up to them. The crew of the ARC ROYAL had learned in the first weeks to never be shy about approaching Martin or any senior officer, especially General Simpson or the King. Many had spoken to them directly, even when not on duty, and this had endeared them even more to the crew. He held out the data pad to Martin. “Sire… urgent COM traffic from Princess Yuriko.”


Martin took the pad as his face became serious and he began to read. Danny and Fedor both knew it wasn't good and Fedor stood up quickly. “Medwan?” Fedor asked.


“Fervon?” Danny questioned next.

Martin looked up from the pad. “Yuriko made it to her base with the package.” He spoke looking at Danny. “But the Svorag just entered the system they are in and are headed for the moon.”


“They made them?” Danny snarled.


Martin shook his head quickly. “No… but given what we now know about these assholes, it’s only a matter of time before they do.”


“I’ll put together a team.” Danny spat. “We can leave in an hour!”


“No!” Martin told him causing Danny to look at him oddly. 

“Marty… it’s Yuriko!” Danny gasped.


Martin nodded. “I know. But you aren’t going.” He said.


“What? Why?” Danny demanded.


Martin looked at the OD. “Have Akemi notify the Flight Deck that I will be taking my STRIKER. Get it prepped and ready for departure.”


The man nodded. “As you order King Leonidas.” He answered before turning sharply and jogging out of the Weapons Locker.


Martin turned back to Danny and Fedor. “I need you here Dan.” Martin said. “And you aren’t going either Fedor.”


“Father I…” Fedor began to protest.


“No!” Martin snapped. “I’m not taking you away from Iama so soon after you claimed her as your wife and mate! And until your mother clears you for full duty you are still not fit for action!”


“That is not true!” Fedor stammered. “I am fully healed and fit!”


Martin looked at him. “No.” He stated finally. “Not this time Fedor. There will be more than enough times in the future. Now I need you here.”


“What about me?” Danny demanded. 


Martin looked at him with a sly grin. “I was going to make it a surprise… but when I talked to Andro I told him to put wives and mates on a Corvette and send them to us.” He explained. “It’s not right for me to have Aricia and the others here with me and no one else has that. Amazingly… only a few hundred of the crew are married so it’s not really a lot of extra people. He is probably back on Earth by now and he said he would send the ship out first thing. We should be hearing from Ben pretty quick to lock down coordinates and position. You need to be here with the others to greet them.”


“Martin that…” Danny started to protest but Martin shook his head. 


“No fervon.” He said. “I’ll take Murano, T'lolt, Jules, Kenny, Pablo and Garan. Kasdan as well for a scientific perspective. I don’t intend to do any fighting fervon. We’re gonna go there and pull them out with the package.”


“And what if the Svorag don’t like that idea?” Danny snapped.


Martin grinned. “Well then you can come in and rescue my limp dick and try to make up for all the times I’ve saved your fat ass!”


“Asshole!” Danny barked.


Martin laughed. “Yeah… I’ve been called that a lot lately.” 

“How do you know it ain’t a trap?” Danny hissed.


Martin looked at him. “I’ve showed you the results fervon. Do you think he could have done that if he wasn’t sincere?”


Danny was silent for a long moment and then finally shook his head. “No.” He said. “I still don’t like it!”


Fedor looked between them and finally stepped up. “Who are we talking about? What are you not telling me? Is this… is this about him medwan?”


Martin looked at him. “No.” He answered firmly. “If it was Fedor… I would share it with you. And I wouldn’t be going there to bring him back here. I’d be going there to kill him.”


“Then who?” Fedor demanded.


Martin reached out and placed his hand on Fedor’s shoulder. “Do you trust me son?”


Fedor looked at him as if he was crazy. “Medwan… you never need to ask me that!” He stammered. “Never!”

“Then trust me now.” Martin said. “Stay here. Spend every waking moment you can with Iama and show her how much she means to you. How much she is now a member of this family son. Kiss her. Hold her. Nuzzle her. Make sure she knows.”

Fedor looked at him oddly. “You don’t need to tell me to do these things father.” He said. “I already planned on it.”


Martin smiled. “Good.” He said. “I had to hit your brothers in the head with a board to get them to do it.”


“Somehow I don’t think so father.” Fedor spoke.


“Trust me boy.” Martin said with a smile. “You’ll know everything when I get back. Now get down to the landing bay and help your mother, Endy and Tina prep the ship.”


“Father you…” Fedor started to say.


Martin shook his head. “Go.” He said.

Fedor met his gaze for a long moment and then moved for the entrance. Martin turned and looked at Danny. “Want to tell me what’s up?” Danny asked him.


“Iama’s family is with Kalis.” Martin said softly. “She’s been through far too much than a young woman should have to experience fervon. Fedor has given her everything she thought she would never have and I won’t let them take that from her. You smelled how deeply her scent is within his blood?”


Danny nodded. “Kind of hard to miss.” He answered. “She would kill for him.”


Martin nodded his head. “I want them to have time together.” He said. “They need that time because when her family gets here things might get ugly.”


“You… you could have told me about Anuk and Nubian.” He said.


Martin looked at him. “And miss seeing the expression on your face when Anuk slaps you for following me out here? No way.”


Danny chuckled and moved closer to him. He took Martin’s arm and squeezed. “Thank you fervon.” He said.


Martin nodded. “Don’t thank me for doing what I should fervon.” He said. “I haven’t felt right since we left because of it. I hate splitting up families. Once we get to this planet for the adolescent dragons we’ll have a good week of time. Murano says the planet is lush and uninhabited. It’s perfect.”


“Perfect never works for us… you know that.” Danny said.


“Maybe our luck will change.” Martin said. “Everyone needs the break. We have been out here a long time Danny.”


Dan nodded. “That we have.”


“So I’ll go get Yuriko and Kalis and we’ll meet you at the planet.” Martin told him. “Then we’ll have a big party and plan how we are going to squash Pusintin and his asshole followers.”


Danny laughed. “Now that sounds like a plan!” He spoke.

VEYERAI 

UNION SAFE ZONE

HIGH COVEN SPACE
FEBRUARY 12TH, 0835 HRS, EST

Yuri walked slowly down the corridor towards the base’s medical area with an extremely contented smile on her face as she read from the data pad. They had returned two days ago and their first night back Pa'cour had been very attentive to her with Onera now in her own personal apartment. Yuri had to admit to herself that her Immortal husband was very creative in their bed and this creativity combined with his immense size and skill at making her cry out in delight made for a very exhaustive but overwhelmingly fulfilling evening. Last night had been more of the same and Yuri was sore now, but in a deeply satisfying and happy way. They had remained in their quarters for most of the day yesterday, Pa'cour doting on her like a jewel, and she reciprocating the emotions and physical pleasure quite willingly. His body was a beautiful temple to her, and Yuri simply adored worshiping at that temple. She craved his touch upon her more than anything else in her life and knowing that he felt the same way without doubt made it that much more pleasurable for her.


Yuri looked up from the pad as she entered Nalavi’s realm and she spied him speaking with Nameia standing on the other side of the glass divider that separated the beds from the rest of the center. Six of them were occupied by the elven females that they had rescued and Nalavi was treating. She stopped for a moment as she took him Nameia’s surreal beauty and Yuri felt her heart racing. Nameia wore a full, dark blue jumpsuit that hugged her lush elven figure like a second skin. She wore a utility belt of sorts with three small pouches along the small of her back and a single K14 sidearm on her right side. The K14 was the cut down version of the full sized Union K12 Magnum, but still a very lethal firearm. One of Pa'cour’s Immortals must have supplied it to her since they were under orders to give her whatever she wanted. Yuri couldn’t understand why she felt this way looking at Nameia… she was certainly not going to deny the emotions and feelings just looking at her caused. Yuri had vowed never to suppress her emotions and feelings again, for that was in part how Xaxon was able to manipulate her and gain control of her so easily. No… now Yuri would face and confront her emotions no matter what. She just didn’t quite know how to proceed when it came to Nameia. That she was physically drawn to the elf female was a surprise for Yuri as she had never considered another woman in such a manner. She wanted Nameia though, that much Yuri was sure of. She wanted to feel Nameia’s body against hers; she wanted to taste her in so many ways... she just didn’t know how to come to grips with that.


Yuri straightened up and moved fully into the medical center, Nalavi turning when he heard her. His face lit up and he smiled as she came up to them.


“Yuri!” He exclaimed turning fully to face her while Nameia stood beside him and let her royal blue eyes gaze upon the vampire princess.


Nameia looked at her intently, the woman who had saved her life, but whose past was a myriad of angry and violent actions. Many of them resulting in the deaths of innocent men and women. Nameia had seen images of the vampire Princess many times on the Netnews, but the woman standing before her now looked nothing like those images. While her exotic heritage was obvious to any who looked at her, Nameia noticed that the severe lines and dark shadows that had occupied her face in those images were gone. Her skin was almost olive in color and vibrant with life. Her skin looked so soft and inviting to Nameia who was startled to say the least. Though only five foot four from what Nameia could judge, Yuri carried herself with an air of confidence and grace, not arrogance in any way. Her body was extremely well toned and very shapely and Nameia very briefly wondered what she looked like without clothes. She blinked rapidly and shook her head slightly trying to rid herself of such thoughts. She glanced up as Yuri spoke.


“I came to check on our guests.” Yuri said softly, her voice causing Nameia to inwardly shiver in unexpected but very welcome feelings of desire.


Nalavi nodded his head. “Yes… I figured as much.” He spoke holding out the pad to her. “I contacted Esther the moment after you contacted me from your ship. She sent me the formula for the vaccination she developed within thirty minutes. I had everything here to fashion the doses by the time you arrived.”


Yuri let her dark eyes move over the six elven females who looked to be resting quite comfortably on the beds. “How are they?” She asked softly.   

Nalavi turned back to his patients who all seemed to be resting quite comfortably, two of them asleep while the other four were taking among themselves. “Well… the vaccine worked.” He said first. “All traces of the chemical that addicted them is gone. Their bodies are returning to normal for female elves… their mental state however is up to them.”


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


Nalavi met her gaze. “They have been prisoners of Immortals for months Yuri.” He answered. “The one with the red hair there… over a year. Everything they had is gone. Their lives are changed. And they endured months of forced sexual encounters that none of them wanted.”


Yuri lowered her head to the floor instantly embarrassed. “Phraktos… how stupid of me!” She hissed softly. 

Nameia stepped closer to her. “It is alright Princess.” She said gently. “They do not… they hold no malice for you. They know you risked much by saving them and they all are indebted to you.” 

“The Immortals here…” Yuri said quickly. “Those who follow me and my husband. They are not the same as those that held you and them. They are so very different.”


Nameia nodded. “They heard the other Immortals talking at different times while they were prisoners. They know what has happened to those that follow General Cha'talla.”


“You know him?” Yuri asked quickly.


Nameia shook her head. “No… I have never met him… but what he has created on Kranek is well known now. Even within the Wilds.”


“Do any of them… do they have families? Was any of them married?” Yuri asked. “Someone we can contact?”


Nameia shook her head. “Only Sora.” Nameia answered. “The dark haired one on the end. She was married only two months before the Immortals captured her.”


“Her husband?” Yuri asked. “Where is he?”


“Why?” Nameia asked.


“I intend to see them returned to their families.” Yuri told her.


Nameia glanced at Nalavi quickly and then back to Yuri. “I thought we… I thought we were…” She stopped speaking for a moment and Nalavi took it up.


“I think they are under the impression they are to be prisoners.” He told Yuri. “Slaves.”


“What?” Yuri gasped. “No! Never! I would not have taken them from that vile world only to replace that with another! Why would they think that?”


Nameia looked at her again. “Forgive me Princess. It’s just…”


“Stop calling me that!” Yuri snapped. “I am not a Princess of the Coven any longer! I have left that life behind me! Gladly!”


“They know who you are.” Nameia said softly.


Nalavi looked at her. “Your former reputation precedes you Yuri.” He said. “They don’t know that you travel a different path now.”


Yuri cursed under her breath and shook her head. She looked at Nameia, her dark eyes wide. “I wish to return them to their lives. To their families. At least as much as I am able after what they have endured.”


Nameia stared into Yuri’s dark eyes and saw the determination in them. The drive to do what was right. This was undoubtedly not the Princess Yuri they had heard so much about and Nameia knew for certain it was no act. This woman was different from the images she had seen of the old Princess Yuri. Very different.


“You… you are… forgive me but you are not the Yuri that so many have heard about.” Nameia said. 


“If only you knew.” Nalavi said with a smile.


“Nalavi stop!” Yuri hissed.


“Why?” He questioned her. “Nameia is right. You are not the same person Yuri and you should not be afraid of who you are now.”


“I am neither afraid nor ashamed of who I am now.” Yuri stated confidently. “In some ways I’m still trying to figure it out… but I will not turn away from who I have become. It’s just very hard to explain to someone who…”

“Who doesn’t know you?” Nameia offered.


Yuri looked at her and nodded slowly. “That is part of it yes.” She said.


“I saw the way you acted with that Immortal on the planet.” Nameia said. “He is… he is your husband?”


Yuri nodded. “He is the one who saved me from the wretched life I was lost within.” She said in an almost wistful tone of voice. “His love for me saved me. What he did… what he did allowed me to love him in return. With all that I am. The young woman who helped us rescue you and the others… she is Onera. She is our daughter. The first and most beautiful sign that I have changed.”


Nameia gazed at her. “I know very little of vampires as a whole… but I am aware of the law your people have about relations with Immortals. It is a taboo within your culture isn’t it? A despicable sin according to what we have heard.”


Yuri nodded her head. “It was… yes. My sister Narice is changing that. She is changing so much for my kind. Since she became Empress there are many such relationships that have come out into the open. More than even my mother suspected. I am the Blessed Wife of an Akruxian Immortal and I have never been more proud of anything in my life than when I speak that fact.”


“There are many who think you are dead.” Nameia said. “That the bounty on your head was lifted because Crown Prince Androcles killed you.”


Yuri met her blue eyes thoughtfully. “In a way he did.” She explained. “He killed the old me.”


Nameia looked at her intently, tilting her head to the side. “That is a very… very odd thing to say.” She said. “You are standing here now.”


Yuri grinned. “I suppose it is.” She said. “But it’s very true.”


“I’m… I’m not sure I follow. The Immortals with you… your husband… they look so different from those who held us prisoner. We knew of Cha'talla of course but these other changes… none of us suspected.” Nameia said.


Yuri stepped closer to her. She could smell Nameia’s elven blood within her veins and it smelled almost as sweet as Pa'cour’s. No… she wasn’t going to suppress the emotions swirling through her. Never again. If Nameia attracted her so much, then there must have been a reason. Yuri knew there was a reason. And she would embrace the emotions and feelings without doubt until she found that reason. It was a vow both she and Pa'cour had made to each other one night while lying in each other’s arms. “Join me for breakfast and perhaps I can begin to explain so that you do understand.” She asked.


Nameia’s eyes brightened considerably and she nodded her head without hesitation. “I think I would like that.” She said in reply.


Though Yuri did not yet know it… Nameia had already decided she was beyond attracted to the vampire Princess. She desired the exotic looking woman in a very intense and intimate way. Nameia had always been very open and adventurous, she was an elf after all, and she had had two female lovers in her three hundred and six years of life. Though neither had lasted for any great length of time because of different reasons, they were still passionate and incredibly pleasurable relationships nonetheless. Nameia was free now… something she never thought she would be only a few short days ago. She was free to live her life how she wanted going forward into the future. She would contact her family in due time and then visit them. She needed time to adjust to things now and regardless of what had happened just recently, Nameia could not deny the intense attraction to Yuri.


Nor the Immortal she called her Blessed husband.


Perhaps events were happening this way for a reason. For a purpose that she did not yet know. Whatever the cause… Nameia was not going to turn away from it.
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Koguth watched as Kalis, Mata and Nedoli finished using large branches with the leaves still on them to erase any sign of footprints they had left along the trail leading away from the two ships they had arrived on. They had secured both LEUGERS transports and then insured that each had an immense net drawn over them that would automatically adjust and blend in with the terrain around the two ships. This would effectively hide them from the naked eye unless you moved right on top of them. To keep them from being spotted by ship board scans their main power was dropped to miniscule levels and the LSD coils recharging reduced to a tiny fraction of what was needed to sustain them. 
Koguth let his eyes cut to the side where he saw three of his Pride maintaining security alertly with three Lycavorian troops. The Princess had placed the men under his command without even pausing and this fact alone showed Koguth that his decision so long ago had been the right one. The Union didn’t care that he and his Pride were Kavalian. As long as they held the same values and morals… Koguth firmly believed that you would be accepted by citizens of the Union even if you had wings and gold skin. Even the few hours among them here on this moon had shown him this. Within the first hour, the Lycavorians were reaching out to his Pride members, offering food and drink and striking up conversations about the most mundane things. They were breaking the ice and trying to get a feeling for his people and when they discovered his Pride members were not so very different in their beliefs, the conversations continued unabated. It was something they did not expect from Kavalians, and when they did find they were the same in many ways, the walls of distrust and suspicion began to come down.

Koguth shifted the P190A4 to his left hand. The Union weapon was smaller and lighter than their assault rifles and would better serve them in the terrain. The silenced nature of the weapons also made them very appealing. He watched as first Kalis and then Nedoli stepped back from their work and then tossed the branches as far away from the trail they had taken as possible. They moved back to where he squatted, Mata finishing his portion after them and then doing the same with his branch. His eyes cut to the Lycavorian enlisted man as he moved from his position and came up next to him as Kalis settled to one knee in front of him.


“They will not be able to determine what direction we went if they find the ships General Koguth.” Kalis told him.


Nedoli nodded his head, his tail sweeping calmly behind him. “Not unless they have those like you Kalis. Those who can smell us.”


Koguth turned to the Lycavorian. “May I ask your name…?” He spoke.


“Vistale General.” The man replied. “Enomotarch Vistale.”


Koguth nodded his head knowing the Union ranks by heart. “Excellent. Senior Sergeant. You have served long then?”


Vistale nodded his head. “Seven hundred and eighteen years General.” He replied. “I joined when I finished my Agoge.”


“The Union Training Course for all their soldiers.” Mata spoke with a touch of respect in his voice. He looked at Koguth. “It is said this Agoge is brutally efficient General.” He looked at Vistale. “That is meant as a compliment.”

Vistale nodded with a small smile. “And that is how I took it.” He said. “It is harsh yes… but fighting the High Coven was never easy.”


Koguth nodded. “That is a fact no matter what anyone says.” He agreed. “What can you tell us about these Svor…? Svorag Senior Sergeant Vistale? You have crossed their path out here before I take it?”


“We haven’t directly sir.” Vistale answered. “The King and General Simpson have. On two different occasions. We have the reports and after action briefs.”


“Since it appears we do not have the time to read them… perhaps a short version would do.” Koguth spoke.


“I’m not an Intelligence Operative sir.” Vistale said.


“No… you are a soldier. I prefer a soldier’s view.” Koguth said. “They are more in touch with reality.”


Vistale chuckled and nodded his head. “I suppose we are sir.” He spoke. “They are a vile species. They walk upright for the most part, are very fast and extremely tough. Their skin has some sort of natural armor on it so aiming for vital areas is a necessity. They also…” He stopped for a moment.

“Vistale?” Koguth spoke. 


The Lycavorian looked at him. “Do not allow them close to you.” He continued. “They have appendages that… if they are able to insert these tongues or other things into your body they can change you.”


“Change you?” Kalis asked.


Vistale nodded. “It is how they increase their numbers. They do something to you and inject you with some sort of liquid that makes you docile. Then they… they force themselves upon you over and over spewing their fluids into you until your body begins to change into one of them. It is… it is even more vile for the females they bring down. They violate every orifice with their appendages. The King’s last report indicates they are also using females of other species to breed more of their vile kind.”


“You do not mince words Vistale.” Koguth said finally.


Vistale looked at him. “You have come with Kalis Leonidas General.” He said firmly. “The Lycavorians among us can smell the Leonidas blood within him sir. He has embraced his Lycavorian nature and his actions towards the young Hadarian only confirm this for us.” He looked at Kalis who wore a shocked expression on his face. “Your desire for each other pours from both of you young Kalis. She is to be your wife and mate and all of us can smell it. We can smell your devotion to her.” Vistale looked at Koguth. “And we can smell it within all of you General.” His eyes cut to Mata. “Even within you Puma Bane.” He turned back to Koguth. “All of you are reaching for the unknown and our King has always said to never fear the unknown. We live by that phrase now. We are here now and we will stand beside you. All of you. Lying to you about something that endangers all of us is not something any of us would do. We are in this together.”


Koguth was silent for a long moment and his eyes moved to each Lycavorian that had accompanied them and he saw the same look in their eyes. He turned back to Vistale and nodded his head finally. “Yes we are.” He stated. “So these creatures… they are… you called them Svorag?”

Vistale nodded. “That is their official name. King Leonidas and General Simpson refer to them as Fuglies.”


Koguth’s brow narrowed. “Fuglies?”


Vistale grinned. “Fucking ugly.”


Koguth couldn’t help but burst out laughing and he shook his head slowly. “Oh… I needed that.” He said. “Indeed I did.” He nodded. “Very well… let us return and set up our defensive line. If these Fuglies decide to come here they will find we are not so easily taken.”


“…still on course Captain.” The elven sensor operator spoke from the portable sensor table set up in the cave. They had a small, portable sensor array established on the top of the mountain above them which provided them sensor coverage for the immediate sector around the moon.

“How soon before they come in range of the moon?” Yuriko asked.


“Their speed has slowed… so say about three hours.” She answered turning to look at her. “Maybe they’ll bypass the moon altogether.”


Yuriko nodded. “Let’s hope so.” She said turning to see Mani move up beside her. “Lady Mani?” She asked. Mani was slightly taken aback by how Yuriko referred to her and it showed in her face. Yuriko smiled. “My father and mothers taught us to respect our elders Lady Mani. I remember several times where Andro and my brothers forgot that and they felt the sting of our mother’s hands upon their backside when they were growing.”

Mani couldn’t help but smile. “I did not… I did not expect us to be accepted so easily.” She said finally.


Yuriko’s eyes darted to the side of the cavern. “I think that tells us that your Pride is dedicated to the same ideals as we are Milady.”


Mani followed her gaze and she smiled when she saw Nedoli leaning up against the wall of the cavern near the entrance. Sitting between his legs in a fashion that was much more than causal, Ceale was looking into his face as his large hand gently caressed her shoulder. Both her legs were tossed over one of his and she reached up occasionally to smooth out some portion of the light fur on his face. They were talking in small whispers and Mani saw Ceale smile brightly several times at something Nedoli said to her. She turned back to Yuriko. 

“My son… Nedoli… he has never shown such emotion for any woman.” She said. “He has been taken with Ceale since he first saw her, no matter what she was forced to endure. It makes my heart happy to see that Ceale has looked beyond what she has experienced and seen that he worships her. That she accepts him for who he is.”


Yuriko nodded. “You’ll get no argument from me.” She said in reply. “Was there something you wanted milady?”


Mani looked at her. “I was going to ask… I was going to ask if you knew anything of my daughter. Of Iama?”


Yuriko shook her head. “I’m sorry… I’ve only met her once and that was at a meeting before we left the Alpha Quadrant.” She said. “I know that she has the respect of my father and my mothers and that she is very well liked among the crew of the ARC ROYAL.”


Mani looked over to where Ceale and Nedoli sat. “Her grandfather was the one who took her away from us. He did this while Koguth was off fighting the Coven.” She turned back to Yuriko. “When he returned and discovered what his father had done, he was incensed. He killed his own father for selling Iama to the brothels. Not a day has gone by since then that he has not thought of her or stopped looking for her.”


Yuriko thought briefly of her father and how driven he was looking for Lisisa all those years ago. She nodded. “Then my father will understand him.” She said finally. 


Mani looked at her. “Can you tell me of the King? Your father?”


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


“Whatever you feel comfortable allowing me to know.” Mani replied. 


Yuriko chuckled and met her eyes. “That could take a long time.” She said.


“What else are we doing but waiting?” Mani said.


“True.” Yuriko said. “He is… he is a very different man my father and…”


As Yuriko began to speak, Ceale was looking up into Nedoli’s face with what amounted to both new found desire and love. 
Ceale knew what she felt within herself when she looked at him, yet she was still very unsure of herself. She knew that he adored her in every way and that whatever had happened to her did not matter to him in the least, nor did it remove his own powerful desire for her. His actions these last weeks had only proven that to her more and more each moment she spent with him. And as the days had passed she found herself wanting to spend as much time with him as possible. She also knew enough about men to know that while his eyes held passion and desire for her, it was not the same as the violent lust she had seen in Pusintin’s eyes or the eyes of his officers she had been forced to service. No… this desire and lust was a kind that made her feel safe and warm within his embrace. His body was always warm, partly because of the light layer of fur and partly because like Lycavorians, Kavalians tended to have higher than normal body temperatures. When he looked at her with those eyes, she saw in them the desire that she had never seen in her husband’s eyes. A desire to sweep her up and make her feel things she never had before. His long fingers absently stroked her shoulder delicately and while she knew he could extend very sharp and deadly claws if he wanted, she had no fear of him whatsoever.

He lifted his other hand and brought it to her face, brushing some of her dark red hair from her cheek. “What are you thinking Ceale?” He asked softly.


She reached up and covered his large hand with her own, holding it to her cheek for a long moment. Ceale was rapidly discovering that while open displays of affection were not common among normal Kavalians, those who believed as Nedoli and his Pride were not among that form of belief. “That it is so very strange how things have worked out.” She said softly curling her fingers within his. “I don’t really know… Nedoli I…”

Nedoli placed a finger to her lips and stopped her words. “You will heal Ceale.” He said softly. “You will heal and I will help you. Time is one thing we have plenty of. I ask for and expect nothing in return from you. I will show you that what you have experienced in your life is not how it should have happened. I will show you that you are still the most beautiful flower I have ever seen in my life, no matter what has taken place.”


“You say that with such conviction.” She said looking into his dark blue feline like eyes.


“Why wouldn’t I?” He asked her. “It is what I believe. What I feel in my heart. I can not take back what has been done to you my beautiful Ceale… I wish I could… but I can’t. But I can show you that you have not lost that spark within you. That you are still a breathtakingly beautiful woman and if given the honor, I would love you like no other.”


Ceale lowered her head to his chest and placed a hand over his heart as his words made her nearly come to tears. “Why couldn’t I have found you before all this happened?” She said softly.


Nedoli smiled and wrapped his powerful arms around her upper body pulling her tighter to him. “The past no longer matters. All that matters now is how we approach the future my flower. Everything happens for a reason Ceale.” He said softly. “I will show you what love is. When you are ready… when you are ready I will love you until it steals your breath away and washes you of the shame that you think you must carry within you. Then… then we will start our life together and you will know everything you have been denied. I swear to you.”

Ceale’s eyes closed and she smiled blissfully at his words feeling the warmth of his body fill her. She snuggled even closer to him, never having felt the emotions coursing through her that she felt for this man. She would never have dreamed she could have such emotions for a Kavalian male. Emotions that lifted her spirits to the sky and were the anchor to what she now held onto.

MARTIN’S STRIKER MARK II
LEONIDAS ONE



“…course laid in. First jump complete. Time to next jump is three hours and sixteen minutes.” Endith spoke from her pilot’s seat. She turned to look at Martin who knelt between her and For'mya sitting in the co-pilot’s seat.


Over two decades they had been a flight crew now, far longer than was the norm within the Union, but also the reason that they were the foremost Flight Crew anywhere within the Union. Combined with Tina as their Flight and Combat Engineer as well as their relief pilot, there was nothing they could not do together as they had proven through the years. They had taken their STRIKER into places that no pilot would ever attempt unless they were completely insane.


“How long Endy?” He asked somberly.


“Five hours after we exit the second jump.” She answered. “Give or take a few minutes.”


For'mya glanced at him and reached up with her gloved hand to place it under his chin and turn his head gently to look at her. “What is it Martin my love?” She asked. “I can sense your foreboding.”


Martin met her dark eyes and shook his head. “It’s not what you think Kinsoaurgai.” He answered.


“You question whether you have done the right thing.” For'mya told him. “Whether you should have exposed Kalis to his heritage after what Pusintin did to me.” Martin’s eyes went a little wider when she said that and For'mya smiled at his expression. “You think we don’t know how you feel?” She asked. “You can not hide everything from us you know. No matter how hard you try.”


“Have I done the right thing Kinsoaurgai?” He asked.


“What does your heart tell you Martin our love?” For'mya asked him. 


“It is not my heart that I am worried about.” Martin said. 


“Do you honestly believe that after all the years that have passed since you changed me that I would think any different from you in this regard?” For'mya asked him. “From the very first moment you made me like you I have embraced my life as your wife and a Spartan woman. We all have.”


“That doesn’t answer my question.” Martin told her.


“It is not a question you should be asking.” For'mya told him. “I may be an elf female but the moment you turned me, I became half Lycavorian and a Spartan woman. Anja and Dysea as well. When we realized what you had done on Enurrua… the opportunity you gave to Kalis… what do you think we did? We rallied around Aricia, who is our soulmate just as much as she is yours, and we decided that we would not throw away the chance Kalis never received. The chance you gave to him. The chance to know his Lycavorian bloodline. To see what he could become. He deserved the chance denied him by his father… and look what has happened? The brief glimpse you offered to him… what he would never have seen from his father… it was all he needed to drastically alter the path he was walking. He would not have been able to complete the skills and tests you, Andro and the others gave to him if his true heart was not in it Martin. You know that.”

Martin nodded. “Yes.”


“Now he has done what none of us thought he could.” For'mya said. “I believe you were the only one who had true faith him in enough to see it. We did not in the beginning… until he completed the tasks. He rejected everything he was and altered the road he walked on before it consumed and killed him like it did his brother. I have no doubts now. No questions to his intent. None of us do. He is a Leonidas now… and he is reaching out to us for the support and love he did not receive before. It is not something we would deny to any who bore our blood in their veins and he is no different.”


“Fedor and Eirene?” Martin asked.


“Fedor and Eirene will be cautious… but once they see what we have seen… well… he is their half brother.” For'mya said. “They will embrace that and build from there.”


“What do you sense For'mya?” He asked. “I know you can probably feel him through me. What do you sense?”


For'mya met his eyes. “You know I can not control my empathic abilities like that Martin my love.” She told him.


Martin nodded his head with a smile. “I also know you have become quite good at getting a read on something that you can feel. You have felt him within me?”


For'mya nodded. “Yes.”


“And?” He asked again.


“I sensed… I sensed fear and anxiousness.” For'mya answered him. “But most of all I felt love for another.”


Martin’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Love?”


For'mya nodded her head quickly. “There is someone with him that has brought forth this love within him. He would do anything for her. Even die. Without doubt or hesitation. She is the true catalyst to his life becoming different” She smiled at the man she loved more than her own life. “That is how we knew he had changed. This is how we knew he had truly embraced his Leonidas bloodline. He carries within him the trait that is so prevalent within you and our sons.”


“Why didn’t you tell me this?” Martin asked her.

For'mya smiled and her cheeks flushed slightly. “We did not share it with you because what I sensed was very personal for Kalis and we decided it was not something others needed to know.”


“Personal?” Martin prodded her.


“Let’s just say that he wishes to make this woman feel what you make each of us feel when we are in your arms Martin my love.” She said. “That is not something you can fabricate within your emotions my love. And that is how we know Kalis has truly turned a corner in his life.”


Martin was silent for a moment and he finally nodded his head. “Ok.” He exhaled finally. “Now I feel a lot better about this. And the risks we are taking.” He looked at For'mya and leaned over to nuzzle her cheek and neck. Her eyes closed in delight and she squeezed his arm. “You are amazing you know that.” He whispered to her.


For'mya chuckled softly. “You are not so bad yourself you know.”


“Oh please…!” Tina exclaimed from behind them. “Enough already! No making the co-pilot all hot and bothered Skipper! Get off our flight deck!”


Martin smiled as he stared at For'mya and he kissed her tenderly before rising to his feet. “I got your hot and bothered…” He spoke looking at Tina. “He’ll be on the ARC ROYAL when we return.”


Tina and Endith looked at him with wide eyes. “Benjamin?” Endy almost yelled. “He is coming to see us?” They had been married over twenty years and no matter the time apart, Benjamin could make both of them sing in delight for hours.

“Marty… you better not be messing with us!” Tina snapped. “I swear… if you are… I’ll make sure For'mya and the others close the store on you!”


Martin leaned over and kissed Tina’s cheek. “No… I’m not messing with you. If Andro followed my instructions… he’ll rendezvous sometime tomorrow evening. He’ll be waiting for you when we return. It’s about time everyone else was able to enjoy what I can every day. Having those we love with us. At least for a time.”

“Endy you hear that?” Tina exclaimed. “You…”


Martin quickly left the cockpit before Tina got wound up and they started to talk of things he did not want to hear. He moved into the back and his dark brown eyes took in those with him situated within the back of the STRIKER. Torma rested within the pen in the back, his head on the hay covered floor. Kasdan sat beside T'lolt and was involved in an animated discussion with the Immortal. Garan sat with Julie, Pablo and Kenny at the table looking over images to the moon sent to them by Yuriko. He cut his eyes to Murano who came up next to him.


“We are going in rather ‘light’ as you say.” He spoke.


Martin nodded. “No need to bring more.” He answered. “According to Yuriko… those who left my brother number about ninety. All of them fighters as well as pilots. I don’t intend to stick around long enough to engage those Svorag fucks if they land on the moon. Hitch them and pitch them we used to say in the Teams back on Earth. Get in and get the fuck out quick.”


Murano nodded. “A wise tactic.” He said.


“Murano… I want to ask some questions and I want your word that you will tell me the truth and hold nothing back.” Martin told him.


Murano nodded his head without hesitation. “I think we are beyond that now Martin. As Praetorians it goes against everything I… we were ever taught to keep information from our brother Praetorians.”


“I want to know how the Scourge caught those like us… Praetorians… how they caught us flat footed at the beginning of the second war.” Martin asked him. “You should have felt them coming right? At least in some fashion. I want to know what you know about how my people were used by the Science Convocation. And I want to know about Delnash.”


Murano looked at him surprised. “Martin you don’t believe he…”


Martin shook his head quickly. “No. It’s not that. I don’t believe he had any idea what that fat fuck Lorendo was doing.” He looked at him. “I need to know what he is capable of. What you think he is willing to do if things get ugly. Something tells me that things are going to get real ugly Murano.” Martin said. “My gut is telling me that Lorendo and a whole lot of other people are doing a whole lot of nasty stuff behind your brother’s back. Unfortunately… once they realize that he is helping us… my gut is telling me that they will begin to act. And we probably won’t like what they do one bit.”


Murano was silent for a moment as he considered what Martin said. He nodded finally. “I see your point.” He said. “Come… I will tell you what I can. Everything I can.”

EARTH
CRANAE ISLAND


“You are certain of this Tenna Aihola?” Andro asked as they walked along the shore. Lu'ria walked beside him on the left holding tightly to one hand, Sadi on his right gripping his other. Aihola walked beside Lu'ria holding her other hand while Tarifa walked beside Sadi gripping her hand.



Aihola nodded her head. “Without their assistance we would not have been able to put a halt to the insurgence Aelulip was beginning to form.”


“But Aelulip and her lieutenants escaped.” Lu'ria said.


Aihola nodded her head. “Yes… but that is through no fault of Akor'dris or Bae'diraz. The raid was executed to perfection and both of them did not hesitate in the least about taking down those who fought back. Lynwe had an entire team ready to act if they betrayed us. They did not… and I have… I have…”

Andro looked at her as they walked slowly. “Tenna?” He asked.


“Tell them Nya Istel.” Tarifa spoke. “We can hold nothing back. You know this.”


“Tell us what?” Lu'ria asked. “My Queen… we must know everything if we are to make a decision that is best for everyone.”


Aihola looked at Lu'ria and smiled into her amber eyes. “You will make a fine Queen of the Drow one day Lu'ria Leonidas.” She said.

Lu'ria looked at her wide eyed. “My Queen I…”


Aihola grinned. “Don’t worry… I have no plans to retire just yet.” She said as she lifted Lu'ria’s hand and kissed her palm in the Drow tradition of deep friendship and caring. “I spoke at length with both Akor'dris and Bae'diraz. She is not the same woman who I confronted all those years ago Mandri. Yes… I would normally be more suspicious of Akor'dris given our history but… she showed me something that made me believe her.”

“What could she show you that would make you not doubt her motives Aihola?” Sadi asked.


“Aelulip is crazed.” Aihola spoke. “A year after they left us in Canada she settled them in South America. They discovered a High Coven science center that we did not know about. They slaughtered the staff but kept several researchers alive. Aelulip wanted to make the Drow with her stronger and more of a match for Lycavorians. She spared the researchers so they would work for her. At the time Kawyona still carried much hate in her for what had taken place. Aelulip used that hate and convinced her to become one of the first to be tested.”


“Oh boy… I’m not going to like where this is going am I?” Andro said softly.


“No. But you need to know.” Tarifa told him. 


“The experiments these High Coven monsters were conducting were similar to what Yuri was doing within the many centers here in North America. To me. To Tari and others. They succeeded to a point.”


“To a point?” Lu'ria asked.


Aihola nodded sadly. “They were able to increase the strength, endurance and reflexes of Kawyona and many of the other Drow warriors who went with Aelulip. There were side effects however. Many of them became… they became like Lynwe. They were altered into a more masculine version of the Drow while still appearing female outwardly in many ways. Lynwe was the first to notice because she is the same. Akor'dris was acting like she did before Lynwe found Tarifa and I and we guided her to peace.”


Lu'ria inhaled sharply and gripped Andro’s hand tighter. “No.” She gasped.


Aihola nodded. “Unfortunately… yes. She carried the same hate and revulsion at what had been done to her as Lynwe did in the early years. And it was something that Aelulip knew about but did not care. Akor'dris discovered this fact some years later but that is not the reason she began to hate Aelulip.”


“Bae'diraz.” Tarifa said. “More specifically… Bae'diraz’s sister. A beautiful young Drow who acted for Akor'dris much as Aihola and I did until she finally found Selene. In this woman Akor'dris discovered that she was not a monster and that she could know love. The three of them were inseparable for a decade. Always in secret, never letting it be revealed that Akor'dris had tamed the savage anger she felt at what Aelulip had done to her and so many. She gathered others who were like her, six that had the fortitude to not succumb to the hate and anger. Bae'diraz was the lover of one of them. Secretly they planned and plotted to remove Aelulip from power and turn the Drow to more peaceful avenues. They eventually wanted to reunite with those still in Eden City.”

“What happened?” Andro asked.


“Aelulip discovered them two years ago.” Aihola answered. “More directly they were betrayed by someone they thought was a friend. Aelulip took Akor'dris’s lover… she took Bae'diraz’s lover. Almost all of their group. She had them covered in pitch and set on fire in front of Akor'dris and Bae'diraz. She forced them to watch as those they loved died a horrible and painful death.”

“By the gods!” Sadi gasped in shock.

Aihola nodded sadly. “Their rage gave them the strength to escape however, both of them severely wounded, but still alive. They escaped into the jungles of South America. There they plotted and schemed for their revenge. They knew what Aelulip was planning so when they came across a Union survey team in the deep jungle, they came forward. The rest… well you know the rest. Now they are here with us.”

Andro was silent as he stopped walking and turned to look at the oceans as it lapped at the beach. He released Lu'ria’s and Sadi’s hands and moved to the water’s edge where he squatted down and dug his hand into the sand. He lifted his head and turned back to his Drow Aunt. A woman who had been a fixture in his life just as much as Tarifa. “Why come to me Tenna?” He asked softly. “My blood… my blood burns at what was done to them… but what can I do?”
Aihola looked at Tarifa and then back to him. “Aelulip and her lieutenants were not among those we destroyed as Lu'ria has said. I believe…”

“We believe.” Tarifa corrected her.

“We believe that was her intent all along.” Aihola said correcting herself. “To sacrifice the majority of her followers in order to complete what was always her real objective.”

Andro met her eyes. “Infiltrate the Drow in North America.” He said.

Aihola nodded. “Yes.” 

“Acting in your father’s stead as you are and because Lu'ria is now your wife and mate and a Princess of the Union… you can not be seen as getting involved in something that is purely driven by internal Drow politics. It goes against everything that your father has championed and it will appear as if you are favoring one group over another.” Tarifa said.

Andro returned to his feet. “You think she will move against you?” Andro asked.

Aihola nodded her head. “Politically yes. Perhaps not in the short term, but she will begin making waves in the future. She will do so from the shadows at first until she feels comfortable enough to come out into the open. Then she will openly challenge everything we have built and hold dear these last two decades.”

“I still don’t understand what you want from me.” Andro asked. “If you will not allow me to support you openly…”

“Andro you can’t.” Tarifa told him. “The Chronicles of Lycavorian Law prohibit you from interfering directly in an internal political dispute of member states. You know this Mandri. No matter how much you want to help.”

“Then what?” Andro snapped angered by his lack of options to help those he considered family.

“We have reason to believe that Aelulip and her cronies will try to target Akor'dris and Bae'diraz.” Aihola told him. “Remove them and everything they know… everything they can testify to will be lost forever.”

“You want them protected?” Sadi asked.

Aihola and Tarifa nodded. “Yes.” They said together.

“They are not safe among the Drow?” Andro asked.

Aihola shook her head. “We don’t yet know how far Aelulip has penetrated my people or how far her influence extends. Akor'dris and Bae'diraz need to be as far away from here as possible for their own protection. As well as for their own healing.”

“Send them to Apo Prime.” Andro said immediately.

Tarifa shook her head. “I already thought of that. Because of me and my relationship to Nya Istel, the Drow have gained notoriety on nearly every Union world. The moment one or more arrive on a planet it will be known within hours no matter how much we try to keep it secret.”

“Then send them to the SCIMITAR.” Andro spoke.
Aihola shook her head slowly. “That would make it appear as if you are siding with the Drow because of Lu'ria.” She said.

Lu'ria’s eyes grew wide and she looked at Andro. “Saradasaar… your father!” She gasped.

Andro looked at her as what she was saying struck Sadi. “Of course.” Sadi exclaimed. “It’s perfect!”

Aihola and Tarifa looked at her. “What?”

Andro rose to his full height and turned to face them fully. “My father wanted the loved ones of the crew of the ARC ROYAL sent to them. Wives. Husbands. A few children if they wanted. A Pralor corvette is loading as we speak. Aunt Anuk and Nayeca are going as well as several hundred others. Not as many as my father thought since the crew of the ARC ROYAL is still young and there are not many veterans among them.”

“It is leaving today?” Tarifa asked.

Andro nodded his head. “They will be departing in just over an hour. They will move to Dreamland from here to pick up Uncle Ben and a few others and then make several jumps to my father’s location. Ben has that information.”

“Can we do that?” Aihola asked.

Andro smiled. “The Pralor corvettes are more than capable Tenna. They are Pralor ships after all.”

“It would still seem like you are siding with the Drow and…” Aihola began.

“Not if the only ones who know where they went are those of us here.” Sadi said quickly. “There are no Drow with Martin and the Queens. He specifically changed his mind at the last moment and did not take them because he did want to reveal their capabilities to any potential enemies. They are still your father’s secret weapon Andro. You know he won’t reveal every weapon he has to an enemy.”

Andro shook his head. “No… he won’t.” He said.

“Can you make this happen Androcles?” Aihola asked.

“Will they go?” Andro asked her.

Aihola nodded her head quickly. “Both of them are aware of what could happen if they remain. They need… they have been running for years, always looking over their shoulders. It needs to end.”

“I want to meet them first.” Andro told her. “The corvette is loading in a secure dock on PROMETHUS Station. Bring them to the High Security briefing room there. I’ll contact the Dock Officer and delay the departure.”

Aihola stepped up to him as Tarifa turned and lifted her head and called for Roluth within Mindvoice. Aihola took Andro’s hands and leaned up to kiss his cheek. “Thank you Andro.” She said softly.

Andro smiled at her. “There is no need for thanks.” He said. “Just make sure that they know they will be entering my father’s world.”

Aihola nodded as she felt Roluth approaching. “I will.” She said. She turned to Lu'ria as Roluth’s red scales appeared over the tree tops from the villa and he circled once quickly before landing on the soft sand only meters away from his bonded sisters. Tarifa scrambled into the saddle quickly and motioned for Aihola. “Nya Istel… quickly. We do not want to delay the ship for longer than necessary. It will appear odd.”

Aihola nodded and darted to Roluth’s side, scampering up into the saddle behind her. Roluth took to the skies immediately as Sadi and Lu'ria moved closer to him and they watched as he headed out over the gulf towards Sparta.

“I will go with you.” Lu'ria said as she pressed up to his body and Sadi did the same on his opposite side.

Andro nodded. “I figured as much.” He said. 

“Why did you want to meet them Andro?” Sadi asked.

Andro looked at her. “To see them for myself.” He stated.

“Why?” Lu'ria asked.

“To make sure they are up for what they are going to get involved in.” He answered. He kissed Lu'ria hard on the lips and then turned quickly and did the same to Sadi. “Race you back to the villa!” He announced before shifting and breaking into a run.

“No fair!” Lu'ria declared as both she and Sadi shifted instantly into the golden colored female and shimmering white furred female and dug their paws into the sand to race after Andro.

PROMETHUS STATION
EARTH DEFENSE FORCES

UNION MILITARY SECTOR COMMAND AND CONTROL FACILITY


Androcles was no fool and he knew instantly upon meeting them that everything his Aunts had told him were completely true. There were not two women sent among them to spy or collect information. There were two women who bore the pain of their past in their eyes and in their body language. And that pain was extreme. They stood from their chairs at the end of the table as he entered the room with Lu'ria. Tarifa was the only one with them, mainly to keep her appearance as normal as possible. Tarifa was a frequent visitor to PROMETHUS Station because of her duties and her arriving with two cloaked and hooded Drow security personnel was far from out of the ordinary.


Andro could tell them apart easily enough. Akor'dris was the taller one at nearly six foot in height, though Bae'diraz was not far behind at nearly five nine. Akor'dris’s face however, it was more tough in appearance, indicating she had endured far more misery than most Drow could comprehend. It did not detract from the exotic beauty that all Drow exuded, but her amber colored eyes were just a little more wise and pessimistic than most. Her full lips and high cheekbones were surrounded by flowing white hair that fell nearly to the middle of her back. Whatever she had endured in her life, while it showed a little in her eyes and in her face, it did not affect her stunning beauty or the unnatural aura that attracted men and women alike to the Drow. The flexible black jacket and pants encased legs that seemed to go on forever and breasts that were larger than his mother Anja’s, but seemed to fit her tall, powerful frame smoothly. He could sense her suspicious apprehension, her combat instincts alert and very ready. 


Bae'diraz is the one that caught his eye and held his attention the most however. 


She stood roughly five foot nine and looked to be about a hundred and twenty-five very muscular pounds. The difference between them was obvious for within Bae'diraz’s amber eyes he could still detect the signs of youth and exuberance that had all but been expunged from Akor'dris eyes. Bae'diraz met Andro’s azure colored orbs with no back down in her whatsoever. Her shimmering white hair cascaded past her shoulders, nearly as long as Akor'dris’s hair, but the lines of pain did not extend outward as they did for her companion. Her eyebrows curved gracefully over bright amber pupils that were alive with life and knowledge. It was perhaps knowledge that she should not have had to experience, but it was there none the less. She too had high cheekbones and a jaw line that angled around elegantly to her narrow chin. Her lips were coated with a lighter shade of auburn colored lipstick which contrasted with the umber color of her smooth skin. As with all Drow, Bae'diraz’s skin was blemish free and while not the darker color of many Drow, it gave her an extra advantage when it came to the exoticness of normal Drow. Her eyes were delicately slanted inward, the amber pupils filled with young life and her makeup just enough to enhance the amber color and make them stand out more. 


Bae'diraz too wore a black jumpsuit like outfit with matching jacket and combat boots. The leather like material clung to a figure that matched Lu'ria’s in every way, though his Drow Blossom was slightly larger in the chest area than Bae'diraz. Her legs were long and muscular and ended with a taut backside that most men, Lycavorian, human or elf, would kill to have in their hands for an evening Andro knew. Given the muscular nature of that perfect ass, Andro deduced that Bae'diraz was probably just as lethally dangerous with her feet as she was with her hands and her beautiful features would hide that from most people until she struck. Long arms and delicate looking fingers more than likely masked some very dangerous abilities and given the look in her eye Andro knew this woman had killed before.


Andro moved closer to them with Lu'ria at his side and he watched as Akor'dris prodded Bae'diraz in the back and they both bowed their heads to him.

Andro held up his hand quickly. “Do not bow to us.” Lu'ria spoke quickly taking the cue from her beloved husband and mate. “The Drow bow to no one. And certainly not to those who consider them friends and family.”


Bae'diraz and Akor'dris looked up with slight expressions of surprise and Akor'dris turned to where Tarifa stood. Tarifa smiled at her. “I told you.” She said.


Akor'dris turned back to look at Andro. “Everything we have done these last days we have done of our own free will.” She said. 

“We could not live the life we were living any longer.” Bae'diraz added. “It was slowly… it was killing us... and…”


Andro held up his hand and directed Lu'ria to the chair before he sat on the edge of the table. He crossed his arms over his chest as Lu'ria placed her hand affectionately on his thigh and they both looked at Akor'dris and Bae'diraz. The Drow females saw this obvious display of mutual affection and were somewhat taken aback by it. It was not often they saw a Drow who was the wife of a non-Drow. And both of them knew from news reports and from listening to others talk that Lu'ria was also a Crown Princess of the Union, and she had five female slaves that called her Mistress. They had seen them together on the Netnews at different points holding hands and walking among different markets or eating at an outdoor café. Lu'ria was looked upon with almost as much affection as the Drow Queen Aihola because of her new position.


“I do not need to hear you relive the horrors of what you experienced in order to believe that what you want now is very genuine.” Androcles said. “I wanted to meet you in order to tell you that you do not need to carry these burdens alone anymore.”


“We do not wish to run away and hide!” Bae'diraz hissed softly. “It is not the Drow way!”


Andro shook his head. “No it is not.”


“What do you know of the Drow?” Akor'dris asked more harshly than she intended. “What do you know of our history and our traditions? What…”

Lu'ria came to her feet, her own amber eyes flashing slightly in anger. “He knows more than you could ever believe!” She snapped right back. “He carries within him his father’s memories and his grandfather before him! And Martin Leonidas considers all Drow to be his family as he has shown so much in the past!”


“You ask us to run and hide!” Akor'dris continued. “To cower in the face of danger and those who want us dead!”


Andro shook his head. “No… that is not what I am asking.”


Bae'diraz looked at him. “Then what do you call it?” She asked in a more thoughtful tone of voice. “Asking us to run away and hide instead of remaining here to fight and bring that witch down. To see her beaten and brought to justice by the Queen for the horrors that are her doing!”


“You will be doing quite a bit where you are going.” Andro said. “Running and hiding is most definitely not one of those things.”


Bae'diraz looked at Akor'dris and then back to him. “What… what do you mean?”


“My father and those with him are currently in uncharted space.” Andro said. “Which for lack of a better definition means they are where no man has gone before. Literally.” He looked at them. “He has no Drow with him. He did not want to reveal their existence to whoever we meet out there who aren’t real friendly. You know how my father feels about the Drow?”


Bae'diraz nodded. “Through the years even the Drow with us discovered this. He… he considers the Queen his honored sister and he considers the Drow warriors as brother and sister comrades in arms.”


“My father does not hide.” Andro said with a smile. “From anything or anyone. Where you are going is going to put you on the front line of new discoveries. New planets. Even new species. They’ve already run into a couple… one of them they aren’t particularly fond of. It will also give you the opportunity to forever put the past behind you and try and build a new life. Is that not what Drow tradition demands?”


Akor'dris and Bae'diraz looked at him with wide eyes. “How… how do you know that?” Bae'diraz finally stammered.


“I’ve read the Yara Parma.” Andro told them seeing their eyes grow even wider. “From cover to cover. I know exactly what Drow tradition demands. When the time comes… you will return here and you will face Aelulip and Drow justice will be done. What I am offering right now is an opportunity for both of you to begin anew. And perhaps find some peace.”

Bae'diraz looked at him. She had heard much about this young Prince of the Union. His reputation was well known and she knew he was feared by many because of the strange powers he, his father and a few others possessed. She could also tell just how devoted he was to Lu'ria by the simple and thoughtless actions she had seen since they entered the room. The way they looked at each other, they way their hands and fingers always seemed to be touching one another. Bae'diraz did not fear him though she knew she probably should. Aihola had told her quite a bit about him but she was very clear on one point. Do not try and be dishonest with him for he would smell it on her in an instant. 


Bae'diraz had been a young child when her parents spirited her away in the beginning with Aelulip and the others. Her upbringing had been harsh and sometimes painful, but she had learned something about herself during that time. Her mother and father were fanatical followers of Aelulip and her twisted ideals and Bae'diraz discovered she was not. She kept this to herself, living a lie until the time presented itself for her to escape. Akor'dris and the others had provided her this opportunity. 

“Peace?” She spoke softly.


Akor'dris came up beside her. “Is this… is this even possible?” She asked.


Androcles looked at them, his eyes moving to Lu'ria beside him before he turned back to them. “Did you believe you could come this far?” He asked.


Akor'dris and Bae'diraz looked at each other and then back to him. “We… we had doubts at times but no… we never gave up hope.” Bae'diraz answered.


“Returning here…” Akor'dris said softly. “It was the only way I could come to terms with what has been done to me.”


Lu'ria moved forward and took her hands. “And you can do this.” She stated. “Like Lynwe… you can see that you are not a monster and you can find purpose and love once more.”


Akor'dris looked at her. “It has… it has been two years since I lost her.” She said softly. “I do not know if I can… if I can feel that way again.”


Lu'ria nodded. “You can.” She said. “All you need to do is take the final step and let go of the hatred you hold within you. Once you do that… then you will be able to face anything.”


Akor'dris met Lu'ria’s eyes and nodded. She took a deep breath and nodded. “I will try.” She said softly. “It is all I have left to me.”


Bae'diraz nodded. “As will I.” She said. “If I am to have a future… I wish it to be one of my choosing.”


Andro turned and looked at Tarifa who smiled at him and nodded. He turned back to them. “Then prepare to step into the unknown.” He said. “There will never be a dull moment with my father… that I can assure you.”

