CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
SPARTA'S WRATH 

FORTY-TWO MINUTES UNTIL RENDEZVOUS

QCR ROOM
      


“Armen built this?” Murano asked as he turned the device over in his hands for the third time.


Andro nodded his head. “He finished it two hours ago. Well… the Drones finished it. A lot sooner than he had expected, but with the Drones helping it went a lot quicker than he had projected.”


“Your father did not tell me that this was the problem you would be facing Androcles.” Murano said softly as he set the instrument down on the table. “He told me about this Yuri and what took place with your sister. I knew Xaxon’s essence was involved but I did not…”

Andro nodded before Murano continued. “To be honest… I don’t think he ever thought we would be as close as we are… this soon. It seems almost too easy really… but things have been going Moran’s way for a while now. Maybe it’s our turn. And I for certain can’t leave him behind with both my father and I gone. Those of my brothers who remain would act in a certain way. He might be able to take advantage of that. We can’t allow it.” Andro answered as he moved to the counter of his Ready Room and poured two mugs of his mother’s coffee. 

His Ready Room was massive; fully one third the size of his quarters, and it was situated directly off the port side of the bridge. He had complained at first of the size until Armen told him he had intentionally made it this large based on Andro’s propensity for working very long hours and having a shift of his own on the SCIMITAR. There was a small QCR room off one side of the Ready Room and the main room with conference table that could seat a dozen men and women. His actual office was not very large, but he would not lack for anything. He turned back to Murano and held out the coffee mug.

“What do you mean?” Murano asked him as he took the mug. “A certain way.”

Andro met his eyes. “I know it is not the way of your Praetorians sir… but with both Dorian and Deion with me… the possibility of Moran surviving an encounter and living rises quite a bit.”

“I don’t understand.” Murano said.

“My brothers Resumar and Arrarn are formidable warriors Murano, don’t get me wrong. They are very skilled and exceptionally well trained and I would not hesitate to go into battle with either of them at my side. I have before and I will again.” Andro told him. “But for lack of a better way to explain it… they both lack the killer instinct of a pureblood wolf. They are half elf, and their elf blood will always play a role in the decisions they make. Besides… Resumar has his hands full helping Pian and Jalersi and needs to remain focused there. Pian’s people have grown to trust and accept him. Arrarn… when push comes to shove… Arrarn will protect Narice and Toria above all else. Dealing with Moran, Dante and Xaxon is not something they need to be concerned with. ”

“Dorian is not a pureblood wolf.” Murano said.

Andro shook his head in agreement. “No… but he is a combination of pureblood wolf and pureblood vampire. He has the killer instinct from both sides of his blood. He may lack the raw power and experience of a pureblood from either species but he is more than a match for anyone of either species with his combined blood and Praetorian power.”

“Your intent is to kill them then?” Murano said softly. “This Moran and his son Dante. The one Xaxon infects with his essence.”
Andro didn’t blink. “Moran I am going to give to Yuri and Pa'cour.” He said honestly. “They have more right to judge him than any of us. He has caused Yuri far more pain and humiliation in her life than anyone should endure.”

“And Dante?” Murano asked again.

“Dante Moran… he belongs to me.” Andro told him plainly. “I’m going to inflict upon him every moment of pain and agony he made my sister suffer Murano. No matter how small. Then I am going to take his life. When I do… Xaxon will appear just as he did when he left Yuri’s body. He will not find so willing or unprepared a host this time however.”

“His power is nothing to dismiss Androcles.” Murano warned him quickly. “He may not have been an equal to your grandfather Sumar in terms of raw power and skill… but he was far more devious and cruel.”

Andro nodded his head in recognition of his words. “I am not dismissing his power. That is why I am glad you are going to be here.” He said. “That is why I am showing you this. You know more about him than anyone living and that knowledge will be needed.”

“If he has been doing this for so long… influencing and controlling members of Yuri’s family as he has been, then there has to be a reason. I never did anything unless it could benefit him.” Murano said. He was quiet for a long moment and then looked at Andro. “I did not agree with his punishment. He was far too dangerous in my opinion. For what he had done he should have been executed and left to rot. Sumar… he was Sumar’s brother and no matter what he had done I believe Sumar still loved him in some way.”
“They were brothers. Twins.” Andro said softly. “I know the bond twins have. I see it with Deion and Nara and Calyb and Retta. That bond is not easily dismissed. One only has to look at my father and uncle. No matter what he has done, Pusintin is still my father’s brother. I will not allow him to stain his own honor to do what he knows he must do.”

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

“I have taken steps to insure that my father will not lower himself to the level of having to take the life of his brother.” Andro said. “I will not have him carry that the rest of his life.” Andro waved his hand slightly. “It is already in motion and not something that concerns us right now. When we confront Moran and Dante, Xaxon will be our concern.” 

Murano looked back at the device on the desk. “We never thought to make such a thing.” He said softly.

“It was never our intent to not tell you sir.” Andro told him. “I did not know you would be staying or that this would be happening while you and Lady Mari were here.”
Murano hissed softly in disgust and waved his hand dismissively. “You will stop with the formalities Androcles. We are Praetorians. We do not refer to each other with such formality. It was never our way and I am happy to see that your father continues this.” He looked at Andro intently as he sipped from the mug. “We are brothers and sisters in arms.” He spoke again as he lowered the mug. Even he, someone who had never had this liquid known as coffee before, had grown very fond of Aricia’s blend over the last days and weeks. The liquid was rich and smooth and when served hot or cold, it was one of the finest things he had ever tasted. Kesyla and Mari had both sworn their love for it and gotten him to begin drinking it. “We are comrades and friends. And in some cases even family. You and your father and brothers may be a new breed of Praetorians, but you have not changed that sacred bond we all have.”

Andro moved to his chair and motioned for Murano to sit. “You seemed to have given this a lot of thought.” He said.

Murano settled into the chair but shook his head. “Not initially no.” He said. “I was… I wanted the old Praetorians back when I first sensed your father was such. I wanted it to be the way it was all those years ago. Helen… once she dressed me down in front of others I began to see so much differently. With Mari and Kesyla so enraptured by your people, and after seeing what your uncle showed me about your father, I could not help but realize that things are not like they were. That times are different now.”

“You know my Uncle Daniel has taken Kesyla as his wife and mate?” Andro asked.

Murano nodded his head in agreement. “I suspected as much. The signs were there. She was quite taken by him before your aunts arrived and once they did it grew even more. More so then I have ever seen her taken by anyone and there have been many young men who have tried to sway her favor through the years. The emotion and feeling was returned quite openly on their part for her as well.”

“What did my uncle Daniel show you?” Andro asked him. 
Murano shifted in the chair slightly to get more comfortable. “He showed me a different side to your father. One that I do not believe many people see.”

Andro smiled then. “Uncle Daniel showed you him alone with my mothers… didn’t he?” He asked.

Murano nodded. “I have never seen anything like it.” Murano told him honestly. “Even as far away as we were to keep him from smelling us, the peace that surrounded your father was unlike anything I have ever seen. He was… he was doting over your mothers like they were precious charms… and his Etheric resonance was wrapped around them like a thick blanket. I imagine if I was wolf I would have sensed his wolf aura wrapped around them as well. They are… your father and mothers are interwoven in as intricate a tapestry as I have ever felt.”

“My mothers are his source of strength and calm.” Androcles told him. “Each of them hold a piece of his heart and soul within their grasp. Many do not understand it… some have tried to change that… much to their painful demise.”

Murano looked at Andro. “As I sense that Sadi and Ne'Veha and your other wives and mates do the same with you.” He said.

Andro smiled and nodded. “Yes.”

“I believe Sumar knew exactly what he was doing when he made the decisions he did concerning your people. He saw something within the Lycavorians that no one else ever did. He saw something within your hearts and souls and culture that he embraced and made his own. It was something we as a people never stopped to try and discover.” Murano told him softly. “I believe he showed it to Wayonn and the others aboard his ship and that is why they chose the path they did. It is difficult at times, but I will no longer view events through eyes that are forty-thousand years old. I will have faith in what my friend Sumar did and I will alter my own perceptions and begin to see and experience things as they are. As I do this I will begin to understand what he did and why. I have already seen some of it with your father and mothers and the people surrounding them. In time I will understand all of it.”

“We are not that complex a people Murano.” Andro spoke. “I guarantee most of us would much rather sit at home and worship our wives and mates and play with our children. Work at normal jobs and live in peace. There are forces in the universe that will not allow us that. So we fight. We fight in the hope that our children do not have to. Because of the Spartan culture and blood within most of us, it just so happens that we are very good at it. It is a profession to those of us who serve, one we take seriously and dedicate ourselves to, but a profession nonetheless. We have other skills, education and trades, but fighting is all most of us have ever known. And we take it seriously. Many others form their perceptions of us based on that one skill.”

Murano nodded. “So I have noticed.” He said. “That is why many view your species as militant and…”

“Barbaric?” Andro said with a smile.

Murano nodded again. “It is not the mentality that anyone who spends any time among you will have Androcles. At least those with half a brain.”

Andro chuckled. “Good. Because I have some questions for you.” Andro said. “Questions that I think only you can answer.”
Murano nodded. “My knowledge is your knowledge.” He said. “Just as I told your father. It is what Praetorians do.”

“There is a ship coming to rendezvous with us.” Andro told him. “I had Armen dispatch one of our corvettes yesterday evening. It is going to my father’s location and returning with a passenger. A very different passenger.”

“I’m not following.” Murano said.

Andro leaned forward and set his coffee on the desk. “Tell me what you know of the species called the Darastrixi.”

Andro saw Murano’s eyes narrow and flash with anger which he quickly got back under control. “Where did you hear that name?” He asked. “How do you know about them?”

“I don’t know about them.” Andro answered. “That is why I am asking you. My father was able to tell me a little of what you shared with him in regards to them. When he asked for me to send the ship he was very vague in details about why. My father is never vague with me about something unless he does not understand it, or he does not trust it. This is not something he does not trust or he would have warned me which means he does not fully understand what is happening. I want to hear from you.”

Murano shook his head. “My answers would be partly biased Androcles.” He said. “I do not know if I can be objective.”

“Indulge me.” Andro said.

Murano looked at him evenly. “The Darastrixi are… they are the origin species that all dragons descend from. Even those among your people.”

“So they do have a homeworld?” Andro asked softly. “I have always wondered about that. Where they came from? How they came to be among us?”

Murano nodded as he settled into the chair more comfortably. “Their planet is on the far side of what was once Pralor space. A massive planet really… easily three or five times the size of your world Earth. Trillions of people. They were scientists and researchers like the Pralor people for the most part. Peaceful and accepting, though rigid in their culture and traditions and much of what they believed. We were friends with them dating back as many years as I can remember. They allowed us to use what they call the Vrrarhoinpa breed of dragons, like those among your people, as part of two different Seed Missions many thousands of years ago. The second breed, or type if you will, are the Jiilhoinpa. Those who walk upright like us. Those who look like us. How the Vrrarhoinpa came to be among your people I do not know. I imagine only Arzoal knows the entire story… and she will not share.”

Andro nodded in agreement. “My father and I know some of it but I also believe even the Elder Mother does not know everything. However… you are correct in that we guard their history viciously.”

“Yes… I have noticed this.” Murano said. “Those Vrrarhoinpa with us we discovered as we were fleeing the Scourge at the end of the war with any survivors we could gather. I believe Arzoal knew where to send Teniri, at least in the general area, because she was once Pralor and she would have been privy to such information as a senior member of the Science Convention. That is how the others of Arzoal’s Seed Mission were able to return to us on Artaaya. Their ship was able to home in on the many Pralor power signatures of those ships with us and finally return to us. When they arrived on Artaaya Teniri was made Elder Mother by those Darastrixi among the Pralor people for most of their Elders had been killed during our escape.”
“The tone of your voice tells me that you don’t hold the Darastrixi species in very high regard.” Androcles said.

Murano shook his head. “I know… and it should not be that way. Not completely.” He said. “At the end of the Second Scourge War, when we knew all was lost, the Scourge went to the Darastrixi leaders on their world and gave them an ultimatum. They had already destroyed our homeworld and were essentially just mopping up the last pockets of my people who had not escaped with us. They told the Darastrixi to hand over every Pralor they were hiding or when they finished with us, they would come for them. We knew many of our people had escaped to the Darastrixi homeworld to hide and the Darastrixi diligently hid them and protected them for centuries. For many thousands of our refugees.”

“I can only assume from your reaction that the Darastrixi leaders accepted this so called ultimatum?” Andro asked.

Murano nodded sadly. “Almost fifteen million Pralor civilians were on the Darastrixi homeworld by the time the demand was delivered. They had taken refuge there. Thousands of families. The Darastrixi would never turn them away. When the Scourge made their ultimatum it was not pleasant from what I understand. This directive caused many of the Darastrixi people to rebel and fight back against their leaders. Thousands of Darastrixi deaths were the result. We had forged many valued friendships with the Darastrixi as I said. Many of them died fighting to protect those Pralors on their world. It took nearly five hundred years to complete, but in the end the Scourge got what they wanted, even against the will of their people.”

“Did no one voice their outrage at this?” Andro asked.

“The Darastrixi people are very grounded in the belief that their leaders are always right.” Murano told him. “Our history with them dates back many hundreds of thousands of years as I said, but it has always been like that. We never understood it, we considered it unhealthy, but we accepted it. The only ones who openly opposed the Scourge demands were among those they called the Doraanar. Their religious elders or prophets, however you wish to refer to them. In order to silence them, the Scourge demanded that all Doraanar be seized and handed over to them as well. From what I understand many followed this order blindly, but many others did not. They were all butchered by the Scourge eventually.”
“Why?” Andro asked him. “What possible threat to the Scourge were religious men and women?”

Murano shook his head. “I do not know.” He answered. “Perhaps they feared the extent of knowledge the Doraanar had. Perhaps they felt the Doraanar would one day oppose them. The Scourge have never been predictable and it became worse when Xaxon’s Mage took her place as their Queen after he betrayed and conducted his vile experiments on her.” 
Andro sat back in his chair and was silent for a long moment. “Well… they didn’t kill all of them.” He told him finally. “The passenger my father is sending is a female Darastrixi.” He said seeing Murano’s eyes go wide. “She is the Ancient One that the dragons among the Pralor people have protected for millennia.”

“She is… she is Darastrixi?” Murano almost yelled.

Andro nodded. “My father was not able to tell me a lot. I don’t think he knew a whole lot to be honest, which goes back to his vague request as I told you. But she referred to herself as Doraanar.”

Murano came to his feet. “She is a Doraanar!” He gasped in disbelief. “She is coming here? Why?”
Andro shook his head. “My father said… he said I would discover it when she arrived. But what he did know was that it has to do with the dreams I have had my entire life.”

Murano returned to his chair quickly. “Dreams? What dreams?”

“Ever since I was a small boy.” Andro told him. “I think they first came when I was only four. Elynth has had them too. Both of us.”

“Your father… he tried to describe to me the extent of your bond with Elynth.” Murano said. “It seems much deeper than the one he shares with Torma or your mother with Isheeni. Deeper than any I have seen so far among your people.”

Andro nodded his head. “We have never been able to figure it out either.” He said. “And believe me… we have tried.” Andro sipped his coffee. “Elynth and I… it is almost as if we are each other. If her scales itch, my skin itches. We see with each other’s eyes. We… we have learned through the years how to use this to our advantage, but we have never been able to understand it. The dreams continued on and off our entire lives until the nightmares of Alba Tau chased them away. They returned when Dorian was born however. Now that they have returned they are much more powerful and focused. And Dorian and Ryner are having the same dreams now as well.”

“Dorian is a Praetorian.” Murano said. “There is no doubt even with his duel blood. It could be a residual resonance from having you so close by.”
“You know… you know that I was fully aware while my mother still carried me in her womb? That I bonded with Elynth before I ever left that womb.” Andro asked him.
Murano nodded his head. “Yes.” He answered. “Your father told me.”

“What most don’t know is that we were bound together before she even hatched from her egg Murano.” Andro told him softly.

 Murano looked at him with wide eyes. “Does your father know that you and Elynth were bonded before she even hatched? They believe… they believe this happened only after she joined this life.”

Andro shook his head. “We… we made the decision to never tell anyone. Sadi and my mates know now… and Elynth’s mate Anthar… but no one else. My father may suspect now, perhaps the Feravomir and the Elder Mother… but we have never confirmed it for anyone. ”

Murano looked at him intently. “You honor me with this trust Androcles.” He said softly.

“We have always tried to discover the meaning and reason for this.” Andro said. “We have not succeeded and we no longer care.”

“I will tell you what I told your father. There is only one other instance in all my years where I have ever heard of this happening. A child becoming aware while in the womb of his mother.” Murano spoke.
“With my grandfather Sumar.” Androcles said softly.

Murano nodded his head. “Yes.” He said. “This did not occur with Xaxon and I believe this is one of the reason he hated his brother. Many of us attributed this information to the reason why Sumar was the most powerful among us. Why he could do things we could not.”

“Could there be another reason?” Andro asked.

“Another reason why he was like this?” Murano asked him. “I do not know. Like you… Sumar gave up trying to understand it after a time.”

Andro met his eyes now. “Dorian became fully aware while still in my mother Isabella’s womb Murano. And he bonded with Ryner before he was born. Just as I did with Elynth. Ryner was older than Dorian unlike Elynth and I… but they bonded before Dori was born, right in front of my mothers and Arzoal.”

“Your… your father did not tell me this.” Murano said softly looking at him with his blue eyes.

Andro chuckled softly and then sipped his coffee before he continued. “Well… it’s not exactly something we broadcast to all those that know us. We can not explain it and how are we suppose to enlighten others when we cannot explain it to ourselves. We did not want others to think of me or Elynth as… as oddities to be concerned with. The same applies to Dori now as well… and very few outside of our family know the truth.”

“And again you and your father have trusted me with this knowledge.” Murano said with much respect. 

“We are hoping you could help us determine what it all means.” Andro said.

“Such things are beyond me Androcles.” He said honestly. “As I said… even Sumar did not understand it.”

“Then perhaps you could tell me who or what a Dahakoan is?” Andro asked.

Murano looked at him with wide eyes once more. “Dahakoan?” He gasped. “Where… where did you hear that word?”

“It’s been in our dreams.” Andro answered. “Until recently we have never been able to hear it clearly. Now we can… and somehow we know what it means. And we understand the language it is spoken in.”

“It means Dragonkin.” Murano said with a nod. “It is the Darastrixi language.” 

“I assumed as much. What is a Dahakoan?” Andro asked.

Murano shook his head slowly. “I only know the meaning of a few words of their spoken language. Much like the Lycavorian language it is not easy to learn. I do not know much about the Dahakoan, only that they were an order of Darastrixi warriors much like the Durcunusaan are to your people. The elite of the elite. The very finest that the Darastrixi people could field. They were never defeated in battle. Any battle. At least that is what I have been told.” Murano shook his head. “To the best of my knowledge the last of them died out well over a million years ago. They are revered among the Darastrixi people though… much like my people placed the Praetorians on a pedestal.”
“That’s all you know?” Andro asked.

Murano looked at him. “I’m afraid so.” He answered. “I tried to avoid the Darastrixi for the most part. I always thought in many ways they suffered from the same arrogance as my people.”

Andro nodded his head. “Technology does that.” He said.

Murano looked at him. “It has not changed your people.” He said. “You still cling very tightly to the roots of your past and history, even with all the technology and knowledge you have gained from City Ship 41. All of your people no matter the species. Your bladed weapons for instance. There are very few species that I know of that still use bladed weapons and none of them can come close to matching the skill I have seen among your people. Many of your people could easily defeat men armed with energy based weapons and do so with just your Nehtes and bladed weapons. Many of your laws also require you to remain grounded in the history and lessons of where you came from.”

“There are those among us who do not adhere so closely to the laws we have.” Andro said. “Many still believe in the olds ways. The Caste system among wolves. The old mating laws that we have done away with. They wear their arrogance on their sleeves like fools and refuse to understand that change is a part of the evolution of all species.”

“There are those types among every species. No matter how advanced.” Murano told him.

“True enough.” Andro said. He looked at Murano. “Dorian and I want to find out what these dreams mean. What the words we hear in these dreams mean. Something or someone is reaching out to us from across the stars, that much we do know. We have decided to try and initiate a communication link. We are going to include Sadi and my other mates, Sheva as well. Our wives and mates are our calm and strength and we hope their additional power allows us to make contact.”

Murano nodded his head. “Sadi is equal to Mari in her Etheric resonance. Using the Pralor method of measuring Etheric power I sense she is very close to Category Twenty. Much like your mother Aricia. I sense this from Carisia as well. Ne'Veha, Lu'ria and Sehri are not far behind them, and neither are your mothers. Mari has more focus and control, more than…” Murano stopped for a second as he contemplated what he was going to say. “More than she should really. Especially at her young age.”

Andro tilted his head as he looked at him. “Something?” He asked.

Murano looked at him. “Nothing… nothing important. I was just thinking how Mari’s resonance is very similar to someone I once knew. Clear, focused and controlled. And she shields even better than many Praetorians I once knew.”

Andro sipped his coffee. “This resonance… someone you knew well?” He asked.  

Murano nodded his head. “Yes. Someone that… someone that I should never have turned away from.”

“Turned away from?” Andro asked. “A woman?”
Murano nodded again slowly. “I… I loved her intensely. I still do to be honest. And I will never seek to take another woman into my life. Tobia… Tobia occupies all of that space inside me. I… I turned away from her because I thought I was protecting her. I was still distraught over what had occurred at the end of the war. My perceived failures. When I met her some three decades ago she made me forget for a time. But as with this place Alba Tau for you, the horrible nightmares always returned. I pushed her away. I did not want to burden her with my faults. I heard she… I heard she became involved with someone else later and that they have a child together. A daughter. Tobia is… she is a very powerful Etheric user and one who can shield almost better than we Praetorians were able. Mari told me she was receiving help from her in this regard and that is why she shields her Etheric resonance so well.”

Andro cocked his head to the side but remained silent as his suspicions were confirmed. “Have you never tried to contact her?” Andro asked finally.

Murano chuckled softly and shook his head sadly. “I doubt she would even talk to me now. When I left I did not… I did not give her a reason she could understand. Only that it had to be that way. She was very angry with me and that anger probably still exists. I can sense her teachings within Mari though. My brother was wise to send her to Tobia for schooling as his youngest daughter. He has always given his children every opportunity to improve. Only Daron never truly took it. Mari is… she is incredibly perceptive and far smarter than I.”
“And you never tried to make amends?” Andro asked. 

Murano shook his head. “It is not important right now.” He said taking a deep breath. “As I was saying… you and your father have reached Category Twenty-one. The only ones since Sumar to have ever obtained such a level. Others might debate that in regards to you, but they have not seen what I have seen or what I sense within you. The Scholars tend to err on the side of what they can actually measure where I go with my instincts. Your mother Aricia, Sadi and Mari, they are Category Twenty easily. Your other wives and mates and your mothers are certainly Category Nineteen. Your mother Anja and Carisia seem to be the closest to reaching Category Twenty from what I have been able to sense from them.” Murano looked at him. “You are able to sense the resonance of this person even now when you are awake? The one you feel within your dreams?”

Andro nodded his head. “Not as strongly as when we are sleeping but yes.” He replied. “Since we can not link everyone when we are sleeping we will try to do it when we are awake. It was Lu'ria’s suggestion really.”

Murano nodded in agreement. “Joining together is an excellent idea… it will allow you, Dorian, Elynth and Ryner to focus on this resonance and draw from the skill of your wives and mates just as they do from you.”
“I would like you and Deion present as well.” Andro said. “Nara and Mari too… if she is willing. At least monitoring us from the next room.”

“Why me?” Murano asked.

“Insurance.” Andro stated. “We don’t know what we will encounter and having two other Praetorians, especially one with your experience and skill, and a Praetorian Mage backing us up as we trace this resonance back to its origin might be handy. And if Lady Mari is as strong as you say it couldn’t hurt. Communicating within the Etheric realm in such a way is still new to us Murano. Well… newer to us than it is to your people.”

Murano nodded. “I see your point.” He said nodding. “If that is what you wish… I would be happy to help you. I would be very interested to know what a Darastrixi Doraanar has to say to you.”
Andro sat forward. “Well… we will cross that bridge when we come to it.” He said. “Now we have to worry about the here and now.”

Murano looked at him. “Your sister Lisisa brought up a valid point Androcles. Just how do you intend to take over a ship of the size you say this one is and do so with so few men and women?”

Andro looked at him and smiled. “Capturing a BLOOD REVERENCE-Class Dreadnought has always been one of my father’s little projects. He came up with and devised half a dozen plans for doing it until he settled on one that he really liked.”
Murano looked surprised. “I have seen your father in action Andro.” He said. “He is a devastating force on the battlefield but he seems very straightforward in most ways.”

Andro sat back and laughed at that as he rose to his feet. “My father? Straightforward?” He motioned with his hand for Murano to follow him. “Let me show you how out of the box and utterly insane my father thinks Murano.”

SPARTA’S WRATH

COMMAND AND CONTROL PORT SIDE STATION


“…Father came up with this Carina?” Lisisa asked as she leaned over the massive plot board with Jomann and the others.


Carina Leonidas was included in the transmission that was active on the side of the room. She was standing beside a matching plot board on Apo Prime. Carina nodded her head and smiled, her face animated and her eyes bright. “Pretty cool isn’t it arande?” She asked. 

“Cool?” Lisisa stated. “Carina… this is so awesome!”


“Our mothers always told us father was very inventive.” Carina said with a smile. “And not just between the sheets.”


Lisisa and Eliani laughed at that and Eli looked at Jomann’s confused face. She bumped her hip against his upper leg gently. “It’s a girl thing.” She told him when he looked down at her.


Jomann smiled. “Ah… ok.” He said. “I think.”


Cowen Shan stood beside Jomann directly across from Lisisa. “We have… no one ever thought to conduct such a mission like this among my people.” He said shaking his head. “We always determined it would be impossible to assault a BLOOD REVERENCE Dreadnaught while it was out of space dock.” 


Jomann smiled at that statement. “Welcome to the world of impossible things happening Cowen my friend.” He said. “I truly do not think the word impossible exists in the Leonidas vocabulary.”

The other members of Andro’s team all stood around the plot board and were studying different aspects of the overall plan, each of them with their own thoughts. They knew Andro would be joining them shortly and they would bring them up then, but for the most part, no one had an issue with doing the mission after looking at the plan his father had devised. They turned when the door to the secure room opened and Andro walked in with Murano beside him. Lisisa stood up straight and looked at him.


“Andro… how long has father been working on this?” Lisisa asked incredulous.


Andro grinned as he came up next to her. “Pretty off the wall huh?”


“Nubous insane!” Jomann commented from Andro’s left as he made room for Murano to slide in beside him. “Which is why it will work!”

Andro looked at Murano and motioned with his hand around the table. “My father told me not so long ago that I needed to form my own team. So I went out and gathered the most unlikely group I could. Murano… I give you my personal team.” He said. “You know Jomann and my rather excitable sister Eliani. She takes after our mother Anja and what she lacks in size she makes up for in attitude.”

“Piss off!” Eliani barked at him from next to Jomann and Murano couldn’t help but almost break out in loud laughter.


“See what I mean.” Andro said as the others laughed aloud. “Next to Eli is Ridor Lethon, former Durcunusaan and one of a handful of men who have actually been to the Kavalian homeworld for a visit. He was a member of the Durcunusaan unit that rescued several dozen young women from right underneath their noses.” Andro spoke.


Ridor bowed his head slightly. “I was only doing what was asked of me.” He spoke.

Cowen Shan chuckled now and looked at Ridor. “What was asked of you?” He said. “An operation that almost caused the Prefect to have a massive stroke because he was so angry from what I understand.” He spoke. “Just to see the expression on his face would have been worth the operation.”

Cowen Shan was becoming more and more at home among these men and women as each hour passed. He found that the Lycavorian and vampire people he had grown up hearing about did not exist in any way. These men and women, they valued honor and tradition above all else. As his father had taught him and his brothers, against the teachings of Kavalian leaders, that women should be considered equals in everything, treated with honor and respect since they bore the future of their family and species. Being here among these men and women he had met many Lycavorian, vampire and even elven females that would be more than a match for even the most seasoned Puma Bane warrior. Yet even as they were regarded as equals they were also worshiped and cherished as wives and mates. Androcles reaching him as he had within Mindvoice had been the catalyst for Cowen. He had discovered where he could do his Pride and his people the most good, and that was right here fighting beside those who held the same values and honor that his father had instilled in him. Sherice was working with him every day to hone his Mindvoice skills and while it wasn’t easy, he never stopped trying to learn. Of course, the half elf and half Lycavorian Sherice was the most stunning woman he had ever met in his life. Not only was she the most delicious looking female of any species he had ever seen, she was incredibly smart. He didn’t doubt she could probably kick his ass if it came to it. He also felt something else when she was nearby, something he had never felt for any woman.

“Ridor has since taken one of those young women as his wife and mate and she will be assisting Eli in the Medical Bay.” Andro said. “You already know Lisisa, Denali’s wife and mate and our sister.”


Murano looked at Lisisa. “One day you will have to explain how that came to be if you don’t mind.” He said.


Lisisa grinned. “Makes you crazy thinking about it huh?” She asked.


Murano nodded. “Something like that.”


“It’s a long and not entirely happy story.” Lisisa told him. “At least not truly happy until Deni came into my life. Perhaps one day.”

“The man next to Ridor is Torian Cedaria.” Andro said easily. “He is one of the foremost instructors of Union Recon and Scouts. He trained most of his life with the Drow. His father was among the first of our people to begin using a second name shortly after my father returned to claim the throne. He handles most of the light weapons and all the very nasty and special little goodies that we will be using.”


Torian Cedaria bowed his head to Murano. “An honor sir.” He spoke.


Torian Cedaria was a year older than Androcles and knew from the outset why he had been chosen for this position. He was not a stupid man and almost immediately after arriving he knew what was happening. Androcles was completely honest with him about why he had been chosen, but he also expressed great confidence that Torian could more than hold his own and that his skills would prove valuable to them. Andro had gone to great lengths to insure Torian knew that his honor and trust was never in question. He had been enraged at first about what had been going on and how the information he had talked of with someone he considered friend had been used against his Prince and the Royal family, but after speaking with Andro at length, Torian had come to the same conclusion. Ulana was into something that was far beyond her ability to see or understand and she was simply a pawn. Torian had been in love with her from the very first time he had seen her and now he would have the opportunity to pursue that as well as protect her. He had been assigned as her personal guard whenever they were off the ship, and while she hadn’t liked that, she had to accept it. It also allowed Torian to insure that nothing she did put any of them in danger. He may have come from a family of Beta wolves, but they were just as deeply rooted in tradition and culture as any Alpha family and had served loyally for more centuries that Torian could recall. He would insure that did not change.

Since that first day Torian had take advantage of his new role to prove even Beta Wolves could be among the finest soldiers in the Union. Given Ulana’s status and the position of her father he knew he would never have an opportunity to prove that he was just as worthy of her love as Androcles had been if not for this chance. He also knew just how arrogant and uppity her status had made her, though this had not changed his feelings. Torian also knew something had happened in the last weeks that changed Ulana. He suspected it had something to do with the confrontation she had had with Princess Sadi, and it had made Ulana far less prone to outbursts of arrogance and even more thoughtful in the way she spoke to people now. Torian was going to insure that he did his duty and got what he wanted. And what he wanted was Ulana.
“Torian has an advanced degree in chemical engineering…” Andro continued with some pride in his voice that Torian took note of right away. “Combined with the skills he learned from the Drow and then continued to improve upon, he has the uncanny ability to transform the ammunition for our weapons into extremely deadly projectiles.”
“Which reminds me…” Eliani spoke now looking at him. “I need the chemical formula for that last batch of ammo you made up Torian. I have to formulate the counteragent.”

Torian nodded. “I’ll have it to you today.”

Andro looked at Cowen. “Cowen’Shan is one of our heavy weapons specialists. He took his father’s honored place as the leader of his Pride when his father was killed by Keleru’s secret police forces. He has led them with principle and was among the first to join Pian’s rebellion. I asked him to join my team and he accepted. My sister Normya and her Blessed Husband Tir'ut, as well as Daio and his wife Kameka you will meet soon. They are prepping the ships with Sadi and Ne'Veha.”

Murano nodded to Cowen and then looked at Andro. “You have gathered quite the… diverse group of men and women Andro.” He said.

Eliani laughed. “Just call us the Oddball Bunch.” She said.

Andro smiled and nodded his head. “I have to keep up appearances since my father’s team isn’t exactly a normal group either.”
Murano nodded. “True enough.” He said.

Andro stepped close to the table and looked at everyone. “Ok… I assume everyone has had an opportunity to review the plan. Carina helped father to put the finishing touches on it, but this is his baby. Sadi and Ne'Veha are prepping the PREMONITION with Meka while Daio is seeing to the weapons lockers and the canisters. We’ll be six short until we link up with Dorian and Deion but they should be reviewing this same plan and with Normya flying their STRIKER they will hit from point Bravo. Thoughts?”

Lisisa looked up from the board. “Is using Carisia and Yuri as bait really needed Andro?” She asked.

“They won’t be bait. Not anymore.” He answered quickly. “Pa'cour will have a full detachment of their Immortals with them when we hit.”

“You think he will be waiting for them?” Jomann asked.

Andro nodded his head. “Oh yes.” He said. “I spoke with Marci twenty minutes ago. Just before Murano joined me in my Ready Room. She has confirmed from the Control Agents that Moran always took the reports from them personally. She was also able to confirmed that Moran’s ship never made the rendezvous to get the reports from their agents on Earth and Apo Prime this time. Which means he has to know by now that the program is compromised. Once we have this ship we’ll leak that it was Yuri who led the extraction from the colony. He won’t pass that up, especially when he thinks Carisia will be with her.”

“And when he contacts the ship to find out what their status is after taking Dori’s frigate, we’ll be in command of it.” Jomann said.

Andro nodded once more. “More or less… yes.”

Lisisa looked at him. “He’ll come for them himself you know.” She said.

“That is what I am betting on.” Andro said. “With his ship and perhaps a few escorts. He won’t bring a large force because he knows Admiral Pontal and grandfather will detect it. No… he’ll come with a small force.”

“And when he contacts us… we trace his COM signal right back to where his main force is.” Ridor spoke. “And then we give those coordinates to Pontal and Riall and let them destroy his ships.”

Andro nodded. “And we deal with Moran and Dante.”

Eliani looked at Murano. “Will he be able to do to us what he did to father?” She asked him.

Murano met her eyes and shook his head. “No. He was only able to do that to your father because of your father’s emotions at the time and the Praetorian gene within him. The only ones at risk of this now are your brothers and I.”

“That doesn’t really reassure me Murano.” Eliani said. “Dante is a piss ant compared to my father or Andro. To Dorian and Deion as well. We don’t need him taking control of one of them. The results would not be pretty in the least.”
Murano nodded. “It is a risk for us yes… but if what Yuri has told us is accurate, than he will undoubtedly be focusing his will on breaking this boy Dante. He will not have the strength in an Etheric sense to attempt to control one of us. If he attempts it… he will lose his grip on 
Dante.”

“And if that happens?” Lisisa asked.

Murano met her eyes. “He needs a physical vassal.” Murano explained. “The black mist that Andro and Helen spoke of when he had infected your father will be visible but he will not be able to reach out as before. Even Xaxon has his limits. He is powerful and devious as I told your brother… but if he tries this he will leave himself completely vulnerable as well.”

Eliani looked at Andro from beside Jomann. “And Dante?” She asked the question with a decidedly hate filled tone.
Andro met her eyes and those of his other sisters. “There will be no reprieve for Dante arande.” He said immediately. “He will answer for what he did to Zarah.”

“Promise us as you promised Zarah Andro.” Carina spoke from within the transmission.

Andro looked at her in the transmission and nodded his head slowly. “I give my word to all of you… Dante’s fate is already sealed. Nothing will save him.”

“Avoi.” Eliani muttered softly.

“Yuri sent the plans for the Moran’s ship the INQUISITOR.” Carina spoke once more. “It is a standard BLOOD REVERENCE Dreadnought with only a few minor changes. We will have to make small changes to the overall plan… but we can iron them out easily enough.”

Andro nodded and looked at Eliani. “Eli… the delivery system?”

Eliani reached across the chart table and touched six different points on the plans for the ship. “Six canisters deployed to these locations. They will attach to the hull directly over the six major ventilation ducts, cut through and then activate the gas.”

“Gas?” Murano asked surprised. “You are going to kill the crew?”

Eliani looked at him. “It’s a neutron radiation based gas sir.” She answered. “Not enough to kill vampires, but enough to fully incapacitate them. My mothers Isabella and Anja refined the formula and it works perfectly. We have enough of it onboard to knock out the crew on three Dreadnoughts. Trust me… Moran’s crew won’t know what hit them.”

“Moran?” Murano asked looking between them. “I thought we were talking about the ship that will intercept Dorian and Deion?”

Andro looked at him and shook his head. “No.” He said. “That won’t be necessary. That ship will already be ours.”

“Why?” Murano asked.

“Lisisa… bring up the message from Deo.” He said. He looked at Murano. “We got this while we were in my Ready Room talking. It seems we caught a very lucky break. And I intend to make use of it.”

Murano turned to see Deion’s image appear on a small portion of the chart table.

“Fervon… you aren’t going to believe this but…” Deion began speaking.

HIGH COVEN FRIGATE

TOLERANCE

THIRTY MINUTES EARLIER


“…started pulsing two minutes ago.” Onera spoke as she held up the transmitter for Dorian. “Whoever he is, he is trying to contact Meyla.”


Dorian glanced at Deion who was next to him and then back to Onera. “You are certain Duan Locarra?” He asked.


Onera nodded. “My mother taught me how to use one of these in one of the classes as I was growing.” She answered.


“Where is Meyla?” Deion asked.


“Sheva and Nara are still with her in the Medical Bay with her mother.” Onera answered.


Deion looked at Dorian. “We could get some valuable Intel fervon.” He said.


Dorian nodded. “Yes… but will she be able to hold it together?”


“Yes.” The feminine voice answered.


They turned to see Sheva and Nara on either side of the young woman Meyla and her mother. Dorian rose to his feet with Deion beside him.


“Sheva?” He asked.


“We heard it activate and then Onera left with it.” Sheva said. “She wants to help Dori.”


Dorian looked at her. “Meyla… I appreciate that you want to help but this man…”


Meyla met his eyes. “He used me!” Meyla hissed. “He used me like some cheap whore and now I carry his child!”


“That child is a blessing of life Meyla.” Onera spoke.


Meyla nodded her head and smiled gently. “Yes… she is.” She said softly as she rubbed her partially swollen abdomen. “But he will never know that. I want to make sure he knows he will never be part of that.”


“If you do this you can’t reveal to him that we are onto their plans.” Dorian said. “Or the ships waiting for us!”


Meyla drew herself up proudly. “I don’t intend to.” She said.


Dorian glanced at Sheva and then Deion quickly. All of them nodded along with Onera. “Do it!” He hissed. “Set it up!”


Sixty seconds later the transmitter was sitting on the table and Meyla was in front of it as she activated the beacon. The face of the handsome young pureblood vampire Faren appeared in the small cone of the transmission. He had light brown hair and glittering blue eyes and looked to be in superior physical shape. Sheva, Onera and Nara all could see why Meyla had fallen so easily for him.


“Meyla!” His voice echoed in the small room. “Finally!”


“I needed… I needed to get someplace private.” Meyla stammered quickly.


Faren shook his head. “I understand ussta ssinssrigg.” He said. “It is alright. We will be together soon. Your ship will reach the rendezvous in under an hour and then we all will be together and we can start our life with our daughter.”


Meyla shifted her feet. “Where… where will we go?” She asked timidly. “I… Faren I do not wish to raise our daughter on a ship among those who follow Admiral Moran.” She said quickly before Onera or Sheva could stop her. “He… following him will only give us death. I…”


Sheva was reaching for her when Faren answered and she froze when she heard his reply. 
“Follow Moran?” Faren hissed. “I have no intention of following that war mongering fool!” He spat. 


Meyla’s eyes went a little wider at this and she saw Sheva quickly motion for her to continue. “What… I thought… you are an officer in his fleet. Are you not aligned against Empress Narice now? Isn’t that what he plans?”


“Meyla… I… I am a member of the Venorik Elghinn.” Faren told her softly. “Well… I was… before Empress Aikiro and Moran’s fool plans nearly got us all killed. Many of us did not agree with their plans and we advised against it. We were ignored.”


“Faren… I don’t understand.” Meyla said. “My brother… my parents…”


He looked at her quickly with wide eyes. “They will be safe ussta ssinssrigg. I promised you I would see to them. I have already dispatched a message to your brother on Elear. By now he has taken his wife and children and moved to the location I set up. He will be safe. Once you contacted me and told me that a Lycavorian Strike Team had appeared at the colony and were taking Sheva Juconi’s parents off I set my plans in motion. I knew the colony you were on had been compromised… and perhaps even the others. The Lycavorian Union Krypteria is far more organized and efficient than that idiot Moran gives them credit for. I knew once you told me that they had somehow discovered the program and were probably already moving to capture and detain all those involved. I knew that if they were there to take Sheva Juconi’s parents off the planet then she was no longer among the program’s loyalists. She was always different than the others. Most of those who instructed her saw it.”

Meyla looked at him. “Faren… my brother has…”

“Your brother has not reported to his control officer for months now. I know.” He cut her off. “I have contacts everywhere Meyla. I know his loyalty is to the Union and his elven wife and children now. I sent him a message to get them and himself to safety as I told you. A place they could hide for a short time.”

“Faren…”

“I can tell you now what I have held back from you.” He continued without giving her time to speak. It appeared as if there was much her wanted to get off his chest to Sheva and the others watching. “There is much discontent among the crews of the ships Moran has with him. They are divided and confused and many have families and loved ones they want to return to. We have been getting many intercepts from within High Coven space about what Narice is now doing. The changes she is making. Many of them want no part in what Moran is planning to do. I was the senior Venorik Elghinn officer remaining after the escape from Earth. He has had those loyal to him watching me but I have played the good little agent and done as he asked. I informed him of what you told me because I knew he would send me to collect whoever took Sheva Juconi’s parents from the colony. He is not as smart as he likes to think he is.” Faren smiled. “Perhaps this is one of the faults Princess Yuri saw in him. Or she was just tired of his foolish ranting.” He tried to joke. “Moran wishes to try and use those from the program, Sheva Juconi’s parents as well, to find out where Yuri is. I…” Faren explained to her.

“So you have been using me all of this time?” Meyla hissed angrily.

“What? No!” He spat back in shock. “Never! I love you Meyla! My future is with you and our daughter! I want nothing to do with that fool Moran or his twisted son Dante! I told him because I knew he would send me. I have no intention of turning anyone over to Moran. He has lost his mind! His son is an evil monster. The men and crews of these ships with me are only seeking escape. They do not want to fight for Moran. They want to return home or escape to where they will be safe!”

“But… but where will we go?” Meyla asked as her heart lifted significantly and her face became brighter.

“There are many places in The Wilds where we can go.” Faren answered. “I know of at least two individuals who may even be able to point us in the direction of Princess Yuri.”

“Yuri?” Meyla asked. “Why?”

“I have heard rumors that she has changed since becoming the Blessed Wife to her own Immortal Captain.” Faren told her. “The Crown Prince Androcles… he lifted the bounty he had placed on her head. Most believe he did this because he had found and killed her. I believe it was because he saw that she had changed and she somehow convinced the Crown Prince to spare her life. I have seen the reports on him Meyla… and it would have taken an act of the phraktos for him to lift the bounty after what Moran and Aikiro forced upon his sister. It was one of the vilest things those in the Venorik Elghinn ever were forced to be part of and no one that I associate with agreed with their actions. Prince Androcles would never have given her a reprieve unless he saw something within her that others did not.”

“How can you be so sure?” Meyla asked.

“There are reports that she rescued an elven female from Immortal slavers and they are now lovers and this tells me there is truth to this. I think that she is secretly supporting her sister from the shadows. Now that the darkness that now engulfs her son is gone from her, I believe the real Yuri has come forth. Androcles Leonidas must have seen this and he is supporting her somehow from the shadows. It is the only way she could have remained hidden for so long. There are very few pirates and scum who wish to challenge Androcles Leonidas and those that do are insane.” Faren said. “At least that is what I firmly believe.” 
He looked at her in the transmission, his eyes softening and filling with love that could not be faked. “I can not tell you that I have not done terrible things my beautiful Meyla, but I have never lied to you. I can’t return to the High Coven, but I can try to find Princess Yuri and help her in her endeavors. And it will be safer for your parents as well. With her we can at least raise our daughter in safety and relative peace while I work to make the High Coven what it was meant to be. To at least try and return some honor to my life. So that… so that my daughter and any other children we have will not have to hang their heads in shame at what I have done.”

Meyla burst out in tears and they all saw his face take on a worried expression as he looked at her. “Faren!” She sobbed.

“Meyla… what is wrong?” He asked quickly. “Are you… are you hurt? Did you injure yourself leaving the colony? Are you ok? Our child?”

Meyla shook her head. “No… I…”

Dorian chose that time to touch the transmitter and expand the transmission cone to include himself and the others nearby. He stepped up beside Meyla as did her mother. “No… she is not hurt.” He spoke seeing Faren’s eyes go wide. “I would say she is extremely happy… if what you are telling her is true.”

“Who are you?” Faren demanded. “If you harm her I will kill you! I will hunt you down and kill you!” He spat harshly.

“The name is Leonidas.” Dorian said calmly. “Dorian Leonidas.”

Faren’s eyes grew wider still. “The first son by Queen Isabella and King Leonidas!” He gasped. “The… the pre-born like… like your brother Androcles!”

Dorian tilted his head slightly. “You are… well informed.” He said.
“You!” Faren gasped. “You took her off the colony? But… but how did…”

“Sheva Juconi is my Blessed Wife and mate.” Dorian told him. “She showed me the message from that fool control agent of hers.”

“I… I expected that is how you discovered the location of the colony.” Faren spoke. Dorian noticed that he seemed to almost relax. “That you somehow found one of the agents of the program and their control agent.”
Dorian nodded. “Why don’t you answer a question for me now? How much of that sibfla you just shoveled out to Meyla here is true?”

Faren looked at him and his eyes narrowed. “I speak your ancient language Dorian Leonidas! Quite fluently.” He snapped angrily. “And none of what I just told Meyla is a lie. I have never lied to her!”

“You didn’t tell her everything.” Sheva hissed as she stepped up next to Dorian.

“It was the only way to protect her. Protect our child.” Faren answered her statement with complete honesty. “Wait! If you… if you know about the transmitter I gave her then you… you know that we are moving to the rendezvous coordinates that you have with whoever is escorting you out of The Wilds!”

Dorian smiled. “My brother Androcles is waiting at those coordinates.” He said. “With a ship and enough firepower to blow you and your ships into leftover space dust before you are able to fart in the wind.”

“No!” Faren hissed with wide eyes. “We are not the enemy Dorian Leonidas! I chose this ship and the escorts myself! All of them carry men and women who think as I do! Those who did not… they were dealt with. We are not the enemy!”

“How do I know we can trust anything you say?” Dorian told him calmly. “By now your ships are within range of my brother’s ship. He is probably already jamming your long range communications. You won’t be able to call for help. And you won’t survive his attack.”

“Vith! I do not want to call for help!” Faren exclaimed loudly. “Tell him to scan our ships right now! We are running without shields and our weapons are not powered. We want nothing to do with Moran and his fool son! Or what they are planning! These ships are filled with all those who I could spirit away and not draw attention to us! We do not… we do not want to fight anymore!”

“So you say!” Dorian spoke.

“Do it! Do as I tell you!” Faren almost shouted now. “Scan our ships! Tell him to scan our ships! We have to be less than an hour away for this transmission to be so clear! If we are talking then I know you can contact him! We will do anything he asks! Just tell him!”

“Stand by.” Dorian snapped and reached forward again to silence the transmission.

“You can’t hurt him!” Meyla cried. “He is telling the truth! I know it! I can see it in his eyes!”

Dorian looked at her and squeezed her arm gently seeing her eyes lock onto his. “I know that Meyla.” He said softly. “So can I.” He looked at Deion. “Get on your P1 fervon. Get this info to Andro and than Yuri and let them know what is happening Deion. I think we just caught a much bigger break than any of us expected or believed.”

Deion nodded and pulled out his P1. “Carians… you think!” He gasped.

MANNE
UNION ADHOC COMPOUND


Martin squatted beside the base of the massive tree on the ridge above the Union Adhoc Compound, or Base One as it had come to be called. The crystal clear waters of the huge lake that backstopped the compound were reflecting the bright sunshine as the sun rose in the sky. The many portable shelters had become pseudo permanent homes to most of his people over the last weeks and some had even begun to replant a number of the brighter colored flowers among the many worn pathways throughout the compound. They no doubt had a sense that they would be staying for a long time and they were making things try to appear normal.
The mountains to the east and west and the one he squatted on to the north gave Base One a natural protective barrier against most of the elements that they knew existed on Manne. There was only one main avenue into the sprawling valley with dozens of escape routes into the surrounding mountains that only his people knew of. There was much activity within Base One, men and women preparing the different defenses of the base. There was no panic however. It was controlled chaos as military men had called it dating back centuries. Everyone moved with purpose and precision. It had become second nature to many of those below him and Martin felt a pang of regret for the life they had to lead. It was only a brief regret, for he knew that the men and women below would not change anything. Each and every one of them had chosen this way of life willingly, and all of them had served with distinction. They were true professionals and would do their jobs to the very best of their abilities. There was no back down in any of them. Most were Lycavorian Spartans, but there were hundreds of elves, vampires and Algolians who had also chosen this life as well and all of them gave one hundred percent to their duties. They had adopted the Spartan mentality from the day his father had given his life in defense of them in that far away place most of them had never been too. And this mentality had carried onward in their children.
They were Spartans.

His father’s selfless sacrifice for so many men, women and different species, without truly even knowing anything about them had altered the course of the history and culture of the Lycavorian Union. An obscure culture and mentality from what many still considered a back water planet had engulfed trillions of beings. Shortly after the death of his father, there had been a massive push to discover as much about the Spartan history and way of life among the many species that now made up the Union. His death and the death of his fellow Lycavorians at that lonely place on Earth had inspired so many. They had not known the true nature of their people, only that they were different. From the time the Ten Thousand had arrived on Earth among the Spartan people they had fit right in seamlessly. It was a sincere testament to Helen’s powers of perception that she saw the similarities between the Spartans and the Lycavorians. The sense of honor and duty and family. If only the Spartan Kings who had come before his father had known what their culture and traditions would spawn. A galaxy spanning society that embraced the ideals of the Spartan people even as harsh as many considered the laws to sometimes be. Martin knew there were those who did not adhere to the Spartan way of life, different species and cultures, but they were welcome and accepted within the Union as equals and friends. The vast majority of Lycavorians chose to follow the Spartan laws and traditions that so suited their species, but they also welcomed and viewed different cultures with respect and honor. While the adoption of the Spartan way of life changed how many viewed the Chronicles of Law that were written by Canth and his grandfather, those laws had been the core of their society ever since the Union had been born. The Spartan way of life was absorbed into those laws and values and they had continued for over three thousand years now. And no matter how much they may have learned about what other forces may have helped to shape the Lycavorian people, Spartan culture was supremely dominant.
Martin lowered the datapad and coffee mug in his hands when he smelled him move up behind him. No matter what anyone said about his brother, Daniel Simpson could and did move like a ghost at times. He was not trying to hide himself in any way, Daniel had long ago given up trying to sneak up on Martin, but the absolute control and grace his six foot five body could muster would shame the ballerinas of centuries before. Martin Leonidas trusted two men utterly and without question in his life. Two men that he would share everything and anything with, no matter how dire or joyous. One was his first born son and the other was this man. The only man Martin had ever considered his brother. His one true brother. His head turned slightly as Danny settled to one knee beside him. Like Martin he was already attired in the standard Union Mark V ArmorPly Body Armor. His combat harness held several pouches, extra magazines for his A4, and half a dozen Plasma grenades. His personal nehtes was secured under one arm in a special holster and Daniel Simpson was more than lethal with the Nehtes. Daniel had been bald for his entire life, choosing to keep the hair from his head, though now he had begun to grown a neatly trimmed goatee and mustache. They had been through so much together. Life, death, sadness and joy. And through it all, their bond had only grown more tightly and more intense. When Moneus took Carina as his wife and mate, the connection between the two of them had been sealed for all time and nothing would ever drive them apart.
Martin turned back to look at the camp below for he thoroughly enjoyed the times he could just sit and watch things progress around him. It wasn’t arrogance of any kind; it was a pride he felt at what they could all accomplish. Only Daniel or his wives would ever interrupt him when he was doing this, for they knew how much he enjoyed it. 

“I see you’re slacking again.” Danny spoke as he adjusted his A4 across his knees.

Martin grinned and nodded his head. With the exception of Anuk and Nayeca and his eight children, Martin had never known Daniel to act serious about anything. Now Kesyla would join that small circle within his brother’s life of the precious things he cared for more than anything. “One of us has too.” He said.

“You been up here a couple hours.” Dan spoke as his dark eyes swept over Base One. “I was beginning to wonder if you had grown roots or something.”

“I was just admiring the view.” Martin said as Danny reached out and took the coffee mug from his hand and took a long pull from the steaming hot liquid. He looked at the insulated mug and shook his head. 
“Man… Aricia sure got it right when she came up with this blend.” He said with a shake of his head. “You know how many of our people are addicted to this coffee now? You should keep her pregnant all the time fervon. Maybe if she stays pregnant she’ll come up for something to replace the extreme shit tasting combat rations we got right now. I am already missing Iama’s cooking and it’s only been since breakfast.” 

Martin chuckled as he took the mug back and took a pull of the rich tasting coffee. “We’d have to keep her away from Red though.” He said. “Anja will have us eating healthy stuff and we won’t even know it.”

Dan laughed. “Ain’t it the truth?” He said.

“Manda in position?” He asked softly.

Danny nodded. “She sent the burst ten minutes ago. The last of the Battalion Andro sent to us is down and moving to their positions. Manda’s Raptor E3s have picked up the Kavalian ships entering the system on the far side of the system. From behind the gas giant’s moon. He thinks he’s being slick.”

“He’s trying to sneak in.” Martin said as his eyes looked over Base One.

“He sucks at sneaking then cause they are blundering about like fools.” Danny said with a smile.

Like Martin, Danny rarely let others see the extreme insight and intelligence he held within him. While most saw only the laconic and often times humorous side of Daniel Simpson, only a few knew of the skill and exceptional smarts of the man who everyone knew was their King’s brother. Only Anuk, Nayeca and now Kesyla had seen that side of him, and he liked to keep it that way.
“Koguth has his people in position west of Site 2. All the pieces are just about set then.” Martin said casually.

“You think he’ll take the bait?” Danny asked.

Martin nodded his head. “Oh… he’ll take the bait.” He said. “He’s too proud not to. And too stupid.”

“Well… you have to admit… if you’re going to be stupid about something, make sure it looks and smells as good as For'mya.” Danny spoke. 
He was perhaps the only man alive who could get away with saying that and not have Martin rip his face off. Danny knew what For'mya and all his wives and mates meant to Martin. There had been many nights through the last years where the two of them had simply sat under the stars and talked of their better halves and the emotions they were able to elicit from them.  
Martin grinned once more. “I have to agree with that.” He said. He looked at Danny. “I take it Kesyla is with Anuk and Nayeca?”
Dan nodded. “Nubian has the security of the Medical Tent. Kesyla is inside with Anja, Anuk and Duewa. I guess this Radra woman is there as well. Ready to help.”

“She’s a beautiful woman fervon.” Martin said. “I’m happy for you. All of you. Is she adjusting ok?”

Dan nodded as he took the mug from Martin again. “She’s got Anuk and Nubian to teach her. And what they can’t or don’t know, Aricia and your better halves do. She’s actually… she is making the adjustment much more quickly and easier than I thought.”

Martin nodded his head. “Helen told me once that those of us who have Etheric abilities will be able to better able to accept and tolerate the change.” He said.

Danny grinned. “Well… we went running last night and she is learning fast.” He said with a chuckle.

“What?” Martin asked him.

“She misjudged a turn and went ass over head into a stream.” Danny said. “When she got her legs under her again I was kind of standing there staring at her tail. She’s got a real nice tail fervon.”
“Bet she didn’t appreciate that.” Martin said with a smile.

“She cuffed me good right across the muzzle.” Danny said with his trademark smile. “Caught me completely unaware. Anuk and Nubian were laughing all the way back.”

“Sounds like Anuk and Nayeca are teaching her well.” Martin said with a matching grin.

“Almost too well.” Danny replied with a nod. Danny reached out and placed his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “You ok?” He asked softly.

Martin nodded his head slowly. “I’ve had a lot of time to toss this all around in my head fervon. No matter which direction I come at it from Danny, there is still one glaring basic truth.” Martin looked at him. “I have no feeling for him anymore Dan. None. Not after what he did to For'mya. What he forced upon her. What he forced upon his own children. Add up all he has done through the years… trying to kill our mother… killing so many of our people. He stopped being Lycavorian a long time ago.”

“He’s still your brother Martin.” Danny said.

Martin shook his head. “The inescapable fact in all this is that you are the only brother I have ever known Dan.” Martin looked at him. “The only brother I want. You are my Mard Fervon. He’s a nobody. He had… he had an opportunity to discover what we could have. To learn about the blood we have flowing within us. He chose to be a scumbag rapist and murderer instead. Keleru may have had something to do with that when all is said and done but ultimately we are all responsible for the decisions we make.” Martin said turning back to look at Base One in the distance.
Danny nodded his head slowly. “Yes… we are.” He said softly.
“He chose to walk the path he has walked Danny.” Martin said softly. “I intend to treat him exactly like that. I’ve taken his remaining sons from him… showed them what they could have… what their blood calls for… and they have embraced that Spartan blood within them more than I ever thought possible. Pian has taken his daughter and from what I understand he dotes over her like a blossoming flower. When I see him Dan… when I see him I’m going to take what is left of his pitiful life. Then my father will breathe a little easier and my mother can hold her head high.” Martin rose to his feet, Danny following suit and they looked down on Base One. “I just might make this a regular vacation spot.” Martin said. “It’s beautiful here.”
“Can’t argue with that.” Dan said. Dan looked out over Base One. “You think it will ever end Marty?” He asked the question they had asked of each other many different times in the past. “You think the day will come where we can hang our guns up and be normal?”
Martin looked at him. “How many times have we asked each other that question Dan?”

Danny nodded. “More times than I care to admit I guess.” He replied.

“You want me to answer that from my hopes or from my heart fervon?” Martin asked him.

“I’ve never asked for you to bullshit me.” Dan said. “Don’t start now.”

Martin turned back and allowed his gaze to take in the scenery before him. “My heart tells me that for me… for you… for our children… no. We came into this world kicking and screaming and that is how we are going to leave it fervon. But when we go… we’ll go with the knowledge that our grandchildren and those who come after them will never have to fight again.”
“We gonna be around to see that?” Danny asked.

Martin looked at him. “I don’t plan on checking out any time soon. Do you?” He asked with a laugh.

“Hell no!” Danny spat. “Anuk, Nubian and Kesyla would kick my ass!”

Martin reached behind his waist and pulled out his P1. He handed it to Danny. “You seen the first recon drone footage?” He asked.

Dan nodded as he took the P1. “Yeah. Doesn’t look good.”

“Then let’s settle this so we can make sure if any of our people survived we can help them.” Martin said.

“Works for me.” Danny answered. “I was getting bored anyway.”

Martin took back his P1 with a smile and replaced it at the small of his back. He reached up and tapped the COM implant at the front of his ear.

“Spartan One to Admiral Lorian.”
“I am here Milord.” Manda’s voice replied.

Martin shook his head. “Manda… what have I told you about that.” He scolded her as he looked up into the brightening sky.

Miranda Lorian chuckled from her command chair on the bridge of the ARIZONA. “I will remember someday.” She said.
“You ready Manda?” Martin asked.

“Sitting on go.” She answered. “Raptors are reporting his ships are beginning to move from beyond the moon. Standard Kavalian attack formation. Troop ships randomly mixed in.” She gave him the brief rundown. “If they maintain course and speed they’ll be on you in sixteen minutes.”

“That’s it then.” Martin spoke. “Captain Akemi?”

“Here sire!” Akemi’s voice replied instantly.

“Go now Akemi!” Martin hissed. “Turn tail and run like the hounds of hell are chasing you! Just like they did in Hollywood!”

“Hollywood Milord?” Akemi asked from the bridge of the ARC ROYAL. “Where is this Hollywood?”
“Jeez! Never mind! Just go!” Martin hissed.

“Executing plan. Jumping in twenty seconds. Just so the record shows Milord, we are not running, we are simply advancing to kick him in the balls from behind. Good luck and we’ll see you all on the flip side!” Akemi answered.

“General Koguth…” Martin continued with a smile at Akemi’s comment.

“Kalis and I are in position and ready.” Koguth answered instantly. “Serale and Ceale have our triage unit set up and are very well hidden. The last of your Spartans has arrived and we await the arrival of Pusintin’s vaunted Puma Bane. We will show them who are the better warriors this day.”

“Kalis… as soon as things are in full swing you break for For'mya’s position. She’ll be waiting with Fedor and Eirene.” Martin said.

“Just as we discussed Uncle.” Kalis answered.

“Manda… you getting that signal?” Martin asked.

“It’s radiating from seventy-three ships.” She replied. “We have marked them all.”

“I guess that message we got was true then.” Martin said looking at Danny. “Keep an eye on them… and if they so much as twitch wrong blow them out of the stars.” Martin saw Dan nod his head in approval.
“Understood.” Miranda replied.

“Alright people this is it. Manda… as soon as his troop ships hit the atmosphere they will have reached the point of no return. Wait sixty seconds once they do and then de-shroud your Attack Wing and obliterate his task force.” Martin ordered. “No survivors on this Op folks. They opened this dance and now we are gonna finish it. No mercy. No surrender. May the gods go with us all! Spartan One out!”

SPARTA'S WRATH


There were six ships now. All of them with their Shrouds activated to avoid unwanted detection since they were within The Wilds, and all of them within firing distance of each other. Not that it would be much of a fight if it came to that. SPARTA'S WRATH dwarfed all the ships by a massive margin and would have been able to destroy them all in several eye blinks if need be. 
It wouldn’t be needed.


Three transports had been taken into the starboard landing bay of SPARTA'S WRATH, and Murano had watched from a short distance away with Mari beside him as Androcles and his siblings greeted their brothers and sister. The obvious female squeals of delight and happiness were apparent as Eliani and Lisisa embraced Nara and then Sheva tightly since they were the first down the ramp. Normya was next and the sisters shared embraces with each other before they turned to their brothers. Andro had swept Carisia’s petite frame into his arms and kissed her with staggering intensity as Sadi and the others looked on with huge smiles. Murano then watched as Sadi and the others swarmed around them and as soon as Andro set Carisia down, Lu'ria was the first to pull her diminutive vampire lover into a similar embrace and kiss. 
Murano could only continue to watch in wonderment at the out pouring of emotion and action for it was not forced in any way. They truly did feed off the physical contact and love they all had for one another. He had watched as Andro gripped Deion’s and Dorian’s head in his hands and the brothers shared silent words between each other and Deion nodded. To stand apart from them and watch their actions you could tell they were all genuine in their feelings. Martin and his wives had instilled an indestructible sense of family within them all and they had nurtured it as their children had grown. It was easy to see that Androcles was the center of it among those here. The peace that swept around him was similar to what he had felt when he watched Martin with his wives and mates. He had touched each of his brothers and sisters in some manner, sharing a soft word and smile before he stepped off to the side and up to where Yuri and Pa'cour were standing with Onera. Sheva was introducing her parents to Eliani and Lisisa, the other families standing respectfully to the side just watching, unsure of what was going to happen.

That had been an hour ago and now the principle parts of this plan they were following were sitting at the massive conference table in the briefing room. The young vampire officer from the High Coven ship was talking and pointing things out on the star chart. Murano had seen this young man rush to the woman when she exited Dorian’s ship and crush her to him. The emotion was very genuine and the tears she shed were tears of happiness. The Captain of the ship had come over as well and he now stood along the wall simply watching. Murano had always considered himself an excellent judge of character and his Praetorian abilities had never steered him wrong when reading others. He could detect no deceit from either of these men, and he was quite certain neither could Androcles with his incredible sense of smell.

Faren pointed to a large section of the star chart and looked at Androcles and Yuri as he finished speaking. “…will have moved from the last point we made contact.” He was telling them. “We never remained in any one location for more than twenty-four hours. He will have shifted the forces with him to a new location by now.”

“Numbers?” Androcles asked leaning forward.

“At last count two Fleet Groups Prince Androcles.” Faren answered instantly. “With a mish mash of odd ships that deserted their old units. Total ships no more than three hundred and thirty at any given time. He knows it is hard to move a fleet of that size and he is deliberately staying out of the traveled areas to hide them.”

“How many not with him are actually aligned with him?” Yuri asked this question. “And I don’t mean just ships.”
Faren shook his head. “I’m afraid that I don’t have that information.” He replied honestly to the question. “I would have to say at least one or two senior members of the Ventash'ma. It would be the only way for him to hide himself from Admiral Pontal without detection for so long.”

Carisia leaned forward now, real concern for Narice on her face. “The Ventash’ma have all publicly stated their overwhelming support for her actions.”

Faren nodded his head. “I’m sure they have. They do not want to be killed by the many Immortals she has guarding her. It is the only real explanation.” He said. “Someone is helping him and they have to be well placed enough to at least have some military support. Admiral Pontal has been concerned primarily with securing our borders since the war ended. He has not even been back to the capital. Others are acting in his stead and I would not be surprised if they are also passing information to Moran’s forces. It would need to be someone with the access to alter logs, journals and even star charts. I just do not know. I have been out of the loop so to speak since the events on Earth.” He looked quickly at Androcles. “Meaning no offense Prince Leonidas.”
Andro nodded. “None taken.” He said.

“What the Empress and the others perpetrated upon your sister is heinous and even the most loyal members of the Venorik Elghinn advised her against such an action.” Faren said. “They knew the kind of response it would incur and Intelligence agents they may be, they are still husbands and fathers and brothers. It was a vile and despicable thing they did. She would not listen to us however.”

Murano leaned forward now. “If she was touched by Xaxon for as long as your father says Andro… then this is not surprising. His control and influence, even peripheral in nature as it was with her, would have been unbreakable after so long a period.”

“He could control people like this Murano?” Yuri asked.

Murano shook his head. “Control is not the correct word. His Praetorian aptitude was the ability to influence others. Almost like sub conscious suggestions and manipulations. He could not control their minds directly, but he could weaken their mental barriers enough to make his authority and wishes overwhelming in nature.” He met Yuri’s eyes evenly. “As he did with his Praetorian Mage and as he did with your mother and as he was almost able to accomplish with you Yuri. He was the only Praetorian in recorded history with this ability… and it is not one we speak of openly.”
“Andro we have to warn Narice and Arrarn!” Carisia hissed.

“I agree Androcles.” Yuri said urgently. “If Robert has this kind of support still within the capital then Narice is not safe. Nothing can happen to her! Not now! Even if we find and destroy him, these men or women will still oppose her. They could cause all kinds of trouble that she is not prepared for.”

“Arrarn and Cha'talla will let nothing happen to her.” Andro told them. “And if we send word to her now, it may very well tip off Moran and Dante.”

“Send me.” Nameia spoke for the first time. She sat between Yuri and Pa'cour as had become her place and she relished in the attention both would show her. She looked at Yuri. “Send me Yuri. Just as we had intended before. No one will suspect an elf female. They will think me part of the Union forces already assigned there.”

Yuri shook her head instantly though Pa'cour remained silent. “No! It’s too dangerous!” She spoke softly.

Nameia reached out and took her hand. “Yuri my love… I will not be in danger.” She spoke with that musical voice that Yuri and Pa'cour so adored and she did it with no shame or doubt. “Our Blessed Husband will see to that.” She spoke turning her head to Pa'cour. “Won’t you?”

Pa'cour met her gaze evenly and then cut his eyes to see Yuri looking at him. “T’lolt… he gave me a private COM channel that would allow me to speak with Cha'talla whenever I wished too. I could contact him… let him know. He would never allow anything to happen to her.”

“Andro!” Carisia insisted.

Andro met her gaze and saw Sadi clutching her hand tightly. He nodded quickly. “That would work very well.” He said. “Cha'talla is more operationally inclined than Arrarn and if Nameia goes to him and provides him this intelligence he will act on it from the shadows. Tir'ut?”

Tir'ut nodded from his chair. “My brother Lynom and As'hia are in charge of Narice’s personal security detachment. My father would tell them… but no one else until he was certain that her safety was assured. Then he would act against those aligned against her.”
“Do it!” Andro spoke with hesitation. “Nameia… I will have a STRIKER take you to the capital. You’ll be shrouded the entire way. No one will know you have arrived.”

“I want two of our Immortals to go with her.” Yuri spoke up. 

Andro nodded again without hesitation and Murano marveled at how quickly his mind assessed a situation and then acted upon it. He had heard from many others on Manne that Andro was nearly a clone to his father in the way he thought and how quickly he could process vital and important information and move to make meaningful decisions. Obviously they had not been exaggerating. 

“Pick them… get them on a G9 over to here. By the time they arrive the STRIKER will be ready.” Andro looked at Faren. “Do you have any that you suspect Captain?” He asked.

“None that I can be sure of Prince Androcles.” Faren replied honestly. “We have only tidbits of information that points to this. Nothing solid.”

“Transfer that intelligence to a data pad and give it to Nameia.” Andro told him quickly. “Cha'talla and the others have been there among them and will know what to take seriously and what not too.”

Faren nodded quickly. “I will see to it.” He said.

Andro got to his feet. “Enylarcopri… take your mother and Nameia to the landing bay and make sure she is fitted with our finest equipment. Do not spare anything.” 

Carisia got to her feet, Lu'ria following suit naturally, gripping her hand tightly. The love between them was obvious and Lu'ria had no intention of allowing her fellow princess and maya eyed lover to do this alone. “Mother… follow me.” Carisia said.

Andro turned and looked at the captain of Faren’s ship as Yuri and Nameia were leaving. “Captain…”

“Onrad Prince Androcles!” The man announced clearly as he stepped forward.

“You have had a chance to review the plan.” Andro said. “The BLOOD REVERENCE class is your ship. What do you think?”

Onrad stepped forward. “I have a question first.” He asked.

Androcles nodded. “Go ahead.”

“How do you know I am not here simply to learn these plans?” Onrad asked. “How do you know I am not a spy for Moran?”

Deion turned his head from where he sat beside Nara. “Because you would already be dead if you were.” He spoke matter-of-factly.

Andro looked at the man. “Many of your people still do not believe that you have unique scents.” He spoke evenly. “You believe that because you ingest blood on a normal basis that it somehow changes what your base scent is.”

Onrad’s eyes grew a little wider. “How… it is still taught in our schools.” He said.

Androcles nodded. “It is not true Captain. And it is one of the things that Narice will get around to changing eventually. You have a base scent sir… all of you do. And it is from that base scent that all of us who are wolves can detect the hatred and rage that comes from your pores whenever Moran’s name is mentioned.” Andro motioned for him to come to the table. “He is responsible for something in your life that made you hate him I assume.”

“How did you… how do you know that?” Onrad asked stunned.

“Your scent. Your body language. The way you jaw tightens and the way your right eye twitches whenever his name is mentioned.” Deion spoke as he was still looking at him.

Andro smiled at Deion’s comment. “Whatever he is responsible for is your business sir.” Andro told him. “We have no right to know. Just know that he will face justice for all his sins.”
Onrad met Andro’s eyes. “Swear to me.” He demanded. “Swear to me that he will not get away and that he will answer for his crimes against the High Coven. Against my… against my son and daughter.”

Andro nodded. “That is the plan.” He said.

Onrad took a deep breath and nodded. “Your father’s plan is superior to anything I have ever seen.” Onrad spoke as he stepped right up to the chart table. “We have trained for such a thing before… never as much as I and others thought we should… but we have trained for it. We never trained for something like your father has developed here however.”

Eliani chuckled. “Our father isn’t exactly mainstream.” She said with a modicum of pride in her voice. “He likes to think of wild things to do.”

“Will it work?” Dorian asked now with a smile at Eliani’s comment.

Onrad nodded. “Yes… with two small modifications. Your entry points.”

“Show us.” Andro said motioning for Cowen, Jomann, Torian and the others of his team to move closer to the table.

Onrad stepped closer and began typing on the computer console. He looked at the chart now. “These two access points are closest to the power conduits that manage the secondary engine drive circuitry as well as the bridge maintenance accessway. The only way to truly knock out the LSD engines is to override one of these points and assume control of the main engines from the secondary panel. You will also need to hit the bridge. That is where Moran will be without question and you will need to take the engineering station.” 
“How many on the bridge?” Andro asked.

“Eleven… including Moran.” Onrad answered.

Andro nodded his head looking at the schematic chart. “Ok… that is feasible.” He spoke as he traced several lines on the chart. “Once the initial entry is made, Deion, Nara, Cowen, Sherice and Daio break off here and use this accessway to reach the hatch for the bridge. Once Dorian and I hit the aft section of the deck for Dante and Lu'ria and Carisia hit the forward section of the deck, fervon you and the others hit the bridge and secure Moran.”

“That still leaves the secondary bridge control panel.” Deion said. “Is it really necessary to take control of it?”
Onrad looked at Andro now. “Moran’s bridge crew is superbly trained Prince Leonidas. I do not doubt that your brother would be able to subdue them; however one or more of them might realize what you are doing and attempt to activate an emergency jump. Take this control panel when you assault this deck and you remove this ability from them permanently.”
“Not without being able to secure it first.” Deion spoke now as he pointed at the plans of the ship. “These controls would undoubtedly be password protected. Even if we took control of them they would still be able to shift to another password from the bridge and use the systems remotely.”

“Not if you change the password.” Onrad said.

“And how would we do that in twenty-seven seconds?” Andro asked. “That is all the time we will have before Deion blows the service hatch and hits the bridge.”

“An algorithm bypass.” The female voice spoke up.

Murano turned when he realized the voice came from Mari beside him. “Mari what did I tell you about interrupting and…” He began. 

“No!” Deion hissed cutting Murano’s words short. “She’s right!” He said moving over along the table and tapping the panel quickly. “Like this?” He asked looking down into her blue green eyes.

Mari looked at the formula he had typed and nodded. “Yes! Exactly!” She exclaimed.

Mari glanced up into his face and felt herself shiver in wanton delight once again. Deion Leonidas was far more deliciously handsome in person she decided and much larger physically than he had appeared in the transmission she had first seen of him. His dark brown eyes were liquid orbs of beauty as she gazed into them and just being next to him as she was now caused her to be more aroused than at anytime before in her young life. His Etheric resonance trembled against his shields but she could sense it easily enough and the power of it made her shudder in delight. Mari couldn’t explain it and she did not want to try to explain it. She had never felt this way about any of the men she had serious relationships with in the past and that fact alone made her want to go explore these new sensations and feelings. Neither of them noticed the knowing look that passed between Nara and Lisisa from where they stood. To say that their brother was interested in Mari was obvious, but there was also much more to his curiosity than simply a beautiful woman standing in front of him. Even they could sense the pull between Mari and Deion. All of Deion’s sisters could sense it, and no doubt Andro did as well, but Nara most of all because she was his twin.
It was Eliani who shook them all out of their almost trancelike state. “That’s all well and good fervon… but you just typed in the formula for that in like three seconds. The rest of us block heads wouldn’t be able to do it as fast as you and Lady Mari when we are there.”

Onrad looked at Androcles. “Your Avatar could.” He spoke.

Androcles shook his head. “I will not risk Armen on this mission.” He said. “He is the heart of this ship and he will need to be here in case something happens that we can not plan for.”

Mari tore her eyes from Deion and looked at Andro. “I will do it.” She said.

“Mari no!” Murano almost yelled.

“I can do it fa… Uncle!” She exclaimed turning to look at him. All of those present in the room who were Lycavorian could instantly smell the spike in her scent when she spoke and all of them knew why but did not understand it.

“It is too dangerous!” Murano snapped shaking his head.

“And it will be even more dangerous without doing this!” Mari protested. “I can maintain an open COM link with Armen and he can assist me, but Deion’s sister just said none of them have the skill to do this except for Deion and me. And he is leading the assault on the bridge! He will be in danger if this is not done! I can do this!”

And once more those in the room who were Lycavorian detected the shift in her scent when she spoke. This time of Deion. Her words may not have given it away, but the way her scent spiked and the inflection of her words as she spoke Deion’s name was obvious to them all though it went right over Murano’s head.

“I said no!” Murano barked at her. “I did not bring you with me to put you at risk Mari! If anything were to happen to you, your father would never forgive me!”

Mari turned back to Andro. “I can do this!” She insisted. “It is child’s play. And the risk to the entire assault team would be much less if we do not change the plan now! Isn’t that right Androcles?”
Andro shook his head slowly. “I will not go against your uncle’s wishes Lady Mari.” He said.

“I will guide her!” Deion spoke up now. “She can enter with my team. We will stage at her location and then conduct our entry when she has finished the bypass.”

“The deck will not be secure fervon.” Andro said. “It will still be a hot zone. Even after she conducts this bypass… who will remain to shield her? Dorian and I will be after Dante and Lu'ria’s team will not even be close.”

“We will have twenty-seven seconds from the time she executes the bypass until we hit the bridge.” Cowen spoke now leaning forward and looking at the schematic. “Six meters from the panel to our access tunnel and another eight meters in the actual accessway.” Cowen was figuring in his head and using his fingers on the panel to help him. They all watched as Sherice stepped forward and slid her smaller hand under his larger palm and added her fingers to his.

“Nine Cowen.” She spoke softly, moving closer to him and pressing her body against his. She had worked diligently with Cowen over the last days on his new Mindvoice abilities and he was growing and learning far faster than she had first thought. Sherice really did not know what to expect of Cowen’Shan when she first decided to take the position offered by Andro and her mother. After what had happened, and the closeness she had with all of the Leonidas family, Sherice did not believe she could be objective enough. Her mother talked her into it by telling her that Cowen'Shan and those like him were different. Just how different Sherice did not fully grasp until she had met him.

He towered over her in height and though his body was covered in a fine coat of hair, he was easily as well built as any Spartan she had seen. And quite to her astonishment Sherice found him to be very attractive in a wild sort of way. He moved with fluid grace, always sure of himself, and always checking the area around him. His long tail was always moving behind him, providing him exceptional balance and added strength. Sherice did not expect him to be so well educated and was stunned as he recited the different intricacies of Advanced Architectural Engineering and she discovered he had made the designs for his Pride’s main home and then built the structure over the course of three years with his brothers. Sherice knew he had a very sharp mind when it came to tactics, for Androcles would not have selected him to be part of his team if he didn’t, but she also knew from brief experiences with him that fast math calculations were not one of his strong points when working to compute something quickly. He was very meticulous about his calculations she learned and he just was not able to do certain things in his head so quickly. Sherice was also stunned at her body’s physical reaction when she pressed close to him for this is the closest she had been since meeting him. She hide her expression very well, just as her mother had taught her and all of her sisters, but Sherice could not deny the wave of desire that being so close to him caused within her.
And that most of all caused Sherice to begin to think of Cowen'Shan in a very different light.

Cowen turned and met her gorgeous blue eyes with a smile taking no offense at what she had just done. “Thank you Sherice.” He said surprising her with his reaction and the brightness of his own green flecked dark eyes. He turned back to Andro. “Nine seconds. We can do it.” He said confidently. “Deion covers Lady Mari while she activates the bypass in the corridor, Deion then throws her up to me out of the corridor while Daio and Sherice cover our entry point and Nara focuses on the bridge access hatch. Then we proceed the last eight meters to the hatch and execute our entry. She will not be seen and will be safe once in the accessway and out of the line of fire. Nine seconds for us to cover the eight meters and execute our entry. Simple.”

“I will do it!” Mari spoke forcefully turning to look at Murano. “I am not a child and if Armen and Deion can not do it than I am the only one left! You can’t deny it Uncle!”

“Mari you…” Murano began.

“Can you do it Uncle? You will be with Andro and Dorian!” She demanded interrupting his words. “If you can do it then I will remain behind! I am not a child and I am not afraid!”

Murano stared at her for a long moment before he surrendered to her logic. She was right of course and he could not deny this. “You remain in the accessway!” Murano instructed her. “You are not to leave no matter what you hear! Is that clear?”

Mari smiled and hugged him tightly. “Yes.” 

“This is not a game child.” Murano told her holding her at arms length. “This will be very fast and very violent. These people… they are not like those we have met so far. They will not hesitate to strike you down. People will die! You must do exactly as Deion tells you!”

Mari sobered at that and nodded her head slowly as she squeezed his arms. “As you say Uncle.” She spoke softly.

Deion moved closer to Mari and she turned her head to see him towering over her from behind. “I will protect her with my life sir.” He spoke confidently. “I will allow nothing to happen to her. I give you my word.”

Murano nodded slowly still not liking it but he looked at Andro. “Her technical skills are unquestioned.” He told him. “I do not like it… but even I must admit she can do this and make this mission smoother and perhaps less violent.”

Andro nodded his head. “Very well. Nara… you will see to insuring Lady Mari has the proper gear and have the Master at Arms put together an electronics package for her and a weapon that will suit her physical stature.” 
Nara didn’t hesitate and held out her hand for Mari. “This way Mari.” She spoke.

Mari leaned up and kissed Murano on the cheek softly. “I will not disappoint you.” She said softly. 

“Disappointing me will never be an issue child.” He said as he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

Mari smiled and turned. She glanced once more at Deion and saw his gorgeous eyes gazing at her intently. She could hardly tear her eyes from Deion as she moved around him and took Nara’s hand. Murano took notice of this now and while his eyes narrowed he said nothing. The way they looked at each other… it was so very familiar to him somehow. He shook his head as Andro leaned over the table and drew their attention back to him. 
“The rest of us will talk our way through the assault and iron out any other issues. We have five hours before Faren will contact Moran’s ship. Let’s make the most of them.”

KAVALIAN LEUGERS COMMAND SHUTTLE

APPROACHING MANNE
Normally he would have been in his personal Command Transport LEUGERS, but since his son had stolen that when he defected, Pusintin was left with this revamped ship and having to ride in it only fueled his anger. Finally they were going to strike. He was going to finish it this time. He was going to kill his brother and take For'mya back. She belonged to him and she would be howling under him again before this day was done. He had his brother outnumbered and outgunned. The vaunted King of the Lycavorian Union had been caught with his pants down and he had been the one to do it. This knowledge made Pusintin swell with even more confidence as they drew closer to the surface.
His head turned when Popal appeared next to him. “Marshall… the Union ships have jumped away!” He declared evenly. “We were monitoring on long range sensors and when they detected us they simply left three transports on their approach runs and jumped away!”

“Can you track them?” Pusintin demanded.

Popal shook his head. “No Marshall.”

Pusintin turned to another officer on his opposite side. The Commander of the Puma Bane detachment. “Do you still have the signal Golva?” He barked.

The Puma Bane officer nodded. “It is getting clearer as we approach Marshall.” He answered. “Exactly where it has been for the last 36 hours.”

Marshall looked back to Popal. “We could have used that ship.” He stated. “It was no doubt a treasure of technological advances. Detail four cruisers to break away from the attack plan and begin constant sensor sweeps in case it returns. If it does I want that ship!”
“Do you think Leonidas ran Marshall?” Popal asked.

Pusintin shook his head. “My brother is a dog… but he is a dog with courage. He would not run. He would remain to protect For'mya and his other whores. Golva… you and your men may have my brothers other whores. Use them as you wish but do not kill them. We need to be able to parade all of them before their people and have them see how easy it was to break their precious Queens and force them into submission.”

The Puma Bane office grinned. “Thank you Marshall.” He stated.

“Popal… once we have touched down you will lead the second Assault Force.” Pusintin spoke. “Move directly for the main northern compound they have established here. It will only be a short distance as long as you follow the path I have laid out.”

“It is much rough terrain Marshall.” Popal spoke. “And most of those with me are not ground soldiers. I will use the Puma Bane as shock troops and have them lead the assault with your permission.”

Pusintin nodded. “Fine… but it will not matter. With the three hundred Puma Bane you have you will have superior numbers by far. We may lose some… but you will be victorious.” He told him. “As soon as I have secured For'mya I will detach a smaller part of my force of Puma Bane to assist you.”

Popal nodded. “As you wish Marshall.”

“Have three of our Frigates move into a high orbit above the compound in order to assist you Popal. If heavy fire is needed, do not hesitate to call it down on them. He was a fool to establish such a position knowing we would eventually catch him. Detail one to move into a similar position above this smaller facility where For'mya is.” Pusintin spoke. “I want them destroyed completely after we have stripped them. And make sure the T19 Dragon Killing missiles we have are evenly distributed. We will be facing at least six dragons, my brother’s beast among them. They must be precise when they target one. We don’t have the missiles to waste.”

“I will make it so.” Popal nodded.

“Two minutes until we hit the atmosphere Marshall!” The pilot called out.

Pusintin nodded his head. “Good.” He snarled. “I’m itching to get this over with.”

Pusintin did not see Popal reach behind him discretely and press the small button on the panel behind where he sat. 

Popal had taken to heart what the other ship captains had told him and after much soul searching he knew them to be correct. This was no longer about the safety and advancement of the Kavalian Empire. It was a personal vendetta. Brother against brother. And it was over this female elf For'mya. She had never been the Marshall’s property and he had taken her, lied to her and forced himself upon her. Popal was no fool, and he was even more well educated than many of those same ship captains. He knew the vast history of the Lycavorian Union and more importantly he knew the history of its King. 

The Marshall had taken For'mya Leonidas from her husband and mate and for all intents and purposes, he had raped her. It didn’t matter the circumstances of this action or what she was going through physically because she was now wolf and because of what Pusintin had done she was only aware of the supposed death of the King. Pusintin had forced himself on her enough times to impregnate her give then him two children, a son among them. Popal had done one thing as he mulled this over in his mind. He tried to imagine what he would feel if someone, another Kavalian male took his young wife against her will. If she had been forced to do what For'mya Leonidas had. The single most glaring emotion that had filled Popal then was rage. A deep seething rage that his wife had been taken from him and forced to endure this. Discovering how this made him feel propelled him over the edge of understanding and acceptance. For'mya Leonidas had been a pawn, forced to bear Pusintin a son whose only purpose was to be used to gain control of the Lycavorian Union through some fool claim to birthright. 
The Marshall still clung to that twisted ideal Popal knew, saying that there were enough people within the Union to help him gain power this way. And that For'mya loved him now. That she wanted only him. Popal and the others knew better. The very moment it had become known that Pusintin had forced himself upon the elf Queen in the old ways of the Lycavorian people and that King Leonidas was still very much alive, it became rape. Any support he and Keleru may have had evaporated instantly upon that becoming known. The Lycavorian Union viewed rape as one of the highest forms of sacrilege within their society, even among the many different species, and the punishment for such an act was without question or doubt. Anyone party to this crime would suffer the same fate as the one who perpetrated it and that is why rape of any kind was essentially nonexistent within the Union.
Popal thought long and hard after meeting with the ship captains. He thought back to his own Kavalian mate once again and the children she had given him. In all the years he had been with her, he had never taken another into his bed even though his position and status allowed this. As he thought about these things he came to the realization he had never desired another female. His wife was openly affectionate with him in their home and equally receptive in their bed. He did not treat her as a piece of property as many Kavalian men did. Popal had come to a single and glaring conclusion quite easily; he did not view his wife as property and while he may not have treated her as an equal in many matters, he did love her. And he loved the five children she had bore him over the years. That more than anything made his decision easy. He wanted to see them again. He wanted to feel her blond fur against his once more and perhaps experience what it could be like to view her as not only his wife, but an equal. He wanted to see his children grow old and have children of their own. 
He wanted a life without constant war and death.

Following Pusintin blindly would insure that never occurred. It would only insure that he died out here in the void of space on some unknown world following a man who no longer held his respect.

That was not something Popal would allow to happen.

MANNE

ALPHA SITE TWO
200 KILOMETERS NORTH OF BASE ONE


For'mya Leonidas squatted on the cool grass and allowed her wolf senses to expand and absorb all around her. Since the day Martin Leonidas had turned her, For'mya had embraced her new life as a female wolf and the wife and mate to a Spartan. Not just any Spartan wolf, but the single most powerful Alpha male Lycavorian Spartan anywhere in the known Universe. Days and weeks and months training beside both Aricia and Martin had forged her into the female wolf she now was. For'mya was only slightly smaller than Dysea when in wolf form, though Aricia was the largest of all Martin’s Queens when they joyfully ran together in their alternate forms. Anja was only a fraction smaller than her, but her wolf body was packed with nearly as much muscle as Aricia when she shifted to her stunning Persian red haired wolf form. Seeing the five of them running through the timber with Bella easily keeping up as she blurred was a sight that many had seen through the years, though none would ever truly understand. Having Martin as their husband and mate had brought all of them so much closer to their instincts and wild nature. Even Bella, though she was a pureblooded vampire, even she had embraced the wildness within her when they ran. 

The endless hours of combat training with her fellow Queens had shaped her lithe elven form into physical perfection, as it had done for all of his Queens. All of the combined skill and knowledge the five of them possessed they had freely passed to each other over years of often rigorous and harsh training. When Cirith joined them that knowledge and skill increased even more. All of them now possessed female figures that could and did leave male wolves, humans and elves alike drooling over themselves in envy of their King. The quintessential combination of lush female curves and incredible muscular definition. For'mya and her fellow Queens were far more deadly than their beauty and grace allowed others to see. And it was very well known that King Leonidas worshiped those female figures in a way that left all of them completely breathless and utterly committed to him in every way. That knowledge and fact had grown even more pronounced in recent weeks and all of them knew there was nothing remaining in the Universe that could ever come between them again.
What had occurred with Pusintin was long behind her now. Cast away into the chasm of the past and left to rot and be forgotten where it belonged. As a Spartan female, and a female Alpha wolf, her much-loved mate would see to the retribution that would follow such a heinous act. The blinding love of Martin Leonidas and her fellow Queens had washed away all of the shame and humiliation she had carried within herself for her perceived betrayal. In many ways what took place with her mirrored what had happened to her beloved Aricia so long ago. It did not matter anymore. Not to her and certainly not to those who loved her in returned. Fedor and Eirene were now as precious to her as Arrarn and Byron, all of her children and perhaps even more so considering what they too had endured. They were loved by Martin as his very own children without question or doubt; viewed by Androcles and all the Leonidas children as their siblings without hesitation. Never in all her years of life had For'mya Leonidas ever experienced or been part of the sense of family and devotion that she felt now. For'mya’s own father and mother had been swept up in this emotion and its sense of purpose. Anja’s grandfather Fuleos, her sisters Sivana and Ceuma, Bella’s brother Vonis, Dysea’s mother Normya, and so many more that were close to them. Martin’s half siblings from Gorgo and Riall had begun to take a more active role in their family for Martin had been the one to reach out to them, explained to them that they were his blood by virtue of who their mother was. Though they knew that Daniel and Julie, Tarifa and Aihola would always be Martin’s true brother and sisters, he loved them no less. Jora and her mate were now living in Sparta as were two of Gorgo and Riall’s sons. All of them had bought villas in Gytheio or in Sparta and when they all gathered at the Royal Estate in Sparta the love and affection and sense of family that swept the area was a palpable thing. All of them were now part of the Leonidas family and no matter who it touched, it remained with them forever.
The love For'mya carried for Martin Leonidas was beyond eternal. The love she carried for Aricia and Anja, Dysea and Isabella and now Cirith beyond endless. And it all centered and pushed outward from him. Even after so many years together, the hours upon hours she had screamed his name in unadulterated bliss, Martin still made her knees weak and her belly tighten in desire and anticipation just being close to him. He did it to all of them she knew and he truly did not understand or know how much he affected his Queens. They had talked of such things when it was just them and For'mya knew that none of them could ever look upon another man in the same way. No man could ever hope do to them what he did. His devotion to them was absolute as he had proven so often through the years, and while they all knew Aricia was his Anome and the closest to his soul; he loved them all with shameless abandon and did not care who saw this.
And their love for him was equal in every way. 
They had made the decision all those years ago to never draw a distinction between themselves when it came to their children with Martin. They spoke with one voice as mothers and no matter whether they had given birth to them or not, they were mothers to all of Martin’s children. As the firstborn and by his own accord, Androcles had forever cemented this course and mindset in all of his brothers and sisters and it had only grown more powerful as their children had grown older. It wrapped around Fedor and Eirene now as easily as them taking a breath, passed to them through the link Andro had established with them while still within For'mya’s womb. No doubt. No question. 

Now she would have her retribution and her justice. 

Martin had spent these past weeks drawing Pusintin further and further away from any kind of support that he could possibly receive. He was stalking his prey as only an Alpha wolf could. With cold, calculating purpose and aim, for she had seen this side of him once before in a far away place. For'mya Leonidas knew Martin’s intent. It was no different than the oath their son Androcles had made to Isabella when it came to Zarah. An oath that he now held sacred to himself and no other. Martin had not spoken the words out loud but For'mya knew what was in his heart. All of his Queens recognized this within him. There would be no forgiveness this time. No last second respite from his dark vengeance. This would only end in one way and they all knew it. For'mya had heard Martin Leonidas called the foremost tactician that anyone had ever met many times through the years as his Queen and now she had seen it first hand in these last weeks watching him. He was savagely devious and cruelly cunning and he was completely and utterly without mercy for those who were his enemies. All of them had seen flashes of this type of ruthless emotion within Androcles through the years; however, for the very first time it was dreadfully apparent where this type of harsh, merciless mentality came from within their son. They could see it now in Martin’s beautiful dark eyes every time his brother’s name was spoken.

For'mya turned her head quickly when she smelled their sweet scents and her dark brown eyes watched as Fedor and Eirene exited the cave entrance a hundred meters behind her and made their way towards her. Love for them filled her being as they settled on either side of her.

“Medwaw… wen forn talwyn?” Fedor asked her softly. (Mother… are you alright?)
For'mya smiled brilliantly and took their hands within hers. “Pendebrolfrinna aur keto.” For'mya replied. “Pendebrolfrinna.” (I am fine my son. I am fine.)
“Forn sava dyota.” Eirene spoke. (You seen distant.)
For'mya nodded her head. They were only months old in real terms, but Fedor and Eirene held the knowledge and wisdom passed to them first by Androcles and then by their Bonded ones. They were twenty-five year old adults now, in every sense of the word, if not in actual years. Both of them had taken mates, first Miseo and then Iama had joined their family and they held the same devotion in them as their mates as the entire Leonidas family did for each other. It did not matter to For'mya or Martin and her fellow Queens that their mates were Kavalian, only that they were loved with the same commitment.
“I was thinking of what has transpired to bring us forward to this day.” She said in reply to Eirene’s questioning tone with a soft chuckle. “As your father and siblings are so fond of saying, it has been quite the ride.”

“Do you… do you regret any of it mother?” Eirene asked her.

For'mya shook her head instantly. “Never.” She spoke with conviction. “It has been the happiest time of my entire life. No matter what has occurred through the years to bring us here. We have Andro and Lisisa and Eliani… all of our children. And now we have you and Fedor among us. That only makes our family stronger. And so very happy.”

“Will we… will we be accepted mother?” Fedor asked.

For'mya looked at him with wide eyes. “Accepted?” She gasped. “Carians Fedor… you have already been accepted. Both of you! There was never any question in that. Not one single moment!” She spoke looking at Eirene seeing the same question in her eyes. They were twins and she did not doubt their emotions and thoughts as they would share with each other without question. Deion and Nara and Retta and Calyb were the same. 
“The moment you were conceived in my womb you were accepted and loved. Never doubt that for an instant! Either of you! I forbid it! Your mothers would forbid it! Your father would most certainly forbid it! And Androcles would turn you both over his knee if he knew you carried these thoughts within you. Especially after what he did!” She saw them both smile shyly at this. “I know it is not possible for you to touch your brother right now because of the distance between us, but I have seen within your father’s thoughts and the conversations they have had. Androcles never ceases to ask of both of you and your progress. All of your siblings do, especially Eliani and Lisisa. Andro has… when he was very young he declared himself the protector of all his brothers and sisters… and to this very day he has done just that without fail. He continued that role he gave to himself with the both of you the day he touched you inside me. They all ache for the day they can stand before you and hold you. You had to have sensed this within Zarah for she is tied more closely with Andro than your other siblings.”

Fedor nodded. “Yes.” He said. “It was… it was…”

“It was beautiful.” Eirene said with a smile.

“And that is just from Zarah alone.” For'mya told them. “When they join us here… you will be overwhelmed. That is our strength. That is what so many do not understand about us. What many will never understand. Sometimes what even we do not understand.”

“Saan bruard hote sali.” Eirene said softly.

For'mya nodded. “Blood before all else.” She repeated the phrase. She squeezed their hands tightly. “We will have time… you will have time to discover what this truly means once this is over with and Pusintin has been dealt with. We will be going to the different planets that hold our people and try to discover what happen to them. There will be time to learn from the Feravomir and your mothers and I all you wish to know. And you both should work closely with Zarah. Young though she may be, she stands behind only your father and brother as one of the foremost hand to hand combatants within the Union. You could learn so much from her. And from Lucia.”
“Will this be done mother?” Eirene asked. “After today… will this be done?”

For'mya nodded as her head turned back to look at the lush green timber and mountains all around her. “Yes.” She answered confidently feeling Martin’s aura and resonance sweep through her even from across the miles that separated them. “When this day is done our future will truly begin. Your future. When this day is done…” For'mya’s eyes changed quickly to that of her wolf persona and her long fangs extended forth past her soft lips. “… the past will have been fully swept aside and balance restored. To your father. To our family. And we will never look back.”
So intent on each other and looking out over the timber that they were none of them detected the slight shimmer of shadows and the imperceptible wisp of dust from the ground as it disappeared into the cave behind them.

KAVALIAN DIEROY-CLASS HEAVY CRUISER

SABER CLAW 


The Kavalian officer stepped up to his Captain and held out the data pad. “Captain… we have received the signal from Commander Popal.” He said softly.

Weoerr took the pad slowly and nodded his head. “Then it will begin soon.” He said. 


“Captain… do we…?” The man stopped talking.


“You have been my second for over twenty years now Terru.” Weoerr spoke. “Now is not the time to hold back what is on your mind?”


“Do we do the right thing Captain?” The man asked.


Weoerr was silent for a long moment before meeting his eyes. “To answer that Terru, I will ask another question? It is a question I began to ask myself a week after we began this foolhardy chase. What have we gained as a people? Since we began the war with the Coven, what have we gained as a people?” 


“I do not understand sir?” Terru answered.


“Nor did I until I went to my cabin one night not so long ago and looked at the images of my mate and my children.” Weoerr answered. “I have not seen them for two years now. I have not felt her fur under my fingers, felt the firmness of her body in my grasp, nor the way her tail curls around my legs at the peak of our couplings. I have never treated her badly Terru, never demeaned her in our home, never in public. The children she has bore me are strong and proud. Even my two daughters. She is stern when needed but also fair. She does her duty as our culture dictates, but only now have I recognized what the light in her eyes is. The desire for more. The desire to openly be able to show me in public what she shows me in our bed. The desire for knowledge and hope. The desire for a future.” Weoerr stood up now and turned to face the man who had served him for so long. He didn’t notice the heads of his bridge crew as many turned to look at him and listen.

“I discovered as I looked back on the past that we have gained nothing.” Weoerr said. “All the lives we have lost; the battles we have fought and the friends and family we have had to bury, and we have gained nothing.” He shook his head slowly. “What have we gained Terru? Only misery and pain. Only the hate and distrust of most of the galaxy and the species within. And we brought this upon ourselves. Following Keleru and Pusintin blindly as we have has caused us to become pariahs across the stars. Their lust for power, the desire to have more, it has cost us far more than any of us stopped to realize. Until General Nruarani.” Weoerr turned slowly and saw the men on his bridge watching him intently now. 

“Until one among us stopped to think about all that has happened. All that he desired.” Weoerr spoke more forcefully now, his voice carrying to all on the bridge of his ship. To a man they were all from his Pride. “And then he went out and took what he desired. Jalersi’Puat, a woman who we all know as tried for so long to make things better, being his primary goal. He did not do this by violence or deceit or coercion… but by trust and honesty and the belief that our people could be so much more than what we are.” Weoerr moved slowly across the bridge now. “What happened when Pian Nruarani did this I ask you? What happen when General Pian realized once he had Jalersi that there was so much more to gain? Dozens of Kavalian Prides flocked to his banner! Dozens! I have seen the reports myself. Not the one or two Prides that Pusintin and Keleru would have you think now follow him… but dozens! Among them some of the oldest Prides in our history!”

Weoerr turned slowly in the spot he now stood. “Change is coming! Change is upon us even now! If we do not drag ourselves from our past… then we will all disappear into the abyss of history! In order to survive we must change. I have come to discover that it is the basis for our very survival. As Pian Nruarani has proven, we do not need to abandon who we are in order to facilitate this change. Who among you would rather fight and bleed and possibly die when you can take a firm young woman in your embrace, treat her as if she is something much more than the dirt beneath our feet and make babies! To feel her tail as it caresses your own in not fear, but love and commitment! It will not be easy! Change is never easy! But without change, without hope, we as a people will die. By our own hand or by the hand of those we try and subjugate instead of befriend.”

Weoerr moved back to his chair and took a deep breath. “I will no longer allow my Pride to wallow in the past and die for goals that our not ours. I will lead Pride Mantisi into the future, kicking and screaming if I must, but I will insure we have a future to experience and take part in. Following Keleru and Pusintin only insures that many of us will die horrible deaths and never know why. It insures many of you will never know the warmth of a female who looks upon you not with fear as I said… but with love and respect and honor. You will never know the first cry of your child as they are pulled from your woman’s womb. I can no longer sit by and follow men who care only for what we can do for them. I will no longer blindly follow those who care not what happens to me or to my Pride. I act now for the future. The future of Pride Mantisi. I act for the future of the children many of you have not had yet. The additional sons and daughters I still wish to have with my mate.”

Weoerr looked around slowly. “Now you all know why we do what we are about to do.” He spoke. “Not for me. Not for personal gain. Not for glory in battle. But for the future of us all. It took me far too long to realize this… and I will carry the weight of the deaths that I alone must bear because of that… but I will not continue down this path of destruction and death for my Pride.” He settled into his chair and looked at the massive view window before him. “Terru…?”

Terru stepped in front of his Pride leader, a new gleam in his eye and a new purpose to his movements. “Captain!” He barked forcefully.

“Contact the others! Make sure our weapons and shields are powered down and begin to fall back from the rest of the fleet. Slowly now. We do not want the others to realize what we are doing until it is too late.” Weoerr said evenly. “Let them walk blindly into the ambush that Leonidas has undoubtedly prepared to greet them. And then let us pray that the Lycavorian King will heed our petition and not blast us into ashes for the crimes Pusintin has committed. It is most certainly not the way I would like to begin my future.”

MANNE
ALPHA SITE ONE

200 KILOMETERS NORTH OF BASE ONE


Koguth’Juturi waited with the experience of a thousand years of fighting. His keen feline eyes swept across the ground before him, meticulously designed and built over the last weeks under the care of the Drow warriors Akor’dris and Bae’diraz. They had done an exacting job of it with the engineers from both the Union ship and his own people working in smooth concert. His men responded to the tall, muscular Drow female well, especially after seeing her dispatch four of his most skilled warriors in a training class without breaking a sweat. That action more than anything had cemented her status among his men. Aside from the fact that nearly all of them found her amber colored eyes fascinating. She had taught them so much about fighting a guerilla war. Tactics and skills that none of them had possessed before, but now that they were quickly mastering thanks to her knowledge. The weeks among these men and women had been like a gift from the heavens. He had found his beloved daughter Iama, seeing the beauty she had become inside and out. He had discovered the half elf and half wolf Prince who now owned his daughter’s heart. A young man who worshiped the ground his daughter walked upon unlike anything he had ever seen. An affection that was returned by her ten fold. 
Just two days ago his oldest son Mataen and his wife Corsa discovered that they would be bringing their first child into this world in seven months. It was an announcement that had Koguth loudly proclaiming this fact to all who would listen. And incredibly so many did listen. He and his family quickly discovered that the life of a child was something to celebrate. And then they congratulated him by the hundreds. It was the grizzled Lycavorian Hyperetes who stood to his left now that had even brought a large jug of Spartan Wine to his and Mani’s shelter in Base One. They had drank and laughed and celebrated well into the evening, Iama wrapped within Fedor’s grasp the entire time. And his son Nedoli holding the woman who had stolen his essence the moment he first saw her. 
Koguth didn’t know what had taken place, but not so long ago, Ceale had tossed all the horror she had experienced recently to the wind and embraced the growing love she had for his son. They hadn’t been apart for nearly a month now, Ceale always touching Nedoli in some way, stroking the light fur that adorned his body. Her joyous cries in the dark of the night had kept many of them awake at times, but the brightness of her eyes and face in the mornings after pronounced to all that she was now his son’s wife. Ceale had even gone so far as to come to him and request that she be allowed to take the Juturi name as her own. Koguth had told her this was not necessary but she had insisted. It was not a large ceremony, but Martin Leonidas and his Queens had attended as Ceale was officially and affectionately welcomed into the Juturi Pride. She made it a point to tell everyone who she greeted what her name now was.

Koguth’s love for his daughter had brought his Pride out of the darkness. And now they were growing and embracing all they were learning. Even the young man he had brought and promised Iama’s hand to had discovered a female Elvin engineer among the crew of the ARC ROYAL. He doted on her like a precious gem, just as Koguth had told all of his men how they should treat their women, and the affection was returned equally by her to him. Like Ceale she was always seen stroking his soft fur when they were together and taking great delight in being wrapped within his powerful arms.

“Thinking about everything that has happened in these last months General?” The voice broke into Koguth’s thoughts and he turned to look at the man.

 Hyperetes Jormal Pescneu had a smile on his face as he looked at him. This man had been by his side since their encounter on that moon. It seemed like so long ago when in reality it had only been a few months. This senior Lycavorian Spartan was as skilled as Koguth had ever seen a soldier. He had not intended to remain with Koguth, but after a few weeks Jormal asked to be assigned as an aide and liaison to the Kavalian General. They had hit it off immediately. 
Koguth nodded his head with a small smile. “Yes I am Jormal.” He replied honestly. “My only reason for beginning this journey was to find my daughter. And look at us. She is… she is back with her family now, as beautiful a flower as I have ever seen, with the love of a man who views and treats her as his very own Queen. My youngest son has discovered what he so wanted in Ceale and she has greatly honored my Pride by taking our name even when she did not have to. My oldest will give me my first grandchild soon. We have discovered friends and comrades. This is not something I had ever dreamed of when I started this quest, and now I can not begin to imagine our lives without it.”
Jormal nodded his head. “It is the same for many of us General. Don’t doubt what you feel is not the same for us. The actions of the Juturi Pride, of General Pian, it has changed the views of many minds. Our people sit amongst each other now and laugh and joke. Elvin and Lycavorian females cling to the arms of many of your men because they see a future in them. A future they could have. Some of your females as well.”

Koguth looked at him surprised. “Truly?” He asked knowing that many of the females within the Juturi Pride had not undergone the biogenic procedures to remove the fine coat of hair from their bodies.

Jormal nodded his head. “Half a dozen of my men that I know of.” He answered. “As your people now do, we do not look at ones outward appearance in judgment. There are many Kavalian females who have not had their natural appearances altered by force. And their beauty is very fascinating because of their appearance. Many things led us as Lycavorians to gaze past what an individual looks like and see within them. As the Crown Prince has done with the High Coven, you and the King have done with your people. Hopefully many will begin to see this and take notice of it.”

Koguth nodded his head. “I intend to see that it does Jormal. To the very best of my ability.”

“It won’t be easy sir.” Jormal said.

Koguth shook his head slowly. “No it won’t.” He agreed. “But when is anything truly worthwhile easily accomplished Jormal?”
Jormal chuckled. “Never.”

“We are ready.” Koguth spoke. “And this day will begin the future and the path we should have started thousands of years ago. It will begin with us.”

“Yes it will.” Jormal spoke. “I’ve always wanted to kick the ass of a Puma Bane soldier.”

Koguth laughed heartily taking no offense in the least at his words. “Yes… so have I Jormal. So have I.”

They turned when Kalis and Mata walked up to them.

“Kalis?” Koguth spoke to the young man who had secured their path for them and not even realized it.

“We just finished checking the perimeter sensors General.” Kalis told him calmly. “The defensive positions are perfect and all the minefields are active.”

“The Puma Bane will undoubtedly be in the lead and catch the brunt of the first barrage.” Mata spoke. “The more we take out in the first seconds the better we will be.”

Koguth looked at the former Puma Bane Commander officer. “You seem rather anxious to have this happen Mata.” He said. 

Mata met his eyes. “The Puma Bane are scum General.” He spoke. “I was one of them once remember.”

“You are not Puma Bane now Mata.” Koguth told him. “You have proven that beyond doubt to all of us.”

Mata nodded his head. “Perhaps.” He said softly. “But until I can remove the blight they now cause upon our people I will not be at peace. I helped to train most of them Koguth. Their shame is my shame.”

“No Mata.” Kalis told him.

“Yes it is my boy.” He said evenly. “And I intend to see that shame erased from the very memory and past of our history. It no longer has a place in what we have begun to build. If it ever had a place at all. I will make sure that the stain the Puma Bane have caused to our history will be extinguished permanently. And I will do it with the honor I have learned from Kalis and you and so many others these last weeks.”

“Avoi.” Jormal spoke softly.

Koguth nodded his head. “As will we all.” He said. “As will we all.”

“Akor’dris and Bae’diraz are taking the western side of the compound with most of the Juturi Pride fighters.” Kalis said. “Mata and I will take the east with a company of Spartans.”

Koguth nodded. “Jormal and I will take the north with the remaining three companies of Spartans and Muton’s Watcher forces. Remember to break when you receive the signal from King Leonidas Kalis. Your presence will be needed with Queen For'mya and your siblings and Mata is more than capable.”

Kalis nodded. “Yes sir.”

“Ceale and Serale are quite secure within the new medical bunker to handle any serious casualties. Mataen and Nedoli are in command of the three squads of our Pride who protect them.” Koguth spoke. “A dozen Hadarian Field medics will be directing any immediate trauma from their position half a kilometer behind us and then deciding when and who gets moved back to Ceale’s position. They are the more experienced and they will have final say in that. I do not want any foolish heroic attempts made by anyone. We will have the element of surprise initially yes, but we will still be outnumbered perhaps three to one. Mata is very correct. We need to remove the majority of their force in the first minute. It will descend to personal combat very quickly and the fewer we have left alive the better for us.” He looked at them. “As King Leonidas ordered, there is to be no mercy shown. They would not show it to us and we do not have the facilities for prisoners. We have all been given these COM implants and we know what command channels are to be ours. Maintain COMS at all times to keep each other aware of what is happening all around us. Should anything go wrong on either front, and you can not hold, immediately collapse back to the Field Medical area with the Hadarians, protect them and then we will call in assistance from Torma or the other dragons we have supporting us. If need be from the ships above as well.”

“If they throw aside their weapons and give up General?” Kalis asked.

Koguth’s feline eyes narrowed and became like dark flints. “Fuck them!” He hissed in reply. “They should have thought about that before the rise of this day.” He looked at them. “To your positions! The gods be with us all!”
 

ULU ARIZONA 

Admiral Miranda Lorian sat in her command chair and watched as her crew did their duties without hesitation. Watching them as she often did now, Miranda felt a swell of pride within her. They were the finest men and women she had ever worked with in her life, no matter their species. Her eyes cut to where Zaala and Chizz worked seamlessly next to one another at the engineering control stations. They would comment to one another in a soft voice and the other would nod or answer, their hands never idle as they flew across the consoles. Zaala and Chizz had a hand in building the ARIZONA and her engines and no one could make their ship sing like they did. Zaala and E'dira had become fast friends over the last weeks and she and Steven had been to their quarters often for dinner or just to relax. Ben had told her that even though she had found E'dira, not to dismiss the other relationships she could form with the rest of her crew. Miranda took it to heart but neither she or E'dira wanted to rush anything. Zaala and Steven were enough for now. They had joked and worked together ever since coming to the ARIZONA, and they had the most in common with them.

The ARIZONA and her crew had performed to perfection so far. The ship was unlike any ships within the Union fleet and had blown away all expectations by her engineers and the few designers at Dreamland who had held doubts. Miranda was no fool though and she hadn’t got this far by being careless. She knew that things could go very bad at the worse possible time and she drove her crew just as hard as she drove herself. It helped that the vast majority of her senior officers were no different than her in many regards and they ran their departments from the front. They worked longer hours and were not afraid to jump in and get their hands dirty right alongside their people. When she walked the decks or sat in the mess lounge and just observed her crew, she could detect the sense of pride and purpose at what they were doing and what they had accomplished so far. Most of them knew their commander had a direct line to the Crown Prince and the King because of their history together. She had lived with the Leonidas family on the Royal Island for over a year by all accounts. They knew that no matter what they needed, all Miranda had to do was make one call and it was theirs.


Miranda’s head turned when E'dira’s voice sounded out. “Admiral?”


“E'dira?” She said.


“The Kavalian ships radiating the beacon are beginning to fall back from the main force.” E'dira reported. “They are doing so slowly so as not to draw attention to themselves and it appears to be working so far.”


Miranda nodded. “Maybe that message we got from this Popal character was for real.” She said.


“The remainder of their Task Force is proceeding on a direct course to Manne.” E'dira said. “Their troop ships have all dropped to a lower position and are beginning to break for the surface of the planet.”


Miranda leaned forward in her command chair. “It’s about to begin.” She said.


“I estimate ninety seconds before they begin to enter the atmosphere.” E'dira spoke.


“COM officer… get me the HORNET.” Manda barked out.


“Aye Admiral.” The voice echoed. A moment later. “Captain Janon responding.”


Manda looked at the holo disc in the floor of the bridge just in front of her chair as the figure of the Lycavorian man came into clear view.

“Admiral.” Janon spoke respectfully but with a small smile. 


“Christ Janon… will you stop that!” Miranda exclaimed with disgust on her face.


The large Lycavorian had been with her since this all began and they were close friends. He smiled and bowed his head to her. “We are ready Manda.” He said.


“You and the HORNET take the port side, we’ll take the starboard.” Miranda told him. “All WOLFPACKS are to break the moment we begin firing. RAPTOR E3s will begin jamming the moment we attack! I don’t want that fucker Pusintin’s GREAT SOUL to be anything but a smoking hulk once we are finished.”


“Chop off the head and the body will die.” Janon spoke.


Miranda nodded. “Once we clear the first attack run, launch everything you got. We need to chop their numbers up quick in case those who are falling back are playing us.”


“You think they are baiting us?” Janon asked.


Miranda shrugged. “I don’t know. But let’s make sure if they are, we are ready. Akemi and the ARC ROYAL will be coming in from behind them in case they do, but let’s keep our eyes open.”


Janon nodded. “We’ll be ready.” He spoke.


“Thirty seconds!” E'dira called out.


Miranda got to her feet now. “Fleet Wide!” She barked.


The female COM officer had already anticipated this and stabbed her finger down on her panel. “Fleet wide open Admiral.”


“This is Admiral Lorian.” Miranda barked. “This is about to kick off people! We got our King and all of our Queens on the surface of Manne! I do not want to be the one who tells Androcles that we allowed his parents to get killed! Everyone on their toes! You are the best at what you do! Let’s kick the Kavalians in the balls just like we did at Kranek! The gods go with you all! Lorian out!”


“Ten seconds!” E'dira called out.


“Weapons! I want full broadside port barrage! Max yield on all weapons!” Miranda barked. “Port side turrets to max deflection! Starboard batteries to free roam. Lock them up people!”

“That’s it!” E'dira barked out. “All Kavalian troops ships have entered the atmosphere!”


“Here we go!” Miranda snarled. “ARIZONA Attack Wing! Commence attack! Commence attack! Let’s get some!”

