CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
SPARTA'S WRATH

PORT LANDING BAY 2

THREE HOURS BEFORE FIRST JUMP

While the landing bay held a good portion of the Pralor APOC Fighter Drones that they could launch on standby, there were only a few technicians going from fighter to fighter doing daily checks on the systems of the remote piloted fighters. The APOC fighter Drones were not as large as a TEMPEST fighter, but they still required regular maintenance checks even though they were unmanned. All of the APOC Fighter Drones had been layered with a light coating of Dragon Armor which tripled their survivability in a fight. The technicians and engineers that were now assigned to SPARTA'S WRATH were proud of the work they had done so far and they weren’t about to let it go to waste. They were now assigned to the largest, most advanced and lethal starship within the entire Union Fleet, and quite possibly the entire universe. It was a dream assignment and they intended to make sure it stayed that way.


The Technicians and Engineers didn’t take notice of the STRIKER Mark II that rested on the far end of the landing bay, nor the detachment of Durcunusaan troops that loosely circled the ship. What a few of them did notice was when the dragons began to disembark from the ship. Elynth was one of the most widely recognized dragons within the Union along with her father Torma, her mother Isheeni, her brother Jeth and Anja’s dragon Miath. Normally if you saw one of them, it usually meant the King, Queen or Prince Androcles was nearby. In this case Andro stood a few meters away from the back of the ramp and Elynth moved directly to where he stood when she exited. Her large head came down and Andro’s arms encircled her snout as much as he was able as, pressing his forehead to her warm scales. 

“It is so very good to have you back sister.” Andro spoke the words against her scales and Elynth’s golden eyes closed in happiness. 

I like doing missions such as this without each other… but we are happy we are back as well. Elynth told him as she canted her head towards him in affection. And it is not nearly as exciting as when we are together.
Anthar was the next to exit, followed by Majeir, Caydren and Cinol, all of them looking pleased with themselves if that was possible for a dragon. As Elynth turned her muscular body and settled gently to the deck beside Andro, he greeted the rest of them in a similar manner. When that was finished and Caydren settled beside his twin brother on the deck, Andro turned and looked at the last dragon that remained near the top of the ramp.

Marux had witnessed firsthand what Androcles Leonidas could do on that fateful day not so very long ago, and even though Elynth and Anthar both had told him he had nothing to fear, Marux felt that same fear gripping his stomach. Androcles was a Talon Guardian of his species. An almost mythical being to dragons and like Elynth, with far more power and control than Marux would ever have. He and Elynth had swatted Javier Moran’s dragon Naruth from the sky like he was a child, and then ended his life in the very next moment. To say that Marux feared this much smaller Lycavorian would be an understatement of the century. He watched Andro turn to face him.

You are among friends now Marux. Andro’s voice filled his mind easily and the warmth of the words was not lost on Marux. You no longer need fear anything.

Marux took several tentative steps forward down the ramp. He appeared thin and his scales were very dry. Dante Moran had obviously let his health suffer once they had left Earth. The musculature was still there, but it would be several weeks before Marux was back to full health with glowing scales and a rich diet.

I… I am shamed… Marux spoke timidly.

Andro moved up the ramp to stand directly in front of him unafraid. Had it been anyone else, Marux could have easily bitten them in half, even in his poor physical health. All he felt now was fear and he shied away slightly when Andro stopped in front of him. Andro held up his hands… palms out.

What happened was neither your fault nor your doing Marux. Andro spoke to him again. I will not place blame when you could have done nothing to stop it.

It is… it feels so empty. Marux told him softly.

Andro reached up without fear and placed his hands on Marux’s snout seeing his eyes meet his intently. Marux lowered his body to the deck plating of the ramp as he felt the warmth of Andro’s hands and the powerful emotion that flowed within them easily. That very soothing warmth grew outward from where his palms rested and for the first time in his life Marux felt true acceptance begin to fill him.

It will not be empty for long Marux. Andro told him. Your bond with Dante Moran was never meant to be. If it had been… that monster Xaxon would not have been able to sever it so easily. If at all.

Marux gazed at Andro. Then where… where do I belong?

You belong here. Andro told him. Here among those of us who will help you to recover and where you will be welcome.

Welcome? Marux spoke. I will never be welcome anywhere after what I have done.

Are you so sure? Andro asked him as he motioned with his head to the side. Marux followed his gaze and saw Jeth, Tharua and three other dragons moving towards where they were standing. He did not yet know they were the Bonded brother and sister of Deion and Nara Leonidas, Jeru and Mayla. The last dragon was older but his rich dark brown scales proved her was in the same excellent physical health as the others. Marux had never seen him before and did not know this was the dragon that was now Jomann’s constant companion. His name was Jenso, and though they were not bonded together, the life experiences of them both had brought them very close together very quickly. Marux looked back to Andro. 
You are here now Marux. With those who will be your friends if you allow it. We can show you so much if you let us. No one will remove you. We won’t let them. Here you can rest and be among those who care for you. Here you can learn what it means to be a dragon. A true dragon. And here you can grow into what you were meant to. We are going away on a long trip and you will have ample time to experience all you have missed. I also… when you are ready I also have a job for you. Andro told him.
Marux’s eyes grew a little wider. A job? He asked.

I will tell you in time. Andro said. For now… for now be among us. Learn from us. And share yourself with us. You will find peace and your purpose one day. Let it come to you.

I will always carry what happen with me Androcles. Marux said softly. I will never have the stigma of what Dante did lifted from me.


Andro nodded his head. We can not change the past Marux. And there are many things each of us have to do that we do not want to do. That is a stigma that all of us carry.


Do you… do you have this stigma?


Andro met his eyes. Marux… the stigma and shame I carry for what I have had to do in the name of good, it dwarfs any you might think surrounds you. You move on my friend. My brother. You move on and do not let it rule who you are or who you could become.


Will… will I ever have redemption? Marux asked.


Andro smiled at him then and let his fingers spread out even further on his dry scales. Vollenth found redemption and new life Marux my brother… and your redemption began the day Xaxon severed your bond with Dante. The moment his twisted and evil presence left you… your redemption began.


Grab onto that Marux. Elynth’s voice echoed and he lifted his head to look at her resting beside Anthar, his thicker and longer tail casually stroking her own in the manner of all mated dragons. Grab onto that and never let go. We go forward Marux. Always forward and never back.


Then that is what I wish. Marux said returning his eyes to Androcles. I never want to go back. Never.


Andro nodded his head. Then let’s get you fed and cared for. You look a few hundred pounds lighter than you should be and we need to return the health to your scales. And you… you need a bath my friend. Badly.


Marux lowered his head slightly, his eyes dropping from Androcles’ gaze. I do smell don’t I?


Andro laughed. Not as bad as some of us have smelled in the past I assure you. Jeth fell into the burrow of a Folcani desert Worgan once. 


Fell! Jeth announced as he settled to the deck now as well. I rolled down the anse hill and right through a pile of sibfla bigger than me! Those foul creatures cannot even take the time to sibfla outside of where they live! It took a week before the smell wore off. Even Lisisa would not come near me.

Jeth… I have told you about your language!
Tharua spoke as she butted him playfully in his side with her snout.

Andro chuckled. You see… He reached up and stroked his scales again. Leave your past where it belongs Marux. In the past. It’s time to move on now my dragon brother. And all of us here will help you.

…time to move on now my dragon brother. And all of us here will help you.

Sarlana stood far above the Landing bay surface on the simple catwalk like structure and simply watched and listened. She had first feared for the young Marux after hearing what he had taken part in but she had heard everything that Androcles had spoken to Marux and this more than anything else proved to her beyond a shadow of a doubt that, Lycavorian though he may have been, he was indeed Vrelvel Sargti. Androcles Leonidas and his father were the first non-Darastrixi Vrelvel Sargti in the entire history of their people yet no one but a Vrelvel Sargti, with Darastrixi blood flowing within their veins, would have been so compassionate to a dragon who had done what she now knew Marux had been involved in. He would have punished very harshly if it was needed she knew without question, but if Xaxon had controlled his Bonded One even on a peripheral level, a Vrelvel Sargti would have taken that into account instantly just as Androcles had. He would have done exactly as…

“Doraanar Sarlana?” The voice spoke from behind her and Sarlana jumped just a bit in surprise as she whirled around and saw him.


“Murano!” Sarlana gasped in shock. 


Murano moved closer to her. “I did not mean to frighten you. My apologies.”


Sarlana shook her head and waved her hand slightly in dismissal and she regained her composure. “You do not need to apologize… I was… I was distracted.” She looked at him for a long moment and finally took a deep breath. “The Praetorian Murano. I have wondered when you would finally come to confront me. I have read much about you from the archives on Artaaya. You are said to be nearly as gifted as Sumar once was.”


“And I know what you are.” Murano spoke as he stepped closer to the much shorter woman.


Sarlana caught the inflection in his voice instantly and nodded her head. “Yes… I’m sure that you do.” She met his eyes. “Have you come here to seek vengeance Murano?”


Murano looked surprised at this statement and he drew back slightly. “Vengeance?” He gasped. “No! I would not… I only wish… I only wish to know why? And why you are here now?”


Sarlana was not frightened of Murano in any way and it was she who stepped closer to him now. “What was done to your people on our homeworld was horrific Murano.” She began. “I can not answer the why of it for I was not there… I can only guess at what took place. I had many friends among your people and I mourned their loss for decades.” She dropped her head in grief. “I lost everyone whom I ever knew. You cannot imagine how that feels. You…”


“Yes… yes I can.” Murano said softly.


Sarlana looked up at him once more. “Yes… I suppose you do know.” She spoke. “I cannot understand all of it Murano. I would have fought the decision as so many of my caste did. If I had not been sent away… I would be among those who were killed by our own people for trying to stop it. I live… I live with that everyday. I have often questioned what cruel twist of fate sent me away so that I alone survived while so many did not.”

Murano lifted his eyes to her face once more. “My apologies Doraanar… I should not have… I should not have asked. It was wrong of me.”


Sarlana shook her head. “It is never wrong to question something Murano. You should know that. And my name is Sarlana Nephaon… though I have not used my full name in more years than I can remember.”


“You have survived for so long among my people and yet no one discovered you. How is that possible?” Murano said. 


“When Teniri and the other dragons first joined with your people, they kept my existence secret.” Sarlana told him. “I asked them to do this because I did not want your people to turn them away because of what we had done on our homeworld. The Darastrixi… we contributed to the near extinction of the Pralor species and it fills me with shame and anger every time I think of it and remember.”


Murano shook his head at this. “There are so many among my people now who have… they have dismissed the mistakes we made in the past. Many more still do not even remember what occurred so long ago for they are young and adventurous. You could have… Sarlana… you could have been more open about your existence. If you had… if you had… you may have been able to help my brother from allowing things to become as bad as they are.”


“Perhaps.” Sarlana said. “There were still many who did remember. Among your Elders primarily. I did it to protect both our species Murano. I had to do it so that we survived.”


Murano moved to the railing and placed his hands on the smooth metal surface. “Yet now you chose to come forward. Why?”


“You would not ask me that question if you did not already know the answer.” She said.


Murano looked at her. “Androcles and Dorian.”


Sarlana nodded. “Elynth and Ryner as well. I know Andro has discussed this with you. At least in part.”


Murano turned to face her fully once more. “Briefly.” He said. “Something about your ancient Dahakoan and what it means. Sarlana I…”


Sarlana smiled up at him. “You think I am here to take them away from you.”


“They are… Androcles, Dorian, Jomann, Deion, their father and who knows how many more.” Murano said. “They are the future of the Praetorians. The new breed. If what I believe is truly taking place then there could be so many more among their people. Enough to rebuild and be able to face the Scourge monsters once more.”


“You have come to understand why Sumar left you behind haven’t you.” Sarlana said. “Truly understand.”


Murano looked at her. “I… I believe this is what he intended… yes.”


“And you fear that I will take them away from you?” She said again.


“The power I feel swirling within Martin, within Androcles and his brothers, I have only felt this when I stood beside Sumar. And within them is the potential to be even greater than he ever was.” Murano said. “I do not know how Sumar knew this would happen… it is far too frightening to even contemplate… but if that is the reason he left me behind, then I must fulfill what he intended for me.”


“And you will.” Sarlana told him. “Only you can.”


Murano looked at her. “But you fill their heads about these Dahakoan. These ancient Darastrixi warriors from millions of years ago.”


Sarlana nodded her head. “They have a right to know what they are Murano. I know you have sensed it within Androcles and Dorian. They have the blood of Darastrixi within them Murano. Martin and their mothers know this now as well. I showed it to them. I was just as shocked as they were… but once I met Martin I knew what I felt was true. I had nothing to do with that Murano… I… I can not even begin to imagine how it came to be.”

“Sarlana… they need to learn to focus and control the power within them.” Murano said. “Their emotions give them the ability to channel their power unlike any Praetorians of my time. We were… we were taught to reign in our emotions and not let them rule us. They can harness their emotion in a way I have never seen before.”

“That is not something they are capable of Murano. You know that. Their species is… they embrace their emotions instinctively.” Sarlana told him. “You will not be able to remove that from them.

Murano nodded in agreement. “I know… and I do not want to. Not anymore. It took me some time to realize this but with Helen and Daniel’s help I have come to understand that their emotion is their power. That is why they… all of them have the potential to be more powerful than any Praetorian of my time ever was. I have seen it within Martin already… and within Androcles.” Murano looked at her quickly with bright eyes as if realizing something for the first time. “It was you!” He said.


“I don’t understand.” Sarlana spoke.


“On that ship.” Murano said. “I felt… I felt a massive influx of Etheric focus and control within Andro when he was…”


“When he was beating Dante Moran to death?” Sarlana smiled. “Xaxon was a fool to have that boy face him. I see now why you punished him in the manner you did. He was not very bright was he?” Sarlana said.


“It was you!” Murano said again insistently. “You helped him to gain the clarity and focus I felt within him.”


“I only assisted him. He and Dorian both are far more powerful than even you believe. The Dahakoan were not like your Praetorians Murano. They never were. Their abilities were more latent. The ability to focus and remain clear minded chief among them. The sense of things… of life all around them. Their ability to see and understand things through the fog that others could not. A small portion of this was passed to their father when they were conceived within each of their mother’s womb as you must have seen by now. Not on as concentrated a level as his sons… but from what I saw Martin Leonidas is so very special in his own right. The devotion to their family and people is another gift. And because of the inbred instincts within the Lycavorian species, it is even more powerful. This is the sway that they wielded Murano. The same influence that now flows through Androcles and Dorian and their Bonded ones. As it will also flow through the Darastrixi pair who are now their Brother and Sister of the Blood. As the power of a Praetorian flows through them.”


Murano looked at her wide eyed. “Wait! What! Are you saying…?”


Sarlana nodded her head. “Now you see why I could never take them away from you as you believe. The final pair that will make up the return of the Dahakoan, they will have all the same powers as Androcles and Dorian. Praetorian power. They will be just as powerful. Yet they are Darastrixi.”

“How is that… how is that possible?” Murano asked her. “Our scientists… they were positive that the Praetorian gene could be carried by no other species. That it was unique to Pralor born…”

“Pralor born men and women. I know. Yet Sumar passed it down within his blood to Lycavorians and now Laren and Ladur have Lycavorian blood within them. Just as Androcles and Dorian have Darastrixi blood and Sumar’s blood flowing within their veins.” Sarlana said.


“How?” Murano asked once more.


Sarlana shook her head. “I do not know Murano. And I would tell you if I did… but how it came to be is as much a mystery to me as it is to you. Even their mother Anja is stupefied in this regard, and she is the most intelligent woman of any species that I have ever encountered.”


Murano blinked several times as different scenarios flashed in his mind. “Sarlana… if there are Darastrixi who have within them the…”


Sarlana nodded her head. “Are you beginning to understand now what it all means?” She asked.


“If the Scourge discover them…” Murano began.


“Yes… if they discover that the Praetorians and the Dahakoan, the only two forces in the known universe who stood against them and beat them… if they discovered that they have been reborn within six individuals… that these individuals now wield both the skill of a Dahakoan and the power of a Praetorian…” Sarlana spoke.

“They will stop at nothing to kill them!” Murano gasped.


“That is why Androcles and Dorian work even now to pull the final pair from within Darastrixi space.” Sarlana told him. “The pull of their Brother and Sister of the Blood is too powerful to resist now. Laren and Ladur will only be safe here… with them. And they will need our help.”


Murano met her eyes. “What do you mean?”


“Why do you think you are here Murano? Why do you think I am here? Why did we both survive all these millennia when so many others like us did not? When so many we knew and loved perished in the fires of oblivion. It was preordained. Sumar and Wer… and Dadrien… they both knew what they were doing when they positioned us as they did. You and I… we were the anomaly among both our kinds. That is why they chose us. At least that is what I now believe. To survive and be here now at this moment in time when so many of our friends and comrades are nothing but memories could only mean one thing. They meant for us to be here. For they must have known that this day would come.” Sarlana looked at him intently.

“They knew the Scourge would return once more Murano. More powerful than ever before. They must have known this and that is why there are six who wield the powers of both our species greatest warriors. And we… you and I… we are here to teach them. Guide them. So that they do not fail as both of our peoples did.”


Murano looked at her. “The Darastrixi did not… your people were not nearly wiped out Sarlana.”


“Weren’t we?” Sarlana said. “The day we allowed the Scourge to do what they did to our friends and our families… the day we turned against ourselves in order to appease those vile monsters is the day we lost ourselves as a species.”

“And what is our purpose?” Murano asked after a long moment.


“You know what our purpose is Murano. You can feel it within you.” Sarlana said. “We are the last of the old breed of Doraanar and Praetorian. It is our duty… it is our destiny to train and guide those who are now among us and the others who will no doubt be discovered. To guide and train them and insure they do not make the same mistakes we did.” Sarlana stepped closer and reached out to take his arm. “Androcles and his father may have some sense of what is coming because of Sumar’s memories… but they will need us when the time comes. You know as well as I, when the Scourge… once they discover what we now know… they will stop at nothing to destroy them.”


Murano nodded his head slowly. “Yes.”


“That is why we are here.” Sarlana told him. “Not to tell them what to do… but guide them and train them… for they are more powerful than any of us will ever be. And they may be…”


Murano looked at her. “What?”


“They very well may be the last chance any of us has to stop those vile monsters from eradicating any species that will not bow down to them.” Sarlana said softly. “And plunging the entire universe into darkness forever.”


Murano grasped her arms. “We must make contact with the Pralor Shiria that Wayonn told me of. It is she and Androcles’ Aunt who are spearheading the search for those with the Praetorian gene.”


“How… how many do you think there could be Murano?” Sarlana asked.


“I don’t know.” Murano answered her honestly. “The gene is so rare to begin with… but it is not unheard of, according to Wayonn, for one Lycavorian pair to have twelve or more children. Their longevity equals that of Pralor and Darastrixi. It grants them so many gifts and opportunities. Pureblood Lycavorian females can remain fertile well past the prime of their life, which is never really set.”


“And it will only spawn actively in a pureblood correct?” Sarlana asked.


“That is what Wayonn says Shiria first thought. Until Dorian was born. His blood is a mixture of the two purest bloodlines of two species. Lycavorian and High Coven. Which can only mean that there might be those of the High Coven who also carry this gene. We need to discover so much more about the gene and that is what Shiria is working on now. When we return we will need to sit with Anja and have her explain it. Her knowledge of such things surpasses any among my people for she has been studying the gene in detail since they first discovered it within Androcles when he was born. Then we can determine what to do.”


“Androcles and Dorian. Elynth and Ryner. Martin and those of his other children that have the gene. They must remain our focus right now.” Sarlana said. “As will those who have the dormant gene. You have seen what they can do?”

Murano nodded. “I saw it within Aricia and Anja openly. All of them really.” He said. “I don’t know how this came to be, for it is not something that happened with my people. The only thing I can think of is that Martin’s blood, pure Lycavorian blood like Martin’s, it somehow mutated the gene. It has allowed him to pass it to others within his bloodline even if it is not dormant. As with Aricia, those who have the dormant gene within them already will be able to do far more than Pralor scientists ever thought. Like Anja and For'mya and Martin’s other wives and mates, all of them have been affected in some way. Actively as in Anja’s case with her healing abilities and then those like Dysea and For'mya, where it gives them latent abilities.” He shook his head. “As I said… it is something we will need to speak with Anja about.”  

“In the short time I have been here I have felt it within their wives as well.” Sarlana said. “They may not be passing the actual gene onto them… but whatever is happening it is certainly affecting those they take as wives.”


Murano nodded as he released her arms. “It is happening with Androcles and Denali as well. I’m sure with Dorian and Jomann. I spoke to Wayonn briefly about this. He told me that he noticed it right away when first meeting Sadi, Lu'ria and then Ne'Veha. And then again when he finally came together with Martin.”


It was Sarlana now who reached up and took his arm. “We must remain cautious in what we do Murano.” She said. “These men and women are unlike our two species. Their emotion is their power and we must not lose sight of that. They are not as constrained as our species were and still are.”


Murano nodded. “I know. That is their largest strength.”


“And it could potentially be their biggest weakness.” Sarlana said. “That is why we need to make sure we do not try and control them. Only guide them Murano. Teach them. The sense of compassion and good I have felt in all of them is beyond anything I have ever experienced. We must make use of that.”


Murano turned to meet her gaze fully. “We must prepare. If what you say is true about this Darastrixi pair… then Androcles and Dorian will act soon. Once this business with this Vanari species is complete they will move. Androcles is too much like his father and he will not tolerate the arrogance that these Vanari seem to possess for very long. Just as Martin did not tolerate the same arrogance when my brother first encountered them.”


“What do you suggest?” Sarlana asked. “They have asked me to help them contact the final pair. That will happen sooner than you think.”


Murano nodded. “Androcles asked me as well.”


Sarlana nodded in recognition of this knowledge. “Then he will do it before they arrive among these Vanari. Probably tomorrow before we arrive in the Beta Quadrant. He is like his father as you said and he is already thinking two and three and four steps beyond what we are doing now. I saw this within Martin during the brief time I was with him on Manne.”

“As did I?” Murano said. “Their minds are like computers. Always plotting and always planning. I have never seen two such tactically proficient minds in all my years. They look at things from perspectives that I and others would never imagine. I dare say… I dare say if they were Pralors during our wars with the Scourge… it is quite possible we might not have lost everything. They can be very reckless however, but this… this may actually be a trait that is needed now.”

Sarlana nodded her head. “Hold to that conviction Murano. We may have need of it in the future. They will undoubtedly contact them with one of those wondrous items that they have created.”

“The Mark II Neural Booster.” Murano said. “Yes. Just another reason why Lorendo is such a fool. Our own Science people could not think to make something like this device. A species they consider to be beneath them made it and use it with far more control than most of my people could muster.”

“Can they reach that far Murano?” Sarlana asked.

“With all of us in the connection with them…” Murano nodded. “Easily. If what you say is true, then the four of them could probably sustain it themselves, but including all of us gives them an almost unlimited source of power to draw from. Do you know where they would be on your planet Sarlana? This Darastrixi pair? Would anyone have taken notice of them? Having an idea of where to target their connection would greatly increase the chances that it would go undetected by Etheric monitors that may be active and controlled by either your people or the Scourge. At least for a time.”


“Oh yes.” She stated confidently. “Laren would have some of the physical traits of her Lycavorian and vampiric blood. She would not look as I do for instance. If my people have discovered the significance of what this Darastrixi pair is then they would be protecting her.” Sarlana told him. “I believe I know where they will take them… at least initially… and if Ch'teven is still one of their elders, they will want to protect them for as long as possible as I said. If they have been trying to communicate with them, then I know they are among those who will shield them. They will not be out among the general populous.”


Murano took her arm gently. “Then let us begin to make our own plans.” He said. “I have a feeling we will need them.”
ULU SCIMITAR

ORBITING AUSTROVA


“…is my daughter!” The Vanari demanded harshly as he stood in the corridor leading out of the port landing bay. “You will tell me where my daughter Murie is this moment!”


He was surrounded by six, heavily armed Durcunusaan whose weapons were ready to use but not pointed directly at the man and the half a dozen others with him. Another four of the Durcunusaan were behind them effectively blocking the corridor.


“Galar Arn Del… this is not helping.” Ardan spoke trying to be reasonable.


“I wish to see my daughter!” The Vanari man shouted again. “I did not agree with the Board when they sent her to be among these… these animals! If they have…”


“What seems to be the problem?” The voice echoed and they turned to watch as the four Durcunusaan parted and Dutkne moved past them before they closed ranks again.

“General Director Dutkne!” Ardan exclaimed. “Thank goodness. We are…”


Dutkne held up his hand to Ardan stopping his words rather rudely and ignoring him as he looked at the senior Durcunusaan. “Lieutenant?”

“He came out of the side hatch after being told to exit through the ramp of the transport Val'istar.” The man told him. “We yelled for him to stop but he ignored us. Talia’s team caught him just as he came through the portside pilot’s bulkhead hatch. He’s been yelling about his daughter since.”


Dutkne turned slowly and looked at Ardan and Galar Arn Del. “Just where exactly did you think you were going Regent Arn Del?” He asked.


“To find my daughter!” The man barked. “If she has been harmed I will…”


Dutkne shook his head. “Shut up you fool!” He shouted at the man stunning both Ardan and Galar with the force of his words. “Do you realize that your actions could have resulted in an incident that neither of our peoples want? You can’t just storm on to one of our ships and begin demanding things you have no right to demand! I thought you would have learned your lesson from before Regent Vu Lamurrion.”

Dutkne had dealt with the Vanari for decades and each time he found them to be arrogant and pompous and condescending to him and the Lycavorian people as a whole. Since becoming Andro’s Praetorian Mage, since embracing what that meant and would mean into the future, his patience had grown much shorter when it came to such people. He knew it this was because of Androcles’ influence and how Praetorian Warrior and Mage often took on the sometimes very different personalities of each other because of their deep Etheric connection.   

“General Director… surely you don’t mean…” Ardan began to speak.

“That’s exactly what I mean!” Dutkne snarled. “And I am no longer General Director! When is that going to sink in? The merger has been completed and the Protectorate no longer exists. It is now part of the Lycavorian Union!”

Ardan looked at him wide eyed. “We… we did not know this!” He snapped.

“Frankly Regent Vu Lamurrion … it’s really none of your business.” Dutkne told him. “We do not answer to the Vanari government and what we do is our own business. Androcles sent these ships as an envoy of goodwill and Regent Arn Del decides he is going to run off and search a ship he has never been on while not bothering to adhere to the protocols we have in place? He could have been injured since he has absolutely no idea where he is going or what he is doing. You would not tolerate it on board one of your ships and we will not tolerate it here! Is that in any way unclear to any of you?”
“These… these men and women began to act roughly with us.” One of the female Vanari Regents who had accompanied them spoke up now. She was stunningly beautiful, even more so than most Vanari females Dutkne noted, and she looked vaguely familiar to him. Her beauty did not affect his answer however.
“You’re anse lucky they didn’t shoot you!” Dutkne barked still glaring at Galar. “Your daughter is perfectly fine and she is conferring with the Union senators who accompanied us to facilitate discussions you fool!” Dutkne spat at Galar. “I suggest you leave you attitude here Regents… you will not find it well received on this ship or anywhere else.”

“You threaten us?” Another asked in shock.

“I am merely stating a fact.” Dutkne said. “The Lycavorian Union does not look kindly upon those who will not treat them with the same respect that they themselves are treated with. Now… Regent Vu Lamurrion, if you and the others will follow me, I will take you to the main conference room. Denali and the others are already there!”

Easy Dutkne. Denali’s voice filtered to him in the Etheric realm.

I will get your brother for doing this to me. Dutkne stated as he waved his hand forward and began to lead them down the corridor. I hated dealing with them in the past and I dislike it even more now because we are Praetorian and Mage.
Better you than Andro. Denali chuckled. He would just vent them out an airlock.

Dutkne couldn’t help himself and he laughed softly knowing full well what Androcles was capable of. His laughter only served to make the Vanari Regents behind him fume in anger for they thought he was laughing at them and what had just occurred. That is very true. He said. They are not going to like what we tell them Deni… you do realize this I hope. And they will not be as open to change as long as Ardan and those like him are in power.
Probably not… but too bad. Denali answered. 

Dutkne nodded. Indeed. We will join you shortly. And be warned… he has brought Cruor and Eyon Ahn Vernalo with him. 
Dutkne are you serious? Arduri’s voice cut into their connection easily now.

Arduri Leonidas had been working with her beloved husband and sister every waking moment to improve her Mindvoice skills. As with Caliria, Arduri would never be on a par with their husbands in terms of Etheric power because they were Vanari and having Etheric skills was not natural to their species, but because of the pureness of Denali and Andro’s blood, they would be able to do far more than most normal Lycavorians and elves who did not advance their skills beyond the rudimentary level. Arduri had embraced her life now with everything that she was, finding complete happiness and unquenchable love within the arms of a man and woman. Nothing would ever take that from her.

I’m afraid so. Dutkne answered. They can not seem to rattle your father Arduri… so it appears they will try to influence you.
Then they are fools. Arduri stated simply.

Well… we already knew that. Dutkne said with some humor. This might also give us some idea of what their future intentions will be.

SCIMITAR

STARBOARD CONFERENCE ROOM


Dutkne moved to the chair beside Denali and Arduri as Galar greeted his daughter with a bear hug while Ardan and the other Vanari were ushered to chairs around the opposite end of the table. Ulana sat between the Elven Senator Ya'sur and the Lycavorian Senator Pyath. The Folcani Senator, Zarnia, sat to Pyath’s right beside Sa'sur who had a typically stoic look on her beautiful elven face. Ya'sur stood up from his chair with a welcoming smile and opened his hands.

“Allow me to welcome you to the ULU SCIMITAR.” He spoke warmly. “I am Senator Ya'sur of the United Lycavorian Union. To my left are Senators Ulana and Zarnia. To my right is Senator Pyath and the commander of this fine ship, Admiral Sa'sur. We welcome you and look forward to our talks.”


“Is it habit to treat your guests in such a way?” The female Regent who had spoken in the corridor asked as she sat in the chair.


Ya'sur kept the smile on his face. “Our guests do not usually ignore our establish safety protocols and attempt to run throughout our ship unchecked. There are many hazards on a star ship as I’m sure you are all aware. That is the same on this ship as well.” He told her. “May I know who…?”


“This is Regent Asay Va Eldost, a member of the Senior Board of Regents.” Ardan spoke from his chair. “With her are Cruor and Eyon Ahn Vernalo, both members of the Board of Regents. This is Galar Arn Del… a member of the Senior Board of Regents as well. Murie Arn Del is the Regent who met you when you arrived in Vanari space and Galar’s daughter. He was only concerned for her safety.”

Interesting. Arduri spoke openly in the single Etheric connection so that all of them could hear her. They had agreed to keep their observations to themselves and each other within the Etheric realm during the meeting. It gave them an advantage that even Ulana had agreed with though her Etheric abilities were not as advanced as the others. While Denali was the most powerful Etheric user now within the Beta Quadrant because of his Praetorian blood, Ya'sur, Pyath and Sa'sur were easily low Tier Six users. Ulana was considered a Tier three while Zarnia needed to be assisted. 


Princess? Ya'sur questioned without looking at her.


Eyon was not a member of the Board of Regents before we left to find Caliria. Arduri told them. He is far too junior and the selection process to be considered for even a junior posting takes many years.

Very interesting indeed. Pyath spoke. This is the one who you were to be married to Princess?   

Arduri winced slightly at that memory but nodded her head imperceptibly. Yes… though now I don’t know what lapse of reasoning struck me to agree to that?

A political move then. Zarnia spoke.


Oh yes… without a doubt. Ya'sur spoke.

“Is there a reason she would not be safe onboard our ship?” Ya'sur asked calmly as he looked at Ardan across the table now.


“We do not…” Galar began to speak angrily but both Ardan and his daughter touched his arms and silenced him.


“The news of… the news of the merger of the Protectorate and the Union already taking place has taken us by surprise.” Ardan spoke. “We were not aware this had occurred already. We assumed it would take… longer.”

“You did not discover this knowledge until you arrived here Regent Vu Lamurrion, I understand this comes as a shock.” Ya'sur said evenly. “Regent Galar however, he acted in the manner he did before you had such knowledge. Is there something that we need to be made aware of before we begin these discussions? We are very flexible and would surely be able to accommodate anything additional that you might wish to discuss or make aware to us.”


Galar glared at Ya'sur but said nothing as his daughter ushered him to his chair. “It is alright father.” She told him softly though everyone heard her words. “They have gone out of their way to make me feel welcome.”


Ardan waited for Galar to take his seat before looking at Ya'sur. “No… we have nothing additional to discuss.” He said.


“I believe we do Ardan.” Asay spoke up. She turned until her eyes were focused directly on Arduri. “Why is Arduri Re Mydala here?”


Ya'sur canted his head slightly. “I don’t believe I understand the question.” He said. “Is there some problem?”


Ulana had remained silent for the most part on this trip but her dark eyes now focused on the Vanari woman. Ulana had never expected Androcles to allow her to accompany the political delegation after what had happened between her and Sadi on this very ship. That she had been included was a surprise, however, Ya'sur and the others actively seeking her opinion on one thing or another was a total shock. They had included her in everything they had done, all of the meetings they had together, and even inviting her to dinner with them. This was not something that Ulana had ever expected. 
Her father had raised her to believe that all Alpha wolves descended from their bloodline were superior to others in every way. Even the female wolves like her. That they were somehow granted status over the others because of the pureness of their blood. Over twenty years this had been pounded into her head. She had never associated with wolves who were beneath her and always went out of her way to insure she avoided them. They were beneath her status in her eyes. Ulana knew that her father was not well liked outside of their home province because of these views. This did not seem to bother him as he attempted to push his own agenda forward, trampling any who thought to get in his way. Even in their home on Apo Prime he was no different. Though the men and women who worked for them were well paid, they were treated as underlings by her father and brothers. No better than the dirt upon which her father walked. For years she had done the same thing, treated others the same way, because that is how she was raised. 

The few short months she had been together with Androcles Leonidas had begun to change all that.


The Leonidas family had the purest bloodline of any Lycavorian within the Union, that had been proven many times over and was without question. Even the Queens that were not pureblood like Queen Aricia had blood more pure than most because the King had been the one who turned them. They were also the most unassuming and outgoing family that she had ever encountered in her life. The men and women who worked the Royal Estate on Apo Prime were treated as treasured friends and not underlings. She had witnessed the King himself standing in the kitchen with the Feravomir and the dozen or so kitchen staff as they cooked together. Once she had even caught him singing in this horrible voice, his arms draped over the shoulders of the main chef and his mate, his attempt at singing had the others laughing uncontrollably while Queen Aricia and Queen For'mya had looked on. The chef’s wife finally had to stuff a biscuit in his mouth to make him stop and then she had shoved him out of their kitchen. If this event had occurred in her father’s home, that woman would have been cast out and probably forced to leave Apo Prime to find more work because her father would have sent the word out among this many contacts tarnishing her reputation.

Ulana did not come to realize just how truly out of her world she was until Sadi had thrashed her. The little bubble her father had raised her in was not going to sustain her now that he was gone. She had discovered that she was not as high and mighty as she had been raised to believe. That she was not superior to others because of her bloodline and her education. When she discovered that Sadi’s PCC was so much higher than her own, that had been the final straw. She now firmly believed that Icho had allowed her to make a fool of herself by making it all so public and then having the full reaction of the people of the Union directed at her. She had been used just as her father had always used her and her brothers. Ulana always believed she would have Androcles. That he should have been hers. Ulana now knew that had she been smarter and more observant, she would have realized that she never had a chance. In many ways, Androcles was far more a traditional Spartan than even his own father, and he embraced the ways of the wolf deeply. The same Lycavorian culture and history that her father had discarded and told her was beneath her.

Ya'sur was not a Lycavorian but he had risen from a common elven family to the position he was in now. Pyath had entered politics at his father’s urging; a man who commanded vast numbers of ships filled with men and women who adored him because he cared for those under his command. She did not know much of Senator Zarnia, only that she came from a small, but influential family on the Folcani homeworld. None of these fellow Senators had an arrogant bone in their body Ulana knew. They talked and joked with the crew while eating in the Mess Lounge and none of them acted as if they were owed something. Just being around them these last weeks had the effect that Androcles and Deia had secretly hoped it would, though Ulana knew none of this. What Ulana did know now was that she was different from before. She had begun to look at the world around her in a very different way. And Arduri Leonidas had been one of the most influential people in Ulana beginning to realize that not everything her father had taught her was true. The Vanari woman, though far more beautiful than Ulana considered herself, had begun to influence her without even knowing it. Ulana had done something she had never done before on the trip here. She had studied the history of the Vanari, from their culture to their politics. Some of what she discovered had made her sick, especially the parts that occurred to Vanari females on a regular basis. The fact that the Vanari government accepted this was quite appalling to her. Ulana had made it a point to try and catch Arduri alone when they arrived at the Vanari homeworld and she had succeeded in finding her just last night in the Mess Lounge. Some three hours later, they had parted ways, with soft kisses and Arduri’s promise to show her more of Austrova when time permitted. This had been the life altering event that Androcles and Deia had hoped for and Ulana had awoken this morning and vowed to do things differently than her father had taught her.

When Arduri’s name was mentioned Ulana looked up and took far more interest.


“Arduri Re Mydala, her sisters and her brother, they are under investigation by the Vanari Court of Regents for violating our laws.” Asay spoke evenly. “They, along with their mother, broke nearly a dozen Vanari laws in leaving the Beta Quadrant to pursue their sister Caliria to the Alpha Quadrant. Trying to retrieve Vanari females is forbidden because it exposes those who go after them to further danger. And it risks retaliation from the OSG. Caliria Re Mydala is under investigation as well for violating one of the most sacred laws in our history due to her actions in trying to discover a counter agent to the OSG virus that the OSG uses. This is strictly taboo within Vanari society because of the cataclysmic consequences it could have.”

Ya'sur was about to respond when Ulana’s voice cut him off. This caused all of them to look at her in surprise, including Denali.


“Arduri Re Mydala is now Arduri Leonidas.” Ulana spoke evenly but with a touch of force in her words. “She is a recognized Princess of the Lycavorian Union. Her sister is now Caliria Leonidas, a Crown Princess of the Lycavorian Union. You wish to bring charges against them?”


“Their status among your people does not concern us.” Asay answered. “They broke our laws before they so conveniently hid behind the name of your supposed Royal family.”

“Supposed?” Ulana charged on, Asay’s words beginning to make her angry. “Now you are calling into question the status of our Royal family?”

Asay waved her hand dismissively. “The status of your Royal family is of no concern to us! And this will not stop us from investigating and bringing charges against them if we deem it prudent.” She stated.

“The status of our Royal bloodline is without question!” Ulana snapped. “And if what I have read of your people is accurate, that Royal bloodline has been in power among our people for far longer than any of you have been alive! And they have thrived! You would do well to realize now that we will not be cajoled or intimidated by the Vanari people simply because you consider yourselves above us.”

This outburst caught Denali by surprise and he glanced at Dutkne who shrugged his shoulders.

“We… I meant no offense.” Asay spoke quickly. “I was only referring to an internal Vanari matter.”

“And will your investigation be open to Lycavorian authorities and courts to review as is the case within the Union when dealing with non-Union citizens?” Ulana pressed her.


“Certainly not! This is a Vanari matter as I said!” Asay hissed.


“Then your so called investigation will mean nothing to us.” Ulana stated openly causing Denali’s eyes to widen even more. He was about to lean forward and interfere when Arduri discretely squeezed his leg under the table. Denali glanced at her and then to where Ya'sur stood. He also shook his head ever so minutely.

“I… excuse me?” Asay asked.


“The Lycavorian Chronicles of Law and our own Union Constitution specifically state that any investigation of a Union citizen by outside forces will be honored, however, all facts and information in regards to this investigation will be made available to Union representatives to review and respond to.” Ulana spoke.

“She is telling us they will not honor our laws.” Cruor spoke from his chair.


“Quite the contrary sir.” Ulana said. “If you are willing to make available to us whatever documents, witnesses and information you have in regards to this matter we would certainly honor your laws. However, if you are not, then our own laws are clear. We do not simply hand over Union citizens without proof of crimes committed. Most especially not members of our Royal family!” Ulana stated with determination. “Show us this proof and we will adhere to your laws, but we will defend our people.”


“They are not your people!” Asay declared.


“You are mistaken Regent Va Eldost.” Ulana said. “They very much are Union citizens.”


“And what will you do?” Asay pressed.


“The Royal Durcunusaan have specific instructions on what to do if any member of the Royal family is endangered in any way.” Pyath answered this question after looking at Ulana with a smile of approval. “Unless you plan on assaulting this ship, which I might add would not be the most intelligent of actions, or you are planning to share this evidence of guilt with us to review as Senator Ulana has stated… then your investigation will stop here. Exactly as she has said.”


“You can not tell us what to do!” Eyon shouted. “We are Vanari!”


Arduri openly snickered at that comment now. “Please Eyon… you could not tie your shoes without assistance.”


“Mocking me will not make things go any easier for you Arduri.” Eyon spat viciously. “How could you chose this… this man who can become a beast… how could you chose him over me?”


Arduri grinned and bat her bright green eyes while crossing her arms under her large breasts. “I can think of eleven plus inches to begin with.” Arduri answered sarcastically. This caused Deni to look at her with wide eyes. “And that is just for starters. Should I continue? I can…”

“Princess!” Zarnia spoke from her chair now. “I believe Senator Ulana has made our position clear. We should not make things worse by stating additional facts.”


Deni had lowered his face into his hand while Dutkne smiled and Arduri shrugged her slim shoulders. “Very well.”


“This does not help us! We did not come here to discuss the status of Arduri Re Mydala!” Ardan spoke finally coming out of his chair.


“No we did not.” Ya'sur replied. “I believe we have come together to discuss the events that will take place when the Crown Prince arrives.”

Excellent move Ulana. We now know at least some of their plans. Pyath spoke within their open Etheric connection.

Their arrogance is disgusting. Ulana answered without thinking.


Do not hold back if you sense something Ulana. Zarnia spoke now. Though the Folcani had no natural Etheric abilities, Ya'sur and Pyath had both established a strong Mindvoice link with her to insure she could participate. Given the level of arrogance we have seen in just this short amount of time I think we will find the Vanari will not like much of what will happen in the coming days.

Ardan returned to his chair. “There are some matters we need to discuss before his arrival.”

Ya'sur nodded. “By all means Regent Vu Lamurrion?” He said. “I believe it would be best if you began.”


“The Vanari Board of Regents, especially the SBR, would like to know what your Crown Prince has planned when he arrives?” Ardan asked. “What are his intentions?”


“His intentions?” Ya'sur asked returning to his chair. “I’m not sure I follow the definition of your question sir. The Crown Prince’s intentions are quite transparent. He wishes to officially welcome the Protectorate and our people back into the fold. Now that the complete merger has been finalized, we will begin to quickly establish open travel and trade corridors back to Union space within the Alpha Quadrant via Jump Gates that will be built for this purpose. The Crown Prince will wish to also establish political connections with the Rothryn government since Praetor Dyack’s daughter Sehri is now his wife and mate. If they are willing as well of course. The Rothryn are essentially Lycavorian just as we are, they just can not shift their forms. He will no doubt wish to go over and discuss current conditions between the Vanari and our people and…”

“The Vanari people will not accept anything outside of what we already have in the way of trade and commerce with the Protectorate.” Cruor spoke now.


“Regent Ardan… is this true?” Ya'sur asked looking at him.


Ardan nodded his head in response. “The Vanari government and the Senior Board of Regents has no intention of altering any established agreements or the Right of Way restrictions previously negotiated that are already in place. We have already told General Director Dutkne this. These agreements and the Right of Way restrictions have been in place for millennia and they are acceptable to us. As for this supposed cure to the OSG’s chemical addiction virus that our females must tolerate; the formula that Prince Denali gave to us when he first arrived is not even a workable serum. All of our senior scientists agree that it is not complete and could not work even if it were complete. Along with the additional information he gave to us when he first arrived, he actually manages to implicate your own people in the assistance and trafficking of Vanari females as slaves. This can be traced right back to the Alpha Quadrant where you come from and you can not deny that. I find it very hard to believe this was done intentionally.”


Ya'sur stared at Ardan for a long moment. He turned his head to either side and looked at his fellow Senators briefly before facing Ardan once more. 


“Then I’m afraid that we have a problem Regent Vu Lamurrion.” Ya'sur spoke calmly. “The chemical formula for the serum we gave to you was not complete… no. We did this as a security measure. However… all of the data and information needed for your scientists to finish the serum was present.”

“That is preposterous!” Galar snapped. “If this was true… our scientists would have been able to finish the serum you say you devised. None of them were able to do this… therefore it is not true!”

“So now we are liars as well as animals?” Dutkne spoke up.

“May I suggest that your scientists review the information once more?” Ya'sur told him. “We have the final parts of the formula stored with several individuals… and if you would like assistance we would be more than happy to…”

“No!” Cruor said. “Even if this was true… which I doubt given where it came from… we would not do this. The horror it could wrought is beyond thinking.” 
Ya'sur stared at him for a long moment before nodding his head. “If that is what the Vanari wish to do… that is entirely up to you. The intelligence information we supplied to you also implicates members of the Vanari government as well. The Lycavorian Union has already dealt with the mercenaries and pirates in the Alpha Quadrant who took part in this heinous scheme. They are no longer operating actively. Those that escaped… well… if they take up this same business again… we will find them.”

“Escaped?” Asay asked now.

Ya’sur nodded his head. “Yes… escaped. Slavery of any type or form is not tolerated anywhere within the Union borders. These groups knew this and chose to set up their business in what we call The Wilds, an area of space that is neither monitored nor controlled by any one government. We found their facilities and destroyed them. We managed to kill or capture most of those involved, but a few managed to escape. They will not be able to hide for long I assure you. After we are done interrogating those we captured and we discover the names of the others involved, we will also deal with those within the our government if there are any, as well as those within the former Protectorate government that we have been informed of. We will also deal with any who took part in these acts.”

“What of those Vanari females you rescued in the illegal operation to recover Caliria Re Mydala?” Galar asked. 

“What about them?” Ya’sur asked. “And the operation conducted was within the Alpha Quadrant and very legal under our laws. Unless you are now claiming Vanari law overrules Lycavorian law even as far away as the Alpha Quadrant.”
“Our laws should be dominant!” Galar snarled. “We do not know your people or what they are capable of. These females… they were not returned to us.” He stated sarcastically, as if he was talking to a child.

Ya’sur nodded his head holding his own building anger in check. Elves were well known for their emotional control… but even Ya'sur was having trouble tolerating the arrogance and air of superiority. “They chose not to return Regent Arn Del.”

“You mean you are holding them prisoner!” Eyon spat.

“No… I mean they chose not to return.” Ya’sur answered him calmly. “They were all offered safe passage back to Vanari space as soon as they were given a clean bill of health by Union physicians.”

“Your people… your so called physicians know nothing of the Vanari or what we need medically. How could you have treated them?” Eyon spoke now. 
“We have heard of your so called Hadarian Healers with their supposed magical healing ability.” Galar added. “It is more than likely you were attempting to hide your part in all of this.”

“As I said… all of the Vanari females rescued with Princess Caliria are now free of the controlling effects of the OSG virus and all of them expressed a strong desire to remain where they were and to not return to Vanari space. They were then granted temporary status by our Senate and continue to remain within Union space. I do believe however that one did elect to travel with us here now. Princess Caliria’s friend Yssyla Vol Dumor… if I am not mistaken.”

“Are you saying you have one of those captured by you here on this very ship?” Cruor demanded.

Ya’sur shook his head. “No… we have one of those who was freed by the Crown Prince in the same operation that freed Caliria Leonidas. She chose to return with us now.”

“You will stop referring to her in such a way.” Galar demanded once more. “She is under investigation by the Vanari government and will be prosecuted should it be determined such action is needed.”

“She is a Crown Princess of the Lycavorian Union Regent Arn Del, as Senator Ulana has already stated.” Pyath spoke now as he leaned forward. “She will be called and treated exactly in the way she should be with her title and status among our people.”

“What your people think does not matter to us!” Galar snapped now. “If it is determined she is a criminal among our people that is how she will be treated!”

“Galar!” Ardan barked at him.

“Where is this… this Yssyla?” Asay asked quickly.

“If I am not mistaken, she is currently in the forward lounge with the Lycavorian officer who she has decided to marry. She contacted her parents when we first arrived in the system and they came aboard early this morning.” Ya'sur answered her. “She is quite healthy and very happy if my understanding is correct. You may ask your daughter about this Regent Arn Del, she spoke with her last night.”

Galar and the others looked at her. “Murie?” He questioned.

The young woman nodded her head. “I spoke with her at length father.” She replied. “She refuses to follow the instructions I gave to her to report to the main medical center in the capital for a complete medical examination and neural workup.”

“And this man… this Lycavorian… I suppose he was present with her when you spoke with her?” Eyon stated confidently. “Intimidating her no doubt.”

Murie shook her head. “No. We were alone in a small lounge room for several hours. Just the two us.” 

“Then they have threatened her in some way!” Cruor followed his son’s train of thought. “Coerced her to do what they want.”
Murie shook her head once more. “I don’t believe so.” Murie told them all. “When she ended the meeting, I watched as she walked down the corridor. She greeted this Lycavorian man with…”

“With what?” Ardan asked.

“She greeted him with considerable passion.” Murie stated honestly remembering how Yssyla had practically leaped into his arms as he rounded the corner, surprising him utterly, and they shared a kiss that positively sizzled in the corridor of the ship. She watched him trace her cheek with his finger as he nuzzled her neck and she held to him tightly. They spoke in soft whispers for a moment before she nodded and laced her arms within his and they walked out of sight together.
“This means nothing!” Galar snapped. “She is probably frightened out of her mind and just waiting for the opportunity to be free.”

“You allowed her parents to come aboard this ship?” Asay asked.

Ya'sur nodded his head. “Why would we not. They expressed a strong desire to see their daughter and Admiral Sa'sur approved their transfer.”

“Who allowed this?” Ardan demanded. “Instructions were left with the main spaceport to not allow any Vanari to come up to your ships until we had met with you.”

“I believe Regent Re Mydala approved the trip.” Sa'sur answered him.

“Coren?” Ardan hissed.

Ya'sur shrugged his shoulders. “That is something you can discuss with Regent Re Mydala. Our protocol was followed exactly. You may question Yssyla Vol Dumor for yourself if you wish.” He told them calmly. “Her status is not why we have come together however. Yssyla can decide for herself whether she wishes to remain on this ship or return with you. We have other matters to discuss I think.”

“We have already stated that we will not renegotiate the agreements we already have in place.” Galar spoke. “They have remained as they are for thousands of years and the Vanari are happy with them.”

“Even though they are disproportionately prejudiced against my people.” Ya'sur stated.

“You are not Lycavorian.” Eyon spoke now.

Ya'sur met his eyes. “I was born within the Lycavorian Union young man. I have grown within the Union and I have bled for the Union. We do not draw a distinction between species within the Union sir. We are all Lycavorians as far as we are concerned.”

“What you consider disproportionate we consider fair.” Eyon continued.

“Fair?” Pyath spoke once more. “They are anything but fair. Lycavorians are restricted from leaving the embassy grounds without dozens of your Vanari Commandos tracking their every movement. They are forbidden to mingle with any Vanari except for those who work within the embassy walls. They are not allowed to tour your cities or visit other places on your planets. Our ships are limited to a single travel corridor into Vanari space that they must adhere to rigidly even though there are more efficient routes that can be taken. Our ships are subject to search at any time when within Vanari space and this has occurred on thousands of occasions through the years to my knowledge.”

“This continues while Vanari who do travel to our space are treated with the utmost respect. They are not searched and they are not limited to where they can go.” Ulana took it up now. “They can travel among the many planets that formerly made up the Protectorate freely and certainly without members of the military or security forces monitoring their every move.”

Galar shrugged his shoulders dismissively. “How your people feel about the agreements is not our concern. That is what we agreed to and that is how it has been for millennia. It will not change.”

“Yet the Rothryn have an embassy and private homes spread across the planet.” Pyath took it up again. “They are Lycavorian Regent Arn Del. Just like us.”

“Not like you.” Galar spoke heatedly. “We did not fight a war with them!”
“A war that your people started.” Ya'sur spoke once more. “Or will you now try to deny that… even though it is part of your very own history books and teachings.”

“Your concerns are not our concerns!” Galar stated once more. “And things will not change!”

“You keep saying that Regent Arn Del. Am I then to assume that myself and my fellow Senators will be limited in the same way?” Ya'sur asked.

“You are Lycavorian by your very own words.” Cruor spoke. “And the intelligence you gave to us so willingly implicates your own people in crimes against the Vanari people!”

“The intelligence states that mercenary groups and pirates made up of Lycavorians as well as other species in the Alpha Quadrant were involved in this.” Ya'sur stated. “Not the Union as a whole. We have ended that practiced as I said.”

“How do we know this is true?” Eyon barked.

“Would you like for me to send for the five hundred and nineteen bodies that we gathered in our operations to show you?” Ya'sur asked. “This information given to you, it also implicates members of your own government, which is stated very openly in those same reports.”

“No one who has seen these reports believes them for a moment.” Galar spat. “Our own intelligence people have presented no such information to us in this regard. Why should we believe you over our own people? We have no reason to trust you… and this intelligence only enhances that feeling among the SBR and others! Now you come here and do not inform us of this so called merger and you expect us to bend to your will?”

“I wasn’t aware internal politics was something we had to report to the Vanari.” Ulana spoke once more. “We are a sovereign government and do not report or answer to the Vanari. You… you seem to think we are all violent children.”
“Aren’t you?” Cruor snapped. “Is your history not laced with violence and bloodshed? Even among your own kind!”

“Our history is just that Regent Arn Del.” Ya'sur spoke. “History. The past and the events in the past have allowed us to grow and helped us to evolve to what we are now. Isn’t that the same for all species?”

“And you have grown into nothing more than violent adults!” Galar popped. “Your own Netnews broadcasts prove this. Your Crown Prince violently murdered two men while in your Senate hall and then he openly called for war! Which your Senate then passed.”

“The Senators are only extensions of the people’s will within the Union.” Ya'sur stated evenly. “And the Crown Prince murdered no one. Two men who were involved with the rape of one of his mothers and the deaths of thousands of Union citizens were executed.”

“Is that what you call what he did?” Asay asked slightly astonished.

“Justice was served.” Pyath said. “As over ninety six percent of the Union population voted on and decided.”

“The Vanari people will not be cowed by you or by anyone!” Galar barked out. “And we will show our people exactly what you are.”

“Yet you allow your own females to be taken and sold into slavery almost at will and do nothing.” Ulana said. “You allow this OSG to dictate to you what you will do and how you will act. What do you call that?”

“It is the way of things.” Cruor spoke. “It has been like this for hundreds and hundreds of years.”
“I wonder… do your people think of it in such a way?” Ya'sur asked.

“You know nothing! We do what is best for our people!” Galar spoke. “We know what is best for them!”

“And it doesn’t hurt that you and others are making millions of credits each year by selling our own people into slavery!” Arduri hissed angrily now. “Does it? And you would do anything to make sure that doesn’t stop!”

“You do not know what you speak of Arduri Re Mydala!” Galar shouted back at her.

“My name is Arduri Leonidas you bigoted nubous igord!” Arduri screamed coming to her feet. 

Denali came to his feet instantly and reached for her. All of them watched as his arms encircled her small waist and his forehead went to hers. All of them saw the overwhelming anger in her green eyes simply evaporate instantly.

“What did she call me?” Galar demanded.

It was Ulana who spoke and her answer stunned everyone. “She called you a fucking fool!” Ulana spat across the table at him seeing his eyes go wide. “And that description would be quite accurate from everything I have seen and heard so far.”

Ya'sur reached out and let his hand grip her forearm gently and she looked at him with angry dark eyes. 

Forgive me. Ulana said quickly. I could no longer stand it.

Do not apologize for saying what we all feel. Ya'sur said. He turned back to Galar and the others. Ardan had remained silent for most of the conversation they all took note of.

“My apologies.” Ya'sur stated. “May I suggest that we adjourn so that you can interview Yssyla and allow passions to cool? The Durcunusaan officer in the corridor will take you to the Mess Lounge where she is currently.”
“Will you allow her to return with us?” Asay asked.

“Yssyla will make that determination for herself.” Pyath spoke now.

“So that is a no.” Eyon snapped.

Pyath looked at him. “If you are asking if we are going to force her off this ship because that is what you want? No. She is free to leave at any time. She is also free to remain. She will make that decision.”

“And if we choose to take her?” Galar asked as he got to his feet.

“I would then ask how you think to do this.” Zarnia spoke now. “However… if that is your intent… you are welcome to try.”

Ardan stood up now. “We will not do such a thing. We will talk to her and then advise you as to what we will do.”

Ya'sur nodded his head. “Very well. I will be waiting to hear from you.”

They were all silent as the Vanari delegation rose and turned from the table quickly. They proceeded into the corridor and Ya'sur watched the door slide shut behind them. It was Denali who spoke next.

“Well… hell!” He declared sarcastically. “That went so much better than we had hoped it would!”

Ya'sur sat back in his chair as all of them allowed the joke to lighten their dark moods and he nodded his head.

“Yes it did.” He said. Ya'sur turned and looked at Dutkne. “Val'istar?”
“How soon before Andro arrives?” Dutkne asked.

“If everything goes well… they will be here early this evening.” Denali answered him. “Why?”

“I suggest we put added security on Caliria and Coren both.” Dutkne said. “She is in the capital for the next three days to finish her classes correct?”

Arduri nodded. “Yes.”

Dutkne nodded as he looked at the door the Vanari had exited. “They will move on her soon Denali. And Coren as well. They are vulnerable at least until Androcles arrives. They won’t attempt anything once they discover he is here, at least I hope they do not, but until that time they are not safe and need to be protected.”

Sa'sur rose to her feet. “I’ll see to it.” She spoke. “I need to clear my head of all the rensibfla anyway.”

“I will let father know.” Arduri spoke as she too stood up.

“Princess… if you would use the COM panel here.” Ya'sur spoke. “I believe we should let your father know what has taken place and what was said.”

“Then what?” Denali asked.

“Then we wait and see what they do.” Ya'sur spoke. 
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“…Scans did not reveal much father.” Yuriko spoke from with the QCR image. “There are an awful lot of residual radiation particles saturating the planet’s upper ionosphere. While not harmful… they do make a mess of the probe’s long range sensor chips.”

Martin stood with Danny, Wayonn, Tobia and Valael around the large chart table. Aricia and Anja were once more on either side of him while For’mya sat along the near wall with Fedor and Kalis on either side of her. Fedor and Eirene, as twins, had become near inseparable from Kalis since he had taken the bullets meant to kill For'mya. His actions had proven beyond a doubt that he was a new person in every sense of the word and they wanted to discover their brother as much as possible. Joining them in that time were Miseo as well as Iama and Serale. The six of them had spent nearly every moment together; both Fedor and Eirene enraptured with the half brother that they had attempted to kill when he first arrived.

Martin looked at her image. “Nukes?” He asked.


Yuriko shook her head. “It’s Alpha Radiation, Radium particles to be exact. If I had to guess I’d say it was from the remnants of some type of orbital satellites with nuclear reactor cores but our probe instruments didn’t detect any in the upper or lower atmosphere.”


“Well… that at least tells us they were advanced enough to send satellites into orbit.” Danny spoke. “And power them with nuclear reactors.”

“What else Yuriko?” Martin asked.


“We programmed the probes to drop to an altitude of eighty-five thousand feet and then disperse on perpendicular courses.” She answered. “They scanned fifteen cities of medium to large size on the first continent, forty-one on the next and over a hundred on the final continent here in the north.” They watched as her delicate finger drifted along the Map Board from OMEN THREE where she was.


“Standard growth expansion.” Valael spoke up. “The northern continent is most likely where they originally settled.”


Aricia touched the Map Board over the image of a city. “Yuriko… they all appear to have been…”


“Destroyed or evacuated.” Yuriko said. “Yes mother.”


“By what? Or whom?” Martin asked.


“Hard to say without boots on the ground father.” Yuriko answered. “Life signs are indeterminate at best. There seem to be quite a bit of coal sources extending from the surface down into the planet’s upper crust. Definitive signs of extraction based on the structures that were situated over the main sources. Natural resources are abundant. Wild life; minerals; all pretty much on a ratio with Earth as well. The planet is fifty-two percent oceans, seven large continents and a bunch of smaller archipelagos. Atmosphere is a little lighter than Earth but very comfortable. Most of the planet also appears to be moderate in temperature with just this one area of arctic activity.”


Anja looked up at him. “Almost exactly like Earth lover.” She stated.


“Yeah.” Martin nodded. “Wayonn… how many of our people were brought here?”


Wayonn glanced at the data pad beside him on the Map Board. “The records Avi was able to obtain from City Ship 41’s memory banks indicate two hundred million.” He answered as he looked at him. “If the records are correct this planet was settled by Lycavorians a hundred and sixteen thousand years ago. It is the youngest of the four colonies where the Pralors used our people for Seed Missions.”


“Another of the mistakes of our past.” Valael said softly.


Danny shook his head. “That doesn’t matter anymore Elder Valael. What matters now is in the here and now.” Danny told him. Are you sure about the numbers Wayonn?” He asked as he leaned forward using his finger to sweep across the part of the map section currently up. “Look at the spread of the city borders, the distance from epicenter to where it really begins to thin out. This one alone is easily twice the size of Atlanta and by the time the comet came, Atlanta had a population of over forty million people.” Danny moved his finger across the section of map that was currently visible. “Look… five more cities almost the same size within two hundred kilometers.”


“Danny’s right.” Anja stated now following his train of thought. “If you extrapolate the size… we’re looking at just two hundred million in these five city areas alone Wayonn.”


“My people came up with pretty much the same thing. They estimate the population at roughly just over four billion given the size of the cities father. They were using the same ratios Uncle Danny and mother are suggesting now.” Yuriko spoke from OMEN THREE.” Sensor scans of the soil and surrounding terrain indicate that the outlying cities were built within the last three to five hundred years.”


“Four billion?” Martin spoke softly. “So where are they?”


“Most of the city structures appear to be intact Yuriko.” Wayonn said. “Could the probes just not be picking up lifesigns?”


“Mother… switch to the last grid sweep.” Yuriko said and she watched as Aricia’s hand adjusted their Map Board.


“Nubou lae!” Martin hissed as his eyes grew bigger.


The many probes had obviously dropped their altitude in the last pass and their internal cameras had caught stunningly clear images of the now empty streets and what appeared to be thousands of Lifter like vehicles abandoned in those streets, some of which appeared overturned and destroyed. There was visible damage on some of the buildings, but nothing that would truly jeopardize structural integrity from what they could see.

“The Probes are programmed to drop to an altitude of fifty feet if no threat is detected.” Yuriko explained. “These images are what they captured. It’s the same from all twenty-four probes and what medwaw Aricia first saw.”


“They are deserted.” Tobia spoke now for the first time.


“The damage that you do see on some of the structures appears to be explosive in nature, but nothing that would cause the buildings to collapse.” Yuriko told them. “It almost seems to be intentional.”


“Intentional?” Valael asked. “You mean a war?”


Yuriko shook her head quickly. “No… then you would see collateral damage all over the surrounding area Elder Valael. Shattered windows, destroyed structures, signs of fire damage brought on by high explosive ordinance. This damage is focused… it appears almost surgical in nature father. Only certain buildings up and down the streets and again only in certain areas of these buildings. Mainly the first floor of the structures.”


“Like you were trying to exterminate something.” Danny spoke softly.


“Yes.” Yuriko echoed. “We won’t know for sure until we have people there.”

Martin looked at Danny. “How many boots can we put down fervon?” He asked.


“Leaving the majority of the forces Andro sent to secure Base One and scout the rest of Manne…” Danny did some fast figuring in his head. “Two thousand. Broken up into teams of fifty.”


Martin looked at Anja immediately. “Red?”


Anja nodded her head. “I’m leaving Ceale in charge here with Mani’Juturi. Twenty field medics and four surgeons. The rest with us. I can put two medics per team. Including Anuk, Duewa and I.” She looked at Danny.

Danny grinned. “I’ve already been told what will happen if I try to leave them behind. No thank you. It wasn’t pretty.”

Anja looked at Martin as she grinned. “We can do it as long as you two lug heads don’t find something to fight and start a frigging war.”
“Me? Find something to fight?” Martin asked astonished that she would suggest such a thing. “I’m a lover not a fighter.”

“Like anyone will believe that rensibfla.” Danny spoke sarcastically as everyone in the room chuckled.

Martin smiled and tilted his head upward slightly not bothering to shield the conversation from those in the room since they all spoke on a level far above Tier Six. Arzoal… not counting the adults that came with us… do you and Teniri see any of the adolescents coming along faster than the others?

You wish to use them as support Martin? Arzoal asked from across the compound.

They can see things from the air that we wouldn’t be able to make out on the ground. Martin answered. I don’t want to put a lot of our aircraft in the skies over these cities. It would pretty much announce to the entire sector that we were there snooping around.

Teniri? Arzoal questioned.

Perhaps two dozen with the size and natural calm that you will need. She answered him almost immediately. And I can include the two warriors that came with me when we returned. They are experienced and natural leaders Martin.
I agree. Arzoal said.
Martin nodded. “Good enough.” He said openly. He looked at the image of Miranda who had remained silent until now. “Manda?”
“HORNET stays here as Sector Command ship for Manne. Janon can handle anything that comes up, and I was going to promote him anyway.” She spoke immediately. Martin had already told her Fleet Ops belonged to her and he would follow her tasking missions without question. “We take the ARC ROYAL and ARIZONA along with a reduced Strike Wing per ship. I don’t want to take too many for a couple reasons Martin. If we’re wrong about the Kavalians who were originally with Pusintin’s Task Force and they try something… I want Janon to be able to blow them out of the stars without too much problem.”
Martin nodded. “Agreed.”

Valael and Tobia were silent as they listened, though both of them had the same thoughts going through their minds. He may have been King to billions of lifeforms and different species but Martin Leonidas did not let that power go to his head. Those close to him referred to him by his first name which was unheard of in any monarchy that Valael of Tobia had ever read about. That alone spoke volumes about the type of man he was.
“The second reason is simple numbers.” Manda continued. “If we want to maintain as low a profile as we can because of these Tasmor folks being in the area… then twelve ships per wing is the lowest I will go. Since we brought only half the ARC ROYAL’s fighter complement, she can carry most of the STRIKERS and MENKLA transports we need. Half her complement is more than enough with Steven and the ARIZONA’s squadrons.”

“What about early warning Manda?” Dan asked.

“I’ll have my ELINT birds up the entire time.” Miranda answered. “Four RAPTORS E3s. We’ll be covered. Anything that enters the system and we’ll know about it in seconds. One un-shrouded ship… a cruiser so it doesn’t spook anyone and the rest remain hidden unless we need to flex some muscle.”
Martin looked at Tobia and Valael. “Ok… now tell us about these Tasmor.” He said.

“Everything is in the reports I gave to you.” Tobia said.

“Yeah… now tell me what you think and feel.” Martin told her. “You’ve met them. Dealt with them. I’d rather go with your gut instinct as opposed to reports written up by someone who never met them.”

“They are a proud species.” Tobia began. “Even the men… though heavily outnumbered and treated as they are… even they are equally as proud. There is a caste system of sorts. The merchants and workers and everyday people… and then the ruling class which includes those in their military. There is no dissension about their positions in this system even though I did not see much of their internal workings while I was among them.”

“If their population is so weighted in favor of females, how do they maintain the numbers that they have and continue to grow?” Anja asked. “Simple birth mathematics would eventually dictate that the women would outpace the men exponentially.”

Tobia shook her head. “I do not know. That is not something we ever brought up.” She answered Anja honestly. “And the Tasmor never offered an explanation. As I said… there are men within their military and some who act as minor aides to the Sovereign Regent and other females who hold positions of power… but their numbers are very small. At least from what I saw.”
“That is odd to say the least Lover.” Anja told him. “If I had to guess with just the small amount of information that we have… I’d say selective breeding.”

“Selective breeding?” Valael asked. “What does this mean Anja?”

“It means that the men are used as tools or rewards for the women, depending on how you want to view it.” Anja answered. “It may be a status thing or some other ridiculous idea… but they are only allowing select woman to breed with the men in their population.”

“Is this possible?” Wayonn asked. “To have reached their level and still be doing this?”

Anja nodded. “It’s possible I suppose, though not conducive to long term expansion. The females will eventually squeeze out the males over the course of the generations until no males are born. However… the sheer numbers of their population now tells me there is something else going on as well.”
“Something else Anja?” Aricia asked. 

Anja nodded. “It just seems odd that they have reached this population size if the ratio is so heavily weighed towards females.”  

“What about this Sovereign Regent?” Martin asked turning back to Tobia. “What is she like?”

“Saydia is… she is unique.” Tobia answered almost shyly.

Martin looked at her oddly. “Tobia… now would not be the time to hold back. What aren’t you telling us?” He said.

Tobia met his eyes. “My personal interactions with her were… Saydia is a very smart and dominant woman. Much like the Drow within your society. A large portion of the Tasmor females are similar in their demeanor. They are very open about their sexuality let us say. Even more so than your own people in some things. Like you… they do not shy from same gender relationships among their populous. They encourage it even due to the large gap between males and females.”

“But… I don’t care about their sexual preference… I want to know about their attitude.” Martin prodded her.

“If you remove my people from the equation of forces, the Tasmor are the most militarily sophisticated and powerful species in this Quadrant. The Kintaur Hegemony are the second most powerful and nearly equal in terms of size, but they are openly hostile to those they do not know and will not hesitate to attack if they think they can win. The Tasmor are far better trained and equipped but also far less aggressive. The other space faring species can field warships and ground troops but not on the scope that the Tasmor or Kintaur can. Because of this sense of superiority… this has made the Tasmor believe they are… that they are entitled to do what they wish and demand what they want.”

“Why is it that I don’t like the way you said that.” Martin spoke.

“They are not wholly unreasonable Martin.” Tobia said quickly. “Just forceful in what they want when they see something.”

“And…?” Martin pressed her further.

Tobia took a deep breath. “This mentality includes men and women alike.” She finally said. “To refuse such a request is considered a great insult in their society.”

“Slavery?” Danny asked quickly.

Tobia shook her head. “No. They do not allow this within their society. That much I do know for certain. They follow a strict traditional culture that has been in place for millennia. A Code of Ethics if you will. Some of this tradition and culture will seem rather harsh… but it is the way of their people. This superiority… in many ways in makes them believe they are entitled to certain things when dealing with others.”

“And I’m guessing that this Saydia Daret wanted something in order to establish the trade agreement that you have with them?” Martin asked.

Tobia nodded. “Yes.”

Aricia stepped closer to Martin now and took his arm as she stared across the table at Tobia. “She wanted you… didn’t she Tobia?”

Aricia and Anja had seen it first in Tobia’s face and her body language mainly because they both had this type of relationship with each other and four other women. It was something Tobia was embarrassed about but not something she held anger or resentment for. Tobia finally nodded her head.

“Yes.” She answered seeing Valael’s eyes widen in shock out of the corner of her eye. “It was something I agreed to in order to secure the agreement and it was… it was not unpleasant or forced!” She added quickly. “It was rather… it was rather enjoyable to be honest. As I said… they are just very demanding.”

“You sound as if you are defending them.” Martin said.

“I’m not defending them. This is the way of their culture and society.” Tobia said. “I am merely saying that they are not bad people.”

Martin was silent for a moment before nodding his head. “Ok… we’ll go based on what you tell us. But just so that you are aware… I don’t take kindly to people demanding something from me that belongs to me or my people.”

“Lover no!” Anja said in mock surprise. 

“You did not refuse us last night Beloved.” Aricia stated knowing that Anja was trying to divert attention from Tobia and going along with her. “We were very demanding and you were exceptionally open to this.”

“That’s not what I mean and you both know it!” Martin defended himself.

Danny laughed at his expression. “They got you boss man.” He said.

“Bah! You should talk!” Martin hissed at him waving his hand at him dismissively. 

“At least I admit it!” Danny quipped in reply with a wide grin.

“Ok. Ok.” Martin said as Aricia and Anja snuggled close to him and For'mya simply sat and chuckled from her spot. “I’ll be nice! Jeesh!”

Tobia couldn’t help but smile as well at the antics of Martin’s wives and she silently thanked them for redirecting his attention from her. Tobia did enjoy her encounters with Saydia as she was not unwilling to give pleasure and she was quite good at it, though after the third time she had been sent to see her, Tobia did not wish it to go further because she felt she was betraying Murano. And in her mind, nothing could ever compare to his arms around her.

Fedor chose that time to stand up and move to the table. “Father… will Eirene and I be going as part of your team?” He asked.

Anja and Aricia stopped their playfulness instantly as Martin turned to him. He took a deep breath and shook his head slowly. “No Fedor. You and Eirene are not going on this Op.” he told him.
Fedor’s eyes grew wide and he moved closer to the table and the father of his heart. “What? Why not? We can do this! We have been training for this! We…”

“Fedor Leonidas…” For'mya snapped coming to her feet. “You will not raise your voice to your father! Ever!”

Fedor looked at his mother and felt shame fill him but he turned back to Martin. “Father why?” He asked more sedately. “We are ready for this. You know we are.”

Martin nodded his head. “Yes… you are.” He said honestly. “And it is most certainly not because I don’t think you and Eirene are capable Fedor.”

“Then why?” Fedor asked.

“I’m sending you, Eirene, Kdan and Dnom to be with your brothers and sisters.” Martin told him seeing Fedor’s eyes grow wide. “Deion and Nara are going through the final stages of their Agoge under their brother. On the job training we call it. The additional training will be severe… but it will do you good and it’s time you met the rest of your family.”

“We… we will be with Andro?” Fedor gasped as his heart began to race. He and Eirene had dreamed of this day since they first entered this world. Since Andro had first touched them within their mother’s womb really. This is what they had desired since their awareness came to be from Andro touching them.
Martin nodded his head. “Andro and all of your brother’s and sisters.” He said. “Your grandmothers as well. You will remain with them until they meet up with us a few weeks from now. Something tells me your brother will need your help between now and then. He is always getting into trouble on his own.”

Danny snorted. “Like father like son.”
“When… when do we leave?” Fedor gasped.

“Avi is prepping the corvette now.” Martin told him. “If Andro is sticking to his plan they will arrive in the Beta Quadrant in thirteen hours and you should get there twelve hours later. Iama and Miseo go with you and you’re lucky I’m letting you take Iama boy. Once the crew finds out she isn’t making their meals I may well have a mutiny on my hands!”

“And me Uncle?” Kalis spoke as he came up beside Fedor. “I would like… I would like to see Androcles as well. If only to make amends for my actions on Hadaria.”
Martin shook his head. “There is nothing to make amends for and Andro has already made that clear to you. “This one I will leave up to you. You can stay with us or go with Fedor and Eirene and then rejoin with us when they arrive.”

“You were not going to let me go on this mission were you?” Kalis said.

Martin shook his head. “In all honesty… no. I was going to have you in a STRIKER watching over us in the sky. You may feel fully recovered mandri… but you still need time. I will not risk you just to prove to you that I trust you completely.”

Kalis nodded calmly and felt For'mya squeeze his arm in support. He was not angry at all. Kalis smiled to himself and everyone saw this. He had grown so much and he knew this. A year ago… had his father left him out of such an operation he would have been livid. Kalis had become a different man now and with Manne secured he wanted to see and experience so much more. He could do that with Androcles and his siblings.

“It will be… it will be interesting to see all of them.” Kalis said looking at Martin. “I will go with Fedor and Eirene.”

Martin nodded. “Good… I really didn’t want to have to deal with your young wife and mate chewing my ear off.” He said with a smile. “Hadarian females can be…”

Anja crossed her arms under her large breasts and glared at him. “Can be what?” She demanded as her jade green eyes narrowed.
Martin stared at her. “Pig headed.”

“Pig headed!” Anja snapped. “It might help you know… if the men we chose to curl our toes don’t act so recklessly stupid at times!”

“I do not act reckless!” Martin declared as he turned to face her petite form, towering over her five foot three height.

“In whose opinion?” Anja snapped right back at him unafraid. “Yours or ours? In this case your opinion is out voted six to one you big oaf!”

“Here we go again.” Danny quipped with a huge smile.

“Stuff it lug head!” Both Martin and Anja barked at him as they turned.
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Aviel stood on the balcony overlooking the courtyard below and watched Laren and Ladur going through some form of training regime he had never witnessed before. She had a solid staff of Balrian Oak, a wood found in the high mountains with the strength of the hardest metal known to exist on Icarava. She was going through elaborate motions with this staff while Ladur moved nimbly back and forth around her, at different points his massive wings snapping out to whistle through the air. Laren would duck or leap gracefully to avoid his wings and land cat like to go directly into another series of intricate motions. It was actually very elegant and quite beautiful to watch as they executed these dazzling moves while her mother and father watched intently from the side of the courtyard.


“They do this every morning for hours.” Nahko’s voice echoed behind him and he turned to see her walk up.


Aviel smiled and pulled her close with his arm as she pressed up against him. “I have never seen anything like it in my life. Not even from our Sand Strider Battalions, and they are the most well trained forces we have.”


Nahko snuggled close to his side, enjoying the feel of his powerful body against her own as she always did. He had remained for two days, most of that time spent with Laren and Ladur just talking of things. She looked up into his handsome face. “You are returning today?” She asked him.


Aviel nodded his head. “I must.” He answered. “Others will begin to question why I have stayed here so long if I do not. We must be very careful Nahko.”


“Svabol ui gethrisjir ekess shinalt jaka mrrandii?” She asked. (What is going to happen now husband?)


“Dytin Ueni is working on that.” Aviel answered her. “He is secretly preparing two ships for our use. He must be very careful in who he chooses Nahko. They must all be believers like us or it will end before it begins. Once that is done, their families will slowly be shifted around and then moved to these two ships. Ours included. Hopefully by then… hopefully by then we will have a place where we can go in order to keep them safe.”


“If the Scourge discover what we are doing…” Nahko said softly.


“I am not concerned with those monsters.” Aviel told her. “Our own people are the ones we should fear most. At least right now. Knowing what we do now only makes this harder. So many have forgotten what took place… what we did. They have… they have forgotten what it means to be Darastrixi.”

Nahko looked up into his face once more. “What do you mean?”


“I have… since Chalith and the others brought this to me… since they made me see what has been going on; I have observed the other Ministers Nahko.” He told her. “So many of them are now concerned only with remaining in power and keeping things unchanged. If they were aware of the knowledge that the Dahakoan have returned… that among their number are four Vrelvel Sargti… they will not see this as a sign. They will begin to fear for their positions and their power.”


“But surely our people… there have to be more who feel as we do Aviel.” Nahko said.


Aviel nodded his head. “And I am sure that there are. Many more than we believe. But they do not know what we know and right now we can’t take the risk. The knowledge that Laren and Ladur exist would cause chaos among the Ministers and they would do everything within their power to keep this information from reaching the people.”


“Do you think they would… do you think they would order them executed?” Nahko asked not really believing she was asking such a question.


Aviel nodded his head slowly. “Based on what I have seen… I am ashamed to admit that I would not rule out that course of action. Nor would I discount them turning Laren and Ladur over to the Scourge scum in order to appease them. I would be powerless to stop them. Neither option would be advisable since Laren and Ladur would resist violently if need be and the death toll would be horrific, for I fear Laren and Ladur would hold back nothing then.”


Nahko looked at him. “Hold back?” She asked. “Aviel… what do you mean?”


Aviel looked back to where Laren and Ladur were slipping into another set of intricate, dance like moves. “They have fooled most everyone here Nahko… almost. Ch'teven… I believe he has some idea of what they are truly capable of but he has said nothing. We have spoken of this briefly. We think that Laren and Ladur are holding back from showing us what they are capable of. They are doing what Dalis has said the Lycavorians do. They conceal and deflect so that others do not see what burns within them.” He turned back to her. “If they feel threatened in any way, by anyone, they will unleash all of the power that they now wield. What little we have seen of them as they conduct these exercises is simply a ruse Nahko. If what Ch'teven and I believe is true then they have been pulling knowledge of skills from their fellow Dahakoan through the Etheric realm that Shalu says the Praetorians and Dahakoan manipulated so easily. Skills unlike any we have seen before.”

“Ch'teven believes the Dahakoan were able to use Etheric power like the Praetorians?” She gasped never having heard this before.
Aviel shook his head. “No… not in this manner. All of our history of them states their Etheric abilities were much more latent in nature. They could almost see what the enemy was going to do. It made them faster and stronger and more resilient. It made them very hard to kill in other words.” Aviel looked at her. “According to the reports from Dalis that he has retrieved from the probe download, Laren and Ladur have been learning from their Isthasyi and Myvishi of the Iejir and do not even know it. And all of these reports I have seen speak of the same thing Nahko. Her Isthasyi and Myvishi of the Iejir are warriors unequaled.”
“Aviel surely…” 

The soft feminine cry caused them to turn back to the courtyard, only to see Laren on the floor of the courtyard holding her head, the staff forgotten beside her. Ladur’s massive wings were twitching madly as he kept shaking his head as if in pain. 

“Something is wrong!” Nahko hissed loudly as she bolted for the doorway down into the courtyard followed quickly by Aviel. It took them all of two minutes to reach the courtyard, only to see Laren’s mother clutching her shoulders and rubbing her forehead, trying anything to make the pain her daughter felt go away. Chalith, Shalu and Ch'teven had already rushed into the courtyard with great concern. 

“Laren… Laren what is wrong?” Nahko asked as she skidded to a halt on the floor beside her. “What is it child?”

Laren shook her head. “Something… something is happening!” She stammered out the words while trying to fight the pain in her head.

“Laren my sister!” Ladur snarled as he moved his massive bulk closer to her. 

“Nahko make it stop!” Robati exclaimed. “They are in such pain!”

Nahko held Laren’s head in her hands but she could see nothing wrong. “I don’t know what is…”

Laren’s head came up with blinding speed and a smile split her face as her eyes grew wide. “Ladur!” she cried out.

“Yes!” He echoed her voice whirling around. “I can feel them!”

“Laren? Feel who?” Nahko asked. “What are you talking about?”

“They are here!” Laren exclaimed as she staggered to her feet while the others looked on with worry. “They are here!”

Aviel stepped forward with Chalith at his side. “Laren… child it is just us!” He spoke reaching for her. “There… there is no one else here.”

“That would not be an entirely accurate statement Koppentotz Aviel.” The male voice spoke from behind all of them. “We have been here for nearly a minute.”

“By the Divines!” Shalu exclaimed as she staggered backwards upon turning and seeing the Etheric projections of the two men she had never seen before, as well as two sleekly muscular Vrrarhoinpa.
“What is this?” Chalith roared as he stepped in front of Laren and Ladur intending to protect them if needed.

“Protect them!” Yokra barked out as he moved in front of them, Ch'teven also imposing his bulk before the Etheric projection.

“No!” Ladur snapped.

Aviel hadn’t moved from his spot as he stared at the Etheric projection of two very large young men with hair as black as night and near glowing eyes. Laren pushed Nahko aside gently, rising to her feet and moving up beside her father and Ch'teven’s bulk. Her hands went to her face as she gasped in unrestrained delight and her eyes filled with tears.

Andro’s own face was animated and his azure eyes happy. “Forgive us our Isthasyi and Myvishi of the Iejir; we did not intend the pain we caused you. It took us a moment to adjust and then compensate within the Etheric realm for the distance.”

Ladur moved his bulk up beside Laren who reached out with her hands and placed them on his front foreleg. “Androcles… Dorian…” He gasped. “Elynth… Ryner… we have… we have waited so long to finally see you.”

All of them heard the intakes of breath from everyone gathered in the courtyard as this bit of information finally began to process. They watched as the Etheric projections of the four of them moved much closer to Laren and Ladur, their images as clear and precise as if they were standing in this very room with them. All those present instinctively backed up as the massive and quite muscular forms of Elynth and Ryner pressed close to the side of Andro and Dorian and directly in front of Laren and Ladur.

“As have we.” Dorian spoke now as he looked at Laren. “You are so very beautiful our sister.”

“And you are so handsome Ladur.” Elynth stated from beside Andro. The Etheric projection allowed for her to look as if she was speaking just as Ladur and Ch'teven could even though Elynth had not yet learned to manipulate the dragon vocal cords to allow her to speak openly. Ladur knew this instantly and did nothing to indicate to anyone else that she was unable to do this.
“How?” Laren gasped in delight.

“It is a device we use. Something left for my people a long time ago that we have begun to use more and more as we discover our history.” Andro told her. “It allows us to communicate over great distances within the Etheric realm. We have… Dorian and I… Elynth and Ryner… we have wanted to do this sooner but so much was…”

Laren stepped forward unafraid even though her mother had moved up and held her arms tightly. “No. We could sense the emotions within all of you. You were not… you are so much more focused now Androcles. It is… it is wonderful to feel you.”

Andro’s azure eyes turned to Robati and he smiled at her. “Sepa dask Robati… you cling to our sister as if we would hurt her yet… of all who are present… you and our Sepa Opsola know we could never harm our blood.”

Robati gazed at him with wide eyes but they rapidly filled with delight at what he had said and she felt her husband grip her arm and shoulder tightly in support. “This… this is all so…”

“Incredible.” Yokra hissed.

Dorian chuckled within the projection. “That’s an understatement Sepa Opsola.” He said with a large grin.

Andro looked at Ladur beside Laren and stepped closer. “Your scales gleam with health Ladur my brother.” He said. “And you are… larger than we pictured you.”

“I am fit and strong… and we are ready brother.” Ladur spoke confidently.

Andro smiled up at him. “No doubt.” He said. “Laren… you and Ladur focus now and reach for the Etheric stream we are projecting to you. Join us so that you can see all of us.”

“There are others with you?” Laren asked quickly.

“Our wives and mates.” Dorian told her. “And some friends that we have made along the way. We did not know if we could do this alone so they added their own power to ours. We did not think it would be so easy.”

Laren and Ladur shut their eyes for a moment and focused their minds intently together. They found the Etheric stream almost immediately as brightly intense as it was and they merged their minds with that Etheric stream as easily as breathing. Suddenly, the Etheric projection in the courtyard widened to include over a dozen men and women who were sitting or standing around a single large table behind where Androcles and Dorian stood with Elynth and Ryner.

Nahko could not contain her intake of breath. “Gods!” She gasped aloud as she gripped Aviel’s arm tightly.

“Laren our sister… Ladur our brother… Sepa dask vur Opsola… our family.” Androcles told them sweeping his hand back. “Well… a good portion of them anyway. Your family now as well.” (Soul mother and father.)

Laren was openly weeping as she held onto Ladur’s front leg tightly, her multicolored blue eyes wide in delight and happiness. Robati held her husband’s arm just as tightly as they witnessed something neither of them ever thought they would see.

“Sister… there is so much to… we will save our joy for when we can hold you both in our arms and touch you.” Androcles told her. “Right now there is much we must cover with you.”

“Wait…we have so many question?” Shalu stammered. “How did… how this all came to be... so…”

“They must wait I’m afraid.” Androcles told her. “Our only concern at the moment is the safety of Laren, Ladur and our family.”

“These men and women… they have protected us Androcles.” Ladur spoke quickly. “For many years.”

“Are they in danger as well Ladur?” Androcles asked.

Ladur nodded. “Equally as much as we are, if not more for the risks they are taking to protect us.”

They all watched as Andro looked first at Dorian and then Elynth and Ryner. All of them nodded their heads and he turned back. “Then you will need to know what I am about to tell you.” He spoke. Andro turned his head as Dorian reached out with his hand outside the Etheric cone of the transmission and they all watched as the hand took his and he pulled Sarlana up beside him gently.

Though Laren had told them a Doraanar was among them, none of them were prepared to see her walk gracefully into the transmission.

“Doraanar!” Chalith and Shalu gasped together as they all dropped to one knee. Even Dalis, who had remained silent up until now, dropped to one knee in shock. Androcles was everything he had imagined the Lycavorians were and so much more. He had not foreseen them as so well built and large, but everything else about them was turning out exactly as he had said.

“Stand up!” Sarlana barked softly. “You do not bow to me!”

“You… you are Doraanar!” Chalith spoke almost in awe.

“That does not make me a ithquent!” Sarlana stated. “Now stand up… all of you!” (God) She waited as they all got to their feet. “Now tell me… have… did any others like me survive?”

Ch'teven moved his frame forward slightly. “Si mi bivai Doraanar.” He said softly. “Wux re wer annyo.” (I am sorry. You are the last.)

Sarlana took a deep breath and nodded her head in acknowledgement even as she took strength from Dorian and Androcles’ presence beside her. “I feared as much.” She said. She looked at them. “Before you stand the rebirth of the Dahakoan. And they are so much more than you ever imagined. They will need the faith that has stayed with you through the millennia and your guidance. Do not think to control them however… for they will do what is right to them. I will be here and we will talk more soon but for now we must make our plans.” Sarlana turned and looked up at Androcles before pulling him down with her hands on his arm and planting a soft kiss on his cheek. This shocked those within the transmission for none of them could ever remember seeing a Doraanar acting in such a way. She turned to Dorian and did the same before moving out of the transmission. 

Andro turned once more and looked at them. “There is one among you called Dalis… correct?” He asked.

Dalis looked up surprised and he moved slightly to the side so that they could see him. “I am… I am Dalis.” He said.

“How long before it becomes known to others that you downloaded your probe data early?” Androcles asked him.

Dalis looked at him stunned. “How did you…” His eyes darted to Laren and Ladur and he nodded. “Of course! They shared this with you.”

“How soon Tilabil Dalis?” Andro asked once more.

“I am not an Elder.” Dalis commented.

“You are far older and wiser than I am Tilabil Dalis… that makes you an Elder to me.” Andro said. “To all of us.”

Dalis stared at him for a long moment before answering. “Just under… just under five weeks time.” He stated. “That is how long we have before it is discovered.”

“And there is no way they could discover it sooner?” Dorian asked.

Dalis shook his head. “No. They are rigid in how they do things and downloading the probe data is not a priority for them until it is time.”

“Then we will call it five weeks.” Androcles said. “With a few days buffer.”

“We are coming for you our sister and brother.” Dorian spoke now. “And nothing will stand in our way.”

SPARTA'S WRATH 

PORT OFFICER’S LOUNGE

TWO HOURS BEFORE FINAL JUMP


“…Suggest we all learn these plans intimately.” Murano was speaking from one end of the table as he swept his hands across the chart table before him. “The facility may be deserted but it is huge and we must know our way around in order to make the mission proceed without hazard.”

Andro stood beside Dorian on one side of the table, Carisia and Lu'ria beside him while Sheva and Onera were beside Dorian. Jomann, Deion, Nara, Eliani, Lisisa and Mari occupied the opposite side of the table, while Sarlana stood on the end opposite Murano. Mari was tucked quite intimately up against Deion’s side, their fingers intertwined tightly while her other hand gripped the front of his shirt over his abdomen. This was something that Murano noticed almost immediately though he had said nothing. He could not remember her face being so bright and alive with life and this kept him from saying anything. He would need to speak with her soon however, especially if she was in the process of pursuing a relationship with Deion Leonidas.

Andro looked up from the table and gazed at Murano intently. “I did not think you would approve of us doing this Murano.” He said honestly.


Murano met his eyes. “I did not at first. It may result in a confrontation that we are not prepared for.” He replied just as honestly. His eyes cut to Sarlana and then back to Androcles. “It was then Sarlana who told me that Laren and Ladur could wield the same power that we can. That they would be Praetorians like us… but also like you and Dorian. After being among your father, among you and the others, learning what I have learned in this time, I will never refuse to assist a fellow Praetorian. You, your father, Deion, Dorian, Jomann, Nara, Eliani, all of you in this very room… you are the future of the Praetorian Vanguard Androcles, whether any of you choose to accept it or not. I can not deny that. I will not deny that any longer.” Murano took a deep breath, closing his eyes to focus himself. His eyes were clear, focused and determined when he opened them again. “This is the knowledge I have sought for so many years. The purpose your grandfather left me behind. He meant for me to be here… now… when the time came that the Praetorians were reborn. And I am coming to believe that he knew what you and Dorian would become and that is also why he brought Sarlana to me. So that we can do what our peoples should have done millennia ago.”

“The truth of things means just as much to our species as it does to the Lycavorians and Vampires.” Sarlana spoke now. “Murano and I both know we can not reside in a past that no longer has a place in our future. We have both chosen to let the past stay where it belongs. Now we will work for the future. You are that future Androcles. Dorian is that future. Elynth and Ryner. Your father and Torma. All of you in this room are what the future holds. And all of you will begin to shape that future.”


Dorian rolled his eyes. “Carians… now they are beginning to sound like the Feravomir.”


Sheva looked at him and snapped her hand up to lightly slap the back of his head. “Dori!” She exclaimed.


“What?!” Dorian echoed. “It’s the truth!”


“He’s right.” Lisisa said softly. “And it’s scary true.”


“Avoi.” Nara echoed her sister.


Sarlana and Murano were actually smiling as they witnessed this and Sarlana nodded her head with warmth in her eyes. “I believe Murano and I will take comfort that we are in such good company.” She said.


“Indeed.” Murano agreed.


“I understand she had quite the role in helping to raise all of you.” Sarlana said.


Deion shifted his position slightly and cringed. “More like tanning our backsides red when we did not pay attention in her classes.”


“Some of us paid attention fervon.” Nara spoke with a smile as she winked at Mari. “She never tanned my backside.”


“Because she never had time.” Eliani spoke now. “She was usually chasing Andro and I around with a switch in her hand.”


Even Androcles laughed at that and nodded his head. “Remember the time she caught us both in that net and didn’t even bother to release us before she began to beat us?”


“I remember that!” Lisisa exclaimed. “You two were covered in mud from crawling through the Estate Caretaker’s muck dirt. Right after he planted the yearly crop of roses.”


“Why… why were you doing that?” Mari asked.


“Resumar dared us to body surf naked through the lower village.” Eliani spoke with a smile. “He said he would cover for us when we returned to the estate.”


“He saw the Feravomir walking the grounds and chickened out.” Andro continued. “We had to sneak back into the estate through our uncle’s defenses. We would have made it if not for Eli’s glaringly white ass sticking up out of the mud.”


Eliani blushed and shrugged her shoulders. “Father and mother’s genes hadn’t kicked in yet and I didn’t start tanning until I was thirteen. Two years later.”


“Not one of our prouder moments.” Andro said as he looked at Eliani.


“Not when we were buck naked and covered in mud… no.” She agreed. “But the body surfing part was fun!”


Andro nodded his head. “Yes it was.”


“It was the talk of the village for weeks.” Lisisa agreed with a smile. “Especially the part about Andro frightening half the girls to death because his… he was exposed and flopping all over the place.”


“Oh my!” Sarlana gasped as even she could not hold back her laughter now and she saw the look on Androcles’ face. She watched Carisia lean up and whisper something in his ear and Lu'ria pressed closer to them as she did. His azure eyes grew slightly wider and he grinned down at them. So much had been going on over the last months that had hidden his playful side deep down Sarlana knew, but now Androcles once more felt free and happy and this was showing in his actions every moment. 


“Murano…” Eliani broke in now a few moments later, mainly because she knew Andro would want them focused on this information going forward. “Did the Pralors ever believe in building something that was normal in size?” She asked as she gazed at the plans of the station. “This Science Facility is not huge… it’s colossal!”


Murano grinned at her comment. “We are lucky… this is one of the smaller ones.” He told her.


“Smaller?” Eliani gasped.


Andro leaned over the table now. “You are certain that the Scourge would not have a presence here?”


Murano nodded his head quickly. “I confirmed this with the information Armen has in the records archives here on SPARTA'S WRATH. This particular science station was idle when the Scourge swept through this portion of Pralor space. It was inactive. It is on the very far reaching borders of what was Pralor space and was used primarily to conduct sensor scans of the neighboring system’s new sun and its corona. It does, however, sit only twenty-two light years from the border of Darastrixi space. If my average understanding of science terminology is accurate, then it was only used sparingly because it was so far from widely traveled corridors within Pralor space.”


“So it was not deemed as a threat?” Jomann asked.


Murano nodded. “We had many such facilities spread across the expanse of space. Many of them were not in active use when the second Scourge invasion began. All of them were either ignored completely, or searched and left as dead hulks in space. Armen can confirm that once he departed for the Alpha Quadrant from our homeworld, the Scourge had not returned to this sector of Pralor space in over fifty years. We’ll be able to confirm that even further when we get close. Armen has assured me he has tweaked the Shrouds enough that not even Scourge sensors will be able to see us and our sensors were always more accurate than theirs.”


Andro looked up as the doors to the lounge opened and Armen himself entered carrying two datapads and with the Senior Worker Drone clinging to his massive shoulders. The Worker Drones were broken up into three different sections for more cohesive repairs and any kinds of construction that was needed. This Worker Drone, known as Alpha Six, had a crimson stripe across the top of its oval shaped frame indicating that it was the Coordination Drone for all the three groups. Everyone had come to discover that this Drone was never very far from where Armen was anywhere on the ship.

“Armen?” Andro spoke as the hulking seven foot tall Avatar moved up behind him. He and Dorian moved slightly so that he could take up a position between them.

-Denali’s initial report indicates that their first official meeting with representatives of the Vanari government did not go well- Armen spoke as he handed Andro one of the pads. 

“That doesn’t sound like Deni.” Nara spoke up.


-His actual words were… it went like skelraimi sibfla- Armen added. (Smoking shit)

Lisisa laughed. “Now that is my beautiful Denali.” She stated with warmth and love in her voice that they all detected. Lisisa missed Deni and Arduri and she made no bones about that.

Andro set the pad aside on the table and nodded. “I did not expect anything else.” He said. “What have you and Alpha Six come up with?”


-We can reconfigure four of our long range probes and outfit them with Union Shrouds. In addition we can upload Praetorian Command codes to Alpha Nine and Alpha Thirteen that they can then use to activate individual sections of the station when needed- Armen told him.


“Wait a minute…” Andro said. “I never said anything about sending our Drones. It’s too much of a risk Armen.”


-It is the most logical course of action Androcles. Alpha Nine and Alpha Thirteen would be able to adjust and compensate for any unknown events that may occur. The Darastrixi will not be familiar with the station’s equipment or use. They will also be able to counter anything that the Scourge may have left behind and repair whatever they may have done in order to sabotage the station- Armen stated. –The Scourge are not the most unique thinkers Androcles-

All of them saw Alpha Six rise up and down on its six legs twice as it chirped loudly and balanced itself easily on Armen’s shoulder.

Andro shook his head. “I don’t doubt they could do it Alpha Six…” He said quickly. “I just did not want to risk exposing our Drones to unknown dangers.”


Murano shook his head in awe. “You know… it took decades for our technicians to be able to understand the Drone’s use of sound as a language. You, Deion and my niece do it like it is nothing. Mari and Deion I can understand given their schooling… but you…”


Andro shrugged. “Just lucky I guess.” He said.


“You should know by now that our brother isn’t exactly normal Murano.” Nara spoke with a grin.


“That is so the understatement of the month arande.” Eliani said.


“I’m sorry… I will endeavor to…” Nara began.


“Be more profound in my words.” Deion finished for her knowing that it drove Eliani crazy when they finished each other’s statements.


“Hey! What have I told you two about doing that?” Eliani snapped. “Carians… it’s so creepy!”


Andro shook his head with a smile as everyone chuckled. He turned to Alpha Six. “Very well.” He said. “But they are not to risk themselves for any reason.”


Alpha Six chirped three times in reply and Andro nodded his head.


“Now what can they carry?” Dorian asked.


-We will remove the internal long range sensor packages currently installed- Armen told them. –Between the four Probes we can send enough equipment and supplies for fifty men and women-


Alpha Six chirped half a dozen times now and Armen nodded.


-Alpha Six also recommends we pass on to the Darastrixi that they do not enter the station with any more than this number. Alpha Nine and Alpha Thirteen will only be bringing the station’s power core to 10 percent in order to remain undetected by any ships that may be nearby. This setting will only allow for minimal life support- Armen continued.

“There won’t be fifty.” Androcles said as he looked at the plans once more. “Laren and Ladur will not allow them to taken more than twenty. Murano… the corridors are large enough to allow unfettered access to Elynth and the others? Ladur included?”


Murano nodded in reply. “Easily.”


Andro pointed to one side of the station. “How many landing bays?” He asked.

“Three. One main hanger bay and two alternates.” Murano answered as he zoomed in the plans closer by touching the table. “Here, here and here.” His finger touched three different locations on the table.

Andro lifted his head slightly. “Sadi?” He called out into the empty air.


“We will talk about your antics as a child later Saradasaar.” Sadi’s voice echoed with humor from the speakers and they saw Andro shake his head slightly. “The one on the upper tower is a no go. Our length is too much and we don’t want to risk going in perpendicular to the atmospheric shield and force field.” Her voice answered from the starboard hanger bay where she, Ne'Veha and Kameka were within the PREMONITION and monitoring the briefing. “We can fit in the lower one easily, but the upper one will have to be STRIKER Mark IIs only.”


“Normya?” Andro asked the air once more.


“Max of two fervon. Any more and we will have no room to maneuver inside the bay itself. Which I’m sure you want us to be able to do.” Normya answered from her STRIKER Mark II. “Tir'ut?”


“I concur.” His voice answered instantly. 


Andro looked at Dorian first, and then Deion, both of whom nodded. “Then this is what we do…” He said. “Murano goes in one STRIKER into the upper bay. Deion and Nara with him to access the command terminals in the Control Center.”


“I am going too!” Mari stated quickly.


Andro looked at Murano and saw him nod without any doubts. “Her computer skills will be invaluable in powering up the station more quickly and downloading whatever information we can from the main cores. With both Mari and Deion doing this it will halve the time needed to accomplish the task. This is one time where I will welcome her help without question. We don’t expect any trouble and even if we detect Scourge vessels we can be gone long before they arrive.”


“Then Normya and Tir'ut will fly the Mark II with you, Deion, Nara, Mari and Jeru and Mayla. Primary objective is to secure the Command Center as quickly as possible.” Andro said.


“Why their Bonded Ones?” Murano asked.


“My people will not recklessly fire on any Darastrixi.” Sarlana explained. “As long as there is a dragon in each group, then there will be no accidents. They will have been there for at least several days before we arrive and there is no reason to suspect they will not want to spread out and explore.”


Murano nodded his understanding. “That will allow them excellent defensive positions while they are there, but they should all move to areas close to the landing bays by the time we arrive. It will make extraction proceed more quickly.”

Andro shifted his finger on the table to another portion of the Science Station schematics. “Cowen, Ridor, Torian and Sherice will be on the second Mark II with Caydren and Cinol. Their objective will be the Station’s Weapons locker here on deck ten.”

“What will this locker have in it Murano?” Torian’s voice spoke from all around them on the internal speakers. He was standing with Cowen and the others in an exact duplicate of the lounge they were in on the starboard side of the ship and four decks beneath them.


“Standard Security complement of weapons.” Murano answered. “Do not be concerned with trying to use them. Armen will be needed to unlock their genetic activation sequencers. But with actual weapons, the Drones should be able to reverse engineer them quickly enough to send to Martin so that the Drones with him can produce enough of them to supply those that will be defending Honelze.”


“Why not replicate the weapons you have on Artaaya?” Dorian asked him.


Murano shook his head. “They are only light weapons. The weapons on this station are military grade. One of the more unpopular decisions my brother made when we first arrived on Artaaya, at least with the few portions of the military that remained, was to not do exactly what we are going to do now. Take this information from an abandoned station on the edge of our border.”

“Wouldn’t the ships you escaped on have had these plans and weapons?” Deion asked.


Murano shook his head. “Most of the ships that escaped the Purge were civilian ships. This information would not have been in their files. The few military ships we did have were ordered to empty their archives before leaving Pralor space so that they could upload Scientific information that would help us to escape.”


“You purged this information without making back up files?” Jomann spoke now.


Murano nodded slowly. “There were many decisions made in those last days that were done without thought of the future or defense Jomann. Only escape. The Scourge were pressing all across what was left of our Empire and no one was concerned with fighting them anymore. Only surviving... in any way that they could.” He touched the schematics. “This locker will also have several hundred pounds of explosive that we will then need to place at five different points in order to destroy this station when we are done. It is very similar to your own man-portable explosive, albeit slightly more powerful. The points are all centrally located off the main lifts and can be reached easily and quickly.”


“Cowen… you and Torian will be doing that while the others secure whatever weapons you can on the saddle packs that Caydren and Cinol will be wearing.” Andro said. “Ridor and Sherice can direct that portion with whoever we decide to send with them.”


“I suggest at least six others.” Cowen spoke immediately from the second lounge. “Four to assist Ridor and Sherice and two to provide security and either end of this main corridor.”


They could all see his finger on their chart table as it indicated two different locations.


“I’m not going to try and micromanage this operation.” Andro spoke. “That never works out for anyone. Each of you will determine how best to accomplish the task and then return to your ships, but understand this… extraction of Laren and Ladur and those with them is priority over everything else. Is that understood by all? The secondary objectives are not more important than the lives we will be saving. Are we clear on this?”

Andro heard all of their voices answer in the affirmative almost exactly at the same time. He nodded his head. “Good. We will enter in the lower hanger bay and make our way here…” He stabbed down on the table. “…to this point. It is the single largest room on the station and is accessible by six different lifts.”


“What is it Murano?” Eliani asked.


“An artificially generated Amphitheater.” Murano replied. “It could fit the entire station crew if needed and is where most of the public announcements were made. If my memory of your history is accurate… it is the same in size to one of your Coliseums where you hold your yearly sports events in and around Sparta.”


Dorian whistled. “Wow… that’s big.”


“It’s the most heavily shielded area of the station and as your brother pointed out, the most accessible to the many lifts in the area.” Murano answered. “Five of the six Lifts exit directly to the main hanger bay and this is where life support will be focused even though most of the station will have minimal systems online.”

“Dorian, Elynth, Ryner and I will enter from this end, while Jomann will bring the rest of our force in from the opposite end.” Andro said as his finger glided across the board. “Once we have a handle on the situation, Normya, Sadi and the other STRIKER will lift off and converge on the main hanger bay to extract everyone at once.”

“We expect a Darastrixi transport of some sort to be waiting hidden within this small asteroid field.” Dorian spoke as he now leaned over the table and zoomed the image out to encompass the space around the station and he pointed to a spot. “Once we have secured all those with Laren and Ladur and are ready to extract, this ship will break from the field and move to SPARTA'S WRATH and be taken aboard.”


-I will drop the Shroud around the hanger bays for twenty-two seconds in order to receive the Darastrixi transport- Armen spoke now. –And only when our other ships are in position to make a simultaneous entry into the other bays. I will reengage the Shroud and jump out of the area ten seconds later-

“We don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to.” Andro spoke. “Getting in and out unseen is a priority. We’ll be getting updated intelligence from Laren over the course of the next few weeks… but as it stands this is the outline of the plan.”


“Armen is currently working on setting up some sort of covert communication channel to this Koppentotz Aviel we spoke to.” Murano added. “It should be ready in a day or so and will give us the ability to stay up to date on anything happening there.”


“Meaning no disrespect Doraanar…” Deion spoke looking at her. “Can we trust him?”


Sarlana smiled and nodded her head to him. “None taken young Deion.” She answered. “I believe it is safe to say we can trust him. Ch’teven trusts him… as do Laren and Ladur.”

“And if they are wrong?” Deion pressed her.


Sarlana nodded once more. “If they are wrong… then there are already plans in place to insure he does not leave the Darastrixi homeworld with them.” 


Deion looked at his brothers. “Forgive me Andro… Dorian… I just don’t…”


Andro shook his head quickly. “Never apologize for being cautious Deo.”


Nara took Deion’s arm. “You two aren’t… so someone has to be.” She exclaimed.


“Hey! We are cautious.” Dorian complained.

Sheva elbowed him in the ribs. “By whose definition of cautious Dori?” She stated as he turned his eyes on her. “Not ours for sure.”


Everyone laughed softly once more which made Deion relax. He had not wanted to ask the question but he knew what this meant to his brothers and he did not want to see them be disappointed. 


[It was the right question fervon.] Andro’s voice reached for him across the table and he met his brother’s azure eyes.


[Do not be angry with me Andro.] Deion spoke.


[Angry at you for asking the question all of us have thought?] He replied. [That will never happen Deo. Never.]


Eliani could almost sense they were speaking in a shielded moment and she acted. “What if we get delayed in the Beta Quadrant fervon?” Eliani asked sensing a change of topic was needed if only to put Deion at ease.


Andro met her eyes after smiling at Deion. “We won’t. I have already spoken to our father and mothers in regards to that. We are all of the same mind. We will not jerk around with the Vanari or the Rothryn in any way. If the Vanari wish to cling to their centuries old distrust and hatred, they are welcome to it. The Rothryn people are the bigger question mark because of this Rothryn Science Academy, but the Vanari who have sanctioned what is going on now will not be so easily flung from power. It needs to come from within… and that is something we do not have the time to wait for.”

Jomann grinned. “You are making friends wherever you go.” He said.


Andro chuckled in reply. “Aren’t I though?”


“When are father and our mothers leaving to investigate this planet?” Lisisa asked now.


“Based on our last communication… they will be departing tomorrow afternoon from Manne. He will be sending his Corvette to us in the Beta Quadrant with a courier and updated data on these Svorag that he does not want to send via COMs.” Andro answered her. “I want all of you to take the first few days after arriving in the Beta Quadrant to remain on SPARTA'S WRATH to rest and study these plans. Coren is relatively sure their Board of Regents will make us wait for any kind of official meeting with them. Lisi… I will leave it to you to fill Deni and Arduri in when you reunited with them.”


“You need to rest too fervon.” Eliani told him.


Andro nodded his head looking quickly at Carisia and Lu'ria next to him. “And I will… once Inamarno is back with us.” He said turning back to her. 
“Yes we will.” Lu'ria echoed.

“We will have a public gathering and State Dinner on Lorent to meet everyone next week. Tenna Deia will be attending with grandfather L'tian.”

“What about the operation against the OSG?” Jomann asked.


“We will only provide support for the majority of it unless something comes up.” Andro said. “Denali and Dutkne are confident the former Protectorate forces can accomplish the mission without our direct aide. They have been doing it for centuries already and many of them have a particular dislike for anything OSG related.”


“Something will come up.” Lisisa said dismissively. “Something always does.”


Andro smiled and nodded his head. “That is why I want all of us rested. It might get very interesting… for I have no doubt that the Vanari will positively shit their pants when they see this ship.”

All of them looked at him with wide eyes. It was Eliani who spoke what they all thought. “Andro… did you just try to make a joke?” She gasped with a huge grin.


Carisia and Lu'ria were the first to burst out laughing, followed quickly by everyone else. Andro looked at them. “What? That wasn’t funny?” He demanded.

ICARAVA
DARASTRIXI HOMEWORLD

DARASTRIXETHE (DRAGONBLOOD) SPACE
DEFENSE MINISTRY BUILDING

“…Actually saw them?” Dytin gasped as he looked at Aviel from across the Darastrixi version of the chart table.


Aviel nodded his head. “They appeared like arcanisstok in the courtyard Dytin my friend. It was… it was awe inspiring! They were using some device that allowed them to boost their Etheric power so that they appeared as if they were actually among us. Their power is more than even Chalith and the others believed. I… we spoke to Doraanar Sarlana as well Dytin.” (Magic)

Dytin shook his head before looking at his long time friend. “An actual Doraanar.” He muttered softly. “Ini wer ithquenti Aviel! This is… this is more than we had ever hoped for.” (By the gods)

Aviel nodded. “It is indeed.” He stated as he held out the data scroll to him and Dytin quickly plugged it into the smallish chart table in his office. “Do you recall a Praetorian by the name of Murano?”


Dytin met his eyes evenly. “Yes… he was one of those who came here with Sumar when they requested our aide.” He answered immediately seeing Aviel’s eyes look at him oddly. He smiled and shrugged his broad shoulders. “After you first told me I went back and dug up the recordings of their visit to study them. No small task I tell you. I spent four hours searching the archives for them.”


“I do not know how or if there are more of them… but this Murano was among them as well Dytin.” Aviel said.


“A Praetorian of old!” Dytin gasped once more. “Alive! And traveling with the reborn Dahakoan?” He pushed away from the small table. “Aviel… this is no coincidence. It can not be. This is a sign my friend.”


Aviel nodded his head. “I believe it is as well.”


“What are they… what are they like?” Dytin asked.


Aviel thought about that for a moment before answering. They had spent nearly as much time questioning him as they had learning of Laren and Ladur. “They are confident and fierce.” He spoke finally. “Not as physically imposing as I had imagined they would be, but there was… there was something about them… something that spoke of the capacity for great violence yet great compassion as well.”

“And the older one, Androcles, he and his Vrrarhoinpa are truly Vrelvel Sargti?” Dytin asked.



Aviel nodded his head quickly. “Without question. We could all feel it within us Dytin my friend.”

“This is almost too much to take in Aviel.” Dytin spoke softly. “All of this happening now. The return of the Dahakoan, discovering that the Praetorians are not long dead, that they both live on within a species our scientists would call barbaric?” He shook his head.

Aviel looked at him. “Do you question all that is happening now my friend?”


Dytin looked at him quickly. “What? No!” He exclaimed. “It only makes my resolve that much stronger knowing these things. You know of course that those in power will not believe. They will do everything within their ability to keep that power.”


Aviel nodded his head. “I know.” He said softly. “There are a few I could approach. Those who believe as we do.”


Dytin shook his head. “No… secrecy is our best ally now.” He stated. “The more who know of what is taking place the greater the risk to Laren and Ladur. And to us. Besides… they will be needed here after we depart.”


Aviel nodded his head. “What have you put in place so far?” He asked.


Dytin turned to the smallish Chart Table and activated it. “Five ships Aviel.” He began. “Two of our new ITHAEL-Class Heavy Cruisers and three Passenger liners. They are the only ones large enough to accommodate the additional personnel. I have already chosen the officers who will command. I mentored them in their early days and they have a deep faith that matches our own. All of them come from deeply faithful families… it is part of why I chose them. None of them question what we will do Aviel.”

Aviel looked at him. “Then they know what we do?” He asked.


Dytin shook his head. “Not all of it… no. Only the ship commanders know everything. Five men I trust implicitly. The rest of the officers, I would trust any of them with my life Aviel, but even they do not need to know it all. I can’t ask them to do this however and have them leave their families behind.”


Aviel nodded. “Of course not!” He stated.


“I have instructed them immediate family only.” Dytin said. “Dask, opsola, isthasyi and myvishi only. If they are joined they must be careful of their wives family, but I have been to each of their joining ceremonies and so far their wives’ families are no different from them in the strength of their faith.”

“You realize that many will call us religious fanatics.” Aviel said.


“I do not care what they call us!” Dytin hissed. “There are many things I could call them after viewing what you gave to me and allowing this to happen for so long! Not to mention many things I would like to do to them!”


Aviel nodded his head. “Indeed.” He motioned to the data scroll. “Androcles instructed me to give this information to you. I entered what he told me onto this pad and only I have seen it. I’m sure Laren and Ladur know the contents, I suspect they were communicating far more than we realize, but for now only we two know what is on here.”


Dytin looked at him. “You seem… you shaken somewhat when you speak of him Aviel. I have never seen this in you. He frightens you?”


Aviel met his eyes. “Androcles told me something just before the transmission ended Dytin. Something that only I heard for that is what he wanted.”


“What?”


“He told me that if anything happens to Laren and Ladur, if the Scourge discover them because of the fools within our own government, or if they are taken by members of our own government…” Aviel shook his head.


“Go on.” Dytin told him.


“Dytin… he told me if anything happens to Laren and Ladur… if they are betrayed in any way… he will come for us.” Aviel spoke softly. “He will come for all of us. And when he is done with the Scourge he will turn his full attention on the Darastrixi and unleash the fury of the Dahakoan from the beginning of time upon us. And he will not stop until all of us have seen his justice done.”


Dytin was silent for a long moment as he stared at is friend. He allowed the small grin to split his face finally and he nodded his head. “I like this Lycavorian Androcles.” He said with intense respect. “Oh yes… I like him quite a bit.”


“We must not fail Dytin my friend.” Aviel told him. “I saw the look in this young man’s eyes and I do not doubt his words for an instant.”


“What did you see Aviel?” Dytin asked.


“Death incarnate for any who stand between him and retrieving Laren and Ladur.” Aviel answered. “Death incarnate.” 

Dytin stood up tall and nodded his head. “It is about time that death was on our side for once.” He stated forcefully. 

