-Transmission Lost-
-Sounds of Madness-
Chapter Nine: ...Meis Tumultus...

by Havoc

“If we don't end war, war will end us.”
-H.G. Wells

“Ow, fuck...,” Jack hissed, putting a hand to hesith. Everything seemed to hurt, but that was
throbbing in an especially severe way. “Headach&hy always headaches? I'd give anything for a
nice, honest twisted ankle, or even a bad badkrumbling, he sat up, trying to figure out where he
was and how he had got there. As he rubbed hisgchnanium, some of the memories of the recent
past started to bubble back to the surface.

He recalled being in Li'ren's room in the goverhessidence, with her, Sami, and Brooke,
while the Empress spoke about plans she had fduthee of the Ascendancy. Then, the power had
gone out, and the guards had locked them in theré&or whatever good that had done, since a short
few minutes later there had been a commotion irh#tleoutside, and human soldiers had stormed in.
He touched the back of his head again, feelingrat@und finding a large knot there. He remembered
standing up and trying to put himself between Samadi the soldiers out of reflex, and getting tackled
and smashed with the butt of a rifle for his treuléifter that, everything had gone black, and the'd
woke up here.

“Wherever here is...,” Jack mumbled. The room he imavas fairly nondescript, but it was
slightly chilly and the only light came from a siagamp set into the center of the ceiling. Theflo
was bare, made of something like concrete but reughd cool to the touch. As a matter of fact, the
material reminded him softly of the sandy stoné &réa's family estate had been built with, but he
very much doubted he was back there. Jack gothtpeession that he was underground. He couldn't
hear anything that sounded like a noise from outgland the air smelled less fresh than it woulcewe
he above ground.

“l...1 think this is...the cellar in the royal pak..”

Turning to look behind him, Jack saw Brooke sittenghort distance away from him, in the
corner of the room. The dark-skinned, long-haigest lwas sitting on the floor, her back against the
wall, with her knees drawn up in front of her areat lrms around her legs. She had her chin resting o
the tops of her knees, and she was staring atwiditker eyes of deep green. Unlike the first time
two of them had been in this sort of situationhlhd a clear view of her. She looked a lot bettan tihe
felt. Although her clothes were torn in a few plaesd she had a few scrapes on her hands, the slave



girl seemed mostly unhurt.

Grunting a little with the soreness he was feetih@ver his body, Jack crawled over to Brooke
and sat up against the wall next to her. “The rpgdhce?” he asked. He found that a little hard to
believe. Lirna was a good distance away from Arbaand it had taken nearly two days to get there,
even at hyperspace speeds. “Are you sure?”

“I'm pretty sure,” Brooke said with a small nod.fiean, | was blindfolded for most of the time
after we landed, and | was only ever in the ceblafsw times, but this looks a lot like them. | gsie
they took the food and stuff out when they decittedut us here.”

“But if we're on Lirna, | mean...was | really otiat long?”

Brooke nodded again. “I...I was a little worrieduyweren't going to wake up,” she said, her
voice a little shaky. “Those soldiers hit you rgdiard. | kept checking to make sure you were still
breathing, but...I'm glad you woke up.”

“Ah...Yeah, me too.” His legs feeling like jellyadk managed to get to his feet. He walked to
the door of the room they were in. The door lookedvy, but it had a small window in it which was
covered in a wire mesh. Putting his face up tatlesh, he was able to look out into the hall. He
couldn't see much other than a nondescript wallfrom some subtle noises that came every few
seconds, there were probably guards standing eutditheir makeshift jail cell. Two of them, if inad
to guess. Not wishing to earn himself a secondihggust yet, he quietly went back to Brooke aatl s
down. “Do you have any idea why they locked us oyl here?”

“I don't know,” the young girl responded. She pet head down, burying her face in her hands.
Understandably, she seemed quite afraid. “I derehé&now why they took us in the first place. They
separated us from mistress and Lady Me'lia alnmostadiately. | don't understand what's going on...”

Looking up at the ceiling, Jack tried to think. akLi'ren and Sami made sense to him. Li'ren
was the Empress, after all. She had value as aibarg chip, or as some other sort of leveragettieat
rebels could use as an advantage over the Ascendemt since the leader of the rebellion was
Ara'lana Me'lia, Sami's mother, she might have bretrctant to kill Sami. Aria was fighting her, but
maybe Ara'lana hoped to find support in her otlididcen. Brooke probably escaped death because she
was just a slave, and seen as useful to keep alivegt worth killing. But from what Aria had toldm
about her meeting with her mother, she had abdylotequalms about killing Jack. He honestly
couldn't think of a good reason why he was stilleal

“Well, there's no use in speculating,” Jack said.reached over and put a hand on Brooke's
shoulder, trying to be comforting. He lowered hisce a little. “All we can do is wait and see what

will happen. Let's just bide our time.” He injectemhfidence into his voice as best as he coulde“Th



first chance | see to try to get us out of hera,dbing to take it. So don't worry. I'll do my béstget
us both out of here alive.” He wasn't sure whatameynarmed human, could do against a palaceffull o
human, Ailian, and probably Pteryd soldiers, butismmind anything was better than just giving up
and waiting to die.

She was frightened, she was among enemies, andashiar away from most of her loved
ones. But for all that, Li'ren felt a strange eraotat being back on Lirna. She could not, of couta#
it happiness, but it was something very akin ta.tBaen though her mate was dead, and her world was
taken over by those who wished to bring her walfeto an end, it was still home. And as she vesk |
through the halls by the foursome of crimson-claeA soldiers, she realized she felt more at peace
than she had in weeks. If there had ever beenratgaition that a battle had taken place in theqeala
it had been quickly repaired by the invading ford@subtless Ara'lana had wished to enjoy her victor
in pristine settings. Everything looked nearly saene as it had when she had left, what seemed like
lifetime ago.

The past several days had been quite unusualy tinsdeast. When human soldiers had entered
her room and slain her guards, she had been prefmrthe worst. Li'ren had fully expected to be
killed right then and there, but they had insteadra her hands and taken her, along with Sami, Jack
and the slave girl, Brooke, from the room throughopen window and to a waiting helicopter. The
craft had ferried them to the landing pad of theegness' residence, where they'd all been takéa an
much larger ship. Once on board, Li'ren had bepara¢ed from everyone else while the ship had been
underway, but upon landing on what turned out thib®a, she had been brought into the royal palace
where she and Sami had been placed in a suit@ofsevhich had normally been reserved for guests
of the Empress. They had been treated surprisimnglly but Li'ren had the suspicion that their
treatment was more due to the fact that Sami waddlighter of the rebel leader, rather than any
consideration for her own position. Of Jack andd&e Li'ren had no idea where they were being kept,
but she fervently hoped harm hadn't come to ehérem.

-Where are you taking me?- Li'ren calmly asked @inibe soldiers, the third time she had
asked that question since being taken from the rimowhich she had been held since arriving on
Lirna. For the third time, her question went unaga, but really the young Empress had a fairly
good idea of where she was headed. She also &slbmably certain of what her fate was to be. As
scared as she was, that certainty gave her someesol

After walking for several minutes, she was brougha room that she knew very well, indeed.

Near the center of the palace, close to whererLhigd shared quarters with Kri'a, was the private



dining room where the two of them had sat over neameal during their time together. As she was led
inside, she saw thathitad changed quite a bit since the last time she had eThe room, once
decorated with softly colored paintings and vivaluets, was now clad in hangings bearing patterns
of red and black, and no flowers whatsoever. Attétide, regally clad in robes of blood red and gray
was Ara'lana Me'lia. The table was set for teahwaisilver platter holding a steaming pot in theteg
between the usurper and an empty chair.

-Ah, Li'ren,- Ara'lana said, standing from her chBier voice was carefully polite and
measured, and her expression suggested a moddrafship, but underneath that could be detected
the air of a predator lying in wait. Ara'lana wawedhe empty chair opposite her. -Do sit. We have
much to discuss.-

Li'ren looked at the guards surrounding her, wgitmsee if they would prompt her forward,
but when they made no effort to do anything shppstd forward on her own. As calmly as she could,
the Ailian woman took her seat, primly sweeping tadrout from underneath her so she wouldn'tsit o
it. She folded her hands in her lap, looking actbegable and trying not to let her face betray lsbe
was thinking about the various ways in which sheldidike to see the former admiral's life end.

-I do not see that we have anything to talk abduten said. She was unable to keep the vitriol
out of her voice entirely, though she did bettantimost could have. A lifetime being brought up in
diplomatic circles did have its advantages. -l pnes that you have had me brought here to be killed.
know you find amusement in cruelty, but | see nedi®r delay. Be done with it.-

-Cruelty?- Ara'lana repeated, looking somewhatriakgack. -Oh, | assure you, child, | take no
pleasure from being cruel. But one must be forcefwine's political moves. You, of all people, skiou
know that.- She waved a hand towards the guardadéfiren, and they all exited the room, leaving
her and Li'ren alone. The white-furred Ailian readtor the tea pot and poured two cups of therbitte
fragrant concoction. -And | have no intention dfikg you, my dear. Yet, in any case.-

Li'ren turned her nose up as a cup of tea wasidedmt of her by Ara'lana. -So you say,
Ara'lana. But I'd wager | would find that tea...notmy liking.-

-You mean poison? That's really not my style, bi'réust ask Kri'a.- She smiled, some of the
placidity in her expression being replaced by $igknor. She picked up the cup she'd given to Li'ren
and lifted it to her own lips, taking a sip from-¥ou see? Nothing to fear.- She replaced théntea
front of the younger female.

After glancing at the cup, Li'ren left it wherenis. -If you're intention is not to kill me,
perhaps you should explain yourself, then.- Shesgd her arms over her chest, and glared at Aza'lan

with her ruby red eyes as she resumed her seat.



-No pleasantries? Come now, Li'ren, you are aipi@i. You know that there must be
accounting for protocol.- Ara'lana picked up hemawa and cradled it in her palms. Li'ren could see
the tip of her tail swaying back and forth behire. Ahe older woman was clearly enjoying herself
royally. -Do try the tea, my dear. It's quite hitteut | assure you that the flavor is beyond campa
specialty of my home planet, and my very favoiiteich more complex than the pedestrian teas one is
commonly limited to elsewhere in the Ascendancy.-

-Thank you, no,- Li'ren said, perhaps a bit petilyalVhen really there was probably no harm
to be had from the drink, she was still determinetito play any of Ara'lana's games.

Ara'lana sighed. -How boring. Very well, if you istsin being so intractable, | will not attempt
to dissuade you. To business, then.- The whiteefuailian glanced over Li'ren, seeming to evaluate
her for a few moments. The young Empress had rfeltarery uncomfortable being looked at by
another woman before, but Ara'lana was not lookiniger out of any sort of romantic feeling, she was
sure. Rather, she got the sense that it was mecbatihhe way that a slaver evaluated their wares. -I
brought you here in order that we might try to eetiss foolishness. | think you can agree now that
you have little hope for victory. Even with the aflour Nuretan neighbors, you are rather
uncomfortably outnumbered.- She lifted her cupngiiag over the rim as she sipped. -1 hope the last
month has given you time to consider the offer thmade when we last spoke.-

Li'ren had to laugh at that. -You mean the mostigtes offer you made to send me to prison for
the rest of my life? | did not consider that areofivorth serious consideration.-

-Come, come, Li'ren,- the matriarch of the Me'tinfly said soothingly. -I always thought you
were a reasonable woman. Kri'a was full of firej aot really the sort of impartial person one naads
an Empress. | was quite hoping you would not ajowr emotions to get the better of you.-

-It is not a matter of just my emotions,- Li'rendsa&hoosing her words carefully. Hearing
Ara'lana dare to mention her mate's name made et to strangle her with her bare hands. -l have to
consider the desires of my people. They wish facpebut they are fiercely angry about the death
of...their Empress. You must see that your raslorsethave done nothing to unite. You have only
deepened the divide between the colonies.- Shekdierdhead. -1 have watched the propaganda that
you put out. You speak of unity, and peace, angbewion, but everything you do foments more war,
more death, and more division. The worst of athis alliance with the Pteryd. | cannot believettha
even the citizens of the Outer Colonies favor thahdship.-

Ara’lana set her cup down. -The citizens have faitime,- she said. -Even those who are
reluctant to see the benefits don't dare go agaigswill. They wish for unity just as much as | €o.

-They wish for it, or they fear how you would imgas upon them?-



-When you get right down to it, what's the diffezefd- the former admiral asked. She leaned
forward, spearing Li'ren with an oddly earnest ga¥eu have spent time in the inner circles of the
Ascendancy's government. You are Ailian. You unteid the necessity of intimidation as much as I. It
doesn't matter how you convince people, whetheutlin clever words or by the threat of force. It is
all the same.-

Li'ren bared her teeth, and with a soft growl sfenkd forward as well. -In the short term you
may be successful, but eventually you will wearrysubjects down enough that they will not stand it
any longer. Fear is not the same as obediencethnohore you make people afraid, the harder they
will fight against you.- She waved a hand for engihaThe war with humanity is the perfect example.
Kri'a's mother made the mistake of thinking thaharp rebuke would back them off. Instead, we saw
the opposite. It will be the same with the peogléhe Inner Colonies and Core Worlds. And with the
citizens of the Outer Colonies, if you are not daréAnd that is why, ultimately, you will fail-

Her smile slowly widening, Ara'lana sat back in beair. -I had a feeling you would be
unreasonable.- She smoothed down the front ofdirs; suddenly eerily peaceful in her posture. -You
always were a good advisor. You have the respetadmiration of many people. Which is why | am
certain that the full force of your people's flegii be devoted to your rescue, and my defeatilll w
enjoy smashing them above the skies of our homewand your execution will be broadcast to the
entire Ascendancy. It will be a marvelous end tofmgl victory.-

Li'ren surprised Ara'lana by giving her a satisfsedile of her own. -1 am to be bait for your
trap, then? So be it. But you know as well as thdd Ailians are not easily trapped.- She stoodom
her chair. -1 would like to leave, now. Being in@resence is making me rather ill.-

Blinking, Ara'lana shrugged and raised a hand, gingpher fingers. The guards came back in,
and one of them came to Li'ren and took her arrtingther away from the table. She offered no
resistance, but Ara'lana did offer a parting shadole she went. -When you see her, do let Sami know
that | harbor no ill will towards her. But she slibahoose her friends more wisely. Familiarity with
you seems to be hazardous to one's health.-

Li'ren stopped short. -You would harm your own daeg?-

-Oh, one hopes to avoid such things,- the formeriad said offnandedly. She shrugged her
shoulders. -Sami was always the obedient one,ule gne. | always had my suspicions, of coursg, bu
she never gave me cause to know for sure. She gaverme any troubles, but | really can't overlook
her taking up with someone like you. Such thingdlstot be tolerated under my rule, as under that o
some Empresses.-

-'Someone like me?'- Li'ren repeated. She turndad® the terrible woman. -I hardly know



what you mean. If you suspect something is goinbetween us, you are mistaken. But Semny
friend, and mark my words, | will not allow you t&ke another friend from me.-

-You can protest as much as you like, but | seesites,- Ara'lana said. She stood from her
chair, coming around and walking forward until she@od right in front of Li'ren. -l can't decide wisa
worse. Aria joining those pitiful Royal Guards tght against me, or Sami debasing herself by
surrendering to such a pointless life.- She ledarglard, her voice lowering almost to a whispemutB
| am not heartless. | shall allow you both to digdther. Perhaps, then, you shall have the cormfort
death that Kri‘a did not.-

Ara'lana gave a low chuckle of amusement at thetatylLi'ren nearly ripped herself out of the
guard's grip, before she was taken through the aodrout of the dining room.

S

When Chief Admiral Jin Te'rou took his seat athiead of the meeting table, the doors were
closed and the lights dimmed. At his instructidrg projector set into the center of the table was
switched on, and the device ran through its sgagegquence. The room was much fuller than it
normally would have been. Besides Admiral Te'rberé were the admirals commanding the First,
Second, Third, Fourth, and Sixth fleets, along witimerous senior fleet officers and infantry
commanders. Complementing them were representatiibe military of the Nuretan Empire,
including General Kalma Soumaren and the fleet ealmof the Imperial Navy. Various members of
the diplomatic corps were present from acrossrherl Colonies and Core Worlds, including a number
of representatives who had managed to make itfafiroa in time. Royal Governess Miri Amani, once
again taking a leadership role, was seated aigheaf Admiral Te'rou.

Aria felt a great amount of sympathy for the goessiright now, and from where she sat about
a third of the way down the table from her andoteshe could see the worry evident on the older
Ailian woman's face. She was facing a great deplatblems right now, what with the abduction of her
daughter, the Empress, and the impending attatkhtbascendancy was preparing to launch. Aria
was feeling much the same as the governess was.afdmdack had been visiting Li'ren, according to
the information gleaned from the Royal Guards wad survived the attack, and they were gone as
well. As to whether any of them apart from Li'reare still alive, they couldn't be sure. All theydha
were rumors, with nothing substantiated. Sleepldesh hard to come by for Aria, but she'd done the
best that she could.

-It appears we're all here,- Admiral Te'rou sam;@the projector was ready. -If there aren't any
objections, let's begin the meeting.- He presdauti@mn, and a divided screen playback began ofovide

taken of the same time period from many differergles, some shot in space and others from the



ground. -As you all are aware, forty-eight hours,aglies of the Outer Colony rebels attacked Aobar
and assaulted this very building in which we aretimg. The humans who attacked were exceedingly
well-trained and managed to take the Royal Guaat®eed here by surprise.- As Admiral Te'rou, the
video played, showing the radar readings from tirerol center. -Their attack was three-fold. First,
they used a decoy ship to occupy our tracking nessuand distract us from the second threat, a fast
heavily armed and armored transport ship of hurmagino This ship slipped through our defenses and
managed to make it all the way to the governesgleace without being detected. It released two
gunships, who suppressed and eliminated the extaaurity forces before forty to fifty commandos
assaulted the interior of the building.-

Some of the camera views were of the interior efghverness' residence, and showed the dark-
clad humans rushing in and engaging Royal Guardenmbat. Aria suppressed a snarl as she saw her
soldiers, many of whom she had personally trainegd the past month, falling one by one as the
enemies advanced through the halls. Not for tis¢ tiime since the attack, she had the thought that
everything might have been different if she hadlxdere. And not for the first time, she also told
herself that if she had been there, she was judtedg to be one of those who had been killed.

Te'rou continued with his presentation as the \sdamtinued to play. -Once they reached their
goal, which was the personal chambers of Empresa#rthey abducted her and got her, along with at
least two others, into the transport, which lefteiaforcements from the Royal Guard barracks in
Ar'bre arrived.- Several pairs of eyes looked talgakria when that bit of information was recounted,
which she did her best to ignore. Even with alt 8t& had done to prove herself, and all of th@asup
that the late Empress' propaganda campaign hadagedethere were still those who viewed her with
suspicion because of who her mother was. Te'ragsptea few buttons at the projector controls near
his seat, and the picture switched to an enti@ihar-based view. -At about the same time, our
defensive lines detected a sizable Pteryd fleerigg the space around Arbaros. These ships astad a
screen for the fleeing transport, preventing umfpursuing long enough for the transport craftebd g
clear of the gravity of Arbaros and enter hypersp&ortunately for us, the Pteryd did not appear
interested in engaging in battle, and we only sasththe loss of a small number of our picket ships

One of Admiral Te'rou's aides, a commander in tiveligence division of the Navy, took over
at that point. -We were only able to track the sggort for a short distance through hyperspace #fter
vanished,- he reported. -They didn't do very macbtaver their tracks, however. We've intercepted
numerous communications from Lirna and betweerswfithe rebel forces which indicate that the
Empress is being held there, most likely in or bgdhe palace. Our assessment is that our discovery

of this information is no accident. We believe tha'lana Me'lia...- More glances towards Aria.



-...very purposely wants us to have this infornmati®he is hoping to draw us into a trap.-

-Whether it is a trap or not is of little conseqoen Admiral Te'rou said. -Lirna is absolutely
crucial to the survival of the Ascendancy, and aeeha duty to the civilian population to retake the
planet. Above all else, we must rescue our Empretesspread his hands on the tabletop. -No mdtter i
Ara'lana Me'lia expects us to come or not,ww be making the final preparations for retaking the
homeworld, with the mission to be launched witlia hext twenty-four hours. To that end, I'll be
laying out the general plan for the invasion.-

At Te'rou’s instruction, one of his aides stoocand moved to his spot at the table. The officer
withdrew a data card from her pocket and plugg&ttdta port at the projector's controls, while
Admiral Te'rou began walking around the table. Asstarted speaking, his voice carried around the
room, and the projector began displaying documiemiand visual aids which were timed along with
his recitation. Aria knew that, if anything, Te'raias an efficient and proficient planner.

-This operation will involve the First, Second, ichiFourth, and Sixth fleets, along with a
number of units which can be spared from the Eiginith Eleventh Fleets,- Te'rou began. As he spoke,
a representation of Lirna was displayed on theggatoy, and icons marked with blue representing the
fleets materialized around them. -Our forces wéllaugmented by the '82ind 101 Imperial Armadas
of the Nuretan Empire. We will conduct a close-ypérspace jump, exiting hyperspace just outside of
the gravity well of Lirna. This will be risky, butith careful timing and precision it can be donkeT
jump will be timed so that all of our ships arriaeapproximately the same instant. Once our shigps a
in place, we will engage the rebel fleets whichr@und the homeworld.- Icons in red began appearing
around the planet. -Intelligence reports tell & thie will be opposed by the Thirteenth, Fourtegnth
Fifteenth, and Sixteenth Outer Colony Fleets. Farrtiore, we can expect the presence of a sizable
number of Pteryd ships, though reports indicatettiey are largely occupied with operations in the
rest of the Ascendancy. There are also human famogbit around the planet amounting to at leas o
fleet's worth of ships. Though by and large smalleat not as heavily armed as our own warships, they
are much more maneuverable and carry superior asn@ note to all ship captains should be given:
donotunder any circumstances underestimate the cotibibthey can make to the battle.- He paused
in his pacing and turned to face the display. -Byp@counts, the fleets around Lirna are being
personally commanded by Admiral Selina Kris.- Arage of the black-furred Kris was superimposed
over the display for a few moments. -Admiral Kgsai veteran of the Royal Guards and probably the
most dangerous admiral the Ascendancy has knowramy centuries, apart from Ara'lana Me'lia
herself. You may expect that she will put up adrfight.- With that pronouncement, Admiral Te'rou

gestured with one hand to Kalma Soumaren, the Burefficer. -I'll turn things over to General



Soumaren now. She will be in charge of the groymerations on Lirna. Her experience with infantry
matters is far superior to my own, and she gratyoagreed to take the lead in this matter.-

The green-skinned, neon-eyed Nuretan nodded aedna® her chair as Admiral Te'rou went
back to his. -This battle, I'd wager, will be orfalee largest infantry engagements in the settled
universe to date,- she said, speaking Ailian intudably accent as she brushed her long white laak b
with one webbed hand. -While the fleets keep thelrships occupied in space, we will begin the
landing.- The image of Lirna returned, and dotblak began appearing on the planet's surface,
spreading into large splotches as the general ibeskcthe plan. -In all, the landing force will be
comprised of nearly two million ground troops aegenty-five thousand armored units. They will be
augmented by Nuretan and Ailian air support, aleith planetary bombardment from the fleets in
orbit. | do not expect that all landing ships whatie deployed will reach the planet's surfacelll wi
consider a loss of twenty percent to be an acckptabrgin of losses which still offer favorable sdd
for success.-

General Soumaren stated this figure in a neutred tbat belied the gravity of what she was
saying. Twenty percent casualties was an enormannber to contemplate. Assuming that her
estimates were accurate, that meant that, at wbestyuretan general was anticipating the los®of f
hundred thousand soldiers and fifteen thousand rasinehicles, all before the ground battle even
began. Aria couldn't begin to imagine that manyptedead, let alone who else would fall during the
struggle to reclaim the planet. And that was justhe side of the allied forces. Surely the relelsld
experience losses just as severe.

-Each unit's commander will receive their own objexs prior to landing,- General Soumaren
continued. She pointed at the screen, which hachedan on the area surrounding Hayikwiir City, the
capital of the planet which included the royal palaHowever, our main objectives will be the captu
of Mat'aar Airbase, the main military facility inaylikwiir, and the taking of the royal palace. Owiog
the essential nature of this task, the responilidr that objective will fall upon the Lirnan Raly
Guards.- The Nuretan woman looked to Aria and kecuetive officer, Lieutenant Ayalis. -Captain
Me'lia, you will be aided by our Imperial Marinegith armor support. You are to be accompanied by
three divisions of Ascendancy Naval troops, wha askist in your assault operations. Once the
Empress has been secured, air support and anglaleaground units will sanitize the area and
facilitate an evacuation, at which point you wil freed to continue combat operations.- General
Soumaren clasped her hands behind her back. -Tlhisovbe an easy fight. The enemy is well-
trained, well-equipped, and well-fortified. This ynlae an extended battle, but | am praying that with

diligence, perseverance, and a little bit of lugk, will prevail.-



Admiral Te'rou cleared his throat. -1 only wish ved more forces to work with,- he admitted.
The admiral looked to Governess Miri Amani. -Ladyani, what word do you have from the envoys
which were sent to the humans?-

Governess Amani, who up until now had been comigisikent, now spoke. As she did, Aria
could hear the pain and distress in her voice. d\itla doubt, she was thinking of her daughter, the
Empress, who was part of the subject of this opmral here was a very real and significant liketido
that, despite good planning and effort, Li'ren Ama&auld not make it out of this alive, and the
governess knew it very well. That she could briegsklf to be present at this meeting at all was a
miracle in Aria's mind, and a demonstration of efessional and dedicated to her job Miri Amani
could be.

-I have received very little information from thepresentatives | sent,- the governess said with
regret. -1 must admit, | had really counted on baable to work something out with them, but
unfortunately it appears that they are planningtéy on the sidelines. | didn't think they woulaistr
us, but I did hope they would be able to see tmetiteof a partnership in this matter, at least.-

Aria spoke up. -This is a matter of the slaveruésss it not?- Heads turned towards her, but
she kept her eyes on Governess Amani.

The governess gave a low growl, her eyes narrowihgiould appear so. That was a sticking
point from the very beginning. It is why my daughpéanned to make the announcement that we
would be releasing all slaves in the Ascendancg. [&iped that would serve to break down the barriers
that have kept us from reaching an agreement.-

-Why can it not still be made?- one of the oth@lanats in the room asked. -The Empress was
planning to do it anyway. Can't we still...-

-There is no time,- Governess Amani said, cuttiegdif as she shook her head. -Her Majesty
made that plan several weeks ago, but we were kgépa secret. We didn't want the rebels to get
word and make moves to counter it.-

Aria raised a hand again. -Did anyone negotiatiith the humans know, apart from you and
Her Majesty?-

The governess hesitated. -Well...We did send werddays ago, by personal courier to the
heads of each diplomatic mission to the humans,aslmitted. -The chief diplomats have their own
latitude in the negotiations, but they were reqeeesiot to speak of the matter until the Empresg gav
her speech. | have to assume that they would stittkis request. There have been so many problems
with the communications networks lately, so | suggbcould be wrong, but...- She shook her head,

looking down at her lap. -We were not anticipatmgking our move to retake Lirna for many months



yet, but our hand has been forced by Ara'lanaisrectl am afraid we cannot count on the humans to
aid us. We must be content with the forces thahaxee, and | hope to the gods that they will be
enough.-

The soldiers who had escorted Li'ren back to webeewas being held opened the door
courteously for her, but rather discourteously gaeea push to send her inside. The young Empress
managed to keep her footing without tripping over tarpet. She looked over her shoulder, the fur on
the top of her head bristling and her tail twitahirritably, as she threw a withering glare at giuards.
They appeared not to notice, and merely closeddloe firmly. A double set of clicking noises
signified the door being locked from the outsidesely shutting her in the suite of rooms. Li'ren
listened near the door for a moment, and then atie g little huff and turned away to look into the
room.

Though she was a captive, one would not have bgert@atell just by looking at the rooms that
she was being held in. The suite was one whichbead designed to be occupied by visiting
dignitaries and other guests of the royal familgdnsisted of a spacious common area with a @rcul
low table surrounded by two curved couches. Thenra@s decorated with large urns containing live
flowering plants, and although they appeared nbiatce been tended to very much since the
conquering of the planet, they still filled the spavith a pleasant fragrance. Off to either sidthef
common room were single doors which led to sepdmatooms, and though smaller than the room
she had shared with Kri'a or even her room backrbaros, they were comfortable enough that they
each could have accommodated two Ailians with oaldte. Neither Sami nor Li'ren had spent much
time in the rooms, however, preferring to keep camypwith each other in the six or so hours thay the
had been on Lirna.

As Li'ren stepped over to one of the couches, ditento sit down, the door to the bedroom on
the left opened up and Sami emerged from withie Bas wide-eyed, and had obviously been drawn
by the sounds from outside, but once she sawttiatd only Li'ren in the room she calmed down
markedly.

-Oh,- the orange-furred Ailian said, her voice sunat shaky. -They brought you back. I'm
glad. | was so worried when they took you, | thaugh

-Hush, little one,- Li'ren said teasingly, forcihgrself to smile for Sami's sake. It was a weak
jest, but sufficient enough for the situation; thbu.i'ren was three years her senior, Sami was
noticeably taller. She sat down, patting the cuslveside her. Sami walked over and sat as well.

-Never mind what you thought. | am fine. | am jastrelieved to see that you are still here.-



-Where did they take you?- Sami asked, as Li'rek tme of her hands.

Li'ren pursed her lips, and her ears laid backslyg-They took me to see your mother,- she
told Sami, glancing down at her lap. -Ara’lana wisho present the facade of negotiating our
surrender. | do not see that as an acceptablenop8be squeezed Sami's hand, and decided not to
elaborate further on what Ara'lana had spoken loér@ was no sense in alarming the other woman
further.

-You...saw mother?-

Li'ren looked back up, blinking in surprise at tanest look on Sami's face. The younger girl's
eyes looked somewhat shiny, and she thought sHd sea tears beginning in them. Her ears were low
as well, and the Empress was certainly taken abdek, | did.- She tilted her head imperceptibly. -
something the matter? Beyond the obvious, of course

-No, it's just...- Sami looked away. Her hand hadeglimp in Li'ren's, and her tail was drooping
over the edge of the couch to the floor. -1 gudasew mother would be here, but...- She went quiet
again.

After a minute or so of stillness, apart from thghg shaking of Sami's shoulders, Li'ren broke
the silence. -You want to see her,- she said gently blue-furred female put her other hand on Sami
knee. -You have not seen your mother in three years

With a little gasp, accompanied by a tear runniagml her cheek, the other Ailian nodded. -1 do
want to see her...,- Sami said, suddenly squeézimn's hand very tightly. -But at the same tirhdp
not. | don't know who she is, anymore.-

-You were close to your mother.-

Sami sniffed as another tear dripped down her fébet as close as Aria was,- she said. -but we
were close. | loved my mother, very much. Whendikd, when wehoughtshe died, | mean, it...- She
stopped and took a few deep breaths, doing heitdoesim herself. -1 can remember once when | was
a very little girl, still in school. I got in a fig with one of my classmates. | was never a vepdgo
fighter. Aria has tried to teach me many times,rhytheart was never in it.- She gave a weak laugh.
-The both of us were sent home for disturbing @askather was off of work, and when | showed up at
home and told him what had happened, he gave nieasscolding. He had never scolded me before,
and when he was done he sent me to my room. | sadthrd, because mother was on Lirna at the
time, and | knew she would arrive home soon. Asisshe did, she came to my room. Before she
said anything, | knew father had told her everyghinknew she was going to be so mad at me.- Sami
wiped her eyes with one hand. -But instead, mathedown on my bed next to me and hugged me.

She didn't say anything for a while, she just el When she did say something, she said she wasn't



mad at me. She said she knew | was already sarwyHat | had done, so there was no point in
scolding me any more. She told me she was proungedbr standing up for myself.-

Li'ren didn't know exactly what to say to thatwis not the sort of thing that she had come to
expect from Ara'lana Me'lia, not since she had fitet her nearly ten years ago, and certainlymot i
the past month. -l can see how that would be larddoncile with what is happening now...-

-My mother was a good mother,- Sami insisted. -&gshmy siblings and | were the only ones
to see that...I know there were many people wheteher, even back then. But to us, she was
just...our mother. She could be very strict, angy @@manding, but when she was at home, she was the
most loving person you could imagine.- She wagistato cry harder now, the tears coming much
more rapidly. -I feel so...so angry, so heartbrolsen..so everything. | want to be face to facé \uir,
to ask her how much of that was real and how mdidhveas part of her act. In my heart | know it was
all real, but what my heart and my head know aredifferent things.- Sami covered her face with one
hand, sobbing freely now.

Biting her lip, Li'ren hesitated, and then she ntblier hand from Sami's and placed it around
her shoulders. She pulled the other woman closertcand Sami let herself be drawn into the Empress
embrace. She buried her face in Li'ren's robedldbgudampening the expensive cloth with her tears
as she cried in a combination of fear, sorrow, amger. Li'ren felt so sorry for her. This was i t
place to be sorting out these feelings. This wasetbing she needed her family for. But right ndwve, t
best she could have was a friend to lean on, atalder to cry on.

Li'ren hated Ara'lana Me'lia, with every ounce ofation that someone could direct towards
hating another. If she had it in her power rightvnshe would have ended her life without hesitation
But her friend would surely already know that, gt she trusted in her enough to speak of these
things in her company. That wasn't enough for hiteebe able to calm her hate, but it was plenty fo
her to be able to set it aside.

-She is still your mother,- Li'ren said, her vo&csoothing whisper, -and she always will be.
Nothing can change that.- She placed a hand opatie of Sami's head, where her fingers stroked
between her ears gently. Whenever she had beet) Kpi&e had always done that. -Kri‘a...Her
relationship with her mother was never what youl@¢@all good. But Kri‘a used to say that loving
someone and approving of what they do are tworeéiffiethings. Love your mother for what she was to
you, little one, and don't let anyone tell you ottiee.-

Sami nodded fractionally, and her arms came ardireh as well, returning her hug as much
as she could. There was a need there, and Li'tdd &eel the gratitude even before she heardtién

younger woman's voice.



-Thank you, Li'ren,- Sami said hoarsely.

kkkkkk

*kkkkk

Aria stood before the wide viewing window on thelge, looking out at the space surrounding
the heavy battlecruisérisa'la, the flagship of the First Fleet. She could seayrships surrounding
the one she was on. Other heavy battlecruisefd, dignships, scout ships, carriers, and all maoher
other differently sized ships, Ailian and Nuretaere present in the massive combined flotilla. Here
and there, small fighters flitted about, keepingohaver the larger vessels in their fleets. Shie ha
never seen such a large collection of warshipsienmace, but there had never been a more important
battle ahead, not in her lifetime. This was tolmehattle that would decide the fate of her peapte,
very likely the fate of the rest of the known unis& as well. When she saw all of the forces thaewe
arrayed on their side, she couldn't help but fepeh When she remembered everything that was
arrayed against them, she couldn't help but felitbpe dwindle.

In just over two days time, the flotilla would ergerfrom hyperspace near Lirna and engage in
battle over the homeworld. When that time camea And her Royal Guards would join the thousands
of troops landing to retake the planet. Though tlveye as highly trained as any soldiers in the
Ascendancy could possibly hope to be, in their dwerthousand year history the Royal Guards had
rarely taken part in a battle of this nature. Ntwugh, they would put boots on the ground just lik
the rest, donning combat uniforms and taking todigerts to fight the rebels who held their planet.
But for now, Aria was wearing her regular duty onm, the nondescript black fatigues which were
conspicuous by their lack of adornment, markingurenistakably as a Royal Guard. With her hands
clasped behind her back, she stared out of theomirat the rest of the flotilla, ignoring everythititat
went on around her while she waited for them tougeterway.

As the Ailian captain contemplated her future, &hend her thoughts slowly drifting to her
recent past. Just hours earlier, she had gathleeettiings she needed to take with her and had bid
goodbye to her family. All of them, most of all Hather, Arn, had begged her not to go, but of seur
she had no choice even if she had wanted to stayk®ew that she had to go fight to stop her mother
and to save her sister and Jack, as well as thedssydHer personal honor could never have withstood
the cowardice of remaining behind while others pade to battle.

-You will be careful?- her father had implored hehen he finally realized that there was no
talking Aria out of it. The whole family had beeathered in the main living room of their quarters i
the governess' residence, saying their goodbydsetomatriarch. -Do not do anything foolish. | wan

you home for good when this is all over.-



-1 will be as careful as | can, father,- Aria preed him. She had hugged her father, and he had
hugged back tighter than she could ever remembehit sake she held back the tears. He had done
enough crying for the both of them. When she ledaadk from him, his ears were laid low and he had
a slump to his shoulders. She turned to her sigjiath of whom were trying to put on a brave fader
sister Raya, the youngest at fourteen, was cryinetly. Aria said goodbye to each of her sisterd an
brothers, until she came to the twins, Ana and SAath of them twenty years old, Sana was the glder
having been born some minutes prior to her si&t&. placed both of her hands on Sana's shoulders,
her dye-blackened fur contrasting starkly with Ibnight orange of her sister's. -Sana, if | do edtm,
and if Sami does not either, you must be the hé#uedamily. Are you prepared for that
responsibility?-

Sana'’s golden eyes had widened considerably, ankdaghlooked to the rest of her family.
-I...1...- She saw all of them looking back at rerd when she turned back to Aria, her expressaoin h
set. Though she swallowed hard, she gave her tartagh -1 will be ready, sister. But you will retur
You always have.-

Coming back to the present, Aria was surprisedhh & tear soaking into the fur on her cheeks.
She hoped desperately to be able to see her faggly, and the sooner the better. But before she
could do that, she needed to free her homeworldsaader mate to safety.

-Don't let the enemy see you cry, Captain.-

Aria managed not to jump as she heard the voidgedéer, although the fur on her tail did
bristle somewhat. She looked to her right, wheeess#tw Admiral Jin Te'rou standing. She had not
heard him come up, but now the red-furred malelaalsng out the same window as she. The admiral
was clad immaculately in what had to have beemést dress uniform, of deep blue trimmed with red,
and bearing all of the awards he had won overdnriser. Surely he would change into something less
formal once they were underway, but for now Tetnmuld wish to present as authoritative an image as
he could to his soldiers.

-Our emotions are not always a weakness, Adm#aila said. -1 have learned that lesson, many
times over. They can be our greatest strength.c8ssed her arms over her breasts, and her
expression turned defiant. She had never likedTetruch, though she respected him and the position
he held.

To her surprise, the Chief Admiral seemed to cardier words seriously. -Perhaps so,- he said
after a few minutes. -Certainly our emotions gare us the strength that we need, when we are most in
need of it.- He took a deep breath, and let itsbamvly. -Are the Royal Guards prepared for battle,

Captain?-



-We are ready,- Aria said, and she felt pride sweller chest at the thought of her soldiers.
Though the security forces of Arbaros would be adégenough to protect Governess Amani and the
rest of the diplomats who would remain behind, thay still technically fell to the Royal Guardshes
had given each of the Ailians under her commanagp®ortunity to stay and take that duty. None of
them had accepted, all of them preferring to ac@mheir captain into battle.

-Then the fleets will do everything in their povterget you to the battle,- Te'rou said. He was
quiet for some time, and just when Aria thoughtaes going to leave and tend to whatever duties he
had left to do, he began to speak again. -1t sédmngears since | last saw the homeworld. Did you
hear the story of how | made it away from Lirnap@en?-

Blinking, Aria shook her head, her ears prickingasard in curiosity. -No, Admiral,- she
confessed. -1 have heard stories of the battle Boldiers who were there, but not how you escaped.-

-It was an intense battle,- the admiral explainBdobably...no, definitely the most difficult
situation | have ever been in since | joined theyNaHe clasped his hands behind his back, hisfing
squeezing tightly around each other. -We weremeeting it at all. When the Outer Colony fleets
emerged from hyperspace, we lost nearly ten peafemir forces in the first ten minutes, before we
were able to regroup and make a counterattackledleed back over his left shoulder, and nodded
towards the elevated platform of the command cesftére bridge. -1 was just back there, in my
command chair, directing the fleets at the same timas commanding my own flagship. My captain,
Admiral Grelen...she was conducting an inspectlmoaad our sister ship, thideran'la you see, so |
had to flex some of those muscles that | rarelytgeise.- He grinned tightly for a moment, but that
quickly faded. -After a few hours, my ship had takeavy damage. | think Selena...Admiral Kris, that
is...l think she very personally wanted to ensuyedastruction. She never liked me very much. Ikhin
she thought that she deserved to be Chief Admioskrthan | did, and she resented me for getting the
top job. Or maybe I'm just stroking my own egoahy case, my ship was getting hammered, and |
could see that the battle was already lost. | glagerder for the fleets to withdraw, but | didexXipect |
would survive.-

-I can imagine,- Aria said. -I saw how badly thigswas damaged when you finally arrived at
Arbaros. | was surprised it was still holding tdugat-

Admiral Te'rou nodded. -Indeed.- His ears laid baeid his black eyes grew distant as he
stared out of the window at the black space pikpdowith stars. -We were nearly done for. The rebel
ships were moving in for the kill, and | was redadyo down fighting. But then, out of nowhere, the
Neran'lacharged into the fray. Admiral Grelen, she...-ditgpped, and Aria could have sworn she had

heard a catch in the older Ailian's voice. But whefrou began talking again, it was gone. -She told



me to stop wasting time and get away. She puNgran'lain between my ship and the rebels and she
screened us, buying the minutes we needed to nm&egency repairs and jump to hyperspace. The
very last thing | saw before we made it out wasdtgp breaking in two and exploding. She and her
crew gave their lives so that my crew and | coivd to fight another day.-

Aria wasn't sure what to say to that. Thousandsil@ns had died in the battle for Lirna, all of
whom had been under Admiral Te'rou's command,tbsitseemed to affect him more than any of it.
-She did her duty. Her honor demanded that shelgvdife for her people. She performed as
admirably as any of us hope to.-

-Yes,- Te'rou agreed. He nodded somberly. He loaktddia, and his voice regained the
roughness it had possessed seconds before. -Adargldn was a very good friend to me for many
years, Captain. She was a good deal older thamrfet, and she taught me a lot of what | know
about naval combat. It pains me greatly to thilikhé&ver have the pleasure of sitting on the bridge
chatting with her again.- The admiral turned hizegback to the ships and stars beyond the bridge
window. -You say that our emotions are our stren@tmptain? Well, | think that when it comes time to
fight, I'll be thinking of Chara. Perhaps some ef ktrength will find its way to me.- He glanced
sidelong at Aria. -What about you, Captain? Whdiltyaiu think of to give you strength? Your sister,
suppose.-

-1 will,- Aria said. She tightened her grip on l@ms over her chest, and she bit her lip. -But
more than that, | will be thinking of my mate. lIMde thinking of Jack.- She waved her tail as she
thought of her human lover. For the past few dalgs,had been unable to think of much else. The last
time they had spent together seemed a distant nyestready. Whenever she had gone to sleep,
whenever she had been able to bring herself to emesider sleep, the bed felt empty without his
smaller form beside hers. In the relatively few tharthat they had known each other, the extent to
which they had each come to feel dependent onttiex was astounding. Aria felt like a piece of
herself was missing, and it caused her almost palypain.

Te'rou eyed her carefully for a while. -The humames...- He appeared pensive.
-Captain...There has been something | have beetingao say to you for some time, now.- The Chief
Admiral seemed to be struggling with his wordssuppose the easiest way to put it is that | wasigiro
about you.-

This time Aria had no success in hiding her sugordgdmiral?-

-I've been thinking on it for the better part of tlast month,- the male Ailian said. He turned so
that he was fully facing Aria. -You're a rather amkable person, Captain Me'lia. |, along with a

number of others, did my best to get you convietea traitor, and executed, | might add. | couldn't



understand how the Empress could have supporteccgosidering what you had done.- In Aria's
opinion, he looked as though he still couldn'tyfulhderstand it. -But I've been impressed by yaw Y
were a war hero even before all you've done thasermonths, and you were charged with turning
your back on your people. You were subjected toesohthe harshest scrutiny and criticism that
anyone can experience. Anyone with an ounce ot liogiheir head would have said you'd join your
mother at the drop of a hat, especially with alttive put you through, but you kept your loyaltyhe
Ascendancy through it all.- He looked down at teekdunderneath his feet. -We tried to strip your
honor from you, but | think you might have mordtdhan the whole of the Ascendancy combined. |
know that much now, no matter what | think of yotoice of mate. So | must apologize for the way
you were treated, Aria.-

Aria realized that her mouth was open, and hemtadl hanging limply down behind her. Of all
the things that the admiral could have said to $te,would not have expected that to be what slse wa
going to hear today. He clearly had to work harddmit what he'd just admitted to her, and not many
officers in the Ascendancy would openly admit tongenvrong, especially to a subordinate. Most of all
she never would have thought that Te'rou would Bage been one to change his mind about
something like that. He had always been the stidklethe rules, the one to know every last dadail
military regulations, and to enforce them to theele Now he was saying that he considered her an
honorable Ailian, and it almost didn't matter thathad basically said he still didn't approve of he
being with Jack.

Closing her mouth, the Royal Guard captain lookacklout the window. A patrol ship was
flying lazily past, one that looked precisely lat she had flown with the fleet. Following it weas
squad of Nuretan fighters mingled with some Ailiaterceptors, as they swirled around each othar in
dance to practice space combat maneuvers. Beyentwere the myriad ships of the allied flotilla.
Hundreds of vessels and thousands of people, dirawnall edges of the Ascendancy and the Empire,
working together now towards one goal.

-Your apology is not necessary, Admiral,- Aria s&@tle turned to look at Admiral Te'rou again,
and she dropped her hands to waist level. -You blways been a believer in doing what is expected
of you. And if you go by a strict following of miéry law, | quite honestly did violate regulatioresy
severely. You did not allow the opinions of your faess to dissuade you from what you believed to be
the correct course of action. There is great hamtrat devotion to your duty.-

For a moment the admiral looked as though he wasydo disagree with her, but then he
slowly allowed a smile to spread across his facéh bhe final glance out the observation window, he

stiffened to attention and offered a salute to Arnhich was returned immediately. Likely they would



never go out of their way to socialize with one thieo, but there was a new respect between the ftwo o
them.

-Good luck, Captain. We'll be getting underway flgoBe sure all preparations are made for
your deployment.-

As best as Jack and Brooke could tell, three dagisgone by since Jack had woken up in the
cellars of the royal palace. During that time theg received little in the way of contact from the
outside world apart from their guards. Every sixifsoor so they had been brought food and water,
nothing fancy but enough so that they had an adegumount to share between the two of them. The
guards always entered the room in pairs, and alntley would leave the door open while they
delivered the food, Jack never saw a good oppdyttmimake a break for it. The guards were always
human, and they were always masked and armed,nge&d uniforms with nothing in the way of
identifying patches or insignia. Several timesredtto engage them in conversation, if only totary
get some kind of clue as to who they might havenb&bey never responded, never said one word to
either Jack or Brooke, and they always locked thar decurely behind them.

“Hey, come on!” Jack shouted, as the door closebl@cked for the tenth time. He slammed a
fist against the heavy wooden door, which didntioacplish anything except for making his hand sore.
He cupped a hand around his mouth and yelled thrthugwire mesh covering the window. “Look,
asshole, I just wanna know why I'm here!” As hadrbthe case every other time, he heard no response
apart from his own voice echoing in the hall owsi8ighing in frustration, Jack turned away from th
door and walked over to where Brooke was sittingjregj the wall. He sat down heavily beside her,
eyeing the food and water that had been brougthietm this time. He wasn't that hungry, but he
reached over and pulled it close to them so thegairl could eat if she wanted.

Brooke looked at Jack before she leaned forward@widsome food. “I don't think we're ever
getting out of here...,” she said. She staredeafdabd in her hand, some sort of pastry-like cotioac
filled with a meaty mixture, and after a few mongesie put it back down again. “We've been down
here for days.”

“Yeah,” Jack grumbled. He crossed his legs, leahiadnead back and staring at the ceiling. “I
wish there was something | could do. If one of hgsards would come in by themselves, or if they'd
just forget to lock the door, or something...”

“I don't think they're going to be that careleBrboke mumbled hopelessly. “They look pretty
serious.” She huddled up again, drawing her knpeswards her chest and resting her forehead

against them as she hugged her arms around héwWelfe going to die down here. | just know it.”



By this time, Jack privately agreed with the youegn, but he wasn't about to say that out loud.
Instead he put one arm around her and gave herhehabped was a comforting hug. “Hey, none of
that,” he said gently. “I'm not gonna let anythimgppen to you, not while I'm still alive, alrigh$®
don't worry, okay?” He squeezed her shoulder. “Dionget, the rest of the Ascendancy is still out
there. I'm sure they're coming to Lirna soon.”

“l don't think they're too worried about rescuimgptslaves,” Brooke said. Her voice sounded
bitter. “Even if they come, they're going to be mooncerned about saving the Empress.”

“Aria will come,” Jack said, putting a firm tonetinhis words. “I know she'll try to get to me.
So that means she's coming for both of us. I'm glite If | can't get us out of here myself, she'l
come.”

The young slave girl was quiet for a long time mft@ck said that. Then she lifted her head up,
and she locked her deep green eyes with his, pecismile. He could tell that she didn't believeatvh
he was saying, but that she desperately wantéd.tbope you're right...”

They both sat in silence for a while after that] anentually the food that had been brought to
them got eaten. Like they had for the past thres,daey tried to keep themselves occupied. Brooke
seemed particularly interested in hearing storiesiawhat life on Earth was like, as well as onellsr
and other human planets that Jack had visitedeSihe had been a slave for almost her entirealife,
couldn't remember anything else, she had neveriexped what it was like to live among other free
humans. She in turn told him about the places aldebeen in the Ascendancy. He had sort of assumed
that she had never left Lirna before being seArbaros by the previous Empress, but as it turngd o
she'd been taken to numerous planets by previonsmwHe was just as interested in the various
worlds that were in the Ascendancy. They were abtake their minds off of their present situation
just a little bit in this way.

Some time later, perhaps two or three hours, ttemge a quiet commotion in the corridor
outside of their cell. Jack and Brooke could bathrisomeone talking, and whoever it was sounded
like a woman. They heard what must have been thedgwoutside responding, and then came the
louder, sharper sound of the door's lock disenggagin

Jack quickly stood up, his heart starting to bddtla faster. “Brooke, stay behind me...,” he
said in a low voice. As the door opened, he gotskifiready. This, finally, might be the momentrp t
to attempt an escape. When it swung open, howardrhe saw the person that stepped inside, the
anticipation drained out of him to be replaced byrdense feeling of dread.

He had seen her painted portrait hanging on theokdining room, every day, at the Me'lia

estate. He had seen her photograph once or twite weeks since the civil war in the Ascendancy



had begun. And he had once seen her during heingugloating communication to Arbaros in the
aftermath of the loss of Lirna. None of that coiéVe prepared him for seeing Ara'lana Me'lia face t
face.

She was easily the tallest Ailian that Jack had been in the presence, and would have
towered over Aria were they standing side-by-sktke. fur was of the purest white shade, crisscrossed
with coal black tiger stripes, which would have mdwr quite attractive were it not for the absdjute
cold expression on her face. Her brilliantly emémyes reflected the dim light of the cellar rodmayt
were in. As she approached him, he noticed howdlgdbuilt she was. Even with the differences, the
resemblance to Aria was apparent. The uniform stre was even much the same, apart from the
crimson color versus Aria's black. Jack stood hisigd, his head slowly turning up to keep a look at
her face as she got quite close. She was staghgbiack at him, just as intensely. Jack could hear
Brooke whimpering quietly behind him, but Ara'laseemed to be ignoring her completely.

When she stood right before Jack, she bent dowhadshe could look at him more closely. At
this distance, the human could see, faintly thrainghfur on her feline face, the spiderwebbed patte
of scars around her eyes. She narrowed her gaddvesmose twitched as she sniffed at him. Jack
could feel that he was shaking, as much as hetwi@dld it back. Aria's mother put a hand undetimea
his chin, and she turned his head from side tg sxi@mining him. As frightened as he was, he jerked
his head away, out of her grasp. Ara'lana griniggdly.

“Such fear | smell on you,” the rebel leader saidhuckle in her voice. She spoke English with
much the same accent as Aria, though more fluidty\aith none of Aria's charm. “So finally we meet,
human. Or should I call you 'son'?” She sneerddnat “| must say, | was rather delighted when |
learned that my soldiers brought you here as well.”

“Were you?” Jack asked dryly.

Ara’lana nodded, straightening up to her full heagpin. “Oh, yes, very,” she confirmed. Her
tail was wagging in a deceivingly playful fashi6hwas very much looking forward to being able to
kill you myself. | did promise Aria | would, aftedl. And an honorable female always keeps her
promises.”

Jack felt a chill go through his body. “How noblieyou. I'm honored.”

Sighing, the imperious Ailian female clucked hardgaoe in a very human-like fashion. “Come
now, the sarcasm is hardly needed.” She strokedHerthoughtfully, and frowned at him. “I will
admit, you have been a complication much greager ttwould have thought a human could be.” Her
face darkened. “If my daughter hadn't had the misf@ of meeting you, she might have been more

agreeable to joining me. Who would have thought aha@ere human and my own daughter could



become so involved?”

Despite his fear of Ara'lana, Jack managed a sabsnbrt of laughter. “Aria would never have
joined you,” he said with a sneer. He crossed imsand presented the tall Ailian with as braveoatf
as he could muster. “She's loyal to the Ascendamy,to the Empress. She's twice the woman that you
are, and-"

Abruptly, Ara'lana drew her hand back and lashedabdack, striking him brutally in the right
side of the face with a closed fist. Jack heartheled shriek from Brooke as pain exploded injavg,
and he was rocked to the side, hitting the wall stndhbling down to his knees. The girl startedeb g
up, but Jack put a hand out and waved her backjedathat Ara'lana would turn her wrath against her
if she tried to intervene. Brooke looked terrifibdit she sank back down to the floor, coweringsin a
small a ball as she could curl herself into. Witteagerously low growl, the white-furred female lkne
near Jack, and she grabbed his face in one hanéhdithim so that he was forced to stare right hndo
eyes.

“You would do well to learn your place, human,” Aaaa snarled, her lips drawn back to show
every one of her razor-sharp teeth. “It will makieadvlittle remains of your life so much easier.’eSh
shook him roughly, her strong grip exerting sey@essure on his skull, so much so that Jack was
afraid she'd crush his head outright. Her clawsevaggging into his cheeks, cutting him. “If Aria sva
as you say, | would not be here now.”

He could barely speak, but Jack was able to croak éew words. “You won't...be here for
long,” he gasped. “Aria is coming, and she'll end.y

“So you say.” Ara'lana’'s expression changed tmiatsir smile. “If you're so convinced that Aria
is more woman than me, perhaps we'll have a cosgrarhm? | could show you who the better female
is.” She licked her lips, sending another chilldgzk's spine. “You might consider it a favor fatyang
man, yes?”

Jack's eyes widened as he saw Ara'lana glancedugaam his body, and he shivered as she
leaned in close. Her breath was on him, and hedl s still gripping him like a vice. He couldn't
have turned away and his back was still up agéiestellar wall, but he realized that his arms lagg
were still free. Jack gathered up as much streagtie could, and he lifted his right foot and airaed
kick squarely for Ara'lana’s stomach. His foot cected, and the Ailian gave a surprised grunt, feyki
back only a few inches. That was all the room #aak needed to bring his fist up, and he landed a
hard punch on the front of her muzzle. She gruagain and shoved him back, slamming him against
the wall as she shot to her feet, but Jack was fteescrambled up to his feet, holding his handsup

front of him in preparation for the retaliation keew would be coming.



To his surprise, though, Ara'lana just grinned wide amused laugh rumbling from her mouth.
“Spirited. | like that.” She lifted her arm and p&d the back of her hand over her nose. The white f
came away streaked with red. “Now it seems almas$iaane to kill you. But | suppose such is the way
of life, yes?” Her tail was whipping back and fqréither in arousal or anger, Jack couldn't téllow |
would love to do it right now. All in good time.”

Before Jack could respond, the door to the ceflanr opened again, and one of Ara'lana's
Ailian soldiers rushed inside. Without a look atkleshe crossed over to the former admiral and
cupped a hand around her ear, whispering to hemshed tones that he couldn't make out. He saw a
flash of annoyance pass over Ara'lana’s face,lantut on the top of her head raised, but she uick
smoothed herself out. She spoke back rapidly tebielier, who nodded and left as quickly as she had
came. Ara'lana took a deep breath and let it awtlgl

“Well, regrettably there is a matter that requimggattention,” Ara'lana said, in an apology that
rang all too hollow. She gave Jack a stiffly propew. “But fear not. | promise | won't forget about
you.” She looked at Brooke for the first time, legrat the young slave girl. “Either of you.” Withat,
she left the room, and the door closed and lockied ker.

Once she was gone, Jack slowly sank back to the tte raised a hand to his face and felt it,
wiping the blood away from his chin and his cheéksworked his jaw around, and it popped loudly,
but as sore as it was, it thankfully didn't seerbedoroken. “Fuck...,” he breathed, glancing over a
Brooke. “You okay?”

“Me?” Brooke asked, astonished. She crawled ovdatk. “I'm fine. | thought she was going
to kill you when you hit her.” She swallowed haatd he could see that she was paler than usual.
“She's...She's insane...”

“No argument from me...”

Aria was standing on the bridge, her hands plaatethe rail surrounding the command deck,
with the perfect view of space outside whenKhisa'la emerged from hyperspace. The mottled colors
blurring by the front viewport gave way to the datlack and stars, and right in front of her was the
massive, desert-swathed orb of Lirna. And all acotimvere warships, hundreds of them, with flashes
of light passing between them in a flurry of firew® that lit up space. The battle was already well
underway.

As soon as they were stabilized, Admiral Te'roudmeigsuing orders to the ships of the First
Fleet. -All ships, maximum shields and full powemteapons!- he barked. -Intensify forward

firepower, and drive a hole through the enemy §leéte need to make more channels for our landing



craft to get through.- Te'rou tapped a button @ahm of his chair, which opened a communication
channel between himself and the crew in the bridgeant a status report right now.-

There was a brief pause as the crew processedd@sspand then one of the officers down
below called back. -We've sustained minor damagesadhe fleets, Admiral! We caught them by
surprise at first, but the enemy is regrouping kiyicGeneral Soumaren reports that approximately
twenty percent of our landing forces have pendlrtiteir defenses and made landfall. So far theeboss
are well within acceptable limits.-

Admiral Te'rou allowed himself a tight smile. -EXeat. Continue the landings and keep me
updated. Launch our fighters and prep the landiafj.e He turned to the more junior admiral who
served as the captain of his flagship. -The shywigs, admiral.-

With that, theKrisa'la surged forward with the rest of the First Flegtet back. Aria watched
as she opened up on the rebel fleets ahead witm&i@rguns. As one of the heaviest battlecruisers i
the Ascendancy, she carried more than thirty gardannons on rotating turrets, as well as a nualét
of smaller point-defense cannons and missile @ortssome of the most powerful shields available. At
almost two kilometers long, she was plated in mldtlayers of heavy armor with dead zones in
between that would keep the ship sealed if anylayer was breached. Tlkgisa'la had three hangar
bays, the largest of which contained numerous tapdraft and several gunboats. The two smaller
bays held two full squadrons of fighters each, andria watched they began streaking around their
mothership, heading into the fray. The massivddmatiiser could, on her own, hold off several serall
ships.

And there were ten more ships like her in the Ftset alone.

The fleet flew into the battle, firing all aroungeim as their computers gave them targets.
Before long, it became difficult to distinguish timermingled fleets from each other by sight alone
The easiest to see were the crimson vessels fraffaAa's personal fleet, but they were comparativel
few and far between. Far more numerous were tlps stiithe Outer Colony fleets, which
outnumbered their Ascendancy counterparts. Theyfatsed human battleships, a motley assortment
of different vessels from across human space. Tinthugy showed little consistency, they operated
efficiently and lethally, and a mounting numbeAstendancy fighters began to fall before them. All
around them the Nuretans, whose fleets tendecctesfon smaller cruisers and fighters, flitted about
and dealt significant damage wherever they went.

They were twenty minutes into the fight when Terequested the next status update. -We've
lost five percent of our battle strength!- an adfiérom the crew deck reported. -Approximately

seventy percent of our ground forces have madetitd planet's surface so far. The losses are still



within the acceptable limits, but the rebel fleeése begun concentrating on the landing craft egrin
deployed.-

-Dammit,- Te'rou cursed. He smacked a fist agdivesarm of his chair. -Draw fighters away
from the battle to act as escorts, and pull offghips from the Eighth and Eleventh Fleets to stree
them as well.- As Aria looked at him, she could e his fur was standing on end, and he caught he
gaze. They both knew that if the report was aceutaey could soon be close to losing more infantry
than General Soumaren had estimated would be aemuike the planet. But it was far too late to
worry about that now.

-We'll take more losses among the fleets that Wdwniral,- one of his senior officers pointed
out to him.

-I know that,- the chief admiral growled. -But ievdon't get as many troops down there as
possible, this battle is a lost cause. Once theéihgnis complete, we'll be able to recall thosegsho
rejoin space combat. We'll have to deal with thss lof combat strength for now.-

An officer stood up in the crew deck below. -Sig nave a message from General Soumaren,
planetside. The Imperial Marines have landed orotligkirts of Hayikwiir City, and they're engagedd a
the perimeter of Mat'aar Airbase.-

Admiral Te'rou looked to Aria again. -That's youe¢ Captain Me'lia.- He checked a smaller
display on the other arm of his command chair. eAlihe final preparations have been made. Deploy
the Royal Guard.-

Aria nodded. She turned her head back to the farwiwport, and her gaze was consumed by
the sight of the planet below. Pinprick flashegtmsurface showed where the ships of the alleset fl
were bombarding targets from orbit. Fighters flegvdhasing each other, while larger ships in lower
orbit exchanged fire. Down there was her mothet, teer sister, and her Empress, and her mate. Down
there was where she would find the end to all &, thne way or another.

Turning back to the chief admiral, Aria saluted hi#By you order, Admiral.-

S

As she came into her meeting room in the palac&|ara could hear the sounds of distant
rumbling, easily recognizable to her as distant@sipns. From the force of the detonations, and the
way that they caused the floor underneath hertéegbrate slightly, she knew that they were being
caused by warp shells fired from orbit. Waiting fi@r in the room were a number of her officers, as
well as the Pteryd envoy Seirin-143 and her advispa Shi‘ala. Standing at one chair at the table,
albeit in holographic form, was her head militafffaer, Admiral Selina Kris. Ara'lana took her ptac

at the head of the table and cleared her throat.



-Your report, Selina.-

The hologram of the Ailian admiral saluted her.lady, the royalist forces and the Nuretan
fleet have arrived,- she said. -They are engagimgbips in orbit, and they have begun landing
infantry and armor on the planet's surface.-

Ara'lana smiled coolly. -And how goes the battle?-

-We have lost ten percent of our ships, with tesés somewhat heavier among the fighter
corps,- Kris told her. She did not seem overly @ned. -1 was expecting something like that. As you
know, the Nuretans have a very strong and expeztenorps of fighter pilots. They are taking a heavy
toll on our own, but the losses are manageabld getnot see any reason to be worried just nohe S
looked to the side as she checked something dbeofiew of her communications camera. -Reports
are also coming in from our ground commanders sfighies on the ground. The losses are heaviest in
the major metropolitan areas, especially Hayik®@iity. The Nuretan Imperial Marines have landed
there, and they appear to be attempting to takéakitaAirbase. | regret to inform you that we will
likely lose that post within the next several hours

Waving a hand, Ara'lana dismissed that. -1t istdelconsequence. In the grand scheme of
things, the royal palace is far more important. Avedhave fortified here quite adequately.- She
clasped her hands behind her back, waving heintailpacified manner. -What is your assessment of
the space battle?-

-Admiral Jin Te'rou is leading the operation pegdtynfrom the looks of things,- her admiral
replied. -He is a...capable officer.- She seembkdtiant to admit that. -However, he is limited is h
imagination. | am far more concerned of reportenfi@ur scouts that the Nuretan general, Kalma
Soumaren, is on the ground leading the infantryatpms.-

That revelation did make Ara'lana growl. -That womghat is concerning, indeed. She is better
than any of the commanders | have. What numbergedioave for the enemy on the ground?-

-We outnumber them by a comfortable margin,- Adhi{rds assured her. -They have the
disadvantage of requiring transport ships to geit tihhoops to the planet's surface, whereas we are
already entrenched. Our fleets and planetside sgnacre shooting down as many landing craft as
they can prior to them touching down. As of noveytlappear to have landed approximately one and a
half million soldiers, with a proportional numbdrasmored units. We can handle that number easily.-

-Excellent.- Ara'lana turned to Seirin-143. -Yo@ople are ready?-

The Pteryd clacked its mandibledndeed we are. The troop divisions on the planet ar
awaiting my orders, and the other assets you regdeare similarly waiting for their orders. We shal

be ready whenever you require us.~



-Good.- Ara'lana allowed herself a sinister grimgd ahe laughed to herself. -Let's allow them to
think they are gaining an advantage. When all taegs are in place, we shall reveal ourselves. This
will be a battle to be remembered, and it shalihgecrowning achievement of everything we have
been working for these past years. We cannot fail!-

S—

The ride down to the surface of Lirna was rougha/nd the rest of the Royal Guards were
divided between three transport craft, about troftthem to each, and they were accompanied by a
further fifty Ascendancy naval troopers with eabipsThe guards were clad much the same as they
had been on Arbaros, which was very different ftbmmway the troopers were. Ailian soldiers typigall
wore heavy personal armor and helmets, yet thejedaa single weapon each, the standard Ailian
battle rifle which could be converted for a numbgdifferent functions. The Royal Guards were
armored very lightly for better flexibility and digy, and they wore no helmets to keep their peziph
vision clear, but they were armed much more heakidygh Royal Guard wore a belt with a heavy
caliber pistol and a knife strapped to it, and takygarried some sort of main weapon. For Aria and
number of the guards, that meant the shorteneibwen$ the battle rifle, while others carried the
standard-length version. A select few of the guardsuding Aria’'s executive officer, Lieutenant
Ayalis, carried specialized long-range precisidiesiin addition to their main weapon. One of every
three of the guards also had a single-use, colibgpanti-armor missile launcher strapped acrodss the
shoulders.

One the way down, the transport was frequentlydiedf by near misses from shipboard
weapons fire. They had escorts from Ailian and Mandighters, and several smaller capital shipsswer
accompanying their wave of landing craft to scriwm. Aria stayed up near the cockpit, where she
could see out into space. As they entered the gineos, one of the ships accompanying them received
a direct hit from an enemy vessel, and it detonatedspectacular fireball. Several small chunks of
debris impacted their transport, but the shieldind armor held and they sustained only minor
damage. A few minutes later and they were out nfjdafrom the ships in orbit, and they were flying
high over the deserts of Aria’'s home planet.

Aria turned back to face the interior of the tram$p-Five minutes to drop!- she shouted at the
guards and the naval troopers, holding up all firgers on one hand. The Ailian captain walked to
where her soldiers were seated, and took her oat Ske knew from previous experience during
training that the landing could be just as rougkhadlight in.

She looked around at the Royal Guards and navagbérs in the large craft. Some of them were

talking to each other, either exchanging jokesamdgnatured insults. Others were quiet, and they



checked over their weapons or tightened the strafkeir gear, making sure that everything wasyead
for when they reached their landing zone. A few thesir eyes closed, and they looked to all the
outside world to be asleep, but Aria knew that tiveye just lost in thought. Maybe they were worried
about the battle ahead, or perhaps they brimmdudthet kind of excitement that made one completely
still. Aria felt as though she had that sort ofiesxment right now. She would have liked to joirthe
joking, but as the commander of this group of sakishe had to set the example of professionalism.
Instead, she closed her eyes, and she leaned tbmvher chair with her hands clasped in her lap.

-Liren'sa, lady of the battle...,- she whisperadetiy enough that nobody would be able to hear
over the noise of the transport's engines. -Letomrades be strong, my aim be true, and my feet be
swift. And should the worst come to pass, andlltfa$ day...grant me the peace of my ancestore- S
stayed like that for the long, dreadful minutesiuhe alarm sounded through the length of the
transport, at which point she launched herself atckfull alertness. Now was the time.

Lieutenant Ayalis rose from her seat and beganitguirders to all of the soldiers, who stood
up and braced themselves against the walls ofrdfe €he pitch of the engines changed, and thiey al
lurched as the pilot made a sudden dive. One afidval troopers retched as her stomach reactégto t
drastic change in altitude, and vomit spatteredltee. The Royal Guard next to her cuffed her loa t
shoulder and laughed, and she managed a weak ddungin own after wiping her muzzle. Aria
grinned. At least morale was high.

Seconds later the craft shook violently as it sdttiard onto the ground. A hatch at the rear
opened up, and the cool, filtered atmosphere odittight ship was almost instantly replaced by the
hot, dry air of Lirna. Their ears were immediatagsaulted by the sounds of battle. The pilots had
landed them right in the center of Mat'aar Airbaseplanned. Aria could hear gunfire and scattered
shouting, quite close by, as well as the mutedgiuof grenades going off. At a shout from Arid, al
of the soldiers in the transport charged out ihtoftay and split up into their designated fireups.

They all had their own individual assignments, #rel/ didn't need her supervision to carry them out.
Aria and her group had one task at this pointirtio ip with General Soumaren and her Imperial
Marine contingent at the airbase and push forwaialthe city to slip inside the royal palace.

-Alright, Mari,- Aria shouted, with a slap on thadk of Lieutenant Ayalis. She flinched a little
as a round ricocheted off the armor of their transpraft. -Let's get to it. Our rendezvous poiritiw
General Soumaren is the front gate of the airkasdwe're already behind schedule.-

-Yes, Captain,- Lieutenant Ayalis agreed. She titnehe rest of their group, composed of
fifteen Royal Guards and ten naval troopers. -Yearti the captain, move it! Take cover at the neéares

building and we'll start pushing for the front date



They started running, paying no heed to the fightitat was taking place all around them
except to return fire towards incoming rounds. $aed of her homeworld felt glorious underneath
Aria's booted feet, and the atmosphere of battke @evan better. This was her element. It had been fa
too long, for her, since she had experienced cowiliais sort. All around her was the stuff that
legendary fights were made of. The expansive laptield of Mat'aar Airbase was as occupied as on
any day, except not by ships and other flying dta# time. Armored units had landed along with the
troops, of every kind that the Ascendancy and theeban Empire could field. The largest of theseewer
the towering two-legged walkers that were the nmainsf the Ailian Navy's ground divisions. Ten
meters tall, made of metal as tough as that whachposed a fighter, the walkers had thick legs that
bent backwards, topped with a bulky, rotating pdoimnpartment, the right side of which was fitted
with a long, large-caliber cannon that was capabfe@ing a 108-millimeter shell three times in a
minute. These walking tanks began prowling the bsesarching for and finding enemy positions close-
in and far away and lobbing high explosive rountdth@m. They were accompanied by smaller
wheeled units equipped with machine guns and misiinchers, who fielded the dual task of
protecting the larger walkers while engaging infenthe Nuretans helped out with their curious,
oblong hovering tanks, which sported independeim#igking cannon turrets that allowed them to cover
multiple directions at once. Designed with aqutgicain in mind, they had been upfitted with engine
covers that allowed them to handle the sandy, diditions of Lirna.

Aria and her team made it to the line of buildiaffer a hard run, but instead of heading inside
they hugged the walls and pushed on into the mgldomplex itself. They began moving away from
the center of the base, where the fighting wasiksegwand leapfrogged from building to building as
they moved for their first objective. Along the w#yey came across scattered squads of rebel sldie
all Ailian, and had to stop several times to deih\these obstacles. The enemy troops were very wel
trained, as soldiers of the Ascendancy could exjoeloe, but the Royal Guards were better-trainad th
them all. Every time, Aria and her guards got iwsel and dealt with the enemies while the naval
troopers hung back and offered supporting fire.

It didn't take long for Aria to reach the vicinity their objective. The front gate of Mat'aar
Airbase was pretty much exactly that, a gate, thatigzas fortified and usually flanked by statiopar
armored units. Aria paused, afforded cover by thterowvall of a building, and peeked around to see
what was awaiting them. What she saw was a compibRyretan Imperial Marines, pinned down
behind the scarce cover given to them by the hofllseveral of their burned-out hovertanks. The
marines were clearly trying to advance on the msitithe front gate, but they were stalled by rebel

troops stationed there. The rebels were well-plaagxp the wall of the gate with snipers and rifle



infantry. As the Ailian captain watched, severatie# Nuretans were picked off when they ventured to
far out of cover. The situation was going to tughyufor them very quickly, especially if rebel armo
descended on the area.

-Mari,- Aria called, waving her executive officevar. -Take three guards and get to high
ground. We need to thin out the enemy troops soameake the gate. Do it quickly. We'll distracgrii
while you get in position.-

Lieutenant Ayalis nodded and motioned three ofder guards over, and she made sure that
one of those she selected was a sniper as wel. Vidreshed behind the rest of the squad to loolafor
way to get on top of the building they were takaoyer at. Aria shouldered her rifle and took aim at
the top wall of the front gate. The soldiers arotied mimicked her, placing themselves so they had
clear shots while grabbing as much cover as thajdc&o far they hadn't been noticed by the
defenders at the gate, but that would soon change.

Aria took a deep breath, and her ears pricked fahaa she tuned all of her senses carefully.
Without any sort of verbal command, she pulledttigger on her weapon and sent a burst of fire
towards the rebels on the wall, and the rest oshaad followed suit a split second later. Thouwyt
had little hope of hitting them from this distanoging to the enemy's superior position, the pofrit
was to make them duck down and to draw fire towaetsown men while Lieutenant Ayalis made her
move. The tactic worked, and they soon heard thekée of bullets striking the ground and walls
around them. They ducked into cover when they néalebut they never let up their firing for more
than a few seconds.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Ayalis and her fire team Fadhd a spot at the back of building where
there were water and electrical conduits on therettwall. The four of them strapped their weapons
to their backs and started climbing, and thoughhtiredholds were small and not easy to grip thegwer
able to get to the roof of the three-story buildwighout too much difficulty. Once on the roof, the
low-walked across the flat surface until they ndahe side that faced the front gate. All fourtwérn
dropped flat to the sandstone surface at the siameeaind crawled the rest of the way. The lack of
sandy bursts near the edge of the roof, which weigidify shots hitting the building there, let them
know that they hadn't been seen.

The Ailian lieutenant and her other sniper, a semgeunstrapped their weapons from their
backs and rested the bodies of the rifles resherslightly raised edge of the building's rooftifes the
barrels extend out over empty space. The snidesfore only passing similarities to the standard
Ailian infantry weapon. The main body of the weapaas slender at the front, with a stock which

broadened out from the rear end of the body anchbées carved into it for the shooting hand's fisge



to fit into. The long end of the barrel was cappaith a triangular prism-shaped protrusion with slot
notched into it at regular intervals, which sertedlissipate the flash from the gunshot as welbas
decrease noise. On the dorsal side of the rifleantaasck cylindrical scope that allowed the shodter
have an extremely clear view of their target agdistances.

Mari looked through her scope and sighted in ortdpewall of the front gate. A built-in
rangefinder lased the wall, and the tiny readolgt her that the distance from there to her posiias
approximately two hundred and twenty meters. Jutside of the maximum practical range for the
short-barreled rifles the two guards accompanytiregshipers carried, but child's play for the sniper
weapons. The lieutenant did her level best to nmgkself melt into the roof, and she relaxed almost
every muscle in her body. Her tail was lying sthaigut behind her in between her legs, which were
spread at an even distance, and the only partsrdiddy that were raised were her head and shaulder
She tucked the stock of her rifle tightly into #treok of her arm, and she let her free hand resbpn
of the weapon underneath her cheek. Her eye strrfédchingly into the scope. The black-furred
female had a perfect view from here, and the targetot of her scope rested on the head of onleeof t
rebel soldiers. He had impressive cover from theps on the ground below. Not so much from above.

-Do you have a target, Sergeant?- Lieutenant Agali®d. Her voice was almost too low to be
heard.

-Yes, ma'am.- The other sniper's posture exactiyon@d hers.

-Alright. Wait for the firing to pick up, then takeur shot. Keep it up until | tell you to stop.-
Mari started breathing deep and slow, calling uglbof her training to slow her own heart rate down
When she was totally relaxed, and when a new flofigunfire rose to a near-deafening crescendo, she
pressed back on the trigger of her weapon. The kittked back against her shoulder, but the sound
that issued from it was barely a whisper in theopaony of noise coming down from below. The bullet
took barely a tenth of a second to travel the distdrom where it exited her weapon to when it
impacted the unfortunate soldier she was targeWiwen it did, his body stiffened and jerked back, a
greyish-pink cloud erupting from the other sidéhsf head as the bullet made a mess of his skull. He
crumpled dead to the top of the wall as anothatisothree down from him did the same, felled by th
other sniper atop the building.

One by one, Lieutenant Ayalis and the sergeanteplickf rebel soldiers, and the fire coming
down at Aria's squad and the Nuretan marines begslack off. This gave them the chance to time
their shots more effectively, and the enemy trdmgagan falling from shots fired from the ground as
well as from the roof. They spent nearly fifteemates on this deadly game of pop-up targets, but in

the end the coast was clear and the Nuretans \Wwereaarelax a little, as Aria and her guards broke



cover and swiftly crossed the ground towards takigs.

One of the amphibian aliens came out of cover tetrher, and Captain Me'lia found herself
face to face with General Soumaren, who lookettla breathless but unhurt. -Thank you for your
assistance, Captain,- the general said gratefsitig. was dressed in the fashion of the Imperial hari
wearing a mottled-blue uniform and the curiougdlgreen cloth hats that were common among
Nuretan military units. A few of the other marireshoed her sentiments of gratitude, some of them
congratulating each other on surviving the skirnvigtile others started tending to the wounded who
could be saved. Out of the company of fifty, thitttyee were unhurt, five were injured but still abje
of moving and fighting, and the rest were eithaadleutright or would soon be. -I've heard from some
of my troops over the radio. They report that tinbase is largely under our control. That's noneiof
concern. | have a few of your armored ground velitieading to us, and they'll carry us into the cit
Our scouts and recon drones are telling us thadttlkets are mostly empty. It seems a lot of thelre
forces in the city are spreading out to try to stap advance.-

-That would make sense,- Aria said. -There is a@faver in the city. They'll split up to try to
take advantage of it and make us waste out timmgguuiilding-to-building.-

General Soumaren nodded her agreement, and theyagbe tight-lipped grin. -We're not
going to play that game. Your squad and mine wald up and lance through Hayikwiir City to the
royal palace. We're not stopping for anything. bvdered some of our air cover to break off from th
main battle and clear the streets on the mosttdioeite of any enemy armor that may be patrollhng t
city.- The Nuretan general's neon-colored eyes Wari@g with anticipation. -1 plan on being at the
walls of the royal palace within the next two hotiée still have a lot of daylight left. Does thausd
adequate to you, Captain?-

Aria gave a smile that was all teeth. -I like thkn.- She turned her head as Lieutenant Ayalis
and her fire team rejoined the group. -Excellewiosimg, Lieutenant.-

-Yes, Captain,- Mari said.

-Everyone reload and eat what you can,- Generah@oen ordered. -We have two minutes
until the vehicles are here, and then | want t@kiegght until we reach the next checkpoint. Am |
understood?-

A chorus of shouts in the affirmative answered her.

S

Admiral Kris wore a look of grim satisfaction onriface. Anyone else would have thought that

she had little to be satisfied about. The combiifesat of Nuretan and Ailian ships that were oppgsin

her in the space above Lirna were slowly gainiregativantage. Her own ships were being worn down,



little by little, as her numbers began to drop.she checked the radar readouts from her command
chair aboard her flagship, she saw another batblepgdrop off the screen as their ships were okerta
by enemy fire.

-Give me your report,- the rebel admiral said cgmbt bothering to look over her shoulder as
one of her officers approached her from the rear.

-We've dropped the enemy down to approximately-fite percent of their battle capability,-
the officer told her. -However, we're at nearly saene level ourselves. If the fighting continuethat
rate, we'll soon be overpowered.-

-Understood, Commander,- Kris said. She grinnedtaikip twitching behind her. -All as
planned. Continue as we have. Commit what resowveasan to our left flank. We can't have them
breaking through too quickly.-

-Yes, Admiral.-

Selina Kris stood up from her chair and walkedh® rtailing of the heavy battlecruiser's bridge,
and she leaned over. -Have you been tracking ttaitm of theKrisa'la?- Her crew pit was a flurry of
activity, with officers and enlisted personnel nrayiabout between communications and monitoring
stations as they watched over various aspectsdighting. Though it was noisy and somewhat
chaotic down there, one of her senior officers téwmr and reported back.

-Admiral, | have that ship's location,- the Ailiaaptain told her. -We lost it a number of times,
but we have it again. | can transmit that informatio your command console.-

-Do so,- Admiral Kris said with a nod, and shehet grin widen. -1 want Te'rou's head. | must
update Admiral Me'lia with our status. In the meaet, Captain, you will contact our two strongest an
least damaged ships and have them form up on ugsYertly we shall be making a run on the
Krisa'la.- The sable woman chuckled as she saw the confasiaghe captain's face. -You don't have to
understand. Just follow my orders.-

-Ah...Yes, Admiral...- The captain still lookeddilshe didn't know what was going on, but she
turned back to her console and began carrying ast @&mmands.

Admiral Kris turned back around and returned todieir. As the captain had promised, she
had transmitted the location of Admiral Te'rouagBhip to her screen. Kris examined the readout for
another few minutes as the excitement welled uplénsf her, and then she keyed up her
communications link to the planets' surface.

-My lady. We are ready.-

*kkkkk

Admiral Te'rou was ecstatic. The battle was goargiiore smoothly than he had thought it



would earlier in the fight. Once the landings hae completed, he had been able to pull back the
ships which had been tasked to escort the transpaftt The added firepower had turned the tidkbac
against the onslaught of rebel fighter ships, &eg had begun taking a toll on the enemy's heavier
assets as well. Now they were pressing the enentlyednflanks, and he was watching on the radar
screens as the opposing fleets were being roungl@daia tight group.

-We have them!- Te'rou declared, as he smackeiishisn the arm of his chair in triumph.
-Regroup all heavy fighters and begin attack runghe enemy's main cruisers. Prepare for mass
bombardment, and begin prepping our ships for pratistrikes to aid the ground forces. I've got her
right where |I...-

-Admiral! I'm detecting a large number of vessetgegging from hyperspace!-

Te'rou's ears fell back as he abruptly stood umfincs command chair. Red lights began
flashing everywhere on the bridge as alarms begaonund, and voices began to rise, some of them in
panic, from the crew deck. While his flagship'staapbegan shouting orders into his comm system,
Te'rou rushed to the railing overlooking the decHl &ried to make sense of what was going on.
-Report! Now! What's happening?-

His captain spoke from behind him, and Te'rou cdwddr the barely restrained alarm in his
voice. -Admiral, we have Pteryd ships incoming an position. At least two fleet strength. They're
coming around the planet right now and will be dieahead of us. If we keep encircling the rebel
fleets, we're going to leave out flanks wide open!-

-Pull back our flankers,- Te'rou said, his headdanly racing due to an entirely different
emotion. -Pull everyone back! Regroup the fleets laumker down for the incoming enemy.- He
swiped a hand across his face. The speed at whechattle had just turned against him was enough
that he felt as though he might lose his balance he grabbed the railing for support. -I don't tman
say it, but start looking for avenues of retreatoih’'t know if we can handtevo fresh Pteryd fleets, not
in our condition.-

-But...the ground forces...If we leave...-

-I know,- Te'rou said. He went back to his commahdir and sat down, bracing himself for
what was about to come. -Let's hope it doesn't dontieat. With any luck, our troops on the ground
will have some good news for us soon.-

Aria was sitting in the lead armored vehicle witbriéral Soumaren, in the back where the
compartment was fully enclosed. The vehicles weliai\in design, little more than elongated

rectangles with eight massive wheels set at evenvials in armored housings. The carrier was armed



on top with two open gun turrets, one in front op of the driver's compartment and one in the rear,
each manned by a single Ailian soldier who swivelaslind as they drove and watched for the enemy.
They had been rushing their way towards and thrateyikwiir City for the better part of an hour and

a half, dodging here and there and avoiding gettimgaged as much as possible, and for the most part
they had been successful. Apart from a few mome&hen they'd had to change direction quickly and
fire off a few bursts at some distant enemy, tde had been quiet.

The quietness was what worried Aria. -I don't llkev well this has gone off, General,- she said
to the Nuretan officer, her voice a low growl thats barely heard over the rumble of their vehicle's
engine. -l was expecting the enemy to keep therasehconspicuous inside the city limits, but | was
not expecting nothing at all. We should have bdtactked more by now.-

-You're right,- General Soumaren agreed reluctaSthe looked at the soldiers who packed the
wheeled transport with them, and she turned toAaizedirectly so that they would not be able to
overhear. -I've been getting updates from ouresion. They've been reporting what we already know:
except for the major chokepoints, the streetsagely empty. They can't get too deep into the city
because anti-air emplacements have been erectee tham we anticipated. But they are giving us the
routes we've been traveling.-

-Has it occurred to you that we are being indisebh#8rded?- Aria asked her, as she lowered her
ears. -This is my mother, after all. | can't imagthat she hasn't prepared for us in some way.-

Soumaren looked troubled. -I've thought of thdige admitted. -But whether we're being herded
there or not, deeper into the city and to the rggddce is where we need to go. | don't see any way
around it.-

-1 just hope we aren't getting in over our heads.-

Before General Soumaren could respond to the Aittzay were all jerked forward as the
wheeled transport ground to a halt all of a sudddew exclamations of confusion could be heard
from the soldiers within, and some of them wondexledd if they were about to change direction
again, but then the exit hatch to the transporhegdend Lieutenant Ayalis poked her head inside.

-General, Captain,- she hissed, as her expresppeaeed quite urgent. -You need to come
outside and see this.-

Without asking any questions, Aria and General Samem both rose to their feet. Aria beat the
Nuretan officer to the hatch, and she followedltbgtenant outside and around the transport. Aria
could tell from their surroundings that they weegywnear the royal palace, but still a few block&ya
from their destination. What she saw as she steclkéad around the cover of the armored vehicle

made her heart sink.



The royal palace was visible through the buildirm4, it was behind a wall of Ailian walkers,
painted with rebel colors. Her sharps eyes coulkenwaut entrenched infantry positions, and more than
that, she saw Pteryd airships patrolling the sky fortification was a lot more than they had been
prepared for, and more than their drone surveidairaft had spied a mere hour ago. Evidently,
between when they had departed Mat'aar Airbaseuanaed at this point, the enemy had heavily
reinforced the area.

General Soumaren said it first. -Not good.-

-Not good at all.-

Te'rou was at the point where even he would hawateetl he was beginning to be scared. He
had fought Pteryd before, during border disputetheredges of Ascendancy territory, but he hadmeve
fought them at this scale. Because of the telepatpabilities of the Pteryd, their ship commanders
were in absolutely constant contact with each o#nad it showed in the movement of their ships.
Their fleets seemed to move in concert, and ifdwek ot been on the receiving end of their power, he
would have admired it as a thing of beauty.

By now, his fleets were down to forty percent sgtéin and that number was falling rapidHis
ships were the ones in danger of being encircled and it was only through some fairly reckless
tactics that he had avoided already getting topbatt. His ship was taking damage now, and theag w
scarcely a ship among his combined fleet that tithve some sort of damage to it. As much as Te'rou
didn't like the idea, he needed to start lookingafevay to get out if he was going to salvage sbingt
from this inevitable defeat.

-Turn us about!- he ordered through clenched te8tlart recalling fighters and put as much
power to the shields and engines as you can. Wi toeget out of here. We've lost this one.-

His captain swallowed hard, but nodded, knowing Athmiral Te'rou was right. He began
giving the orders, and Te'rou saw the view outtiefront windows of th&risa'la change as his ship
came around. The engines thrummed loudly as theesg began rerouting power.

-Admiral!- a voice called up from the crew deck.eYé being flanked!-

-I see them,- Te'rou growled as the hair on thé loddis neck raised. Coming into view as his
flagship rotated was the sight he least wante@¢arigiht now. In the confusion of the onslaughthef
Pteryd, an Ailian heavy battlecruiser and threellenauman warships had maneuvered around behind
his battle group. They all looked undamaged, aatiitas not good for his ships, some of which were
barely in shape for running, let alone fightinghal's Selina's flagship...She wants me for herde#.

clenched his jaw, but then he felt himself reldsuppose this is it...At least I'll get to die ovee skies



of the homeworld...-

Just as Admiral Kris' ship began firing towards hisecond round of alarms rang through the
bridge.What now?Te'rou groaned inside his head, wondering howgthoould possibly get any worse.
He got his answer a moment later from both his eyekthe shout of one of his junior officers.

-Admiral, there are unknown ships coming in fronpésspace, directly behind us!-

Te'rou's eyes widened as he saw ships begin tagenm@p space, a hundred of them at least,
with more of them arriving every moment. Some @nthwere Ailian, but the majority of them were
human, and they looked much more formidable tharoties that they had faced so far. Several of
them were as large as his own flagship, and asabtehed a massive human fighter-carrier flashed into
existence, and this one reallsaslarger than his, easily the largest ship that msread ever made.

-It must be the rest of the rebel fleet!- he srthrkée called up his sensor display as a group of
the newcomers surged forward. He focused on ottgedhilian ships, and as he got a lock on its
transponders he suddenly frowned. -But...that'€teren..She's with the Tenth Fleet, on the human
border. She shouldn't be here.-

A moment later, the incoming group opened fire, &@@dou braced for the impacts of their
combined barrage. Instead, he was astonished twees the human ships around the rebel flagship
take multiple impacts and disintegrate in a flastheir engines detonated. The remaining two enemy
ships began to maneuver away, under continued lafsemn the attacking vessels as they rotated to
return fire.

-We have an incoming transmission!- one of his camigations officer on the crew deck
reported. -We're being hailed by that human cdsrier

-What!?- Te'rou shouted, not really believing whatwas hearing. He was frozen for a split
second, but then he shot to his feet. -Get me soeneto speaks human, right now!-

There was a scramble as they looked for someondjraaly a young Ailian lieutenant rushed
to the communications terminal. He put on the hetilgt the senior communications officer had been
wearing and listened for a moment. When he lookedgain, his face was a mixture of confusion and
glee.

-The captain of the carrier is talking to me,- lisatenant reported. His tail was windmilling the
air madly behind him in his excitement. -He says lige commander of the Thirteenth United Nations
Expeditionary Fleet, and that they were sent byofcbm Cerelis. They've come with our Tenth Fleet,
and they say they're here to help. They're askingir targeting data!-

Te'rou's jaw dropped open as he processed whéethenant was telling him. His legs felt

weaker than ever, and he sank into his chair,Higddled and shaking. He covered his eyes with his



hands as the biggest wave of relief he'd evemfathed over him. Then he felt the fire of eagerf@ss
battle rising up again, and he let himself smile.

-Ask the humans what took so long,- Te'rou saidyahg himself a laugh. -And then start
transmitting everything we have. We might win thétle after all.- He closed his eyes and sighed

heavily as his crew began to cheer.



