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Prologue
King Harer Delos emerged from the shadows when High Healer Riin rushed into the critical care chamber with a motionless infant in his arms. After placing her on the table, Riin attempted to breathe life back into the stillborn child. His efforts seemed in vain.

“The Boon child, sire,” he said gravely between breaths. “She was born with no spirit…”

Shocked, Harer backed out of the room to allow Riin privacy to work, praying he could somehow save the child. A gentle cry rose from behind, Harer approached the child and read the name.

 “Infant Tyra,” he whispered. The sight of his child in the swaddling cloth filled him with joy. He pulled back the blanket and caressed her cheek with his finger. “You are a beauty, my princess.”

He picked her up, rocked her gently in his arms. His spirit soared as her tiny fingers curled around his thumb. Harer bounced his daughter tenderly and moved closer to the critical care door only to see Healer Riin placing a silk death shroud over the Boon child. His heart sank. He could not fathom losing a child, especially now, but he knew, under the circumstances, that it would happen no matter what decision he made.

His former lover, Ziola, continued to manipulate him. Concealing her pregnancy until he married another, forcing her way into the palace to seek him out, and threatening to reveal their secret if he didn’t come to the medical ward was proof she was determined to have her way. He refused to be at the beck and call of anyone, even the mother of his first-born. He knew of only one way to rectify the situation.

Before entering the chamber, he called one of his guardians to ready his hovercraft to ensure a swift exit. High Healer Riin turned with a solemn expression on his face. The king placed his daughter in Riin’s arms. “You will present this child to the Boon family as if their own.”

 “What of the Lady Tyra?” he asked, confusion crossing his features.

 “I will handle her. Inform your staff that Lady Tyra’s child did not survive, but you saved the Boon child. I trust that you understand what is at stake here. You are to speak of this to no one. Am I clear?”

 “Yes, your Majesty.”




 
   



  
 

Chapter One
Tiva crept out of her room in the middle of the night and made her way through the darkened field. She wore her favorite cloak over a pink and black jumpsuit to keep warm in the early morning chill, and brought her favorite doll for company. Her tree, which she had named Te, waited for her as always. 

The thick roots of the old tree protruded from the ground creating a circle at its base in which she sat. She leaned her head against the smooth sliver-gray bark of the tall thick tree. Its thin sturdy branches reached up toward the sky, curving only at the tips. The long, delicate, golden leaves swayed in the soft floral breeze. A few of them, long enough to reach the ground, tickled her as she stretched out on the soft grass. 

“Spirited greetings to you as well, Te.” Tiva laughed and looked upward at the branches. “I can’t sleep. It’s my special day, the Remembrance of my birth.” She moved her hand along the grass and the leaves swayed again. Through the spaces between the branches, she saw the countless stars in the night sky. She secured the cloak tighter around her tiny frame and held the doll to her chest. “It’s quite cold for the first day of the Warming, Te. I do hope the suns warm the day for me.”

The old tree’s branches bowed to her as the wind rushed across the field, she smiled again and pulled the hood above her head. She sat silently for a while absorbing the scent and sound of nature around her. Minutes and hours passed. Tiva talked with her favorite tree until the suns began to rise. 

Upon seeing the first hint of sunlight, she jumped to her feet and hugged the trunk. “I’m going to climb up now, don’t let me fall.” She giggled, grabbing the closest branch. She swung her legs around the trunk of the tree and pulled herself up. Gently pushing aside some of the smaller branches, she took her place in the middle of the tree, at the point where the trunk split. She crossed her legs and prepared for the rising of the suns. 

A voice shattered the serenity of the early dawn: “Tiva! Are you hiding in that old tree again?” The tall, thin figure with a head of long, unruly, white curly hair came toward her from the distance. Tiva frowned and jumped down from the tree landing firmly on her feet. 

“I’m not hiding, Mother,” she called back. D’laja approached with a small smile on her maroon colored lips. “Sleep would not take me.” 

“Have you been out here all night again?” her mother said, hands on her hips, looking as if she were about to chastise her. Tiva lowered her head, kicked at the grass, nodded, and looked back up at her mother. D’laja knelt down, tilted up Tiva’s chin, and smiled. “I did the same thing when I was a child. Give your mother a hug and kiss. I will pretend you were sleeping in your bed all night.”

Tiva wrapped her tiny arms around her mother’s neck and showered her cheek with kisses. D’laja laughed with delight, picked her daughter up, and swung her around. 

“Dearest, you should not be moving so!” another voice said from the field.

“Father!” Tiva gawked at her mother. D’laja released her. Tiva raced through the field and leapt into her father’s arms. He lifted her up and tossed her playfully in the air, catching her with a tight hug.

“Did you think I would miss this special day, dearest one?”

“No, Father, I knew you would come.” Tiva smiled and kissed him. D’laja joined the two, wrapping her arms around them and rested her head on her husband’s shoulder. “Mother is having two babies, Father, did you know?” 

Kevler turned to his wife, who stared bewildered. “Tiva, how did you know?” they asked in unison.

Tiva shrugged and touched her mother’s stomach. “I can feel them.” 

“Your empathic senses are very strong, Tiva, we will have to start your training soon.” Kevler smiled proudly, put her down, and began to walk back toward the house. 

“Yes, Father.” 

“But today is a day of fun, and we have a surprise for you, Tiva. Something you have wanted for a very long time,” D’laja said. 

“I am to meet the king today,” she said, bouncing up and down as they walked. “I heard Uncle Devler telling Aunt Zizi. I didn’t mean to listen, but they were very loud, Mother.”

“A stern talking to your brother is in order, my beloved,” D’laja said and opened the door to the back entrance of the house. 

Tiva was shocked to see most of her family already gathered in their home. Starting the day with Te, then her family, made her feel warm inside. The rest of the Boon family greeted the trio as they made their way inside. 

“Spirited greetings, everyone,” Devler Boon—her father’s twin—bellowed, appearing in the middle of a crowd of people, “and a very happy Remembrance to you, dear niece.” He knelt down, hugged her, and handed her a small box wrapped in a soft blue paper. He pulled her close and said, “Open that later. It is for only you to see. Now, go get dressed.” 

Tiva smiled, nodded to her uncle, and skipped out of the kitchen to ready for her gathering.

 
   



  
 

* 
Tiva ran into the middle of the gifting circle as her family began to sing. She turned first to her mother and father, bowing her head slightly, then to Zizi, Devler and her cousins Rae and Rux. She sat on a mat and smiled at everyone. It had been almost a cycle since this many of her family were together, and when they were, Tiva took the time to enjoy it. Her father’s kin, all guardians, always had plenty of stories to share. Even her cousins, though still in training, loved to share their experiences. 

Rounding off the circle to the left was the eldest Boon sister, Jinka Xent. Trach, her husband, was on duty at the palace—their children stood beside her. Next to them was Towt Narja, the eldest cousin and nephew of Trach, the first of her cousins to become a Royal Guardian.

The only child near Tiva’s age was Tespor Roxon, the last of the fourth guardian family. He had just celebrated his seventh Remembrance, and currently studied with the older guardian trainees preparing for his induction into the Guardianship. 

Tespor stood motionless; his cobalt eyes seemed cold and unfocused. Tiva studied his features. His flaxen hair was scattered across his forehead, yet his markings were a dark purple. Tespor had recently lost both his parents in a hovercraft accident and the Finto’s, the second Guardian family, had adopted him. She sensed anger within him, but did not completely understand.

Kevler approached, diverting her attention. She grinned up at him. As tradition, the eldest male presented his gift before all others. In his hand, he held a large elongated package. Multi-colored paper hid the contents. He placed the heavy package on his daughter’s lap.

“Open it, dearest one.” 

Tiva carefully peeled the paper back, her fingers shaking with anticipation. Once the wrapping was off, she opened the wooden box and peered inside. Her eyes widened and a large grin formed on her lips. She flipped the top back, exposing the beautifully crafted sword. She looked up at her father in utter shock.

“Thank you, Father! Thank you!” She jumped up, squeezed him with all her might. “Does this mean I can start to prepare for my induction, Father?”

“Yes, dearest one, it does.” He hugged her tight. “For now, however, we must continue the gifting…” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “everyone is hungry.” 

Tiva giggled and nodded. 

She sat back down, resting the sword in her lap. Her hand naturally curved around the hilt, the grooves perfectly cut to fit her fingers. She raised it slightly to get a feel for the heavy weapon. The pommel at the end of the hilt was a purple, half-moon crystal. The dark-gray handle was smooth and wrapped with a thick hide for a better grip. Between the end of the hilt and the cross-guard sat a diamond shape crest, the family name encrusted in bright jewels of every color. The cross-guard curved outward and up toward the blade of the sword, each end capped with a crescent moon crystal. She ran her finger along the flat of the blade feeling the smooth cold metal. The double-edged silver blade itself was long, thin, and sturdy. Vines and leaves decorated the deep grooves of the blood let. 

Still in awe of the weapon, Tiva barely noticed her mother approach. D’laja cleared her throat. Tiva snapped her head up, still smiling. D’laja placed another long package on her lap; this one was much lighter.

“Open your gift, precious one.” 

Tiva took the package in her hands. She again peeled back the wrapping and upon seeing the sheath, she jumped to her feet to hug her mother.

“It’s wonderful! Thank you Mother! Did you craft it yourself?” Tiva asked. 

“Yes, I did,” she said. “I used the finest hide, and engraved the designs myself.” 

Tiva released her mother and returned to her sitting position. She slipped her new sword into the sheath and examined it. The smooth dark brown hide had a musky smell. The stitching crisscrossed along the edges of the sheath in an erratic but attractive pattern. Through the middle of the casing were all Tiva’s favorite shapes; moons, stars, hearts, vines and flowers, the cross of the Boon family, diamonds, the long wispy leaves of her favorite trees, among others. At the opening edge of the sheath, she saw her name, the lettering elegant and sharp. Tiva ran her finger along the letters and smiled again at her mother. 

She sat for a while opening other gifts from her family. When through, other than the sword and sheath, she collected several pieces of clothing, a belt to hold her sheath, ribbons and clips for her hair, a doll, a few other toys, a silver charm bangle, and a neckband. Her mother and father helped her to carry the new possessions to her room while the rest of the family retired to the dining area to eat the morning meal. 

Tiva carefully placed the sword and sheath on her bed mat. She carried it herself not wanting to part with it. Her parents hung the clothing on her rack and put the toys in her chest. She put some of her other belongings away, then picked up the sword in her hand again. 

She glanced at her reflection in the window. Her new belt, secure around her hips held the large sword tucked safely in its sheath. The sword was less than a foot shorter than Tiva; still it did not intimidate her. She turned to see her parents watching her. Somewhat embarrassed, she felt her markings turn lighter to a pink. They chuckled.

“Well, I can see your markings have become responsive to your emotions, dearest one.” Kevler put his arm around his wife’s shoulder. “Mother and I are so very proud of you.”

“Thank you, Father.” Tiva said. “This has been the best Remembrance ever!” She ran up to her parents and wrapped her arms around their legs. D’laja caressed her forehead with her thumb. Kevler knelt down to face her.

“This sword you carry was forged with the greatest care, and the strongest metals of Abennelp. The king himself could not ask for a better weapon. Keep it close to you whenever you leave this home. Become one with it, cherish, and respect it with all that you are. As you grow you will learn the beauty of the weapon, but seeing your face when you saw it, and that which I sense from you already, tells me that you will become the greatest Boon Royal Guardian this kingdom has ever seen.” Kevler tucked a stray hair behind her ear, touched her cheek. 

“Can I become an elite guardian like you father?” she asked.

Kevler smiled and looked up at his wife, her eyes widened at the comment. She shook her head, shrugged. “Only time will tell Tiva, only time will tell.”






 
   



  
 

Chapter Two
Kevler sped from the Boon family land, guiding the hovercraft through the roads of the Yaan Province heading to the capital city. Midday was upon them, and the suns blazed high in the sky above. Tiva watched in wonder as they crossed the bridge and entered Degort Outer. From the roof of her home, she always saw the four crescent moons adorning the apex of the Palace of Kinchar. Unlike the mood markings of the people, those atop the palace remained a deep purple color all cycle long. She usually saw a few of the windows at the top of the tower, but now, for the first time, the inspiring tower drew closer. The beautiful rose-colored glass of the palace glistened in the suns’ light. Tiva shielded her eyes as the beams danced down at her. 

Tiva took in as much of the scenery as possible, aware she would spend the rest of her life studying and working within the city boarders. They crossed into Degort Proper and entered the marketplace. Tiva glanced from side to side, seeing the different shops and carts that lined the weaving roads. High above her head, the hover-tram zipped around the marketplace carrying people to and from the palace gates and Degort Outer. The buildings were of different shapes and sizes, many of them sleek and shimmering, much different from the homes and shops of her province. Curious about the modern city, she pulled on her father’s sleeve.

“Yes, dearest one?” He looked to her. 

“Father, why is Degort so shiny?”

“Degort has seen many battles and fights over time. As we have grown as a society, so has our architecture—the buildings. With new technology, we created more efficient means of construction and the buildings of Degort are our highest achievements,” he said, tapping on the control panel near the steering post. 

D’laja untied one of Tiva’s boisterous braids, quickly tended to it while picking lint and other minuscule objects off her clothing. 

“Relax, dearest, she looks fine,” Kevler said, smiling. 

Tiva stayed still as her mother continued, but said, “Mother, why do the provinces I have been to look so old?”

D’laja finished the braid and touched Tiva’s cheek. “The provinces have been spared from most of the fighting and wars on Abennelp. Our ancestors built many of the homes by hand, and whilst many battles were fought near our lands, the people had respect for the family homes. Your father’s very distant grandfather, Trilo, built our home. It has been in the family for over five hundred cycles.”

“The first Royal Guardian?” Tiva’s eyes widened, having heard stories of the great guardian Trilo from her older cousins.

“Yes,” Kevler said as he steered the craft toward the gates of the palace. “And the same is true in the other provinces. Many of the homes were built long ago, and have withstood the ravages of war and weather over the cycles. Tradition of old is not the only thing we hold dear, Tiva.” Kevler stopped just outside the gates. He hopped out of the hovercraft to speak with Litru and Zaynus Truda, kin to the Finto Family, who were on duty at the gates.

Tiva raised her head upward, then up some more, leaning back in her seat to get the full view of the palace. Enthralled with the palace and its surroundings, she paid little attention as they spoke. When they came near the craft to wish her a happy Remembrance, she turned to them and smiled. Though twins, the Trudas did not look alike. Zaynus was taller with light hair and dark gray eyes, Litru, the more striking of the two had dark hair and light blue eyes.

“You are level three guardians?” she said, one eye on them, the other on the palace gates. 

“Yes we are,” Litru said and Zaynus finished, “We have just passed the test, and are training for level two now. But alas we cannot be level one guardians.”

“You are not direct descendants of a guardian bloodline?” she said, her full attention now on the twins.

“That is correct,” Zaynus said. 

Litru continued, “Our mother’s kin married a Royal Guardian which afforded us the opportunity to join.” 

She smiled. “Family bonds to the guardians can be strong. How goes your training?”

“Dearest one, you will have plenty of time to ask questions later,” Kevler said.

“We don’t mind,” Litru said and Zaynus concurred, “Your daughter is the brightest child we have met in quite some time. You must be proud.”

“We are extremely proud,” D’laja said, putting her fist to her heart, and bowing her head, “but if we do not move speedily we will be extremely late.” She shooed Tiva back into the seat and yanked her husband’s arm. Kevler nodded, and then circled around the vehicle. Litru and Zaynus returned D’laja’s gesture then ran back to the palace gates to open them. 

Her father started the vehicle and slipped past the gates when they opened. Tiva again fixed her eyes upon the great palace. Now in full view, she saw the long smooth edifice that towered over all the lands. 

To the right side of the roadway was a large pond, to the left, a beautiful garden comprised of every flower and shrub Abennelp offered. Her gaze shifted to all the different parts of the palace grounds, her mind studying them and remembering where everything was located. Kevler maneuvered the hovercraft along the pavement and proceeded to the sleek storage deck for the guardians’ personal vehicles. Once Kevler stopped the craft, D’laja jumped out and pulled Tiva with her. 

“Hurry beloved, you know I dislike being late,” her mother said and scampered toward the palace with her daughter in tow. Kevler tended to the craft and then joined them to meet with the Royals.

 
   



  
 

*
“Your Majesties, I am Tiva Boon, first daughter to Sir Kevler and Lady D’laja Boon, first family of the Royal Guardians. I kneel before you to speak of my in-intentions to become a Guardian of Abennelp. I…vow to honor the Royal Guardians, and pledge my life to protect the throne. I humbly ask to begin my studies and prepare for my induction.” Tiva put her hand to her heart and bowed her head. She remained on one knee, but raised her head to see the king and queen. The throne room was silent and empty with the exception of the two Royals, and her parents. 

Kevler and D’laja stood behind her, each with a hand on her shoulder. Without meeting their eyes, Tiva knew they were pleased. 

King Harer Delos rose from his chair and held his hand out to his wife, Mirta. She took it and they walked down the few steps before them and stood facing the Boon family. 

“Rise, Tiva Boon.” King Delos looked directly at her. 

Queen Delos knelt down and smiled. She held out her hand, and in her palm was a piece of candy. Tiva watched the queen for a moment; her amber eyes shimmered when she smiled. The wavy hair looked and moved like fire as it fell over her shoulder. She wore the traditional Abennelpian Royal robe: long white billowy fabric, the edges lined with golden ribbon. The front of the robe had a deep V neckline, and along the collar, a pattern of flower petals showered down toward the middle. Mirta was a beautiful and friendly queen.

Tiva glanced up to her parents unsure she should take the candy, but they both nodded their approval. She collected the candy and bowed her head as way of thanks. The queen smiled at her then stood and pulled D’laja off to the side. The king held out his hand to Tiva. She turned to her father, who nodded, so she pressed her tiny palm against the king’s hand. He covered the top of her hand with his other and looked into her eyes. Instantly, she felt warmth and kindness from him. She smiled. 

“I do not intimidate you, do I Tiva Boon?”

“No, sire,” she said, and put her free hand on top of the king’s. A smiled appeared on his lips as he looked up to Kevler. 

Her father chuckled.

“Most of the children I have met are quite frightened of me, even though I always offer my hand in friendship,” he said, studying her small hand on top of his.

“Your hands are warm, sire, your spirit is calming. You are a good king,” she said candidly. 

The two men laughed. 

Tiva looked to them confused. She pulled her hands back and took a step away from the king, her markings turning pink. Kevler noticed and immediately knelt down beside her. 

The king looked to Kevler. “She is in tune with her empathic senses and her markings have begun to react already?”

“Yes, Harer, can you believe it?” he said.

“I would expect nothing less from the Boon Family.” He nodded and clasped Kevler on the shoulder. The king turned to Tiva and took her hand again. “You are a very special child. Study well and listen to your elders.” 

Tiva nodded. 

“As you grow, you will come to learn, young Tiva, that even I can be easy-spirited in private, but you are still confused, speak of what you feel.”

“Father called you by your birth name,” she said, studying him. She was sensing more from him than she understood. His jade eyes pierced through her in a wave of familiarity and his touch was comforting not intimidating as her cousins had told her. The king’s short black hair sparked with flecks of silver when he ran his hands over his head. The hair hid his moon markings. Tiva found this curious as she believed the crescent moon markings of her people were beautiful and something one should display with pride.

“Your father and I have been friends for many, many cycles. He is as close to me as a brother of my own blood,” he said, his complete attention on her, “you will learn when you can be informal. Guardians must always balance duty with pleasure.” 

“So, am I to begin my training to prepare for the induction?” Tiva grinned at her father and the king.

“Yes, Tiva Boon, you are to begin your training.” King Delos deepened his voice sounding more official. “Five cycles from this day, should you pass all your schooling, you will be inducted into guardianship training.”

“Sire…” Tiva looked up to him once more.

“Yes, little Lady Boon?”

“I wish to be an elite guardian,” she said. 

Both Kevler and the king paused for a moment.

“I have told her we could discuss that, sire. Young Tiva here needs to learn patience,” he said.

“Have you not told her?” Harer asked.

“No, actually, I have not.”

“Told me what? Speak of what you hide,” Tiva said. 

Kevler knelt down in front of her. “I wanted to wait until you were older so that you may understand, but there has never been a female elite guardian before.”

“Then I will be the first,” she said forthrightly. 

“It is not so simple, dearest one.” He stroked her hand. “Tradition has always been such that women cannot hold the position of a level one guardianship.”

“Can the tradition be changed?” 

“By whom?” he asked. 

“Our king, he makes the rules of our land, he can change them,” she said, and looked to King Delos and stared into his eyes. Kevler turned to the king perplexed, as if looking for help to explain the reasoning.

“Traditions are hard to break, Tiva, but we shall see where your path leads you. You may be the very one to bend the rules,” Harer said, nodding to Kevler who smiled back. 

The three turned to see D’laja and Mirta walking toward them. They were talking as they rejoined the others. Harer took Mirta in his arms and they exchanged a secret conversation with their eyes, Mirta nodding in the end. 

“Tonight you will be our guests; we will celebrate Tiva’s Remembrance and the joyous news that Mirta and I will be having our second child.”

“Spirited blessings!” Kevler and Tiva said then bowed their heads to the queen.

“And what did you speak of in my absence, precious?” D’laja asked, kneeling down.

“I spoke of my intentions to become the first female elite guardian of Abennelp,” she said without hesitation. In her heart, Tiva knew this was where she belonged, beside her king, like her father and all other Boon guardians before her. 

D’laja took one of her daughter’s braids in her palm, ran her fingers down the twists of hair, and smiled. “If anyone can break tradition, you will be the one.” 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Three
Tiva sat in the grooves of her favorite tree, resting and anxiously waiting for the darkness of night to lift. Another special Remembrance came with the suns’ rise. Five whole cycles had passed. She had reached the age of induction. Tiva trained and studied harder than any other had. She felt full of honor. Her father, most trusted of all the guardians, was proud, as were her mother and all her kin. She swelled with joy. Everyone in her family had been waiting for this day. Tiva had spoken of nothing but her induction from the day she left the palace after meeting the king and queen. She was glad her family was full of guardians and indulged her incessant questions and comments about her training.  

Te bowed his leaves and responded to her touch when she climbed up his trunk and asked him not to let her fall. 

Today, she looked upon the suns older, wiser. 

Tiva watched as the orange, yellow, and deep red hues of the morning dawn brought life to the field before her. Animals began their morning scurry for food. Birds and bugs flew through the air chasing one another. Through Te’s branches, she spotted one of her favorite birds, the Mitahi. Bright green feathers covered its back and wings. It soared high in the air, almost to the clouds, and then swooped down sharply toward her home. As she watched it move through the air, following its descent, she noticed the light in her parent’s room flickering in the distance. 

“Mother is dressing to come get me, Te.” She laughed and stood on the top of his trunk between the parting branches. She pushed off, leapt into the air, tucked her legs to her chest, and flipped over. She didn’t see her mother in the doorway of her home until she kicked out her legs and landed safely on the ground. Their eyes met. Her mother chuckled and shook her head. D’laja raised her hand, motioning for Tiva to come, a smile still on her lips.

“Coming Mother!” She waved back. “Sorry Te, I have to go. I’ll see you later.” She looked over her shoulder, and kicked off into a sprint toward home. It looked like all the other houses on the land: smooth gray stone exterior with massive, colored windows. The slated roof was high and round with a communications dish attached near the rear of the house, the only obvious sign of technology on the ancient dwelling. 

At top speed, she ran toward the house. The large wooden door was ajar and the sweet aroma from the kitchen wafted through the field. Tiva grinned and slowed her pace. She took a small hop and kicked off the stepping-stone near the door. She soared into the air, flipped forward, and landed in the doorway. She lifted her hands gaining her balance, then glanced at her mother. 

“You are getting better at your landing. Happy Remembrance, precious.” D’laja smiled and held out her arms. Tiva ran to her mother and hugged her. D’laja kissed her forehead, then playfully patted her on the bottom. “Go wash up, change for morning meal, and after that we head to the palace; you must make haste.”

“Yes, Mother,” Tiva said. She released her mother, twirled around, and skipped through the lounge bumping into her father near the last stair. “It is a beautiful morning, Father.” 

He leaned over and picked her up. “You are growing up so fast. Soon you will be as tall as your mother, and I will no longer be able to carry you.” Kevler kissed her cheek and stroked his fingers over her markings. “Happy Remembrance, dearest one.”

“Thank you, Father.” She kissed him back. “But you better not keep me, I must not dawdle, Mother said so.”

He nodded his head and set her down. “Then do not tarry, be gone!” He chuckled and waved his hand to her. 

She rolled her eyes playfully before running up the stairs. 

Reaching the landing, she spotted a shadow approaching. Two small figures tackled her when she turned the corner. Knowing her siblings tactics already, Tiva grabbed them both, twisted them around, and rolled over so she was lying sideways across them.

“We do just like Rae!” the girl screeched.

“We want to have fun on Remembrance!” the boy said.

Tiva tickled them both. The dark-haired, gray-eyed twins squirmed and squealed underneath her, but she continued. Their laughter echoed through the hallway. Tiva knew she risked reprimand for not getting ready quickly enough and stopped, eventually. She looked both in the eyes and tickled once more before jumping to her feet. 

“Remock, Bintu you are both too young to play so rough.”

“I am not too young,” Bintu grumbled pulling the dress down as she stood. 

“I am not too young, too. Cousin Rae tackled you the first time when you were three. Bintu and I are four and one third.” Remock stayed on the floor and crossed his arms. 

“Very well, but you should only tackle those you know you can best.” Tiva offered her hand. Remock grabbed it. Tiva jerked him to his feet. “At least until you’re a guardian like me.”

“You are not a guardian…I’m telling Mother you’re fibbing!” Bintu jested.

“I’ll be a guardian today, after I see the king and queen.” Tiva made a comical face at her sister. 

“We know,” Remock said, “we can’t wait the months until we meet the king!”

“Your time comes quickly now, but I must go and ready myself.” She smiled, and hugged her siblings. “I will see you at morning meal.”

 

Tiva appeared in the entranceway of the kitchen. One by one, her family turned to her. Smiles lit their faces. She stood before them in her new training uniform, legs slightly apart, her stance firm and confident. The dark maroon tunic with gray patches on each shoulder fit perfectly. The color did not flatter her pale-pink skin tone, but she belonged in the uniform. It felt natural. The trousers, black and flared at the bottom, fit snug on her legs. Her sword, attached to her side, remained hidden. Both the sheath and belt already showed signs of wear from her training. One hand gripped the hilt firmly, the other hand relaxed at her side. She tried not to smile and kept her serious expression, but Remock and Bintu made silly faces at her. Tiva chuckled and stuck out her tongue.

“Intolerable! What behavior is this from an inductee?” Kevler raised his voice. 

They all grew silent and gawked at him. His stern features broke into a smile. They all laughed. D’laja struck him with a towel and pulled out Tiva’s chair for her to sit.

“No swords at the table, precious one.” Then she turned her attention to Bintu who was reaching across the table to grab a piece of fruit. “Little one, don’t reach out so, you may lose your balance.” 

“Why can’t we go to the palace?” Remock said with a snort.

“Lad, we spoke of this before. You will go to the palace on your Remembrance just as tradition states,” Kevler said.

“But, Father…” he began in protest.

“Quiet your tongue, dear. Be thankful you are of the bloodline, Remock. I did not meet the king until I was a legionnaire,” D’laja said. “Besides, this is your sister’s big day. Your turn will come soon.” She pinched his cheek softly and brushed the hair from his forehead. She placed a few platters of food on the table. Kevler served the meal. 

Tiva sat opposite her siblings, silently playing with a ring on her finger. The silver band was still too big for her fingers so she kept it on her thumb. She had memorized the feel of it the first day she had worn it when she was five. It was her third favorite gift she received that day. She knew the ring as soon as she looked upon it. 

The ring of Garloa, one of her most beloved ancestors. 

By tradition, Devler should bestow the heirloom on his child, but he wished it upon Tiva. She pulled the ring close to her stomach to look at it. A crimson flame curved around the bright orange orbs in the middle of the ring, symbolizing the suns in the sky and the fire spirit that kept them ablaze. Devler said the ring suited her, and though she was wary of keeping it, he promised he had other heirlooms for his children.

D’laja and Kevler asked her what kept her attention.  

“Uncle Devler bestowed upon me the ring of Garloa.” She revealed her hand and showed it to them. They nodded and smiled, yet did not seem surprised. “He requested I not wear it until today.”

“It is a fine ring Tiva, and it belongs on your hand. You have the fire spirit within you.” Kevler smiled.

“But Father, did you not say our family’s spirit is Shial, the guardian of the people of Abennelp, the bringer of water?” she said.

“Yes, yes. Quite true, Shial is our family spirit, but you still possess fire within you. We noticed early with your lack of patience.” He smiled.

“I practiced hard, Father. I have learned patience,” she said.

“And have you practiced the Devockna for your induction ceremony today?” D’laja said as she sat at the table.

“Yes, Mother, I am prepared.” She smiled and bit into a sweet fruit. 

The family enjoyed their morning meal, and all helped in clearing the table. When the door chime rang through the house, Remock and Bintu ran to answer it. Tiva followed them, grabbing her sword on the way. Remock threw open the door and jumped into Rae’s arms. Bintu leaped up and tried to tackle Rux; instead, he caught her in his arms swinging her about the room.

“Spirited greetings, cousins,” Rae and Rux said, bowing their heads slightly. They lowered the children to the ground. “Happy Remembrance, Tiva!”

“Thank you.” She smiled and saluted in return.

“Are you ready for your induction, dear cousin?” Rux smiled mischievously as always. 

“Yes, I am prepared, Rux,” she said, affronted. “It will be an easy feat for me to handle.”

Rae chuckled and forced her elbow into Rux’s shoulder. “I will not lament the day when she beats you to the ground, brother.”

“That day comes swifter than he knows,” Tiva said, and grinned at her favorite cousins. “My trainer has told me I am the strongest and best to have crossed his path since our fathers.” 

“I see you still must learn humility.” Kevler’s voice echoed through the lounge. Everyone turned and greeted him. Tiva frowned. “Do not despair, my daughter, once you are unsure of yourself or bested by another you will understand the true meaning,” he said.

“Yes, Father.” She nodded and saw Rux chuckle behind his hand. 

“How goes your training?” Kevler asked his niece and nephew. 

“We are ready for the level three guardianship tests, Uncle. I hope that we will be the new gatekeepers; it is more exciting than normal grounds patrolling,” Rux said.

Rae nodded in agreement and added, “I only wish we had been ready earlier. I do hate to miss Tiva’s induction.”

“Yes, well I am sure she will tell you all that happens, and I thank you for staying with the twins while we are away.” 

“It is our pleasure, Uncle.” Rae’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Mother and Father are waiting for you near the bridge.”

“Thank you, Rae dear.” Kevler smiled, turned on his heels, and bolted up the stairs. His voice carried through the house when he yelled back, “Tiva meet us at the hovercraft; we will be there shortly.”

“Yes, Father,” Tiva said and approached her siblings. “You two behave for our cousins, otherwise you will not be allowed to attend the gathering when we return.”

“We always behave,” Remock grumbled.

“We are not troublemakers,” Bintu said. 

Tiva chuckled and walked to the door. Turning back, her hand firmly gripped the sword, she nodded to Rae and Rux; they both saluted her with their fists to their hearts.

Tiva strolled to the docking deck where her father kept the hovers. She sat on the front frame of one of the vehicles. The suns had risen fully and before her was a beautiful, warm day. As she waited, she thought back on the last five cycles of her life. Everything she had experienced and learned was more fruitful than she ever imagined. She learned of honor and duty, patience and virtue. She studied the beginnings of her world and the history of her planet.

She read of the Eternal Spirits that roamed the lands before all others, and became familiar with the duties of other noble positions of her people. The Healers, crafty with herbs and medicines, were considered the strongest empathic people on the planet. The Vicars, religious figures, preached the ways of the Yantar: the codex of Abennelp. The Mystics, foreseers of the future, were the spiritual guides to the people. Many did not actually see into the future, merely predicted what may happen in any given circumstance. 

She had memorized the appointed families of the provinces, the king’s court, the structure of the Parliament and government. Although she felt she did not need the knowledge firsthand, as her charge would be the king himself, it was required learning. 

Tiva loved learning about the second most respected position on the planet: The Legionnaires, the army of Abennelp. A proud and loyal group of soldiers, they protected the provinces and the outskirts of the capital city. Tiva made friends with many of the legionnaires. Knowing she would soon be a guardian, the King’s Army showed her nothing but respect. Though mostly a peacekeeping army as of recent cycles, the legionnaires had also seen their share of battles. 

One that stuck in her mind had happened a hundred cycles ago, when off-worlders came to Abennelp. The planet, still young and growing, had very little weaponry to defend itself against other space races. Aliens crashed on the cold tundra of the upper hemisphere after trying to make contact with Degort. The technology of the times did not afford her people the chance to communicate with them, and when the king sent his legionnaires to investigate, the aliens attacked and slaughtered them. Reinforcements, lead by the Royal Guardians, arrived soon afterwards, and quelled the threat to the planet. 

From that incident, a new era for Abennelp began. Her people studied the alien craft, successfully copying various parts of the technology it possessed, and infused it into their daily lives. The strange turn of events propelled the planet into a modern society, and though other off-world races still made contact through space communications, no others came to the planet. 

Aside from studying the history and ways of Abennelp, Tiva concentrated on the art of self-defense and combat. She began her weapons training earlier than most, her focus—as was the case for all other guardians—was traditional weaponry. Swords, axes, lances, daggers, metal works mostly. She was interested in the newer particle-charged weapon concepts the scientists had offered, but many of the guardians, and even the King’s legionnaires, still preferred the hand weapons as they had more control over them. 

She excelled in communications and combat. Neither had been a surprise to anyone who knew her, yet she still lacked the discipline of her emotional senses. She was very capable of picking up another’s feelings, but she had a hard time blocking herself from them when she needed to focus. Once inducted into the guardianship she knew her training would intensify, and she looked forward to what was to come. 

As her thoughts trailed off, she glanced to the east seeing the edge of the Finto family province, Stimli, in the distance. She took in a deep breath to calm herself. This was her first test. She glanced at the doorway to the house and saw her parents standing there, dressed in the guardian uniforms. They were smiling. Her heart dipped within her chest; her parents glowed in the suns’ light. True Royal Guardians of the first family. 

The multi-blue tunics held many badges of honor. The right side of the tunic, the upper part of the torso, shoulder, and sleeve was dark blue. The arm of the shirt had the stripes earned from combat. Kevler’s arm held seven, while her mother’s three. The deep slope of the collar separated the light blue of the tunic from the rest, and four black toggles fastened just above the breastbone of the shirt in a slanted pattern. The left shoulder held the guardian patch and level stripe. Her father’s level one stripe was white. Her mother’s stripe for level two was pink. Around their waists were tied black sashes. The pants, a deep blue, matched the right side of the tunic, fit loosely for easy maneuverability. At the bottom of the trousers, the color stripe of the guardian’s level repeated. 

Each had a sword attached to their side. Her father’s hair pulled back with the guardian straps firmly in place. D’laja parted her hair into two braids, each piece hanging over her shoulder. Tiva smiled at the slight change in her mother’s appearance, and jumped off the hover walking toward them. 

“Your hair looks lovely, Mother, I hope you will teach me to braid like that.” She tugged on her own thick braid.

“I would be happy to, but now we journey to the palace. We must not keep anyone waiting. The Finto family sent word they were leaving.” She walked to the vehicle and climbed in.

Tiva put her hand on the door of the hover and leapt over the edge instead of using the passenger door. Kevler grinned and copied her action leaping into the hovercraft.

“Am I to put the top up to prevent you from such antics?” D’laja crossed her arms over her chest. “You two are going to crack open your skulls by jesting as you do.”

“Now, Mother dear, do not fret, Tiva and I can take care of ourselves, is that not right, dearest one?” Kevler looked back at her and winked.

“Yes, Father, we can.”

D’laja sighed, “Twin spirits you are, I know not what to do with you both.”

“Just say you love us dearly.” Tiva giggled.

“I love you both dearly. Now let us go and make you a guardian.”





  
 

*
Tiva stood in the middle of the throne room once again. This time, however, thousands of eyes were upon her. Before her, raised above eye level on a platform, sat the king and queen. Next to the queen was her handmaiden, a girl on her lap, a young boy standing near. Tiva had met the children recently. Kenon, the prince, was a cycle younger. Princess Jenon just turned four. Beside the king was the rest of his family including his mother, the High Queen Cessa. Queen Mirta’s parents also sat with them. In total more than thirty Royals created a gentle moving sea of white robes.  

In a half circle, stretched from one far corner of the room to the other and directly in her line of vision to the king and queen, were the Royal Guardians. Tiva counted twice, knowing some were still on patrols and others still yet in training, ninety-one had come. Since it was her induction, Tiva’s parents stood at the middle directly in front of the king and queen. To her right, in plush seating, were several hundred or so people. The Mystics, Vicars, Province Keepers, the king’s court of government heads, and a few highly respected elders including High Healer Riin of Degort, silently watched her. To her left was a small fraction of the King’s legionnaires, standing perfectly still in their decorative red and black uniforms. 

The king rose and the already silent room went still. He looked to his wife; she smiled and nodded to him. He stepped off the platform and stood on the last step just above her parents. He placed a hand on each of their shoulders; they turned and bowed their heads. 

“Sir Kevler Boon, Lady D’laja Boon, do you give of your own free will, your blessing for your daughter, Tiva Boon, to be inducted into the guardianship. To give her life to serve the throne of Abennelp as you have done yourselves?”

“Yes, your majesty,” they said and saluted him. 

King Delos removed his hands from their shoulders and they turned back around, straight faced, to their daughter. Though excited, upon seeing their stoic stares Tiva felt a twinge of nervousness set in. She looked into her father’s eyes and saw him wink at her. She did not smile, but relaxed and let out a soft quiet breath. 

“Royal Guardian Jelev…” The king turned to his right looking at the end of the line of guardians. Tiva’s trainer stepped forward away from the others. “Do you give of your own free will, your blessing for trainee, Tiva Boon, to be inducted into the guardianship having fulfilled all that is required before her tenth Remembrance?”

“Yes, your majesty,” the elegant bright-eyed woman said and saluted, then stepped back in line. 

“Then, the final test shall commence!” King Harer Delos roared loudly. 

What happened next, Tiva was not prepared to see, even though she’d been told. Each guardian unsheathed a sword and pointed it toward her, every legionnaire followed suit. The Mystics, court members, and others to her right stood and pressed their fists to their hearts. The Royal Family stood, saluted, and the king raised his hands openly toward her. 

“Tiva Boon, daughter of Sir Kevler and Lady D’laja Boon descendants of the first Royal Guardian, do you accept this honor?”

“Yes, your majesty.” Tiva raised her voice. She unsheathed her sword and pointed it upward to the sky, pressing it flat against her nose. All weapon wielders followed then stomped a foot to the ground. The sound reverberated through the entire room. Her pulse quickened and she forced herself to focus. Tiva twisted the sword over twice in her hand in front of her body, then bent over and placed it on the ground. Each weapon wielder sheathed their sword, and saluted. 

“Begin the ceremony of the Devockna,” the king bellowed. 

All standing, aside from the guardians, took their seats. Tiva saluted and bowed her head to the king. She lowered to both knees taking the sword in her hand. 

She placed a hand under the flat of the blade and rose to her feet, keeping the weapon outstretched. Tiva closed her eyes and elevated the blade above her head. In a quick smooth motion, she twirled the blade over her head, and swerved it down in front of her body. 

Tiva flipped the sword over in her hand and plunged it in a forward strike, then crossed the sword back to the left and leapt into the air. She swirled the sword and pulled her feet together, landed, then quickly flipped backward swinging the weapon gracefully as she moved.

She felt the movement of the air swirl around her as the sword worked in her hand. Knowing the Devockna represented respect for the weapon and battle, Tiva kept her eyes closed, letting her mind focus. She blocked the emotions of all around her and felt nothing but her blade. When she landed on her feet, she moved the weapon from one side of her body to the other, her wrist flicking the blade over with each sway. She spun the weapon above her head again and twisted around to face the guardians and Royals.

The room stayed motionless for a moment or two, but in those short unsteady moments, Tiva knew that she had done her very best. Now, as she breathed in for the first time since starting, she hoped her performance was good enough. Suddenly realizing what her father had meant about humility. 

Reluctantly she unblocked her senses from the room feeling a wave of emotions flow through her. She kept hidden her smile and remained focused on the king and queen, not to her parents where she wanted to look. The king slowly rose from his chair. He held his hand for his wife. Together they stepped to the edge of the raised platform and towered over her parents. 

“Rise, Royal Guardian Boon.”

The silence broken by the king’s words erupted into cheers, yells, and stomps of praise. The king and queen smiled, as did her parents. Whether it was shock or relief she was unsure, but Tiva stared at them blankly. The cheers continued and she perused the enormous throne room, seeing everyone on their feet. Her head swung from one side to the other then turned back to the guardians. She saw her cousin Towt first; he clapped enthusiastically. The level two twins, Zaynus and Litru Truda, were nudging each other as they smiled. She looked to her other family members, finally resting her eyes on her parents. Neither could possibly look happier. 

The king and queen radiated pleasure. Tiva let a small smile curl on her lips. The guardians unsheathed their swords, and held them against their torsos. They moved together in formation toward her, the half circle quickly becoming a hollowed vessel of Royal Guardians for her to walk through. They kept their swords to them, and sheathed them two by two, as she began her ascent toward the king and queen. Tiva’s gaze never wandered, she held her sword tightly in her hand and walked to them. As she neared, they stepped off the platform and she genuflected. 

King Delos placed his hand on her head and proclaimed, “I hereby declare that you, Tiva Boon, have been accepted into the guardianship of Abennelp. Serve with pride, honesty, and love. Serve with honor as was, as is, and as will be.” The king raised his hand and Tiva stood. 

She proudly pressed her fist to her heart and stared into the king’s eyes, “By guardian light, I will protect you in times of darkness until the bitter end.” 

 

Kevler took Tiva to her favorite tree. D’laja needed extra time to prepare the house and food for the celebration. They sat in Te’s grooves, their toes bare and digging into the grass. Kevler rested his head against the trunk, and Tiva put hers on his shoulder. They lay silently, looking through the branches. The leaves swayed above them as the breeze softly blew through the field. Kevler wrapped his arm around her and squeezed. 

“Do you know that my great-grand father planted this tree over a hundred cycles ago?”

“He planted it for his wife, as it was her favorite tree.” She smiled. “It is my favorite tree too. Did anyone ever name him?” 

“Not that I know, why?” he said. “Did you?”

 “Yes, his name is Te,” she said and the branches dipped to her. “He likes it, I think.” 

“You may be right Tiva, you’ve picked up the Nature Sense as well, I see.” He smiled.

“Do you know what that is?”

“The Yantar says that the Nature Sense is the gift of feeling nature, just as we feel others.” She reached up and took a long leaf in her hand. “I know when it will rain most days, and I know when the weather will change. I didn’t realize it until some time ago, but Mother is in tune with nature so I did not think it strange.”

“That is very good, Tiva, very good indeed. In your training, you’ll learn more about such matters. But perhaps it is time for Mother to teach you the Calming meditation.” He pulled her to his lap as he sat up. “It is not something generally taught to all young children.”

“Is it a secret meditation?” she said, her eyes widening.

“Not exactly, but it will help you with your abilities.” He rubbed his thumb over her markings. “I will speak with her and soon you will Calm.”

“Thank you, Father.” She wrapped her hands around him and hugged tight. “This is the most wonderful day.”

“The rest of the day will be joyous as well; the whole family and all the guardians are coming to your gathering.”

“Should we go and not keep Mother waiting?”

“We will soon, but first it is my turn to bestow upon you a family heirloom.” He smiled and touched her cheek. From his tunic he pulled a bundle wrapped in a soft cloth, he placed it in her open hand. She hugged him without seeing what he gave her. “Open it, dearest one.” 

She peeled back the cloth revealing a thick, silver bangle. The half circle easily slipped onto her wrist. The band, decorated with the Boon family crest, glistened as she turned her hand from side to side. The two swords crossed each other in the middle of the diamond crest; the Boon family cross lay under the swords. 

“It is beautiful, Father, thank you so very much.” 

“You are most welcome, but now, it is time for your gathering.” Kevler rose to his feet, picked her up, and carried her back to the house.

 

The gathering of her family and friends continued for most of the morning, and into the midday. Tiva recounted the ceremony for her cousins and friends that could not attend. She even admitted her nervousness to her family. They all told short tales of their own induction ceremonies, and the gatherings that followed them. Many agreed that Tiva had the most legionnaires, Mystics, and Vicars in attendance, and D’laja said it was due to Tiva’s talkative nature. 

As she was older now and did not require as many material items, the gifts presented to her in the gifting circle were songs, poems, sage advice, and notable quotes. Her cousins Rae and Rux had made a drawing for her, her siblings, with D’laja’s help, quilted a sash for her uniform, embroidering her name into the fabric. Her aunts and uncles gave her trinkets and candles. Tespor gave her a handmade fabric flower. D’laja’s gift was a jeweled hair-band for when she kept her hair loose, and her father gave her a crystal doll.

“I’m giving you this doll so you can always remain innocent and remember to have fun in this life.” 

Once the gifting was through, many of the guests went home. Tiva contemplated visiting Te once more. Instead, she put all her new gifts neatly away, and played with Remock and Bintu until the suns set. 

After the evening meal with her family, she retired to her room. She opened the drapes to her back window and looked out. She inspected the field below, and noticed Te at the far reaches of the land. Tiva smiled to him, knowing he could feel her, then looked up toward the sky to see the moon. The silver aura of the moon lit everything within her eyesight, casting a soft calm over the landscape. 

Her spirit rose at the sight, it never ceased to make her gasp each time the night was like this. Stars were scattered in every direction she looked. The night sky was clear, revealing the galaxy beyond her own. It mimicked a swirl of white sand against the blackness of space almost as if a painter had placed it in its position. She wondered what lie beyond her own planet. She wondered if off-worlders would come back to Abennelp, in peace or otherwise. But mostly, she felt serenity as she studied the sky, a curious sensation passing through her, almost an urge to be among them. The stars sparkled down at her, and she opened the window allowing the night air to fill her room. 

Tiva spent hours watching her surroundings. When the midnight hour approached, she thought of climbing to the roof to view the sky.

Tiva leaned against the sill and craned her head up to get a better view. Without warning, a pebble struck her on the side of her temple. She whipped her head around to see Tespor Roxon looking up at her window.

“By the guardians, what do you think you are doing?” she whispered and rubbed her head.

“I couldn’t sleep.” He smiled, his markings appearing lighter than normal. “I can see your front window from the Finto house, and wanted to see if you wished company.”

“If I come down will you speak of your training?” she asked. 

“If you will tell me what the Mystic revealed to you during your Remembrance gathering.” He raised a brow awaiting an answer. She nodded. Tespor grinned and tossed a pebble up in the air, Tiva caught it. She placed her hands on the pane, pulled her legs underneath her, and crouched within the frame of the large window. She rose, marked her spot on the ground, and jumped. She flipped over twice before landing firmly next to him. He stared at her, his mouth gaped open as she stood up straight, and tugged at her new guardian uniform smoothing the tunic along her stomach.

“Do you not get chastised for such acrobatics?” Tespor said handing her another pebble. 

“No, why would I?” 

“What you did was dangerous, you could have injured yourself,” he said. 

She began to chuckle and shake her head. 

His brow furrowed. “You think jumping down from such a height is wise?”

“Tespor, dear friend, I have been jumping from Te since I could walk. From my window since I was six, and soon I will jump from the roof.” She smirked. “All it requires is balance and practice. Perhaps I can teach you.”

“Tiva, the higher you jump from, the harder your descent to the ground.” He threw a pebble up into the air and followed it as it fell into the field. 

“True, but you can slow your descent by the motions of your body and gauging the wind.” She threw her own pebble into the field. 

“I can’t gauge the wind, wait, do you have the Nature Sense?” he said, she nodded. “Intriguing. I’ve been told I might have the ability to mind-speak, but I am still too young.”

“Practice can help with that from what I have learned.” She walked through the field, tossing the pebbles in their path. “So, speak of the training I am to begin. Most have been secretive of my first day, and I am unsure what to expect. Can you enlighten me?”

“I will keep your first day a surprise.” He smiled while hers changed into a frown. “However, I can tell you, it is a day of introductions and some fun. The normal training and schooling schedule is the same for all inductees. You will be in class from morning until high noon. Then you have weapons training, empathy training, which is more fun than you may think, a lecture each day by a different guardian, and the day ends with patrols alongside an elder guardian. That is most of what you will do in the first stage.”

“It sounds perfect.” She hopped on one foot and took off one of her shoes, then removed the second. She let her toes dig into the grass as she walked, feeling the soft blades tickle her skin. “I was so bored with my pre-induction schooling; it wasn’t very challenging.”

“Me, too. You will find many challenges in guardian training, and when you reach stage three I am told we learn covert tactics.” He grinned. “I can’t wait to start that training. After stage three they begin aptitude trials to best suit each guardian into a position.”

“I am going to be a level one guardian,” she said and approached her tree, gently taking one of its leaves in her hand.

“You jest,” he said, “Abennelp has no girl elite guardians.”

“I will be the first, you will see.” She smiled at him and jumped up into Te’s welcoming branches then curled up in her usual sitting place. “My place is at the king’s side, like my father and his father.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. A mighty feat could earn the post, but don’t think the path will be easy.” Tespor tilted his head up to meet her eyes. “I wish you luck in your endeavors.”

“Thank you, my friend.” She nodded to him. “I haven’t seen you in many moons, how are you faring in the Finto home?”

“It is still hard, but I’m adjusting. The Finto’s are a fine family, though stringent in their care of the children. They are not as free spirited as your parents seem to be.”

“What do you mean?” she said, cocking her head to the side.

“They would surely reprimand me for being out at such an hour, but it is worth it to see you.” He smiled and blushed—his markings turned a deep pink, hers mimicked his, and she let her lip curve slightly. She stood up on Te’s trunk and held two of his sturdier branches to keep steady. Tespor watched, his emotions unhidden from her. “Tomorrow you will have the chance to meet Neola Riin, she is between us in age, and is training with the Vicars in Degort.”

“I have heard that name before…she is the High Healer of Degort’s granddaughter, is she not?” Tiva said. 

“Yes, she is,” Tespor said. 

Tiva allowed him to change the subject. She was unsure of all that she sensed. He enjoyed spending time with her, but there was an elusive emotion emanating from him. She shook off the thought and motioned to the horizon. The night sky was lightening; the suns would rise in a few hours.

“Do you still wish to know what the Mystic told me?”

“Yes, I do, did he see your future?”

“He claims to have seen it, but his words were riddled and unclear.”

“Speak of what he said.”

“All he said was something about traveling, wings, and weight, and I am not as I seem…”

Tespor frowned. “Not very interesting.”

“Indeed.” She sighed. “Perhaps Mystic Litak needs more practice.”

He chuckled then looked toward the Finto family home. “Alas, the night is ending soon and I must head home before anyone realizes I have been away. I’ll see you in the morrow at training.” He shrugged. “Try to sleep some before you depart.”

Tiva rolled her eyes as he took off running through the field. She watched him for quite some time before he was off the edge of her family land, and when he seemed only a shadow in the distance, she jumped down from the tree and lay on the ground below. The sky above was indeed beginning to brighten. She had plenty of time to rest before she would leave for the city, so she closed her eyes and freed her mind, allowing her to drift off into sleep.










  
 

Chapter Four
Excited, Tiva sat next to her mother trying to stay still. D’laja steered the hovercraft expertly along the road. She was glad her mother was escorting her to the palace. She would have preferred both her parents, but duty interfered. 

Kevler had left at dawn. An urgent call came from the Hentor Province, on the opposite side of Abennelp. He was unsure how long he would be gone, sometimes days other times entire seasons. It was the only part of being a guardian that Tiva felt unsure about, long leaves from her family. She knew her first tour or assignment would be much later, when she was older, but she missed her parents when they were away. Luckily, the king valued family and rarely sent parents away at the same time if both were under the guardianship. 

They arrived at the gates of the palace. D’laja saluted the keepers. Tiva did not know them personally, but their darker skin tone identified them as members of the Ispek family. As they passed through the gates, Tiva noticed one of them wink at her while the other smiled. She furrowed her brow with confusion. D’laja chuckled, but gave no explanation, and set the vehicle down when they reached the docking deck. 

Her cousin Towt stood guard at the side entrance to the palace, and grinned at them as they approached.

“Spirited greetings!” he said happily.

“Spirited greetings,” they both said.

“Ready for your first day, little cousin?” he said and opened the large doors.

“Yes, I am,” Tiva said. “I know not what to expect, but I hope all goes well.”

“Don’t worry, you will be pleased,” he replied. 

Tiva stepped inside and was awestruck. The corridor was vibrant and beautifully decorated. She noticed the floor first. Florid symbols and golden words were etched on the stone slates, each block holding a different word: duty, honor, trust, love, among others. All words she would need to know as a Royal Guardian. Portraits of past guardians who had lost their lives while in service of the king hung on the wall. The two closest to the doorway were Tespor’s parents, Ader and Yinlla, the most recent to perish. Their portraits were a virtual projection. The images were almost statuesque. Her father, weary of new technology had not purchased a virtual imager, but as she gazed over the portrait, she knew she would ask for one on her next Remembrance.

D’laja took her daughter’s hand and tugged her down the hall. Tiva examined all the portraits as they walked. Each one older and less sophisticated than the previous as the times had changed. They reached the end of the hall, and above the door was a life size painting of the first Royal Guardian, her ancestor, Trilo. She stopped in her tracks and stared at the painting. It seemed well preserved for its age, and as she studied his features, she swelled with delight. He had dark hair like her own, his eyes a sharp green. The markings on his forehead were dark purple, which she found curious, and his stature was stocky yet strong. Under the painting was a plaque; she read the words aloud. 

“Trilo Boon, founder of the Royal Guardians. His lifeblood was spilt on the twenty-seventh day of the Warming, the 1234th cycle of Abennelp.” She turned to her mother. “That will be five-hundred cycles ago next Warming, Mother.”

“You are correct, precious one, and most likely will be your first official assignment as a guardian. The Founders Festival will be a joyous celebration, but the guardians still protect the king and queen whilst they are among the people. Guardian trainees have patrols on the outside gates of the palace, with elders.” D’laja opened the door and tugged again.

“I will be honored, Mother. Duty comes before pleasure, does it not?” she said.

“Most times, Tiva, most times.” She smiled. 

They entered the next room, and Tiva again became infatuated with the colorful and exquisite decorating. Her mother placed a hand at the base of her neck and she turned her attention forward noticing several guardians standing by a very large window. They all saluted, D’laja and Tiva returned the gesture. She lowered her fist from her heart, and dropped to one knee as instructed earlier.

“Trainee, Royal Guardian Tiva Boon reporting.” She bowed.

“Greetings, Lady Boon.” Her former instructor Jaina Jelev smiled. “I am pleased to introduce you to guardian trainer, Zenid Finto. She will be your instructor for general classes as well as your empathic studies.” 

Tiva felt a wave of relief wash over her. Zenid Finto, her neighbor and a close friend of her mother’s was one of the three stage-one trainers. Her cousin Rae had told horrid stories of Guardian Yoka Becha, an older and less friendly trainer. Luck was on Tiva’s side, but she kept her excitement hidden.

“For weapons training you will study with your uncle Devler, and this week you will be patrolling with Royal Guardian Lety Ispek.” Each acknowledged her with a tilt of their head, with the exception of Devler who winked at her. “Your mother will take you on a tour of the palace and when you are through, you’ll have morning meal with the king and queen in the Great Hall. Then I’ll give you a listing of studies, your lectures for the week, and take you for a tour of the palace grounds. After midday meal we can discuss your aspirations and what you wish to gain from your studies, and conclude the day with aptitude tests to place you at the appropriate levels.” Jaina smiled. 

Just as the trainer finished her speech, three young people came into the room. One was Tespor, who smiled casually at Tiva, the other a young girl dressed in cleric robes. Tiva guessed that was Neola, and the third another young boy, a guardian trainee. The three walked toward the trainer and others near the window. They saluted before standing to the side.

“Lady Boon, I would like you to meet your training companions.” Zenid Finto stepped forward, “I believe you know Tespor Roxon, and this is Jex Jelev, both are in stage two, however you will see them in some of your classes, as well as weapons and empathic training.” She walked to the girl and put a hand on her shoulder. “This is Vicar Trainee, Neola Riin and she will be in a few of your classes as well as empathic training.”

Tiva nodded to her training mates and sensed from them the same excitement she felt. She let a small smile form on her lips. They responded in kind and Zenid smiled along with them. “May the spirits make you all fast friends,” she said as if reading their minds. “These three must head to class. D’laja will take you on your tour now.”

D’laja and Tiva bowed then waited as they all filed out of the room. When the doors closed shut, Tiva jumped up into her mother’s arms. D’laja swung her around playfully. 

“Do you wish to pick where to go, or shall I lead, precious one?”

“I will follow you, Mother.” 

D’laja opened the large doors to the hall. When they stepped out, Tiva snapped up straight, and turned serious. D’laja chuckled. “Tiva, you do not need to be so somber, everyone can sense your excitement.”

“I know, Mother, but I wish to prove I can be the best Royal Guardian ever.” Tiva smiled and squeezed her mother’s hand. “I am looking forward to my studies. Do you think I will impress them at the aptitude testing?”

“Perhaps you will, just do your best and do not fret.” 

 

The remainder of the day kept Tiva’s mind active and her spirits high. During morning meal with the king and queen, she sensed from the king that something was amiss within the palace. D’laja and Mirta talked of the children, but Harer kept his attention divided between Tiva and the Royal Guardians who interrupted occasionally to whisper in his ear. Darlew Finto, another elite level one guardian, and Zenid’s husband, called the king away from the meal on an urgent matter. 

Her mother shuffled Tiva back to the main study to continue with the orientation.  

Tiva’s study listings were unusual, but interesting. Among the topics that piqued her interest: history, combat and theory, and meditation. 

While touring the grounds she asked many questions about the smaller buildings surrounding the palace. Some of the older structures, constructed over time, when different kings held power, were still standing. Her knowledge of past kings was limited, but her studies would help remedy her ignorance.

 

After the midday meal, Zenid and D’laja ushered Tiva to the lift in the main hall of palace. She stared at the beautiful glass-enclosed contraption that carried people up to the different levels of the tower. As they waited for the doors to open, D’laja knelt down and kissed her daughter on the cheek.

“I will meet you by the hover after your aptitude tests,” she said brushing her thumb across Tiva’s forehead. “I must collect your siblings from Aunt Zizi. She is on duty soon.”

“Yes, Mother.” Tiva nodded. D’laja rose, pulled at Zenid’s tunic, and whispered in her ear. Tiva watched the two, and raised an eyebrow sensing amusement from her trainer. Zenid grinned and then D’laja took off. The doors to the lift finally opened, and Tiva waited for her trainer to enter. Zenid nodded and walked in, followed by the young girl. 

“Your manners are impeccable, Guardian Boon,” Zenid said.

“Thank you, Guardian Finto,” she said with a slight bow of her head. Again, she felt amusement emanating from her trainer, but remained silent. They rode up for a few long moments. The doors opened. Zenid walked out and looked down at the hollowed space surrounding the lift. Tiva followed, resting her hands on the guardrail, admiring the breathtaking sight. Not only were they almost at the top of the tower, she could see every floor’s walkway below them. The people scurrying across the expanse looked strange from high above. 

“Are you ready to discuss your aspirations, Guardian Boon?”

“Yes, I am.”

“This way,” she said, and clasped her hands in front of her and led her into another room that was sparsely decorated, yet comfortable. They sat opposite each other on soft couches, and Zenid handed two parchments to Tiva and took out a small palm-sized data recorder. “The first is level three duties: The Palace Grounds. You can choose to be a gatekeeper, standard patroller, tower watcher, or general security. The second is level two duties: The Palace. For this level, you can choose to be a guard for the various floors of the palace, including the throne room and Great Hall. You can also opt to patrol the perimeter, entrance/exit monitor, as well as palace escort to visitors.”

Tiva reviewed the list of duties. “I know which I will choose for each level, but my aspirations go beyond level two, Guardian Finto.”

“I have heard as much…” she said, then twisted her mouth slightly, “Tiva, speak forthrightly of what you wish.”

“I wish to be the king’s Royal Guardian.”

“You are aware that Abennelp has never had a female elite guardian? The test for level one is very intense and difficult.” 

Tiva nodded looking straight into Zenid’s eyes. “I understand, but it is my wish. Each first-born child in my family has been an elite level one Royal Guardian. Tradition may say that a girl has never held such a rank, but I will continue the history of my family. I will train hard, and I will be the first.”

“You seem very determined. I will mark it on your record. First, however, take a step back and speak your choices for level three and two.”

“I wish for standard patrols or security, and perimeter or interior patrols,” she said, trying to glance at her record covertly. Zenid shifted on the couch pulling the recorder closer and met her eyes. Tiva’s markings turned slightly pink as she grinned sheepishly. “May I know what my record says?”

“Not at this time, perhaps in the future,” Zenid said. “Now, what else do you wish to accomplish during your training, Guardian Boon?”

“I would like to become well rounded in all there is to know about being a guardian. Aside from education, my empathic abilities require more centering, and I wish to sharpen my fighting skills.”

“I see, very well. Your parents seem to have taught you well at home, you are quite articulate for someone of your age.” 

“Thank you, Guardian Finto.” Tiva bowed her head slightly. Zenid chuckled slightly and put a hand on her shoulder. 

“You may call me Zenid, Tiva.” She smiled. “Guardians must stick together, and many of us have adopted a casual manner with each other. Besides, we are neighbors and I have known you and your family for many cycles. Just remember, in the presence of the Royals or government heads, you need to use proper titles.” Tiva nodded. “I see a productive future for us, Tiva. Are you ready for your aptitude tests?”

“Yes, Guar…Zenid, I’m ready.”

 

“Prepare to fight,” Zenid said. 

Tiva pulled her sword from its sheath and held it flat against her nose. Tespor, her opponent, followed suit and smiled from behind his blade. She didn’t return the smile. Instead, she elevated her elbow moving the sword up to her right, parallel to the ground. Tespor lunged forward, swinging his sword at her shoulder. Tiva blocked the attack and spun around quickly building momentum. The sword neared Tespor’s chest, but she changed her assault, forcing the blade down toward his stomach. Again, the weapons collided. Tiva felt the vibration ride up her arm through her hands. They danced back and forth, dodging, blocking, parrying, and striking at each other. Tiva never let her attention stray from Tespor, but she felt Zenid’s eyes studying her.

“You need not to hold back, Tiva,” Tespor said as his sword slammed into hers.

“I don’t want to hurt you, my weapon is sharper than yours,” she said, pushing down on her sword to force his to the ground.

“Stop!” Zenid raised her voice over the clang of the metal. Both stopped mid-swing and faced her. “Well done, the both of you. I can see you are able to handle a full sword, Tiva, now we will test your strength and speed.” She looked to the far end of the training field, her eyes focusing on a small chest near the entrance to the king’s garden. Tiva and Tespor followed her gaze. “Inside the chest are two practice swords. Retrieve them and return quickly.”

Tiva was off and running before Tespor moved. She heard Zenid chuckle behind her, but she kept her sights on the chest without look back. Her eyes searched the ground before her, making sure there were no ditches or unevenness in her path. She pumped her legs harder sensing Tespor gaining on her. A small smile crossed her lips when she spotted a boulder ahead of her. She hopped off the ground, landed on the boulder, pushed off with all her strength, and soared through the air. She flipped over the chest and landed behind it. Pulling open the top quickly, she reached in for one of the wooden swords. A shadow of movement crossed in her line of vision, and when she tilted her head up Tespor was a stride or two from the chest. She pushed the top down and jumped on top. She pushed off, flipped over Tespor, landing behind him, and ran back toward Zenid. 

Zenid was making notes in the palm recorder when Tiva slowed her pace.

“Excellent.” Zenid smiled.

“Thank you.” Tiva took in a deep breath.

Zenid turned to Tespor when he arrived a few moments after, “Excellent job as well.”

“Thank you, Zenid,” he said, his expression betraying the sentiment. Tiva knew he was upset; however, she kept her thoughts to herself. Tespor gripped the wooden sword and twisted it over once in his wrist and looked to the sparring field. Zenid’s lip curled into a smile and she nodded.

“Take your places,” she bellowed. 

Tiva followed Tespor to the middle of the field. They bowed and took their stance, staring at each other and waiting.

“I will not hold back this time if you wish, Tespor,” Tiva said, meeting his eyes. She noticed his markings turn darker, then slightly pink, and felt as much confusion from him as the crescent moons displayed. 

He nodded to her, raising the sword higher. “Fight with all your might, Tiva. I will do the same.”

“Begin!”

Tespor lunged, taking the first strike again. His blow, more powerful than anything he did earlier, took Tiva by surprise, and she stumbled back. Her mouth twisted to a small grin as she clutched the wooden hilt with both hands. She forced the faux blade toward him in an upward motion blocked his next strike, and the tip of her weapon struck his shoulder. Without hesitating, she spun around aiming for his other shoulder. Tespor’s sword collided with hers; he glared at her, grunted, and pushed against her weapon. She hopped back, steadied herself, and jumped toward him for another bout.

A few grunts and groans escaped their lips as they exchanged blows on the field. Tiva struck Tespor twice on the shoulder, once on his hand, and twice in the gut. Tespor hit Tiva once on the shoulder, twice on her forearm and once on her leg. 

When Zenid finally stopped the fight, Tiva noticed a few guardians had made their way over to watch. She also knew that Tespor was very angry. They bowed to each other and exited the sparring field. Zenid thanked Tespor for his help and dismissed him. He stomped away without acknowledging either of them. 

Dumbstruck, Tiva watched him leave and frowned. “I don’t understand. Why is he so angry? He asked me not to hold back.”

Zenid kneeled down. “Sometimes people can’t control what they feel when their emotions are so strong. I believe Tespor is angry because he thinks you have bested him.”

“My technique is lacking, and he is much stronger than I. Perhaps I am quicker and my reflexes sharper…why would that make him angry if I was better?”

“You will come to learn over time, some men do not like to be bested by women.” Zenid smiled as she spoke. “Others, however, like the challenge, and many of the guardians seemed to have enjoyed the training.”

Tiva sighed, her thoughts straying to her friend. She shook off the feelings and looked to her mentor. “Did I do well Zenid?”

“You did very well. You will not have to bother with the basics in your weapons training, I’ll send my report to your uncle, and he will work out your training exercises. But now, we can go to the meditation room and test your empathic abilities.” 

 

Tiva and Zenid returned to the palace. People rushed back and forth through the corridors. Tiva picked up a sense of urgency from many of them. When Zenid led her to the meditation room, she noticed it mirrored the earlier one, except billowy pillows covered the floor, and no other furniture was present. Zenid motioned for Tiva to sit, so she complied, picking a yellow pillow. Zenid sat next to her on a large blue one. 

“First we will test your strengths, your projection abilities, and finally your ability to hide your own emotions,” Zenid said, creating the mood. She pressed her palms together, and Tiva followed suit. She then closed her eyes. “Clear your mind, Tiva. I will project an emotion to you, tell me what you feel.” 

Tiva closed her eyes and did as told. Her thoughts and feelings slipped away. She felt others around her more clearly. Zenid’s emotions were strong, but not the only ones she picked up. 

She focused on Zenid only, and felt the wave she was sending, “Happiness.”

“Good,” Zenid said quietly. “Again…”

Tiva reached out to her mentor pushing aside the other emotions she felt nearby, “Amusement.”

“Again.”

“Fear.”

“Again.”

“Embarrassment.”

“Good, open your eyes Tiva.”

Tiva opened her eyes Zenid was smiling at her. “I did well?” 

“Yes, you did very well,” she said and made another note in the palm recorder. “There was one emotion in the background I projected that you did not sense, but that was merely a secondary test to see just how strong your abilities are.”

“I felt it, but I wasn’t sure it came from you. There are many people in the corridors and I sense some of their stronger emotions as well.” Tiva frowned. “I’m having problems separating them all.”

Zenid’s eyes widened for a moment, and she made another note, “I see. Interesting. I have seen others with heightened abilities, but rarely this young. Can you mind-speak, Tiva?”

“I do not believe so,” she said, “but I have inherited my mother’s Nature Sense.”

“Ah, yes. D’laja is very strong with the Nature Sense.” Zenid nodded and made another note in the recorder. “Now, I want you to project a few emotions to me. Think of things that make you happy and sad, perhaps something you are frightened of, or something that makes you angry.”

Tiva nodded and closed her eyes. She let her mind wander toward the different emotions Zenid had asked, felt each as they passed through her. Zenid touched her mind to sense the emotions, Tiva kept herself calm and relaxed. After a few more moments, Zenid said, “Good Tiva, your projections need some sharpening, but you did well.”

Tiva opened her eyes again expecting to see Zenid near, however she was at the opposite side of the room going through a hutch in the corner. She watched, curious, then smiled inwardly and cleared her mind to sense what Zenid was doing. She chuckled. Tiva’s markings turned pink. “I’m sorry. I thought perhaps it was a test.” 

“It was, and you did as I thought you would.” She smiled and carried over a long wooden box placing it between them as she took a seat. “Concealing your emotions from others can be accomplished in two ways. I am sure your parents have taught you the easier of the two ways already.” Tiva nodded. “Good. Suppression is not the only way to block others from reading you. You will learn more about this during your training in the cycles to come. For now, however, we will test your basic suppression. Some of this may be uncomfortable, but you will not be harmed.” Zenid opened the box and pulled out a few items. She placed four things directly in front of Tiva: a feather, a dagger, a writing utensil, and a rock. “Now close your eyes again.”

Tiva breathed deep and closed her eyes. She rested her palms on her knees, waited. Several long quiet moments passed, then, she felt the soft feather on her face. Her first reaction was to laugh, but as the smile began to form on her lips, she froze. She cleared her mind of thought and pushed back on the feelings that were encroaching to the surface. I am not happy, I am not being tickled, nothing is happening to me. Repeatedly in her mind, she tried to convince herself, and suddenly she felt Zenid try to sense her. Tiva pushed the feelings deeper inside. She continued to concentrate on keeping the emotions hidden, but couldn’t hide the initial shock she felt when Zenid suddenly pierced her arm with the dagger. The pain was minimal, and easy to suppress. She pushed back, and went beyond suppressing her feelings; she began to force herself to feel nothing. 

Zenid’s mind touched hers probing again. Tiva sensed the surprise from her mentor, but continued to focus on feeling nothing. Her concentration did not waver; she was void and emitted nothing to her mentor. “Open your eyes, Tiva.”

As Tiva opened her eyes, a powerful wave of terror came from every direction. Her markings turned neon, and her face paled. Zenid grabbed her hand, “What’s wrong?”

“Panic, confusion, a large fight, or…I’m not quite…” Tiva gasped and bolted to her feet. She ran to the door without thinking.

“Tiva wait!” Zenid called out after her. “Where are you going?”

“I…there was…something has happened in the Hentor Province,” she stammered.

“How do you know this?” Zenid rushed to her side.

“I can feel it, I must go. I have to find my mother.” Tiva ran out of the room, down the corridor, and dashed straight for the tower lift. Zenid followed, and slowed her as they neared the lift. 

“Tiva, you are just a guardian trainee, these matters do not concern you,” she said.

“My father is in the Hentor Province!”

Zenid’s markings turned neon, she nodded and pushed Tiva into the lift when the doors opened, “Go, find your mother. I will see what happened.” Zenid turned and ran out of sight. Tiva pressed the keypad in the lift and began her descent. She paced within the confined space, glancing to the ground below every so often. She exited the lift when it reached the bottom, and caught another round of strong emotions. 

People rushed back and forth, paying little mind to her wandering alone through the corridors. A group of guardians and legionnaires congregated near the throne room entrance. Tiva brushed past them, searched for her mother. She ran down the corridor to the main study and darted out of the palace through to the guardian corridor. She expected to see her cousin Towt, instead Litru and Zaynus stood at the entrance. 

“Guardians Truda! Have you seen my cousin Towt Narja?” she said breathlessly.

“We have not seen him,” Litru answered  and Zaynus said, “You seem distressed, Guardian Boon, speak of your worries.”

“Something happened in the Hentor Province, my father is there,” she said with a hint of panic in her voice. “Please, I need to find my mother.”

Litru knelt down and took Tiva’s hand in his. “We will help you.” 

Zaynus nodded and pulled out a portable communications device. “Do not worry, everything will be fine.” 

Dazed, Tiva absently stared at the twins. Litru led her down the corridor gently holding her hand. Zaynus followed and spoke quietly into the PCD, requesting help contacting D’laja. The three entered the main study. Litru guided Tiva to one of the couches. He smiled, trying to allay her worries obviously sensing her emotions.

Zaynus pulled at his brother’s tunic and they walked to the far corner of the room. Though they were whispering, Tiva heard every word. 

“Central Communications is trying to contact D’laja at home or in her hover. Stay with her, I will head back to the entrance. Keep sharp brother, something has happened.” Litru waited for his brother to leave, then returned to the couch and sat next to Tiva. She looked up at him, her eyes full of fear and sadness. Litru wrapped an arm around her shoulder and drew her against him.

“Such is the life we lead, Guardian Boon. I would like to tell you it gets easier the older you become, but worry and concern for your loved ones never fade,” he said. “We will hear word shortly.”

“Thank you,” she said. She curled up and wrapped her arms around her legs. She pushed aside the feelings, not enjoying them in the slightest. 

Litru projected hopeful emotions toward her inadvertently, though his general disposition seemed very lighthearted. She tried to find comfort in his arms, but she needed her parents. Tiva closed her eyes and leaned into Litru. Warmth and caring emanated from him. Surprisingly, she began to calm, Litru had an interesting effect on her. Suddenly another strong wave struck her. She leapt up from the couch. “No!”

Litru stood. “Guardian Boon?”

“The gates,” she said, bolting for the corridor.

“Tiva, wait!” he shouted from behind.

She forced the palace doors open and ran toward the main gates. Litru then Zaynus called out to her, but she continued speeding down the path. Seeing a short cut, she ran through the king’s garden, leaping over benches and shrubbery. She ran harder, digging into the ground increasing her speed. Something terrible has happened. She soared over the last of the flowerbeds, rounded the outer wall of the garden, and skidded to an abrupt stop. 

Her jaw dropped. She fell to her knees. No!

Litru and Zaynus almost crashed into Tiva in their pursuit, but slowed in time and stood beside her. They followed her stare to the gates. Legionnaires and guardians carried a few dozen bloodied bodies of their comrades down the tree lined main path leading to the main doors of the palace. 

“By the spirits…” Litru began and Zaynus finished, “…a massacre.” 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Five
The air inside the gates of the palace turned sour with death. Hundreds of protectors staggered toward the palace. Seconds passed, bringing more guardians, legionnaires, and other occupants of the palace outside to view the horror for themselves. 

King Delos stood in front of the doors waiting for the procession of his soldiers. Dressed in the traditional robes and headdress, he glistened like a statue in the suns' light. Tiva gawked at him as her body resisted every command she attempted. He ran his hand through his hair exposing the markings on his forehead. They were black. She knew then, he was the one she sensed in the study. His anger, his trepidation, his panic, flowed through her.  

She turned from the king and observed the line of legionnaires. Some she recognized from her induction ceremony, others she had never seen before. A couple of guardians from the Finto and Ispek families were present, but none from her own. She tried to remain strong in front of the twins, but as the droves of people passed with the bodies of the dead, tears streamed down her face. She wiped her cheek and jumped to her feet. Zaynus gripped her arm before she moved.

“Do not interfere, this is tradition,” he said

“My father might be among them,” she said and fought against his hold. “Let me go!”

Litru knelt in front of her, and wiped a tear away. “Tiva, we must wait. I know your fears and confusion. If your father is among them, nothing will change if you go to him now. You must trust us.” 

Tiva looked into Litru’s eyes, her markings turned darker, but she yielded and stopped struggling. 

A loud siren screamed out from the top of the Palace of Kinchar. The piercing high-pitched ringing reverberated through the air. Tiva shivered, but did not understand the significance of the siren. 

“We must head to the Great Hall and gather for the mourning.” Litru put his hand on her shoulder.

Tiva obeyed and followed the Truda twins. The siren dissipated as legionnaires and guardians filed into the palace from all areas of the grounds. As the three neared the palace doors, a voice echoed in her ears.

“Tiva?”

She turned upon hearing her name and saw her mother running toward them.

“Mother!” she said. 

They ran to each other. D’laja dropped and gathered her in her arms. 

Tiva cried again. “I was with Zenid…I felt the panic from everywhere. Where is Father?”

“Your father is safe, precious one, but there was a confrontation; he was injured and could not make the journey back.” D’laja held her tight, kissed her cheek and forehead. “You should not be here to see this.”

“I looked for you, cousin Towt was not at his post. The Truda twins stayed with me.” She searched for the twins, but they had vanished inside the palace.

D’laja stood and took Tiva’s hand. “Let us go home now, we need not be here for the mourning.” 

“But, Mother, they lost their lives while in service of the king, we should remember them.” Tiva sniffled, tears spilling down her cheek. 

D’laja began to sob and picked Tiva up in her arms. They held each other. 

“Speak of what you are hiding, Mother.” 

“Your cousin, Towt, is one that we must mourn, precious one.” D’laja sighed and wiped the tears from both their eyes. She tucked a strand of hair behind Tiva’s ear and carried her up the palace stairs. “He went this morning with other guardians and legionnaires to thwart the threat in Hentor Province, and he was killed along with many others.”

D’laja entered the palace and put Tiva down. Her mother’s words sank in. Towt was gone.

She tried to move. Her legs shook and she grabbed her mother’s hand for support. Tiva had read of death, knew stories of wars and battles, both victories and defeats. She knew many of her kin had perished early on in their lives, the crests on her home were proof, but nothing prepared her for what she sensed when she entered the Great Hall.

The dead lay on the floor of the hall, a silk shroud of white and gold covered each body. The Vicars circled the group chanting the death rites. Royals, guardians, legionnaires, and other nobles stood silently praying. Towt Narja was the smallest, and most likely youngest of those who had perished. 

Tiva could not look away. Only hours before he had smiled at her. A few days earlier, he had shared stories with her. Her cousin was dead. Now, his body was an empty shell. His voice would not call her name. His laugh would no longer resound in her head. His spirit ascended to the Eternal Lands to watch over the family, as had the spirits of all others who had gone before. 

Anger, more than sadness, filled the room. The emotions were so strong she had trouble concentrating. Tiva tried to block them, or suppress what they were feeling, but it became too overwhelming. An attempt to control her feelings was futile. The deep sadness filled her, and the tears she shed did little to alleviate the weight she carried.

The bellow of the king’s voice shattered the peace of the hall. Tiva forced herself to listen.

“Today we have witnessed an atrocity against those who protect this great land of ours. Those who do not wish to follow the laws set forth by our ancestors, and those who wish to seek other means of leadership have sent their message.” Delos pulled off the band around his head and stripped the robes from his back. “I speak to you now, not as king, not as your leader, but as a man who breathes the same air as you. We have seen many cycles of peace. The last battle among the provinces of Abennelp brought death and poverty to every family. Every effort must be taken to avert another war. Each man, woman, and child has the ability to keep peace alive, but it is our job…our responsibility to protect those outside these gates.”

A clamor of chatter agreeing with the king’s words echoed through the hall. 

“These fine men and women did not die in vain. They performed their duties and died honorably fighting to protect the people. Yet, their deaths are tragic and pointless. No one suffers needlessly any more. No one goes hungry. No one has cause for want. Whatever the reason for this attack, it will be uncovered, and those responsible will be brought to justice. My faithful army…my Royal Guardians, keep your senses sharp, your eyes open, and your swords at the ready. Serve with pride, honesty, and love. Serve with honor as was, as is, and as will be.”

“By guardian light, I will protect you in times of darkness until the bitter end,” the collective group of legionnaires and guardians responded and saluted. The king saluted back and the group began to disperse.

The king. 

She was unsure how or why she sensed him as strongly as she did. Tiva stood next to her mother waiting for the others to leave, saw a guardian approach and whisper in the king’s ear. King Delos’ eyes went cold and still. His markings grew blacker than any others she had ever seen. She shuddered at the emotions flooding her mind. The king was furious, and she felt everything he wished to do to those who killed his men.

She grew dizzy, turned cold. Her mother spoke, but the words were lost in the air. Tiva’s legs buckled and she fell to the ground.

“Tiva!” D’laja screeched. 

Litru rushed to her mother’s side immediately. Several other guardians and legionnaires scurried to help. King Delos parted the crowd, pulling High Healer Riin toward her. Riin took Tiva’s hand and checked her pulse. 

“I’m sorry…” King Delos said to her mother.

“Stop your thoughts,” Tiva mumbled.

“What is happening?” D’laja said.

“She is overloaded,” Riin said.

“What does that mean?” D’laja said frantically.

King Delos picked Tiva up in his arms and carried her through the crowd. A line of people followed. The king entered his private chambers and gently placed Tiva on the couch. The twins hovered behind D’laja, the king and healer.

“I want my father…” Tiva said.

Healer Riin moved beside her and pulled out a hand held scanning device.

“What are you doing?” D’laja said.

“D, calm down please,” Delos said.

“Harer, what does he mean, overloaded?”

“Tiva is very gifted, you know this. Zenid sent me a report during their session that Tiva was picking up far too many emotions. The exercise opened her mind further than she can cope with at such a young age. I believe her empathic abilities require quick training, she’s been exposed to an extraordinary amount of suffering and anger today.”

“What can we do?”

“First,” Riin spoke, “we need to give her a neural suppressant.”

“Medication? No, she is too young, there must be another way,” D’laja said. 

“Have you taught her the Calming?” Delos asked and she nodded. “Good…Tiva, can you hear me?”

“Yes, sire.” she said.

“I need you to clear you mind. Try and stop all the thoughts from entering your mind.”

“There are too many.”

“You must try. Your mother and I will help relax you.” He took her hand in his and glanced to D’laja. She stroked her daughter’s forehead.

Tiva did as ordered and attempted to clear her mind. The rage and horror from all in the hall floated through her thoughts. She tried to quiet them, tried to force them away. The strength of her mother and the king filled her. As they cleared their minds, Tiva felt the mental whispers of the others weaken. She gripped the king’s hand tight. 

You are doing well. His words entered her mind.

She jumped up from the sleep couch, terrified, and backed away from the group.

“Tiva, speak of what is wrong...” D’laja said, eyes wide with fear.

“I, he…no…I don’t understand.”

“You must relax, child. You must trust me.” Delos stood and moved toward her then whispered, “Your mind is very open and susceptible, that is why you heard me. Do not be alarmed or scared, just try to close yourself to the invading thoughts.”

It is your thoughts that are invading me.

I know Tiva, I am sorry. I was unaware you were so in tune with your abilities. I didn’t mean for you to sense what I was feeling or thinking. I will be more careful in the future.

Tiva clasped her hands together and hung her head. She didn’t move. A tear slid down her cheek and D’laja rushed to her side pulling her tight against her body.

“We will Calm. I will teach you to shield emotions and thoughts. I will let no harm come to you, precious one.”

“Yes, mother,” she said.

“D’laja, take her home. I will send word of your kin’s ceremony after I speak with the Vicars. Spend time with your family until Kevler returns. I shall inform you if anything is needed.”

“Yes, sire. Thank you.”





  
 

*
Tiva sat alone in her room staring out her window. Her mind felt clearer, but her spirit carried a burden she did not wish to bear. She begged her mother to allow her to stay home when the families attended the mourning for Towt. Her mother agreed under the condition that she watched her siblings.

She spent the day with Remock and Bintu, but played very little. The twins tried to cheer her up with pranks and games, nothing worked. They were unaware of the seriousness of what had happened. 

She was not as fortunate.

When D’laja returned from the ministry house, Tiva hid in her room until evening meal. Once through with the meal and clean up, she went back to her room.

The wind shifted during the day, yet it felt the same as it blew through her room. The moon shone with the same beautiful silver light as the nights before. The grass danced and the leaves on the trees swayed the way they always did. However, not all was the same. She felt a change inside herself— both familiar and unnatural. She understood neither.

The death of her cousin struck her in a manner she was unprepared to handle. She saw death and the scars of battle on the floor of the great hall. She felt the lifeless bodies, the fear of the others, and the anger of the king. Tiva attempted to understand what her spirit was feeling, loss, sadness, guilt, among others. As she thought back to the king’s speech, she realized she was the youngest witness to the event. Zenid did not appear in the hall with the other trainees. Perhaps that was good for the others, but she would not forget what she had seen. Death. Though she was too young to understand completely, she had no other choice but to learn to deal with what the Great Spirits had thrust upon her. 

She should have heeded her mother’s advice to leave the Great Hall. Yet something kept her there, something that pulled at every cell in her body. Something close, something familiar, something special.

The king had the ability to mind-speak. She too possessed the gift. The shock at first filled her with panic, but the warmth emanating from the king calmed her. She kept the fact hidden from her mother, unsure what to say. Her father knew the king as a brother, she would wait until he returned and then confess. 

Her mother kept her word to the king and allowed Tiva time to perform the Calming when they returned home. Nervously, she had walked through the forest searching for the lake. Approaching the bright blue-green water, she examined her surroundings carefully. She stripped off her clothing and jumped in quickly. She understood the need to perform the Calming with no clothing—so one was closer to nature, but did not like the idea of being nude out in the open. She preferred the water as opposed to the forest for the ritual as it provided more cover.

The ambiance lifted her spirit as soon as she got into the lake. She swam through the cool clear water and meditated as her mother had instructed. All thoughts and feelings that cluttered her mind slipped away. She dove down into the pond and chanted the words of the Calming. She prayed for the spirits to calm and heal her mind. Upon reaching the bottom, she had scooped up a handful of dirt and finished reciting the chant. She pushed off, and as her body rose through the water, she let the dirt slip through her fingers as all the thoughts and emotions vanished from her mind.

Admittedly, the Calming made her feel better, but returning home without her father saddened her. She couldn’t sleep, and knew Tespor wouldn’t come to visit her. The last she saw him, he was still angry. 

Her mood was so sour that she stared blankly into the field for a while, paying no attention to Te or anything else, until a large shadow caught her eye. 

She perked up and peered out. Again, she saw the shadow lumbering through the forest. As the form exited the cover of the trees, Tiva watched a cloaked figure enter the field.  Instinct took over; she reached back to her bed and collected her sword. She jumped into the windowsill, flipped off the ledge, landed, and ran toward the figure in the field.

She slowed near Te. Tiva unsheathed her sword, took a fighting stance, and waited. The figure ambled closer. Tiva suppressed the feelings flowing through her, and stood strong, prepared to protect her family.

“Guardian Boon…” the wheezing voice rose through the air.

“Speak your name,” Tiva said in response.

“It is I…” The figure pushed back the cloak shielding his face, then fell to his knees. 

“Guardian Ispek!” Tiva sheathed her sword and rushed to his side. She helped him to lie down and bit her lip seeing his condition. Lety Ispek’s face and torso dripped red with blood. His normally bright white hair was saturated and appeared orange. He had several gashes on his side, stomach, and legs. She immediately ripped his cloak off and tore it in pieces. She wrapped his leg and waist in the cloth, hoping to stop the bleeding. The markings on his forehead were dark neon purple. He was frightened and angry, the feelings she held were mutual.

“Must protect…” he said.

“Save your strength. I will wake my mother and we shall find a healer,” Tiva said, pulling on one of her braids nervously. 

She felt his tight grip suddenly around her wrist. Horror rose though her as she felt his pain, thoughts, and emotions in her mind.

“No time.” He struggled for air. “You…must…protect.” 

“Me?”

“Yes.”

“What must I protect?”

“King.” His fingers eased their restraint. He was starting to slip away.

“From who?”

“Them all.” He choked and spit blood.

“Who?” she said. She wiped the corners of his mouth, waiting for his response. He continued fading, his life slipping away. She shivered and tried to think of happier thoughts. “Please, tell me who!”

“She knows…” Ispek spoke his last words and went still. 

“Guardian Ispek?” she said while shaking him. “Wake up!” Tiva stared at his lifeless body. Who harmed him? Why did he bring a message for her to protect the king? She was just a trainee. 

Tiva gazed back to the house, saw lights flickering inside. She jumped up and ran home. She forced the door open and darted up the stairs, entered her parent’s room, and stopped short seeing Kevler sitting next to her mother on the bed.

“Father!”

“Oh, my dearest one.” Kevler stretched out his hand to her. Tiva froze. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she fell into her father’s arms. She held him and took comfort against him. Kevler smoothed her hair along her back and kissed her forehead. Suddenly he stiffened, nudged her back, and glanced into her eyes.

“What has happened?”

“Guardian Lety Ispek, he is…” she said.

“Speak of what you know, Tiva.”

“His spirit has gone to the Eternal Lands. His body lies in the field. He had a message.”

D’laja jumped up from the bed. She hurried to the window, gasped, covered her mouth, and stepped back. Kevler released Tiva and followed. He peered out, then took D’laja in his arms. 

“What did he tell you, Tiva?” Kevler said while comforting her mother. 

“He said ‘I must protect the king from them all’, and then he said, ‘she knows’,” Tiva said. “Mother, do you know what he speaks of?”

“No, I do not. Precious…wait…he said you were to protect the king?” D’laja said.

“Yes, Mother,” she said.

“By the spirits you are bleeding!” D’laja shrieked and rushed to her side.

“Mother, I am fine. I attempted to help Guardian Ispek and tend to his wounds…there were so many…”

“Tiva, wash up and make haste to bed,” Kevler ordered.

“But, Father—”

“Don’t argue, dearest one. Your day has been eventful enough. Mother and I shall handle this.”

“Yes, Father.” Tiva sighed and left. So many thoughts filled her mind. What she felt from her parents scared her most. Her father was injured and concerned, her mother distraught. Sensing the tension inside them was simple, but the darker feelings deep within surprised her: Fear and anger. Something more important and threatening than anything either of her parents had faced before had happened. It was not her place to question them, but as she washed up and changed into her sleep clothing, she couldn’t help but think of all that had happened. 

 

She finally drifted off and slept soundly until she woke in the early morning. Rubbing the tiredness from her eyes, she saw her father sleeping upright on her toy chest. She rose from her bed and crossed the room. Softly, she caressed her father’s forehead. His markings were darker than normal, which did little to comfort her. 

“Father.” Tiva threw her arms around him and squeezed tight when his eyes fluttered open.

“What is wrong, dearest one?”

“I am not strong, Father. I lack control. I hear thoughts all the time. I feel emotions from everyone. The king, he spoke inside my mind. I can’t block all the hurt and despair.” She crawled up into his lap. “I cannot protect the king. I can barely face the death of my cousin and Guardian Ispek. I can’t do this, Father.” 

Kevler rocked her gently. “Shh, my dearest one. You are just facing many things and have yet to learn how to deal with them. Mother told me of your troubles in the palace, but she did not mention the mind-speak.”

“I didn’t tell her. I was afraid. You know the king better so I wanted to tell you first. How come I can sense and hear him so?” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

“You are well in tune with your abilities, Tiva. Many in our family have the ability to mind-speak, most of your ancestors possessed great strength with their gifts. You are no exception. Your mother and I will teach you ways to guard yourself; do not fret, all will be fine.”

“Father, Guardian Ispek said I must protect the king. I am not even a full guardian yet, how can I protect him?”

“By remaining loyal to King Delos and his family.”

“But…” Her words trailed off as she peeled herself from his lap. She stood and paced the floor. “What did Ispek mean, ‘she knows’?”

“I don’t know, Tiva. Ispek was with me in the Hentor Province fighting an underground faction that is trying to gain control of the land. He stayed behind when I left. Something happened, but despite our investigation we’ve not uncovered any helpful information.”

“Investigation?”

“Yes, the king has a larger group of legionnaires and guardians in the province as we speak. They have no leads to follow. No one knows what happened to Ispek.”

“I am sorry, Father. I could feel his life slipping from him and did not wish for him to die alone,” she said and sobbed.

Kevler hugged her. “No one wants a lonely death. You did well. I know your heart aches, but in time, the hurt will fade. Keep alive the fond memories even if they be but few in number.”

Tiva nodded, then kissed her father’s cheek. He picked her up and carried her down to the kitchen for the morning meal. The rest of the house stayed silent with sleepers so Kevler fixed a bowl of fruit for her. Comforted by her father’s words, Tiva relaxed and enjoyed the time with him. Though they spoke little, the bond between them was strong. After they finished eating, Kevler asked about the Calming. Tiva recounted every detail, and listened as he offered advice for the next time. 

The shuffling of the rest of the family on the floor above cut through the kitchen, signaling that the day was ready to begin. Together they prepared morning meal for the others, cleaned up, and finally Kevler told Tiva to get dressed. 

“I am to return to the palace and continue my training?” she said, a small smile forming on her lips.

“Certainly, dearest one, now hurry. We mustn’t keep your class mates waiting.”

 

Tiva remained by herself for most of the day and kept to her studies. She favored weapons training above all other classes. However, she was not looking forward to it knowing Tespor would be there. When she arrived at the training field, Tespor and her uncle were sparring in the circle. She approached slowly and watched their techniques. 

Surprisingly, Tespor waved and she took a quick moment to collect her thoughts. She made her way over and bowed to them both.

“Spirited greetings, Tiva.” Tespor welcomed her with a large grin.

“And to you, Tespor.” Tiva raised a brow, and then turned to her uncle. “How are you faring, Uncle Devler?”

“I am well, and you?” he said, and she shrugged. “Well, perhaps a little exercise will do you good? How about you two spar with the practice swords for a spell? I shall return shortly.” 

Tiva sighed as her uncle walked off toward the palace. She found a sword and tested its weight in her hand. Tespor waited inside the circle while she fiddled with the faux weapon. She met him in the middle and took a fighting stance. 

“I was sorry to hear of your cousin. You have my prayers,” Tespor said unexpectedly. 

“Thank you,” she said through gritted teeth and struck out at him.

“You are angry with me?” he said, hindering her attempt.

“Yes.”

“Why?” 

“You should not have to ask.” Tiva grunted and thrust forward again with the sword.

“Clearly I am asking, will you not tell me?” Tespor blocked again, spun his sword down and swung back at her.

“No,” Tiva said and obstructed his attack. She jumped up and flipped backward putting distance between them.

“Why?”

“Fight.”

“Not until you speak of what you mean,” he said, throwing his sword to the ground.

“Then you shall lose.” Tiva rushed toward him and slammed her shoulder into his stomach. Tespor grabbed her as he began to fall and flipped her backward over his head. She landed on her back and growled. Quickly jumping to her feet, she swung the sword around, clipping him on the back of his neck as he rose from the ground. He yelped and backed away. She swung at him again and ripped the sleeve from his shirt.

“Tiva, stop!” Tespor pleaded.

“You are supposed to be my friend!” she said and swung again.

“I am.”

“Then why do you bear such hatred for me? Why have you not come to see me when I needed you so? Why can you not look me in the eyes?” She stopped her attack and stared at him. 

“You think I hate you? Where did you get an idea like that?”

“I sensed it in you, Tespor, you cannot hide it from me.”

“I do not hate you. Perhaps you are misreading what I am feeling.”

“I am not!” she said, threw down her sword, and balled her hands into fists. “You despise me. You don’t understand how I possess such abilities, yet you never ask me about them. My cousin is dead, Guardian Ispek died in my arms and you have yet to say a word to me…”

“What? What happened?” he said, the concern on his face apparent. 

Tiva shook her head and walked away. 

“Tiva, please…wait!” 

She paused. She hung her head and wiped her cheeks quickly before turning to face him. “Guardian Ispek came to our home yesterday. He was badly injured and died as I tried to tend to him.” 

“By the spirits,” Tespor proclaimed. He pulled her into his arms. “I didn’t know. Forgive me. I heard of your cousin’s death, but was told to leave you be to mourn properly. I didn’t know you sought comfort from me. I am merely a friend, not your family.”

“You are family to me, Tespor.” Tiva hugged him tight. “I’m sorry to have hollered, it was not right.”

“You were angry, all is forgiven.” He lifted her chin. “I do not hate you, Tiva. I envy you, in many ways. I must learn that there will always be someone stronger, better, and smarter than I. One cannot be the best at everything they try.”

“Quite true, but, Tespor why do you envy me?”

“Look at all you have, Tiva. Your family, friends, and your abilities are far greater than mine.”

“That’s not true.” She shook her head furiously. “The Finto’s are your family, they care for you a great deal. You have as many friends as I, and you are far stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

“Perhaps, but please, Tiva, do not think I hate you. I could never hate you. You are…”

“What?” she said, studying him. His markings turned lighter before he turned away. 

“You are my finest friend.”

She knew he lied. He hid something, but she dare not ask. She simply acknowledged his answer, kicked her practice sword upward, and caught it in her hand. She grinned and motioned to the sparring circle. He chuckled, picked up his own, and followed.

They fought and talked until Devler returned. Tiva enjoyed the lesson, but the joy of knowing Tespor was not angry with her was far better than anything she learned in training. 

She finished the day patrolling the grounds with a cousin of the Finto family, a replacement for Lety Ispek.  

 

Returning home after the day ended was a blessing. Though her parents did not give her more information about Guardian Ispek’s death, she pushed the questions aside. In time, she hoped, the truth would reveal itself. 

Tiva sat in her window watching the moon rise high above the trees of the forest. Te swayed in the middle of the field dancing with the wind. She stifled a yawn and wished she had the energy to visit, but knew she’d have time in the morning. She looked forward to the holy day. A day she could rest and play with her siblings after the family visited the ministry house to pray. If she were lucky, her parents would allow her to invite her training mates over for midday meal. 

She changed into her sleep clothing and rested on her bed. D’laja came in to bid her a goodnight and said her father would be up shortly. Tiva forced herself to stay awake, not wishing to miss him.

Slowly her door creaked open. She sat up and grinned at Kevler, then upon seeing him in his guardian uniform, frowned.

“Do not be sad, dearest one.” He crossed the room and sat beside her. “This is the life we lead. I have a duty to uphold.”

“Where are you going, Father?”

“Back to the Hentor Province. The king has order us to secure the land. You do understand, no?”

“I do, but I wish you had more time to recover from your injuries. I fear you may…”

He rubbed her markings tenderly. “Don’t worry about me, Tiva. I shall be fine. The strongest guardians will be with me, and the threat will be averted.”

“Are you sure, Father?”

“We cannot always be completely sure, but the culprits are within our grasp and will be caught and punished.”

“All of them?”

He chuckled. “We hope so.”

“You laugh…is this not a serious matter?”

“Of course it is, but you should not worry about such things, concentrate on your training, dearest one. We shall handle the situation.” He smiled and kissed her forehead. “Pray for me on the morrow.”

“I will pray for us all, Father.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Six
She ran though the garden careful not to disturb any of the king’s favorite flowers and shrubbery. Tiva sped across the lawn and into the side entrance to the palace quicker than she thought possible, even for her. Down the guardian corridor and into the Great Hall, she skidded to a stop seeing her father and King Delos speaking quietly in the corner.

“Father,” she said.

They both turned and smiled.

“Welcome, dearest one.”

“I did it, Father!”

“What?”

“I passed,” she said and crossed the hall.

“Level two?” he said, then glanced to Delos who nodded in response. “Harer, you didn’t tell me.”

“We wished it to be a surprise, Father. I asked him not to tell you or mother. Zenid felt I was ready and King Delos agreed.” She grinned and walked up to her father looking him in the eyes.

“I am surprised.” He chuckled, rubbing his temple. “I can’t believe how quickly you’ve grown. I am very proud, Tiva.”

“Thank you, Father.” She threw her arms around him and was unprepared for him to swing her around. When he released her, Tiva sheepishly tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. She instantly saluted the king, realizing she’d forgotten.

“I am proud as well, do not be embarrassed, Tiva.” King Delos laughed and saluted back. “Your father tackled me in the court yard when he passed level two.”

“He did?” she said, shocked.

“That he did, it is completely appropriate under the circumstances.” 

“Thank you, sire.” She bowed her head slightly. “I look forward to my new assignments and tours of duty.”

“You have gained the respect of many under my command, Guardian Boon. The future ahead of you will hold wonders the rest of us may never comprehend.”

Tiva tugged at the strings of the Guardian strap her father made after her first cycle of training and let out a sigh of relief. Time had passed quickly for her. The road behind her was paved with obstacles and challenges beyond her wildest thoughts. Thinking ahead to her future filled her with joy. She knew in her heart where she belonged and every day she pushed herself to the limit to prove she could achieve anything she desired.

She had become the youngest guardian, at fourteen, to reach level three status, and again proved her worth two cycles later, by accomplishing the same feat with level two. It only fueled her more to strive for elite guardianship. Somehow, she would prove herself and convince the king to grant her the rank she craved, regardless of gender. 

“Have you decided on your preferred duty, dearest one?” Kevler said, breaking into her thoughts.

“Yes, Father. I wish to patrol the interior of the palace, and escort as needed,” she said.

“A fine choice. Has Zenid given you a listing of the tours?” Delos said.

“No, sire. As soon as I learned my results I asked if I could come and find my father to tell him the news,” she said with a grin.

“I see,” he said. “Well, since you are here. I would like to ask for a favor.”

“Anything, your majesty.”

Delos rolled his eyes. “You may call me Harer, Tiva. I may be your king, but my life is in your hands. I owe you my respect.”

Tiva glanced at her father unsure what to say. She did not feel an equal to many of the people who requested her to use their birth names, but politely obliged many times. Now the king asked her to address him like a friend, an equal. Only a select few held that privilege. Kevler pushed up on her chin to close her mouth. She shook her head, snapping back to reality and stared at the king. She pressed her fist to her heart and bowed her head.

“I am honored, Harer,” she spoke slowly, allowing it to roll off her tongue for the first time.

“Just remember, I do not allow many to use my name.”

“When in the presence of others, I will not forget my place, sire.”

“Good, now I have an assignment for you and your father,” he said, returning to his royal voice. “You remember what happened in the Hentor Province long ago?”

Her pulse quickened. How could she forget? Finally, she would learn the truth. “I remember some.”

“It has been rumored that more of the same activity is taking place again. I would like you and Kevler to investigate. You will meet with a group who has been on site for many cycles, and utilize all the intelligence information they have procured.” He paused and tilted his head. “I understand you excelled in your special operations training.” 

“Zenid has never seen scores like Tiva’s,” Kevler said proudly.

“I was always sneaky as a child, it was a natural progression,” Tiva jested.

Harer snickered. “It may come in handy. Your father will brief you on the situation this evening. You leave in the morning.”

“I understand.”

“Now, go find your friends and celebrate.”

“Yes, sire.” She bowed her head again, hugged her father, kissed him on the cheek, and ran out of the Great Hall to look for her friends.

Excited beyond words, she dashed out of the palace and went straight to the guardian hall on the opposite side of the grounds. Less than a day as a level two, and the king gave her an official assignment! 

She waved and smiled at a few legionnaires and guardians as she hurried past, but never slowed until the building came into view. Litru and Zaynus were tossing a ball back and forth obviously enjoying a break in their patrols.

“Greetings, Tiva,” Litru said with a grin while Zaynus added, “We heard you passed level two, well wishes!”

“Thank you,” she said, slowing to a jog. Her chats with the twins always brightened her day, especially when she spoke with Litru. He still had an interesting effect on her. “Have you seen Tespor, Neola, and Jex?”

“Yes, they are in the garden with Prince Kenon, Princess Jenon and your siblings.”

“Why have they all gathered there?” she asked.

“It seems a Mitahi bird was injured and they are trying to tend to it,” Zaynus said.

“Oh no,” she cringed. “I should go help, I know about the bird.”

“Hurry then,” Zaynus said, grinning. 

Litru laughed and winked. “Don’t keep them waiting.”

Tiva turned on her heels and ran back across the grounds toward the garden. Why did the Truda twins take amusement in the bird’s demise? Reaching the pathway to the garden, she slowed and surveyed the area. 

All was quiet, too quiet.

Cautiously she slipped beneath the golden archway of entangled trees and passed the thorn bushes she often hurdled when taking the short cut through the garden. 

She paused to listen again. 

Silence. 

Knowing the Truda twins would not lie, she moved further inside searching for any trace of the group. She could sense they were near, but her training over the cycles afforded her the ability to shield herself from others and them from her. Lowering her mental guard for only a moment, Tiva honed in on their position. A grin crossed her lips when she located them. She ran toward a bench, jumped up onto it, and then flipped over a large hedge. Landing on the other side, she found herself in the middle of the group. Jenon screeched and the rest began laughing. Then Remock and Bintu tackled Tiva to the ground.

“Tiva!” Bintu said.

“Spirited greetings, sister,” Remock said.

“Well wishes, Guardian Boon,” the others said.

“Thank you.” Tiva grinned. 

Tespor offered her a hand, which she gladly accepted, and pulled herself up and away from her feisty siblings. Neola and Jex stood together and smiled at her, Jenon was on her brother Kenon’s back.

“Zenid told us you passed the test,” Neola said. “We wanted to congratulate you and celebrate.”

“So there is no injured bird then?” 

“No, we thought the ploy would make you come quicker,” Jex said with a chuckle.

“And we were right, you still have a soft spot for animals,” Tespor said.

“Tiva, come! We brought snacks and drinks for a picnic in the garden,” Kenon said.

“I do not have much time. I have an assignment I need to prepare for,” she said.

“Already?” Tespor furrowed his brow. “You just passed the test and you are on duty so quickly?”

Tiva shrugged. “My father and I are going to the Hentor Province.”

“Father has been worried for many moons about the activities of the people there,” Jenon said abruptly, and jumped down from her brother’s back.

“Jenon, do not speak of father’s business,” Kenon said.

“Oh, brother dear, do not fret so. They are all in the service of our family, they have a right to know.”

Tespor leaned closer to Tiva a whispered in her ear. “She speaks beyond her age. If Kenon does not watch his step she will claim the throne before he can.” 

Tiva chuckled hearing Tespor then glanced over at her siblings. They were paying more attention to the food and drink than the conversation.

“Some are too young, like yourself,” Kenon continued. 

Jenon rolled her eyes, wandered over to the twins, and joined in their festivities. Her siblings gobbled down treats as they giggled and made faces at one another. They were the most recent and youngest addition to the Royal Guardians and the last of the Boons. 

“Guardian Boon, do you not think they are too young to hear of the problems in Hentor?”

“I may not be the best person to ask such things, your highness, I was often told I knew far more than I should at a young age. I do, however, feel it benefited my development.”

“She jokes, Kenon. Tell the truth Tiva, you were an inquisitive meddlesome girl,” Tespor said.

“You coat the truth with jocular banter,” Neola said, “Tiva is the best spy I have ever known.”

“Which is probably why her marks in special operations were the highest ever seen,” Jex said.

Tiva felt her markings pink. She waved off her friends playfully and joined her siblings and Jenon near the picnic. She picked up a piece of fruit and polished it against her tunic.

“Regardless, some information should be kept from the ears of children…even if you are family.” Kenon glared at his sister.

“You are far too uptight, Kenon.”

“Let us all just enjoy the midday,” Tespor said. 

The group nodded collectively, sat down, and began passing around fruits, pastries, and other snacks.

Tiva enjoyed spending time with her friends. Now that her siblings as well as some of their friends were in training, and the king’s children had begun schooling, she found herself surrounded by more young people than normal. All her cousins had moved on to level two or one guardianship, Tiva and her friends had become the senior trainees. Tespor had only a short while before he reached the end of his training and would no longer be a trainee. Neola and Jex would follow shortly afterwards leaving Tiva as the last of their group.

They chatted and played throughout the midday, and made sure to clean up after themselves before heading back to the palace to meet with their parents. Litru and Zaynus were back on duty guarding the side entrance when they arrived. 

“We were instructed to tell you to remain outside,” Litru said. 

Zaynus nodded in agreement then turned to Kenon and Jenon and added, “Your mother wishes you both to return to your rooms.”

Jenon waved to her friends and went inside. 

“Tiva, protect yourself well, my friend.” Kenon saluted.

“I will, your highness.” 

“I shall see you when the suns rise,” he said to the others and followed his sister inside the palace. 

Remock and Bintu ran off toward the hover storage facility to play for a while. Tiva glanced back at Litru, smiled, and then suggested to Tespor and the others that they go for a stroll around the grounds.  

In the distance, on top of the hill just outside the palace walls, the statue of the Eternal Spirit Shial glowed under the vibrant silver aura of the moon. Tiva inwardly recited a small prayer to the spirit as they passed, and almost felt the energy of Shial move through her. It had been far too long since she visited her family spirit, she was a child in her father’s arms last she remembered. The moment was lost when Tespor bumped into her.

“I do not envy them,” Tespor said. “I would rather be a guardian than a Royal any day.”

“Both have their advantages, Tespor,” Neola said. “I do not envy your path. I feel being a Vicar is my calling as being a guardian is yours. I am sure Kenon and Jenon feel the same with their teachings.”

“Perhaps,” he said with a shrug. “How about you, Jex? You come from a long family of guardians as well, if given the choice would you chose differently?”

“We are all given a choice,” Jex said frankly despite the surprised looks. “Oh, you are not aware?”

“No,” Tespor and Tiva said in unison. 

“My mother informed me recently,” he said. “One cycle after we reach the age of responsibility we are given the option of changing our life path. Many parents do not tell their children because most choose to remain where they are. My mother, however, knows I do not enjoy being a guardian.”

Tiva gasped. Tespor blinked and open his mouth, but said nothing. Neola seemed the least surprised.

“I am not built the same as you, though I have been bred the same,” he confessed. “I am more suited for other duties. Neola and I…”

“We have begun courting.” She smiled, took his hand.

“Yes, we have,” he said, his markings blushed. “And next cycle when I reach eighteen I will change my path and become an instructor here at the palace. Neola will continue as a Vicar, and once we are both settled in our duties we will marry.”

“Spirited Blessings!” Tiva grinned and hugged Neola.

“Thank you.”

“Well wishes,” Tespor said, saluting Jex. “I am surprised, my friend, but pleased to hear you will remain in service of the throne. The rest of the guardians would be sad to lose you completely.”

“I have been taught well, I just do not foresee myself performing the duties needed to be a true guardian. I leave that to you, Tiva, and the others.”

“Better to be happy with your path than not, I say.” Tespor grinned. 

“I agree,” Tiva said. “Have you decided where you wish to preach, Neola?”

“I was offered the palace ministry house. Vicar Chel is stepping down.”

“He is quite aged,” Tiva blurted and the others laughed. “He is well over one hundred cycles. And now that the king and queen have a family, they probably welcome a young voice for the spirits.”

“Thank you, Tiva, you are most kind.”

“Merely the truth. I’ve heard you practice in the halls. I look forward to the day you take the pulpit.”

“Hopefully very soon, my friend. Oh, there is my father.” Neola waved before kissing Jex on the cheek. “I will contact you later.” 

“Goodnight, my dear,” he said, kissing her back. 

Neola ran off to meet her father and the three continued to wander aimlessly around the grounds. They talked more of the goings on in the palace and other news of the provinces. Tiva noticed that Jex was less interested in the politics and government than Tespor and herself, and thought it wise he was stepping aside from guardianship.

After circling the palace a second time, they meandered toward the hover storage facility. Tiva found her family’s hover and chuckled seeing Bintu hiding under the front seat. Casually, she moved away hoping she didn’t notice.

Tiva’s belt beeped. Tespor raised a brow and glanced her way.

“You have a personal communications device?”

“Yes, my father gave it to me last Remembrance,” Tiva said, pulling the small oval shaped silver gadget from her side. She pressed one of the buttons and raised it to her lips. “Guardian Boon.”

“Dearest one, I have to stay behind this evening. Something has come up in the palace. I need you to take your brother and sister home.”

“But Father, I have no permit to drive the hover alone,” she said and looked wide-eyed at Tespor and Jex. A small chuckle echoed through the device.

“Don’t worry, Tiva. Everyone knows the situation. Just mind the local rules and do not call attention to yourself and no one will bother you.”

“I understand, Father. Will I see you this evening so we may go over our strategy?”

“Perhaps,” he replied then paused.

“Father?”

“I must go, dearest. Keep well your siblings. I’ll see you soon.” The PCD went dead. Tiva frowned. Her father seemed preoccupied, and that worried her. 

“Have you driven a hover before?” Jex said, breaking her thoughts.

“Well, yes I have. Many times. You?”

“No, my parents won’t allow me to until I obtain my permit. Are you worried about breaking the law?”

“Me?” She laughed. “No, many of the legionnaires that guard the provinces have seen me drive before, though I was always with my father. I hope they let me pass without a problem.”

“I’m sure they will,” Tespor said. “May I ride with you? I can send word to Zenid that you are taking me home.”

“That’s fine.” Tiva nodded and put her PCD back on her belt. “I’ll collect Remock and Bintu.”

“I guess I’ll head back to the palace and wait for mother. Well wishes on your assignment, Tiva. Be safe,” Jex said, and saluted.

She returned the gesture. “Thank you.” She waited for Jex to take his leave then searched for Remock. Tiva weaved through the facility, checking each of the vehicles as she passed. Finally, she found him in one of the back storage rooms. The markings on his forehead were darker than normal, and she easily sensed his frustration.

“Did you search all the hovers?” she said with a smile.

“Yes, of course,” Remock said.

“All of them?” she asked again.

“Blast! She’s in father’s craft isn’t she?” He growled. Tiva laughed. “I should have known.”

“Come now, we must head home. Father has business with the king this evening.”

“Then how are we getting home? Oh, no…please say you are not driving.”

“I am.”

“May the spirits help us all.”





  
 

*
Tiva maneuvered the hover across the bridge and toward her home with ease. The ride was uneventful, and as directed, she stayed beneath the speed limit, obeying the laws of the province. As she neared her home, she glanced over to Tespor. He remained quiet for most of the ride, and Tiva, not wanting to intrude on his thoughts, did not bother him with many questions.

“Do you wish for me to bring you home Tespor, or would you like to stay for evening meal?”

“Will your mother not mind?”

“She would be happy to have your company, as would I.” Tiva smiled.

“I would like that.”

“Are you courting my sister?” Remock blurted.

“What?” Tespor said, his markings turning bright pink. 

Tiva kept her eyes on the road before her, knowing she blushed as well.

“Are you court…”

“I heard you. I, well…no, I am not courting your sister.”

“Why not?” Bintu said.

“Hush, the both of you,” Tiva grumbled. She settled the hover on the docking deck, turned off the vehicle, and leaped over the door. “Inside. Tell mother we have company.”

The two ran off before she said another word. 

When they were out of range, she slumped against the hover and let out a sigh. “I am sorry, Tespor.”

“There is no reason for you to apologize. I think your brother was…”

“Playing instigator?”

“No, picking up my thoughts.”

“What do you mean?”

Tespor moved closer and gazed into her eyes. “You are one of my closest friends, Tiva. You know me better than anyone. Can you not tell what I am feeling?”

“I have sensed something for a long time.” She sighed and lowered her head. “I am unsure of…”

He placed a finger on her lip. Slowly he traced the curve of her chin and nudged her to look up. “I wish to court you, Tiva.”

“I do not think that is wise,” she said.

“I care for you deeply. Do you not feel the same?”

“I do care, Tespor…but courting can unleash emotions I am not ready for.” She felt horrible for telling a half-truth, but she didn’t know what else to say.

He stroked her cheek gently and wrapped an arm around her. “We have done many things together, Tiva. Who better to share a new experience with? I have no intentions of breaking our emotional barriers before we are prepared, but I do know…” his voice softened as he pulled her close, “you are the one I wish to be with.”

 “Tespor…” 

He leaned close and kissed her. His lips were warm and she felt at ease for a moment. The sensation was new, somewhat exciting, but deep in the back of her mind she’d always imagined someone else. She pulled back and glanced up at him. His markings turned white. Surprised, she gently reached up and touched the moons on his forehead. Tespor closed his eyes and relaxed against her touch. Tiva never saw white before. She tried to recall learning what it meant, but either she didn’t remember, or never knew. She studied his features. Tespor’s hair had grown darker as he aged; his boyish face had turned more rugged. He was striking, and for the first time she looked at him in a different light. Perhaps, she thought, he could be my potential mate.

Tespor opened his eyes and took her hand. He placed it on her chest near his heart. “You don’t have to answer me now, Tiva.” He caressed her cheek with his free hand. “I just wanted you to know my feelings.”

“Tespor…” 

“I shall take my leave,” he said. 

“I thought you were staying for evening meal?” she said.

“Maybe another day.” 

 

Tiva entered the living area and sat on the couch near the window. She watched Tespor’s shadow fade away in the distance. She pulled her legs to her chest, resting her head on her knees. Why confess now, she wondered. Was it because of Jex and Neola, or perhaps it was because of Remock? Had he sensed the rising feelings within her over the cycles and mistook it as feelings toward him? She had sensed something different from Tespor when they were younger. At first, she dismissed it. Then she misread it as jealousy, but as she learned to control her own emotions and focus her energies on reading others when needed, she began to understand. 

She sensed a love between Jex and Neola long before they themselves realized their feelings. They possessed the same emotions toward each other as her parents, the king and his queen, and other couples she knew. It was apparent that Tespor felt that way about her for quite some time, and was unsure how to handle the emotions.

He wanted to court her and be her potential, the first to ask her. He wished to be the one to break her barrier. All her studies of the Yantar—the courting, the breaking of the barrier, the bonding of spirits—nothing had prepared her for the reality of being asked. As part of the courting ritual, a potential would make his intentions known and then bestow a crystal rose upon the woman. She could either accept or deny him. If she accepted, they would open their emotions to each other to allow them to become closer. If the courting went well, they could take the next step and break the barriers. Knowing the emotional barrier kept the physical desires of love under control until one was ready—of body and mind—to commit to a bonding relationship, solidified the fact she was not ready for that with Tespor. Her focus was on her training, not courting, or love. If the one she always imagined had asked, she might feel differently. Either way, she had her answer; she did not wish to be courted, not now.

“You do not look like the youngest guardian to become a level two, Tiva.”

Tiva sighed.

“What’s wrong, precious one?” D’laja said, obviously worried.

Tiva lifted her head, “Mother, I have troubles.”

D’laja wiped her hands on a towel and crossed the room. She sat down next to her daughter and wrapped an arm around her. “Share your woes, Tiva.”

“Tespor wishes to court me.”

“That is wonderful!”

“I do not find it so wonderful,” she said, dejectedly. “Mother, tell me, what do the white markings of the moons mean?”

“White?” she said. “Tiva, have your markings gone white?”

“No, not mine, Tespor’s.”

“He is of age,” D’laja said with care. “But you are too young...”

“Speak of what you know, Mother,” she said.

“Precious one, our markings are in tune with our emotions, even ones we are unaware we possess. As we get older, our desires for companionship change. Tespor asked to court you because he is coming of age and loves you. You must heed my advice, Tiva. Tell Tespor your feelings, good or bad, do not lead him astray, his bond to you is stronger than yours to him.”

“He wants us to break the barrier together, when we were ready…”

“You are too young for that now, but in time…” D’laja said. “It seems as if time has sped past us, you are speaking of courting and bonding already.”

“But, Mother, I do not wish it.” 

“Because you have not been exposed to those emotions yet.”

Tiva knew those emotions already, but she neglected to correct her mother. She possessed romantic feelings, just not for Tespor. “I do care for him. He kissed me and it made me happy, yet, I had in my mind another choice for a potential—but I must continue with my training, either would be a distraction.”

D’laja chuckled. She began to unbraid her daughter’s hair, weaving her fingers carefully through the tangled mess. “In time you will change your mind. Love is a wondrous feeling. Love is the most precious and cherished gift we have to share with each other. It can bring great joy into your life. You can sense that, I know, but to experience it transcends anything you can fathom. When the time is right, and you break the emotional barrier, you will change. You’ll have new feelings and desires. And should your love be true you will express it physically as well as emotionally. Follow your heart, Tiva, but trust your sound judgment, and you will find the right path.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Seven
The day ended quietly. Surprisingly, her siblings vanished after the evening meal, allowing Tiva and her mother to talk more as they cleaned. D’laja admitted she disliked having two of her family out on duty at the same time. While she understood her mother’s concern, the excitement over her first mission was something Tiva couldn’t contain. Returning to her room, she watched the suns set and stared out the window waiting for her father. Te looked lonely; she hadn’t visited him in a few days. Quickly, she scribbled a note and left it on the windowsill before jumping down and running through the field.

An image of the fallen guardian Ispek flashed in her mind. Six cycles had passed since then. She cringed and pushed the feelings rising within her aside. It was not a time to dwell on what had happened long ago. She would have plenty of time for that during her mission. She slowed to a fast walk and approached her nature friend. Reaching up, she gently took one of Te’s leaves in her hand.

“I have returned, my friend,” she said. Te’s branches swayed, though there was no wind. “Yes, I have much on my mind.” She found a comfortable spot at the base of his trunk, and rested her sword on her lap. Leaning back against him, she peered up through his branches to see the stars. 

She tried to clear her mind. Tespor’s words, her mother’s advice, the tone of her father’s voice as he cut off communications, haunted her thoughts. Knowing Tespor might not like her answer, she tried to prepare herself for the outcome, and the potential loss of him as a friend. She prayed to the spirits that it would not happen; still she knew it was a possibility. 

Time passed slowly. The call of the animals began as the first signs of morning decorated the sky. Her father had yet to come home. Something important must have happened. Upon seeing the earliest of the suns' light creep over the horizon, Tiva gathered her sword and stretched. 

“I must go; Father should have been home by now. I am worried.” She sheathed her weapon, and examined her house. A light illuminated the kitchen, either her mother woke or her father returned home. “I hope to see you soon, Te. I will tell you all about my mission when I return.”

She grabbed the hilt of her sword and ran back to the house. Once inside, she paused to catch her breath and glanced around. The air in the house was still. Quietly, she moved into the living area to see her father sleeping on the couch. His hair lay disheveled on his head, his face drawn and full of worry. The moon markings on his forehead were dark. Not wanting to disturb him, she sunk to the floor next to him. She rested her head on the couch near his arm and closed her eyes.

 

“Dearest one, it’s time to wake,” Kevler’s soft and soothing voice called.

Tiva rubbed her face, opened her eyes. Her head was lying on her father’s lap. She had fallen asleep. Gently he ran his hands through her hair then kissed her forehead. 

“Why did you not wake me earlier, Father?” she said.

“You seemed at ease, and I had a feeling you were wakeful all night waiting,” he said.

She sat up and leaned against him. “I was, but only because I felt something unsettling when you called me on the comm.”

“Yes, things are not well in the Hentor Province, Tiva. We will have much work to do once there.”

“Are we to leave soon?”

He nodded. “Change into civilian clothing and bring enough for several days. I will meet you outside shortly.” 

She made her way to her room leaving Kevler in the living area. Without thinking, she changed into a printed tunic and comfortable pants. She gathered some items together, folding them neatly and securing them in her oversized satchel. Attaching her belt back around her waist, she secured her sword, pulled on her favorite black and silver trimmed cloak, and on her way out picked up a journal to keep her thoughts.

Outside, she wandered over to her father’s hover only to see a newer model next to it. Moving closer, she ran her hand along the smooth seems of the driver’s side and peered into the window. Everything inside looked shiny and advanced. The instrument panel was gray and black, a new computer console rested in the middle of the craft. Before she viewed the rest of it, she heard the footsteps of her mother and father walking toward her.

Tiva ran up to D’laja and embraced her. “I knew father would wake you to see us off.”

“I would have it no other way, precious,” she said, hugging back. “I have something for you.” She revealed a small package.

Tiva opened it, her face lighting up. “Thank you, Mother.” 

“Now you can carry your family with you, wherever you go.”

 “It’s wonderful mother, did you paint it yourself?” She studied the small painting of her family.

“Yes, I copied a virtual image taken at your cousins’ Remembrance.”

 She ran her finger over the faces of her brother and sister, the memories of the gathering for Rae and Rux still clear in her mind. Her cousins had returned from duty to celebrate with the family. Tiva pestered them for help with the level two guardian test. Both agreed she was well prepared, but still she insisted, one more training session, then she’d feel confident.

Rux had offered to spar with her, and to her surprise, she bested him with ease. She forced him to fight again, asking for no special treatment. She was ill prepared for an unfettered spar, and the second round was tougher. He cut her twice with his blade, once on the back, the other on her thigh. She countered and struck him across the arm and midsection. Rae stopped the fight before their parents saw the condition of the two, and assured Tiva she was ready for the test.

She could see the slight pain hidden on her face in the painting, the scar on her back was a constant reminder as well. Her uncle and father were both quite annoyed with them for sparring with regular weapons when they eventually uncovered the truth, but Tiva’s quick thinking and fast tongue saved them from a reprimand.

Kevler placed a hand on her shoulder and when she faced him, she knew he was remembering the same moment. She chuckled slightly, carefully folded the painting, and slipped in into her satchel. 

“I will never part with it, Mother,” she said, and hugged her again.

“I have made you pastries for your journey. Contact me when you have settled so I will not have to worry.”

“I will dearest,” Kevler said, taking D’laja in his arms.

Tiva entered the hover and settled in the passenger side. She tossed her bag in the back seat, laid her sword on the floor near her feet—as the seat did not allow her to sit with it at her side—and waited. Sometimes she’d watch her parents when they said their goodbyes. She felt the love between them and it always made Tiva feel safe. Her father entered the craft moments later and strapped himself in.

“Ready, dearest one?” Kevler said as he started the hover.

“Yes, Father.”

It lifted off the ground, silently and with little vibration. Marveling at the sleek technology of the new hover, she would not have realized they were moving if not for the bridge at the edge of their land coming within her sight. 

“I know you are curious, Tiva, you may ask whatever is in your mind.”

“There are many questions, Father, and answers I may not receive, so I will start with an easy one,” she said. “Why has the king bestowed a new hover? Unless you have purchased it yourself.”

“The king did give me this craft, but alas, only for the mission,” Kevler said, keeping his attention fully on the road. “And before your second question escapes your lips, if you wish, I will tell you of the task at hand.”

“Please do.”

“Since the death of Guardian Ispek, the king has had agents of the kingdom on assignment in Hentor. They have integrated themselves into the community, and are on the verge of uncovering the faction behind the raid that claimed cousin Towt’s life.”

Tiva kept the shock and anger from her face, but she was aware that her father had sensed the feeling. Still, he said nothing and continued.

“You and I are going in for support. We will be cousins from the Whettland Province, visiting with the protectors who are incognito within the town of Buali.” Kevler met her eyes and she nodded, still listening. “The reason you are coming with me on assignment is to assess the nature of the younger people in the town and province. The information we have is limited, but we worry that whoever is trying to gather followers to their cause is targeting the youth as well, not just land owners and trade workers.”

“So as we ‘visit’ with our family, we will collect any and all information we can?”

“Yes, that is the plan,” he said with a smile. “The legionnaires are prepared for our arrival, and will supply further details once we settle.”

“Father, do you think we can uncover vital information in only a few days?”

“I hope we can, dearest one, for a few short days is all we have.”

“Why is that?”

“The king requires my service on the first of the new season. Hentor is not the only problem the kingdom faces, and I am needed on council.”

“I understand. Then I must work swiftly if I am to uncover the truth of the faction.” Curious, it was, that her first assignment was a special operation. She wondered if they had waited until she was ready for the task, for she believed that the threat had been apparent long ago when the first attack took place. She stayed silent though, watching the edge of the Degort appear before them. 

A deep valley became visible next, with rolling, golden tree topped hills, then wide, barren plains. Tiva had never seen the west of Abennelp. Her home in the east, the palace ground betwixt the two hemispheres, and all in between, was the only ground she had traveled until now. Seeing new parts of her home was thrilling, though the circumstances were not. 

They came upon the Hentor province border first. Several bright and bold houses decorated the road. The Hentor homes did not mirror the ancient stone homes of the east. Many adopted the sleekness of the capital city. 

Each province had a history. She knew all there was to know of the Yann and Stimli provinces as she had spent most of her childhood exploring both. The majority of the guardians still lived in both provinces. Though her family owned Yaan, and the Finto’s claimed Stimli, each had their own keepers in parliament. Yet, she knew few stories of the other provinces of Abennelp, and as they neared Hentor, she knew it was something she would soon remedy.

They passed through the sleek town without slowing or stopping. Tiva asked when they would arrive, and her father only said soon.

Tired, yet excited, she forced herself to stay alert and become familiar with her surroundings. They crossed a large bridge into Brigol Outer, the middle of Hentor province. The scenery again changed, this time she cringed. Several of the homes smoldered, scorched beyond livable conditions. Her eyes scrutinized the grounds laid out before her; a second row of homes set back from the road looked livable, but run down and broken. She had never seen such a sight. Pity filled her heart. She wondered how such things could happen. 

Picking up her thoughts, Kevler took her hand and spoke. “This is the workings of the faction; the people of Hentor are noble and good. This is an attempt to keep out others, and show the people of this land who is in charge. That is why we have come to uncover the truth.”

“Father, stop!”

The hover halted, jarring the two inside. Tiva braced herself on the panel in front of her, but still hit her head on the glass of the front shield. Kevler slammed into the steering console then reached for his daughter. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine,” she said. Twisted metal and wood crudely formed into a gate spread across the width of the road. The gate stood no more than six feet high, but it was enough to keep hovers from entering. Capped at each end were two large, stone pillars, carved with symbols and lettering with which she was not familiar. Atop each pillar stood a guard, dressed in the green and gold colors of Hentor Province. The guards held rustic looking swords in their hands, and had very little armor or protection. A small hidden door in the middle of the gate opened. Another guard emerged and approached their hover. Tiva turned to her father, and with all seriousness she could muster, declared, “I am ready.”

“I know. I will gain entrance to the province. Keep your weapon hidden.” Kevler tapped on the console and the side window of the hover slid back. Tiva nonchalantly maneuvered her feet flat on the floor covering the sheath of her sword as best she could.

“Speak your name and business, stranger,” the guard demanded as he peered into the hovercraft. 

“I am Kevler, this is my daughter Tiva, and we are here to visit our kin. The Pa’chey family.” 

The guard took a step back and turned to the gate. “The Pa’chey family. Check the list, see if they have requested a pass for visitors.”

Tiva analyzed the area before her. The gate itself only blocked the road, but thin metal fencing surrounded the whole of the main town, separating it from the rest of the province. How odd, she thought, as she turned her attention back to her father. 

The guard atop the pillar gave a signal, the other nodded and waved Kevler through. Slowly the twisted gate opened. Kevler tapped on the control panel, secured the window, and moved the hover. Once on the opposite side of the gate, the guard stopped them again. Tiva mumbled under her breath as they approached.

“Tiva, quiet.”

“This is preposterous. How can they gate the land and treat people so?”

“We will speak of it later, now, quiet.”

She narrowed her gaze at the guards while her father showed his permit for the hover, and then signed a strange looking parchment. Finally, after what seemed like hours to her, the guards let them pass into Brigol Proper. To her amazement, the inner town of Buali was beautiful, the complete opposite of what she had seen at the edge of its lands. Tall, smooth buildings and homes in small circle clusters, lined the main road. Between the groups of homes and shops, nature commons and other recreation areas were full of children. The weaving side roads and alleys fingered off the main road like the branches of a tree. 

Her father guided the hover through the middle of town, and took the last alleyway before the road dipped down into another valley. In the distance, a small patch of trees ended the narrow road. Tiva watched and waited, wondering where their destination was. Kevler drove to the very end and pulled out his PCD. He spoke so softly she could not hear his words, or the reply that came soon after. He slipped the device back in his belt and met eyes with her.

“I know you are confused. Everything will be clearer soon. You are about to embark on the first mission that will open your eyes to all there is about the world you live in. You have seen a great deal in your short time, dearest one, but this mission will be hard and require strength. Your mother and I feel you are ready, as does the king. You will learn much here, and you will be truly tested.”

She remained silent, easily suppressing her thoughts. Had this happened in the past when she had less control, her father might have sensed the frustration, anger, and pity for the things she saw here. Before she could dwell on her thoughts, she espied movement in the trees at the edge of the alley.

“Come,” Kevler said. “The legionnaires will attend to the hover.” Tiva gathered the satchel, her sword from the floor, and jumped out of the vehicle as a young man appeared near the trees.

“Welcome, Guardian Boon.” He saluted her father and ignored her. “We have set a room for you both, but first…this way please.”

She fell in step behind her father. Again, she surveyed the lay of the land, a natural part of her routine. Tespor joked once and called her virtual-mind, as if she created an image in her head. She usually remembered everything she saw before her with utmost clarity and little study.  

As they entered the trees, she found herself surrounded by a gray gloom. The tops of the trees held darkened leaves, much more so than any tree she’d seen before, but something about them looked odd. Upon closer inspection, she knew some of the branches were fake.

The young man led them to a hill. Nearing the mound, Tiva sensed another person. A small trap door opened. An older woman popped up in the midst of the hill and the young man vanished among the trees. 

“Royal Guardian Kevler Boon, my eyes do not lie, you have made your way here, finally!”

“Spirited greetings, Dal Weda, it has been many moons since I have seen you. How do you fare?” He saluted.

“Well as can be asked of us. Dark operations are hard on the spirit, but the climax is nigh, and with hope and prayer, we will return home. Is this the young one the king has appointed?” She raised a brow to Tiva.

“Yes, this is my daughter, Guardian Tiva Boon. She has just passed her level two test, and is prepared for this mission fully.”

“Wondrous news.” She beamed. “It is an honor to meet you Lady Boon.”

Tiva bowed her head. “You as well, Lady Weda.”

“Oh, blarg, as I say. Call me as you would a friend, for a friend is what we will be when the turmoil has passed, Tiva,” she said with a grin. “Now come, please, into our hideaway; there is much to discuss.”

Kevler and Tiva entered the hidden base of operations deep within the hill of the patched forest. The long, dim, and dank corridor led into a brightly lit oval room. Plastered upon the walls were maps of the land, building construction workings, and names of people, places, a writing board for mission status, and other odd hangings. The air was stale and warm with a slight hint of flowers. As her mother taught her, Tiva remained silent and allowed the elders to converse. She found a cushioned chair and sat down, keeping her sword firmly at her side.

“This is our control center.” Dal stood opposite the entryway speaking directly to them both. “The home you saw at the end of the alley is where we reside when not working. You will stay there with us, as our kin, and none of this town will be the wiser. We have burrowed deep into this community, many cycles have passed, but all of us wish to return home soon.”

“It is the wish of King Delos as well, Dal. Speak of what has transpired thus far, from the beginning if you will—it will benefit us both.” Kevler sat down.

Tiva’s heart raced. She would finally hear the truth behind the problems of this province. Long had she suffered nightmares and horrid memories of Ispek dying in her arms. Time after time, she wondered what secrets remained in this far-off land. She settled back against the wall and anxiously listened.  

“The reasoning behind the guardians’ appearance here, so long ago, was a simple squabble among the masses. At the time, we knew that the Province Keeper had set a new tax on the people. Of course, one would not oppose such an action if warranted, however this new law asked for almost half the profit and gains of the people. As one might imagine, the people protested. The legionnaires and guardians assigned to this province kept the peace for quite a while as the parliament and Province Keepers negotiated. Then suddenly, one by one, the army was whittled down and people began to notice. This faction began slaughtering the protectors. Guardian Ispek returned to the palace to inform the king, and that is when you and the others came to aid, Kevler.” Dal walked the curved length of the room. Her father acquiesced with a tilt of his head, so Dal took a few more steps, paused near a map and continued. “When the second wave of aid arrived, they found themselves in an altercation that quickly spun out of hand. The people of Hentor built a blockade to the Embassy House of Province Keeper Himloc, forcing the family to remain trapped. Yet, even after seeing the protest of his people, Sir Himloc was steadfast in his decision. No negotiations or king’s order caused him to budge. But Himloc was not without support himself. He sent a small force to challenge the legionnaires and guardians, and because the problem seemed nothing more than an issue of funds, we were unprepared for the attack. They outnumbered us, and we lost many people. After we retreated, we informed the king and received orders. Perhaps you would recount the third wave and battle for your daughter, as you were the captain.”

Tiva could not hide her surprise, and her father had seen the expression Dal’s words produced. He gently squeezed her shoulder, she relaxed only slightly and held her father’s gaze until he stood and began to pace.

“The night I left for the Hentor Province I returned here with a mass of protectors. Himloc and his followers blocked the road to Hentor, much like the gate you saw. This time, however, we were not outnumbered or challenged. As per the king’s orders, we allowed few casualties on both sides, and detained many of his men. Most are still imprisoned on the Lost Island.” Kevler gestured to the map. Tiva honed in on the small area off the coast of the Cenii Province. No news of this traveled among the public, she would have heard rumor or talk, yet it never reached her. She found it intriguing that such important information never surfaced among the populace. “We secured the land; Himloc went before the king and was exiled with his men. After that, the king placed Dal and the other protectors in dark operations. They came shortly after the new Province Keeper was appointed.”

“And we have been here ever since, gathering information and trying to root out any left behind followers of the underground faction,” Dal said. “Our time here has not been without some victory. We found two cells in the east and one in the north. New information comes often, and we have reason to believe the removal of Himloc was a minor detail in a much larger picture. The new Province Keeper, Pethor, has strong bonds to the people here. His support stems from many regions. We have yet to uncover his plans or learn the vision he holds for this land, but we feel his power has grown beyond our reach. This is where you will be an integral part of this mission. Rumors were heard a short time ago from an informer that Pethor is seeking to bring the youth into his plan. They are actively seeking people your age and younger for a ‘council of youth.’ We have found this claim false, but we are without further insight. You were brought here to find the truth.”

Tiva only nodded and allowed it all to seep through her mind. She struggled for the right words to speak. What could she say? An imminent threat to the people of Hentor and perhaps neighboring provinces was brewing. Good people died for this cause, people she both knew and loved, and many more than she and perhaps others were aware. If there were the slightest chance she could help avert further harm to anyone, she would do as ordered. She turned to her father; he sighed and ran his hand through his hair. His heart was heavy; she could sense—even see it, through his stone eyes. She stood stiffly and raised her fist to her heart.

“I will do the very best I can to help.”

Dal grinned. “A spirited one you have here, Kevler.”

“Quite.”

“Do not be deceived, Tiva, this is no easy mission. You are among the strongest of your peers but we are unsure what dangers you face.”

“I’m ready to serve my land, king, and family. My training has prepared me, and I do not fear danger. Peace is of the utmost importance to King Delos, and I will not fail him.”

Dal and Kevler exchanged looks, but Tiva could not read either expression fully. Was it pride, or surprise? Either way, she held her stance and bowed.

“Your father will further instruct you, and when the suns rise I will take you into town to begin your search.”

“You are not coming with me?” Tiva asked her father.

“No, I am only here to ensure your safety and keep record of anything you find. It has been many cycles since I have been here, but many know my face. If we are seen together, it may be cause for suspicion.”

“I understand.” But she did not. Why did the king someone with her? Perhaps she was not yet trusted to complete a mission without one of her family present. Pushing aside the doubt, she looked to the map on the wall. The Hentor Province was half the size of her own. The town square was a short distance from their current location, and the outlining groups of homes were far and few in between. Dal rested a hand on her shoulder and handed her a small journal. 

“This contains all the information we have, as well as statistical information about the province and commonplace gathering establishments. Familiarize yourself with as much as you can tonight. But first, we take evening meal.”





  
 

*
Satisfied after the meal, Tiva and her father enjoyed a tour of the home they would be staying at for a spell. Dal introduced them to the other dark ops agents, one distant cousin of the Finto family, the eldest son of Ispek, and a couple of legionnaires, Razzil, and Terno, who patrolled the province and often visited with information. Tensions were high and little was said, in stark contrast to Dal’s earlier enthusiasm. 

Tiva retired to her room to wash and dress for sleep. Settling on the sleep couch, she read the journal of information while waiting for her father. She’d read three quarters of the way through when he appeared in the doorway. Mixed emotions flooded from him and she sensed he was not trying to hide it from her. He noiselessly crossed the room and sat beside her. She smiled warmly, taking his hand. He brushed his thumb over her markings then touched his forehead to hers.

“Do not worry for me, Father. I am prepared.”

“I know, dearest, my beloved daughter—you have been prepared since you first came into this world. You were a fighter from the start. Death will not take you easily, that much I am sure of, and not here nor anytime soon. Though, I am not a Mystic, therefore I should not say such words, but in my heart, I feel it.”

She smiled. “You speak as a Mystic, perhaps you missed your calling?”

“No,” he said, “my place is here, in service of the king and as father and mentor to you.”

“For that, I thank the spirits.”

“As do I.”

“Speak now of what I am to do, Father, please.”

He drew in a breath and stood. “Firstly, you must not seem eager to be approached. Casual actions are prudent on this mission. Secondly, you will have to act as though you lack training. You may use some of your learned skills, but keep them limited. If this faction is seeking people of strength, they will most likely wish to train them so they can shape their minds and bodies to their cause. Many things you will hear are potential lies, you must not react as you normally would, merely take in all the information you can and remain subdued.” Kevler moved to the window and pulled back the heavy blue curtain. “I will confess, whilst I know you are the strongest of the young in the guardianship, I did not wish this mission on you.”

“Why, Father? Do you not think I am ready?”

“You are more than ready, but I had hoped your first mission would not be one of such importance.”

At this, her curiosity peaked and she moved to his side. “How can a group of youth in service of a corrupt Province Keeper be so significant?”

“When people go against the wishes and laws set forth by the king, they separate themselves from the rest of us. King Delos is the finest ruler this land has ever seen. He is fair and just, he cares for his people like no other king before him. No one suffers, no one is in need, and the people have a voice in the management of their provinces. Everything has remained harmonious for an age. There is more to this defiance than what we can see; even the Mystics cannot foretell what is to come, no one can uncover just reasons for this betrayal. The issue has never been tax or control of the land, there is a wider, more ominous plan afoot. Should their plan fail, they will rely on the youth they have corrupted to continue in their stead. That is why we must learn what they know, along with the truth behind the youth council.

“We know of a few places people have been recruited, and that is where you will be taken. There are many your age in the town square. You will mingle and gather information. If someone approaches or asks, do not forget you are Tiva Vren, visiting from the Whettland Province. If they mention the council show slight interest. Use your best judgment and let all unfold as it may. Each day you should be able to gather more information, and then if the time is right, we will change our strategy.”

“You wish me to try and attend a meeting with the group?”

“Eventually, that is our goal, but it must not look as though you are searching for them. They must approach and convince you that their cause is just.”

“I understand, Father.”

He pulled her into his arms. “Keep well, Tiva. You will once again prove worthy. Now, finish reading and rest, for the mission awaits you on the morrow.”

“Rest well, Father,” she said, tightening her arms around him. “I’ll see you when the suns rise.” 

 

Sleep did not come easily. Tiva tossed and turned on the foreign sleep couch. Though she rarely slept much, she always had Te in her field and rested beneath his branches. This country was unknown to her, and even if she mustered the nerve to leave the home, she had no idea where to go. When the sleep was beyond her grasp, she sat near the window and read the journal by moonlight. 

Hentor was the third largest province behind her own, the Yaan, and Quintor. A population of seventy thousand people considered this land their home, and while she saw the condition of the outlying homes and villages, most of Hentor had rich land and extravagant homes. The most popular trade, aside from the mass of legionnaires that hailed from Hentor, was weaponry. She wished her time here were personal; she would enjoy seeing a sword forger’s workshop. 

Reading through the journal twice, Tiva felt she had memorized the most important aspects of Hentor. She put the journal aside to enjoy the quiet of the night.

As the moon began to sink, the early glow from the first of the morning suns silently stole the darkness from the horizon. Tiva stifled a yawn and stretched her tired body. A night of no sleep usually followed a run from Te to her home. She glanced around the cramped room and sighed; she gathered her clothing and changed. A soft knock on the door caught her attention. She opened the door and smiled at her father.

“You have not rested.”

 Her smiled faded. “I did try, but sleep escaped me for most the night.”

“Do not let it worry you, it will just occupy your mind. I know your sleeping habits. They are much like your mother’s.”

“She told me so, many cycles ago.”

“Oh, did she?” He laughed. “I will speak of this to her.”

Tiva laughed along with her father and reached for her sword. A natural movement on her part, but she paused and turned. “I should not bring my weapon, correct?”

“Yes, for now you shouldn’t need your sword.” 

She frowned. He arched a brow at her action and laid his palm out for her sword. Tiva placed the hilt in his hand, smoothing her fingers along the sheath as he pulled it back. 

This was a mission of firsts, her first time away from her home, and first time without her sword since receiving it. Reluctance overcame her, but knowing the seriousness of the task kept her from further remarks.

“However,” Kevler mused, breaking her thoughts, “I have a dagger for you. Keep it hidden in your clothing, but only use it if you must. Remember, your judgment is key.” He retrieved the small weapon from his tunic and pressed it against her palm. “I fashioned this blade when I was a cycle older than you. It is strong and will hinder any enemy with a quick stroke.”

She nodded then leaned over, placed it snuggly into her boot, and tugged her pants down tightly. Tiva smoothed her tunic and stood straight when through. “May I ask something of you, Father?”

“Anything you wish within my abilities,” he said seriously.

“I wish to ready for the day, is there somewhere I can…run?”

Again, he laughed. “Is that all you ask?”

“For now, though after today I am sure to have more questions.”

“Very well, dearest. The patch of forest is safe, roam as you will, but do not tarry, you will leave after the suns rise.

“Thank you, Father.” She rose to her toes and pecked his cheek. “I will not be long.” 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Eight
The last of the dark night passed. To the edge of the patched forest and back was all time would allow, yet, it was enough. Tiva no longer felt the tired aches in her body as she ran up the stairway into the home. She entered the kitchen area to find Dal and the young man who had met them when they first arrived. He was not around earlier during introductions, so she did not know his name. 

The rest of the house remained silent, and she didn’t feel the presence of her father. Without a sound, she took a seat and ate the fruits and bread from the table. The sparsely decorated room held little of the comfort and warmth she enjoyed in her home. Dal sat beside her and offered her a glass of juice.

“Thank you,” she took the glass and sipped the liquid.

“I will ready the hover, meet me when you are through.”

Tiva nodded. “I will be right there.”

“Oh, take your time, no use being hasty…” Dal grinned, “The hover is a bit antiquated, and it’ll be a while.”

“Very well, I will be there soon.”

Dal chuckled and exited down the hall. Tiva sipped her juice and noticed the young man smiling. She lifted a brow, his eyes widened.

“I meant no offense, Guardian Boon,” he said shakily.

“You may call me Tiva,” she said. “And I am not offended.”

“I am Defor, Dal’s first born and third captain of the legionnaires of Hentor.”

“You must be very skilled, Defor.”

“My appearance is deceiving; I have just past my twenty-fifth Remembrance, though I have been in the service of the Legion since I was ten. Like the guardians, we begin training at a young age.” He paused. “Tiva Boon, if my friends knew I was speaking with you…the legionnaires know well of you. Word travels, slow perhaps, last I knew you passed your level three test and soon after thwarted a thief at the Founders Festival.” He grinned. 

Tiva nodded politely. 

The incident at the Festival was not newsworthy, in her opinion. She had simply seen someone slip a weapon from a selling cart into his cloak. She had confronted the gentleman. He pulled a dagger and attempted to attack her. Only a moment passed before the thief was on his back with Tiva’s sword under his chin. 

“The youngest ever to pass level two, a feat to be proud of, for I know the test is not easy.” He paused for a moment, then: “If I may be so bold, I should like to spar with you if you have time during your stay.”

“It would be an honor.”

“No, the honor would be all mine.” He saluted her and vanished into another hall.

Many had seen only the aftermath at the Festival, but the story carried around the palace and Degort for a while, much longer than she would have liked. She didn’t understand the reactions of people sometimes. She only did her duty, and yet everyone praised her just as Defor had. As she rose to meet Dal, she wondered what other news had passed through the provinces. Perhaps she would ask.

 

Dal was sitting in the hover when Tiva approached. She motioned toward the passenger side, and Tiva slipped in. Dal did not lie; the hover had seen too many cycles. The console was cracked and half lit. The buttons, knobs, and other controls were all faded and rusted. Dal chuckled.

“I told you it needed a bit of time.”

“Why has the king not supplied you with better means of transport?”

“Oh, this is just for show. We have a newer hover for travel, this is for the mission.”

“I see.” Tiva sat back and strapped herself in. Her thoughts turned elsewhere. She glanced around searching for her father. Where was he? It was unlike him not to see her depart. Had the palace called for his return? She sank back against the seat, as Dal took off into the alleyway. The metal under her feet rumbled and her body shook as the craft noisily bumped and buckled its way over the road.

Ignoring the vibrations as best she could, Tiva cleared her mind. The mission was beginning and she needed to focus. Before dwelling on any one thought, the hover slowed and she noticed the town square of Buali. The buildings of beautiful stone and glass were not quite as large as Degort, but the colors were more varied and breathtaking. All the colors of the sky filled the promenade and quadrangle. A smile crossed her lips—she could enjoy this place.

Dal turned the hover into a docking deck, and steadied the shaking beast. Tiva turned and her smile faded. She was on a mission, not a trip or holiday. Dal motioned to a small playing field opposite the Embassy house. She read about it as a spot of importance for recruiting in the journal. Tiva thanked her and slipped out of the vehicle.

“I will be back when the first sun has set,” Dal said before she closed the door. Then the hover backed up and sped away.

This was the moment. She was alone to do her mission. She reached for her side, expecting her sword to be there. A sigh escaped her lips as she lifted her head and began to take in the sights while walking into the center of the square. 

The people looked much like those of her own province and the capital. Many acknowledged her or nodded as she passed, she returned each gesture while observing everything she could.  

Taking in the sights like a true visitor, Tiva spent hours learning the layout of the square. She memorized the healing house’s location, several eateries, sweet shops, and trade shops as well. She held short conversations with a few shopkeepers, and continued her scour of the area.

Midday, she returned to the center of the town square, the last unexplored spot save the playing field. A large statue guarded the hub. The first Province Keeper of Hentor, Khara Hentor a retired legionnaire, established the land after the first Abennelpian war. She read the inscription in the carved stone:

Here stands Hentor, keeper of the flame.

Through tears of pain,

And victories of joy,

Hentor the Honorable

Keeps the flame of Abennelp

Upon his shield. 

 

“It is a worthy saying,” a deep voice proclaimed.

“Indeed,” Tiva agreed, titling her head up to take in the whole monument. “It is a fine tribute in both appearance and words.”

“Some people pass by without a fleeting thought. They forget how much has been sacrificed for the land.”

This caught her attention; she turned and met the eyes of a dark-haired boy who seemed no older than she. Her father’s thoughts filled her head, and she bit back the first words about his age, as they formed. 

“Sacrifice is not something to be taken lightly,” she said. “Though I take notice perhaps because I am visiting, and the people of this land are accustomed to its presence.”

“Yet the tribute remains regardless of who takes notice…” He smiled. “I am Solun Turi.”

“Tiva Vren.”

“Named after the Spirit Shial’s mother?”

“Yes.” 

He gently took her hand in his and kissed the underside of her wrist. “It is a joyous meeting, Tiva.” A smiled twisted his lips as he looked to her markings. 

She felt them changing. 

“I did not mean to embarrass you. I have not seen you in the square before; I would remember such wondrous eyes.” 

“You flatter me.”

“And rightly deserved.”

Tiva slipped her hand from his grasp and twisted a braid. She could play coy and flirtatious, regardless of the fact that she felt slightly elated at the attention. 

Slowly she moved past him, holding his gaze, but saying nothing. She thought of Tespor and wondered what he would say if he knew she held the attention of another. She was not interested in Solun, nor Tespor…but maybe the other. Knowing she had goals she wished to achieve, Tiva would allow nothing to interfere, even him, at least not yet. Besides, she was still too young to gain his favor.

Meandering around the statue, Tiva approached a selling cart and pretended to be interested in the wares. Solun followed, but kept a sizable distance from her. His feelings toward her changed moment to moment. Though she shielded herself from him, his emotions were varied and unguarded.

When she approached a second selling cart, a beautiful purple moon attached to a silver chain swung hypnotically in the air. She fingered the trinket, but left it where it hung.

“Its beauty is nothing compared to you,” Solun said in her ear and gently urged her away from the cart. His flattery was not purely romantic in nature, something else lingered. “The shops hold rarer, more marvelous items you would fancy.”

“Perhaps I will see what they have later. I am just looking and enjoying the fresh air.”

“You have no plans for the day?”

The playing field erupted with cheering, laughter, and congratulatory shouting. Tiva changed directions, but kept her pace slow as she moved closer, attempting to remain random. “I am here to see the sights today and decide where I will spend my time whilst I am here.”

“But you have no guide.”

“I enjoy exploring the unknown, be it a forest, field, or town square,” she said and continued admiring the buildings. Then she paused and glanced at the field. “However, the company of someone familiar with the setting is always helpful.”

Solun grinned. “I will allow you to explore as you see fit, lovely Tiva, only if you promise to meet me tomorrow.”

“I would like that very much.”

“As would I.” He reached for her hand and kissed it again. “Until the morrow.” Solun headed directly for the playing field, and a group of friends immediately greeted him. Unwilling to succumb to the pulling thoughts in her head, she forced herself to turn away. Patience. She had always struggled with it as a child, but she learned the hard lesson. She would not fail. She’d complete the mission. 

Tiva moved away from the field and weaved her way among the people of Buali. Never staying in one place long, she went from location to location speaking with people causally. After a short stop to rest and eat, she once more explored the square, learning, observing, and investigating. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. This seemed a normal town, in a normal province, thus far. 

The first sun curved down to the eastern horizon. The day was ending and she began her trek back through the square. She passed the field, but kept her gaze averted as she walked and listened. She heard only two distinct words, ‘game’ and ‘test’, it piqued her interest, yet she kept her path away from the field. 

Arriving at the docking deck, Tiva found Dal waiting just as planned. The older lady waved and grinned. Tiva entered the vehicle.

“Greetings, Dal.”

“And to you. How did you fare in town?”

“I have learned all that I could, and perhaps made a contact,” Tiva said cautiously. While she trusted all of the protectors under the king, this was a mission assigned to the Royal Guardians. She would report in full only to her father or another guardian.

“Just remember one thing, Guardian Boon, they are normal people here. Though their cause may be futile, they do believe in what they fight for.”

Tiva studied her, but remained silent. 

Dal chuckled. “I’m not quite sure what to make of you, you speak your mind when the spirit wills you, and remain silent when it is expected you would speak.”

“When speaking of fact, I rely on fact. If it is an opinion you seek, I have not formed one, so I have naught to say, would you rather I told a falsehood?”

“No, no,” she snorted, “I merely mean you are a bit of an enigma, there’s something about you…” She paused and started the hover. “No time to dwell, your father wishes to see you.”

“He returned?”

“Well, no, he never left.”

The words rolled through her mind. He never left. Where had he been when she was leaving? She settled into the seat and heedlessly allowed her thoughts to float haphazardly in the wind. Flashes of the day came first, Solun, the carts, the faces of people who passed. Unexpectedly, a wave of confusion washed over her. It belonged to neither her nor Dal, yet it was near.

The hover passed the town gate. Tiva glanced out the window to see a shadowy figure perched on a pillar watching as they drove away. 

“Something wrong?” Dal said.

“No, I don’t believe so.”

“Relax then, I’ll have us back quicker than the chepto bird can fly.”





  
 

*
Tiva’s father was not waiting when they arrived, nor was he in the house or forest nearby. Utterly confused, Tiva traipsed through the patched forest collecting her thoughts and observations from her mission. She hoped he wasn’t allowing her extra time to ready her report. Without words, she demanded fair treatment, and knew her father understood. Her honor, merit, and strength in every area were essential for her to achieve her goal. He knew she craved it; perhaps he did not fully understand, but he knew enough to empathize. So, if it was not that, where had he been?

She went to the back of the house. Dal said he was waiting, she would hold part of the answer. Tiva entered and looked for the legionnaires. She searched each room, but found no one. She stood on the stairs, and finally remembered. Quickly, she sprinted toward the control center and pulled back the hidden door. She plunged deep into the hill and as fast as her legs could make her fly, ran down the corridor and slid into the oval room.

It was empty.

A ripple of dread rode the length of her spine. She pulled the dagger from her tunic and ran back through the corridor to the house. Up in her room, she grabbed her sword, and went room to room, both weapons in hand, praying that nothing had happened to the others. 

She explored each room once more, then the grounds around the home—not a trace of anyone. Another look inside the control center proved futile, still no sign. Taking to the patched forest, Tiva searched ever more frantically. Dal could not have traveled far: the hover remained docked, as did the one that carried Tiva and her father to this place. Sweeping the forest thoroughly took longer than she would have liked. Though small by normal standards, the patched forest was denser than it appeared.  

The golden-crowned trees did not call to her like Te. They were short stout trees deeply embedded in the ground. The forest was aged, maybe even as old as the planet itself. In the vibrations coming from these ancient trees, she felt a longing she never sensed before and often had to backtrack because the nature surrounding her overloaded her senses.

When she returned to the house, her mind began to clear, and as she swooped down on the plush grass, she tried desperately to relax and think. Where could they all be?

Sprawled out on the ground, Tiva watched as every beat of her heart brought another sparkle of light, illuminating the dark, black sky. At times, it was more breathtaking than the hues of the suns rising or setting or even the glistening rain falling like golden tears from the leaves of Te’s branches. She inhaled the crisp air; finally, the season was ending. The warmth of the days turned to a cool breath. The suns would take longer to rise; the colors of nature would change. It was her favorite season.

Upon hearing a noise in the brush near the patched forest, Tiva leaped to her feet. Twisting her blade over and gripping it tight. Another rustle, she ran toward the trees.

“Show yourself!”

“Guardian Boon?”

“Speak your name.” She stopped in her tracks and peered into the brush.

“Defor,” he said, moving into the moonlight. “Why do you look like you are ready to attack?”

“No one is here. I thought something had happened.” Tiva stepped back and sheathed her sword, but kept a hand on the hilt.

“Did you read the mission board?”

“No.” She growled internally. How could she have forgotten? Allowing her body to relax, she shoved the dagger into her belt and sighed.

“Everyone went to the local pub for evening meal.”

“Oh, I see. Well, the area is at least secure…” She shrugged. 

Defor laughed and clasped his hands together. “You are interesting my new friend. Come, I was heading to the control center to find you when you came upon me.”

Tiva gathered her cloak from her room and followed him down the alley into the town center. They spoke of the changing season as they walked. She was enjoying his company and learning about his mission with the legionnaires. They veered off into another alleyway opposite the town square, and it opened to a larger road lined with buildings and homes. Their conversation turned to loyalty, training, and eventually family as they passed the varied collection of merchant shops. A home converted into a gathering establishment loomed atop a small hill at the end of the road. Tiva inquired and learned that it was the pub. They began uphill and Defor asked a question that gave her pause.

“How went your mission?”

“Well, I pray. Honestly, I have nothing to compare it with, so it is difficult for me to say.” 

“I am sure you did fine, Tiva,” he said with a serious tone. 

She bowed her head slightly. 

“I know I look forward to hearing the report on the morrow. You are prepared?”

“Yes, I am.”

Defor grinned as they ascended the final distance and entered the pub. Tiva scrutinized the room and glimpsed her father in the rear. Without waiting, she weaved through the crowd of people keeping tight the cloak around her body, concealing her sword. She reached the table where Kevler, Dal, and the other legionnaires sat, and met her father’s eyes.

“May I join you?”

Kevler smiled, laughed aloud, and threw his arm around Razzil who sat next to him. “See, what did I say? Beautiful, just like her mother.” He bolted up from the chair and wrapped her in his arms. 

“Father?” Tiva whispered, raised a brow, and hugged him with one hand, keeping the other at her side.

He pushed her back and studied her face. “Why do I sense trepidation, Tiva?”

“You are acting out of sorts.”

“I am pleased and enjoying ale with my friends!” he rejoiced. 

The others laughed, cheered, and clashed glasses of ale together. 

He pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “We are not all work, Tiva. I may be a bit lax, but I can still take any man who crosses my path. You will learn how to balance all things in this life, dearest one, it just takes time.”

“Join us for ale, Tiva,” Defor said sliding into a chair next to his mother.

She broke from her father’s tender grasp and shook her head. “I am not at the age of responsibility yet.” She sat at the end of the table. Her father crashed against his friend and they embraced roughly and growled something at each other.

“Oh, blarg, as I say, you’ve earned it, and you’re not but a cycle off, what say you, Kevler, let the girl taste of the fine brew?” Dal said mischievously.

Kevler glanced to the men to his side. He raised a brow and turned to Tiva. She opened her mouth to say she did not care for ale, but he held a finger up. Everyone at the table chuckled. She frowned, but he paid her no mind as he turned back to the others.

“Razzil, Terno, shall we allow young Tiva here to partake in the forbidden brew of the spirits?”

“Yes!” Razzil slurred gleefully.

“Say yes, I do say,” Terno agreed and raised his glass.

“Then it is settled, relax, drink, and laugh with us.”

She leaned closer to her father and chided, “If it is forbidden by the spirits, and I am not yet the age, would it not be breaking the rules?”

He laughed and gently took her face in his hand. “It is not forbidden, it is just a tactic to scare young ones into waiting until they are older and have more control. You, my dearest one, have control beyond many aged people I know. Stay on guard as you always do, but do not forget to unburden yourself in pleasures, even for a spell, and as far as the rule of age, I am your father and I will bear that responsibility tonight. One glass of ale is all you shall have, and you will respect the effects it has on you and learn your limits. It is for a relaxed pleasure, moving beyond it would only cause you difficulty.” 

One glass was all she needed. Foreign sensations flooded her body and mind. Her senses seemed sharper, yet in the background. She felt relaxed and joyful. Tiva laughed with the others and for a while thought nothing of the problems and concerns that normally clouded her spirit. A floating freedom rushed through her body. The moment came alive all around her. Sounds, smells, and the chatter from others filled the atmosphere. Music softly played behind her. Every group in the room was enjoying the company around them. Nothing else existed for a time. Whatever lie beyond the doors of the pub was furthest from her thoughts.

Defor suddenly jumped up from his chair and danced around the table. He bowed upon completion and sat back down without so much as a word. The table erupted in laughter. Defor grinned and winked at Tiva. A deep full-bellied laugh escaped her and she leaned back farther than she should. The chair began to slip. Before it slammed to the ground, Tiva swung back with her legs, pushed up with her arms, rolled backwards, and landed on her knees. Everyone stopped. She looked up and stood smoothly upright, keeping her sword shielded. The table clapped and laughed.

“Fantastic!” Kevler said.

“Best recovery I have seen thus far in my life,” Razzil cheered. 

“Impressive,” Defor said full of awe while Dal simply snorted and drank her ale. 

Tiva picked up the chair and noticed the glances from others around her. It did not sit well with her having others seeing what had transpired. They were still on a mission, and some of these people could be part of the faction. She had no way to be sure. Yet, here they were, being careless and unobservant, or were they? Was this just another part of the mission? Perhaps a test? She sighed and sat silently as the others continued their idle chatter. Kevler’s arm came around her suddenly and he pulled her close.

“Speak of what you feel,” he said.

“I am full of uncertainty, Father.”

“You will have many of the answers you seek soon, we are retiring shortly.”

She nodded and sipped the last drop of ale, waiting for the excitement to calm. More questions filled her. She wanted to hasten home and ask all she could.

Cursing the dawdling passing of time, Tiva quietly grumbled to herself as the group clumsily made their way back through the town, and into the alley. Razzil and Terno broke from the group first, heading toward the control center. Dal and Defor veered off to the docking deck leaving her alone with her father. 

As if sensing her anticipation, he touched her shoulder. “Ask.”

“Why did you not see me depart or return today, Father?” she said bluntly without pause.

“This is your mission, Tiva. I wished to give you complete freedom as all other guardians are given. I did not want to impose anything upon you for this first day, as it was most important.”

“I understand,” she said. Partly, she did, yet it still tugged at her. “But what about my return, surely you could not impose on me then?”

“Well, that matter is yours.” He chuckled, taking her hand. “The mission board held all you needed.”

“I thought I must report everything to you upon my return,” she said, trying to ignore the fact that she made an error herself.

“It is normal procedure to do so, but not required. I felt it best you relax after your first mission. Not a matter of concern, Tiva, merely convenience, many of us were thirsty.” He smiled.

“This mission is harder than I imagined, Father.”

“I know, dearest one, it takes time. Trust in my advice as you always have.”

“I will,” she said and paced. “Was the outing a test?”

“Not exactly, but I told you to stay observant, tell me what you saw.”

“The couple in the corner of the pub was courting. Another couple in the middle of the room was married. Two groups of childhood friends congregated in the east and west tables of the room, and local workers were at the bar area.” She pointed out each person that held a weapon, every young person that entered the eatery, stayed for only a moment and left, and she even mentioned two people who were sitting in a corner still as statues. “I think they were legionnaires or guardians, but I could not tell by their faces, they kept hidden well.”

“They were legionnaires, two of our operatives were there to filter information to Dal and the others.”

“When the barkeep took their mugs, Defor went to the bar for another pitcher for our table, the information was passed over, was it not?”

“Yes, it was. Very good, Tiva. I am impressed.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. Even under the slight influence of the brew, she was able to observe all around her. She only hoped the rest of her mission went as smoothly. 

Kevler escorted her toward the house. “Now, speak of the rest of your first day…”

 

Recalling the day for her father was no issue. Speaking of Solun, the other locals, and the activity on the playing field flowed out of her in detail. She mentioned all key observances, and pertinent information. Tiva concluded with the words she overheard, and ended with the cloaked figure that she thought watched them depart the square.

Kevler did not speak at first. He strode to the staircase leading inside. “Let us ready for the night while I settle on what you have told me.”

“Yes, Father.” She jogged the length of the stairs and returned to her room. Once changed, she slunk down the hall and tapped lightly on her father’s door.

“Come, dearest one,” he bellowed. Tiva entered and stood near the door. “I have contacted home and told them we are well. Mother sends her love.”

Tiva smiled. 

“You did well for your first day. I assume you will meet this Solun tomorrow?”

“Yes, Father. He wants to guide me through the town. As he was the only person I made full contact with, I figure he is a just choice for the time being.”

“Agreed. However you must still attempt to gather more information.”

“I am aware. I was not expecting to make a ‘friend’ so quickly. It should prove interesting what happens next. His speech of sacrifice stirs in me a feeling he may be involved. Not only that, but he seemed comfortable and well known on the playing field Dal mentioned.”

“Your skills are invaluable here, Tiva. Continue as you have, and I am certain you will succeed.”

“I will do my best.” She turned and held his gaze. “Father, I must ask…why did you and the others seem so careless in the pub? Did you notice all around you?”

“Yes, of course. I was slightly inebriated, but my senses were still sharp. I knew my surroundings before partaking in the ale, and kept to my limits. You observed well, as did I, and the others.”

“I figured as much, but I didn’t care for the stranger’s looks when I fell from the chair. They had more than their eyes upon me.”

“Well…” he said, “I cannot say what they were all feeling, but it was quite a maneuver and recovery. I was rightly impressed, and I assume the others were as well.”

“I only stopped myself from being harmed. I did nothing special.” She sighed and leaned against the wall. “Why do others praise or admire that which does not merit such approbation?”

“Because whether or not you feel it in your heart, dearest one, you are an impressive young lady. You must understand, Tiva, not many people of this world want to follow in the footsteps of the king’s protectors. While they admire the work we do, most do not possess the strength or courage to do so. Since you could crawl, you have shown great interest in being a protector. My parents encouraged me to follow my heart, and your mother and I have done the same for you and your siblings. Your training and upbringing has prepared you for greatness, my daughter, but your courage, strength, and humility shall bring you renown.”

 

After speaking at length with her father, Tiva returned to her room for another night of restlessness. The day was long and tiring, yet she shifted uncomfortably trying to find sleep. Luckily, her body, devoid of energy, gave in, and midway through the night, she fell into a deep quiet slumber.





  
 

*
The soft, wintry wind blew through her room. She shivered and pulled her coverings over her head. Nestling into the blankets, she yawned and curled into a ball. Foreign as the house may be, her sleep was soothing and solid. The new light of the morning crept through the curtained windows, and she realized, the suns had risen.

She leaped up, throwing the coverings to the side and dressed quickly before rushing out of her room. Chatter and clanking of dishes, and the aroma of morning meal permeated through the hall. She fastened the last toggle on her tunic and entered the kitchen area.

“Spirited greetings.” Dal pulled out a chair and patted the seat. 

“And to you, Dal,” she said, taking the seat. Defor and Razzil acknowledged her, but kept eating. “I am sorry for being tardy. I slept well, but longer than I wished.”

“No, you’re fine, no need to head to the square so early today. We don’t wish this to look routine.”

“True, I had not thought of that.” Tiva raised a brow. It was logical. If she showed up every day at the same time, it would be rather obvious. “Am I to give my report?”

“Yes.” Kevler’s voice echoed behind her. 

She turned and smiled. 

“Spirited greetings,” everyone said, and Dal offered him a plate. 

Graciously he accepted and sat beside his daughter. “First, we enjoy the meal.”

 

Once the group finished eating, they retired to the control center. There, Tiva recounted every step of her day. As she spoke of all that happened, she found the excitement building in her. She would delve deeper under the mysterious shadow. She had little more than an odd feeling Solun was part of the youth faction; she just needed to find the correct way to force him to show his hand. His interest in her was more than personal, that much she was certain. Wrapping up her report, she offered her opinion about Solun and the others agreed with her.

“Perhaps he is a good choice, but still keep open your options, one never knows when the right time will present itself,” Dal said. 

“Agreed,” Kevler said.

“I wish to spend part of the evening in the square, if acceptable.”

“Quite acceptable. You may uncover more information during the night,” Dal said. “I shall take you in shortly…”

“I was thinking, the distance is not long, can I walk?”

“The mission is yours alone, Tiva, you may do as you see fit,” Kevler said. 

“Rightly so,” Razzil concurred. 

“Then I will make haste to the town.”

“Be certain to carry your PCD, should you need to contact any of us,” Defor said. “One of us shall be here if you call.” 

 

Tiva returned to her room. She gathered her cloak and PCD, left her sword, and secured the dagger in her boot. Slipping unnoticed past the others, she proceeded to the alley and began the march to the square. 

It neared midday when she arrived at the town entrance. The promenade was crowded with people. Not wishing to careen through, she circled around the gate, slipped into a side alley, and wandered toward the playing field. A small group of trees, nestled peacefully between two large glass-stained buildings, caught her attention. Behind them, she spotted a path. No one was near, so she decided to walk through. 

She edged her way to the last of the foliage when a guttural roar came from her left. Tiva leaped to the side and looked toward the ominous sound. Before her stood a wild beast, a kind she had never seen before. Its snout, covered in blood, twitched as it roared again. The black fur that covered its lean muscled body stood on end. The beast’s piercing yellow eyes, filled with pain and malice, locked onto her.

She slowly stepped back, began to kneel, and reached for her boot. The beast bucked and jumped toward her. Stumbling back, she had no time to get her weapon; instead, she pushed off the ground and sprinted away from the creature.

The beast gave chase. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Nine
Without turning, she ran through the last of the trees and found the edge of the playing field. The roar and pant of the wild animal behind her grew louder. She pushed her legs harder and ran faster. Two groups of people were on the field, young girls and boys to the left and older boys to the right. She wished not to bring the beast toward either, and sharply turned hoping it would follow. The beast continued its pursuit.

A screech filled the air. 

“Look. A char-beast!” one of the young girls yelled.

“It’s after that girl,” another said.

“She’s leading it away, someone should help her.” 

“Tiva!” Solun’s voice echoed through the field. 

She kept her fast pace, but glanced over her shoulder. Solun ran toward her pointing to a small pond at the very edge of the field. She cut sharply to the right, altering her direction again, and made way to the pond. “If you can leap it, do so, char-beasts cannot swim.”

The animal bridged the distance and gained on her quickly. She forced her legs to move faster. The body of water was long in length, but not width. She fixed her gaze upon it searching for the narrowest point. With an abounding leap, she soared over the pond. Mid-air, she flipped to gain height and as she descended, she was certain she made it. The soft wet earth began to sink when she landed. The char-beast attempted to follow her, but fell in the middle of the pond. It wailed and waded through the water trying to stay alive. Tiva pulled herself to safety and rested on the bank as Solun approached. He seized a knife from his belt and kneeled near the pond.

“Wait!” Tiva said and stood. “Is there some place we can take it?”

“It is a wild animal, it will harm whomever, or whatever crosses its path.”

“Only at the expense of its own survival,” she said, watching the beast clinging to life. “We should not condemn it because it is following its natural instincts.”

“There are none here who can contain it, lovely Tiva. I am sorry, this must be,” Solun said solemnly, as he reached over, and stabbed the char-beast in the chest. It howled and squirmed then went limp on his knife. She frowned and cleaned the grass from her clothing. Solun left the char-beast bobbing in the pond and circled around toward her. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I am unscathed.”

“Good.” He secured the knife back on his belt and looked back. “That is the third wild animal I have seen in this field, though uncommon, on occasion they make their way from the mountains and get lost among the towns. You are quite a sprinter, had you been but a tad slower, you might have been its dinner.”

“Then I am grateful you offered me your help.”

“You kept the animal at bay and away from the children, we are grateful to you.” He bowed slightly and grinned. “You are fast and nimble, Tiva.”

“Thank you,” she said. 

“Please, come meet my friends. They are sure to enjoy meeting you.” 

 

The group of children hugged and thanked her then dispersed into the square. Solun’s friends seemed enamored with her as they chatted. Two of the older boys she remembered from the field before. Unil was a short, round-faced, and flamed-haired boy, and Bumo, tall, lanky, and flaxen haired, hung on every word she said. She made no indication of the secret messages their eyes spoke to one another and continued to act oblivious to the danger of the char-beast, claiming it all as a matter of luck and good timing. As the excitement wore off, Solun motioned the others to leave with a quick jerk of his head, and Tiva looked at him curiously.

“Did I not promise to be your guide today, Tiva?”

“That you did, Solun,” she replied. “But why can your friends not join us?”

“Because I wish to give you my full attention.” He grinned wickedly. “Where do you desire to go, fair maiden?”

Tiva laughed and sheepishly tugged at her braid as if thinking. “I am thirsty after that incident, may we rest and drink?”

“Rest and drink, we shall.”

Solun brought her to a small shop hidden within one of the narrow alleys. Inside, were a few scattered people of all ages enjoying a meal or ale. The ambiance in the shop was lighthearted and entertaining. They found a table near the door, and placed their order with an older lady. Solun asked for ale, while Tiva ordered juice. She returned with two glasses, and Solun happily drank.

“Do you not wish to taste the brew?”

“I am not quite old enough, yet.”

“You jest! Surely you are beyond seventeen cycles.” 

“No, a few moons shy, actually. My Remembrance is the first day of the Warming.”

“You carry yourself well, are you from a noble family?”

She had no immediate response for that. Unprepared for the question, she sipped her juice and smiled, gaining a moment to think. Royal Guardians were the noblest protectors, yet many considered the legionnaires, Province Keepers, and the king’s entire court noble in the same regard. She could pick any of them and hold a conversation, however the further his thoughts from the truth, the more secure she would feel.

“Hardly,” she giggled. “My parents are hover makers.”

“Yet you are highly educated.”

“I was home instructed.” A partial truth in her mind.

“I am impressed with you more and more, Tiva.”

“Your flattery has not gone unnoticed, Solun,” she said.

“You are sharp of eye and tongue! It would be interesting to see your full potential.” 

“What do you mean?” she said carefully and sipped her drink again. 

“Oh, nothing, nothing, my mind is getting away from me.”

“Perhaps you should guard it more thoughtfully.”

Solun erupted with laughter and Tiva joined. She raised her glass and he did the same. They clashed together their cups. Tiva grinned. They enjoyed general conversations about various topics as they finished their drinks. When Solun asked her where she wished to go, she asked him to choose and keep it secret until they arrived. He agreed and offered his arm as they left the shop. Obviously enjoying himself, Solun told tales of the Hentor province and large towns scattered through the land. He offered insight into some of the problems faced by the previous Province Keepers. The information was not in Dal’s journal, so Tiva hung on his every word. Solun spoke with passion and knowledge beyond his age. Whether an elder told the tales to him or he learned of them from books, the cadence of his speech was intoxicating.

He told her of the siege of Hentor while Himloc’s predecessor, Grettil was in power. “The neighboring province of Ullibro tried to extend their land borders. Their Province Keeper and his men attacked and slaughtered thousands of our people. Grettil, considered a great strategist, set a trap for the army on the outskirts of Buali. When the Ullibros arrived, Grettil’s army emerged from every tree, rock, and patch of dirt, ultimately defeating their aggressors, and securing their lands. Quite glorious.”

Always enjoying a story of old, Tiva inadvertently gave Solun all her attention, which tore her from the mission. She struggled to control and balance everything, and the more they ventured into the populace of the town, the harder she strained to absorb everything. Tiva continued listening, but forcefully split her attention, keeping alert to the goings on around her. 

Weary after a long stretch of walking, listening to Solun, and trying to keep her eyes and senses on all else near, Tiva leaned against the wall of a garment shop and paused.

“Tiva?” Solun stopped short as her arm slipped from his.

“Perhaps we did not rest long enough? I still feel drawn from the chase,” she said and immediately forced herself to focus. She reached for his arm and smiled slightly. “Another drink would be nice.”

“Forgive me, Tiva, my tongue has run off with the wind. I have claimed your ear and attention through evening meal!” he confessed apologetically. “One cannot expect such a lovely lady to bear the tired tales of a long ago past and not stop for comfort.”

“Your recount of history has struck a chord with me, Solun. I do not think I could ever tire of hearing you speak.” As the words came out of her mouth, in the back of her mind they rang true. Dal’s words filled her thoughts as well, they believe in what it is they fight for. Exactly what that was, she needed to find out for herself.

“Now you flatter me.” He grinned, the markings on his forehead lightening to a soft purplish-pink. “Accompany me, and we will feast on the finest food Hentor has to offer.”

The invitation was enthralling on many levels, but there was still so much to see in the town. Should she risk spending more time with Solun and miss the chance to meet others? If he continued his tales, would she learn more but become charmed with his natural qualities? Either choice held answers beyond her sight.

“I would be most honored,” she said.

“I will take you to the finest establishment in Buali.” Solun smiled and led her through the middle of town to the first alley near the gate. On the corner was a bright golden brick and cerulean stained glass shop. The doorframe, made of silver wood, crowned by a sign: ‘Etham’s Eatery’, swung open when they approached. They entered to a boisterous gathering of people. Several legionnaires, not on assignment with her mission, and province guardsmen, drank and ate together in the middle of the room. Townspeople and families filled out the remaining tables. 

Solun found them an empty table and called for a server. He ordered for them both, and Tiva used the extra time to survey the room. Keeping her movements guarded, she allowed her senses to open fully. Nothing struck her as odd, yet, she remained as observant as she could while in Solun’s company. 

Again, he spun tales of the province as they enjoyed their food. Then slowly they melded with a story from his past. His father, a guardsman for Himloc was involved in the fight with the king’s agents, the same fight that brought her father back to this province after Ispek’s death. 

Solun spoke of his father’s near capture and exile into the mountains of Hentor with perfect recollection. “The Royal Guardians came to Hentor ready to defeat Himloc’s army. They succeeded, but my father was one of the lucky. He was deceived by Himloc, who was betrayed himself, and though Himloc is paying the price for his defiance on the Lost Island, my father walks the peaks of the mountains a free, but wanted man.” Solun gritted his teeth and balled his hand into a fist. Tiva reacted immediately, though unexpectedly, and rested her hand on his. He gazed into her eyes and smiled. “He is safe. He is not a shell of his former self, rotting in captivity, nor has he gone to the Eternal Lands, so I am grateful.”

“Who deceived your father and the Province Keeper?”

Solun shrugged. “We do not know. It is a riddle yet to be unraveled, though I will see it done, eventually.”

Tiva bowed her head slight and drank from her glass. The more he spoke, the more it convinced her he held the knowledge she sought. Solun would be her focal point. She could still be aware of all around her, but everything she felt pushed her to him. Solun finished his stories with the bequeathing of his father’s knife. Understanding the importance of heirlooms, she became captivated as he remembered the moment in perfect clarity. As he recounted his feelings, Tiva realized they were very much alike in certain ways. The sudden thought made her shiver. If indeed they were alike, what madness could drive him to an underground faction who defied the king?

The troublesome thoughts distracted her, but she recovered before Solun noticed. When he spoke no more, he finished his ale and smiled at her.

“Thank you for the company, meal, and fine stories. I should like to meet again with you, sometime.” She smiled back.

“My business still carries me into town every day, and I am free for mid-day meal…” Solun began.

“Only if you allow me to take you somewhere.”

“I will be at your mercy, wherever you wish to go, I shall follow,” he said and helped her from the chair. “May I escort you to your hover?”

“I came by foot, but if you wish to see me to the gates…”

“Say no more, it is done.”

 

As they walked, Solun asked Tiva of her province. She recalled a few well-known stories of Whettland that she learned from legionnaires. Nothing spectacular, but far from bland, she offered him a nice blend of struggle and prosperity of the province. She weaved in one story of her childhood, a gathering of her father’s Remembrance. She offered no names, only fun accounts of games and celebration. Solun seemed satisfied when they reached the gate, and gently kissed her wrist before she departed.

The town glowed behind her as she walked the road away. She gathered enough information to fill another report. Sifting through the different stories Solun told, and everything else she observed, she became lost in thought.  

Something struck her from behind and knocked her over.

Pushing up to her knees, she spun around to see two large men towering above. She lowered her hand slowly and seamlessly pulled up the cuff of her pants.

“Look at this little lady walking among our road alone…” one said.

“On such a moonless night,” the other said.

“Speak of what you want!” She raised her voice.

“Feisty, you are.” The first moved closer. “We shall rid you of all your goods, so your travels may seem lighter.” 

The second roared with laughter and pulled out a knife. Both men were dressed in tattered clothing, but she was unsure of who they were and what training they possessed. She gripped the handle of her father’s dagger and in a swift motion rose to her feet and disarmed the knife wielder.

“Oh, a bit of skill she has?” the first chortled, drawing a short sword. “Don’t make us harm you, little lady, would be a shame to put a scar upon you.”

Tiva stepped back, flipping the dagger in her hand. The two men closed in and as she was about to attack, she felt another presence near. It was familiar, but clouded. Without taking any chances, she dove between the two men, tucked into a roll, and jumped to her feet before they moved. They turned and growled, obviously miffed.

“Graceful and swift as a bird, but do you have the strength? I think not!” The second lunged at her. 

She sloppily, but purposefully, dodged. Ducking to the left as the first man attacked from her side, she allowed the second to strike her arm in the pretense of a block.

“Halt!” Solun’s voice resonated through the trees. The men stopped and turned. “If you wish to die, stay and fight, but you are outnumbered.” 

Her assailants fled before Solun finished his words. Tiva rose to her feet. Behind Solun were his two friends and three others all carrying knives and daggers. Still holding her weapon, she dropped it, grabbed her arm, and slumped against a tree. She cringed in pain, though it did sting, her actions created more urgency than warranted.

“She is hurt!” Unil said.

“No, no,” she sluggishly pulled herself up, “I am just scratched.”

“Here, permit me to help.” Solun appeared at her side and wrapped his arm around her waist.

“Thank you.”

“I am sorry, Tiva. I should not have allowed you to leave unattended. Thieves live in these woods and occasionally prey upon people who wander the road.”

“Don’t blame yourself, Solun, I knew the risk. I was careless and not paying attention.”

“We must get you to a healer, the wound is shallow, but you require a dressing. Then I will take you home.”

 

Solun held onto Tiva as the group walked back into town. They approached the field and entered the healing house on the edge of the north corner. The healers tended to her quickly as there were few other patients, and when through, she thanked Unil and the others for their help. Outside, she searched for Solun, but he had disappeared. His friends took their leave of the healing house, but before Bumo was from her sight, he turned back.

“Solun has gone to get his hover, he asks that you wait for him.”

“I will. Many thanks, Bumo.” She waved him off, sat on the stairs of the healing house to rest. She stayed to get answers. Why were Solun and his friends on the road? Had she not felt his presence, both thieves would be hurt or worse, and if Solun saw her tactics, she would have much to explain. Yet, she disliked feigning weakness, but she did as ordered—she hoped it was the correct choice.

A small hover exited a nearby alley and floated toward her. Solun jumped out after the vehicle stopped. He was excited about something. Tiva rose from the stairs as he approached, but paid little mind to his overwhelming happiness. He escorted her to the hover then secured himself on the driver’s side.

“Are you well, Tiva?”

“Yes, the healers dressed the wound. It aches some, but I am sure it will be fine after a night’s rest.” She smiled hoping to allay his concerns. He chuckled slightly. “Do you find something amusing?”

“Not amusing, just intriguing. I saw you with the dagger in your hand, you were ready to defend yourself till the end, no matter the cost.”

“True, though I was lucky to have you and your friends show. Were you traveling home as well?” she said, waiting for a false reply.

“No, no, Bumo and Unil saw the two hoodlums leaving the square and called the rest of us to follow. They were unaware you left earlier, but thankfully you were not harmed further.” He started the hover and piloted it though the main road to the entry gates. “You have some skill, have you thought of training further?”

“My father is helping me some, he believes everyone must know how to protect themselves, I am no exception in his eyes.”

“A good man. Perhaps I can help as well.”

“I will consider any help you offer, Solun.”

“We shall speak more when we meet on the morrow. Now, I must get you home to rest.”

 

Solun brought her to the end of the alley. She lied and said her family would be sleeping and she didn’t wish to wake them. Reluctantly he let her go, but promised to see her for midday meal. When the sound of his hover faded in the darkness, Tiva dashed through the alley back to the house. Kevler stood near the patched forest, and stirred when she inched closer. 

“Greetings, dearest one. How did your day fare?” he said.

“Eventful,” she said and showed the healers dressing. “Two men attempted to rob me. It is only a mere scratch, because my contact, Solun, and his friends were near. I allowed them to rescue me.”

Kevler laughed and pulled her into his arms. “Lucky for them. You would have thrashed them, I am sure.” He kissed her forehead. “I am glad you are doing well on your mission. Would you like to give us your report before heading to sleep?”

“Yes, I believe Solun is the key to my attending a faction meeting.”

“So quickly?”

“No one else has approached me—he did—though for other reasons at first. I think his attention was divided, but with all that happened today, I have a good feeling.”

“Wonderful. Come and tell us all about it, and afterwards you must contact Mother, she wishes to speak with you.”

Tiva followed him into the control center. Dal, Defor, and the others were surveying maps and talking softly when they entered. Finding a seat, she waited for her father to interrupt the group. He whispered in Dal’s ear and the others took a seat. He motioned her to the table, and she again recounted what happened in town. Razzil and Terno seemed impressed with her story of the char-beast, but she continued on, telling of what she learned from Solun. 

After finishing with the blundered attack, she concluded. “My feelings are directing me to keep with Solun. As I told my father earlier, no others have approached me, and the groups of young people from the field are friends of Solun, I think he is the best source. I am to meet with him tomorrow, and I will either get him to confess his true interests, or continue on and try and find another contact.”

“You have everything working perfectly,” Dal said. “Whether luck or pure skill, I think you’ve found the right path.”

“Agreed, we researched Solun and have found plenty of information about his father. He is still wanted by the king. So you must be cautious,” Razzil said.

“I understand. I will see where I am led, and take whatever action necessary,” Tiva said. 

Kevler dismissed her, and she happily returned to her room. Once cleaned, dressed, and comfortable in her bed, she took out her PCD and contacted her mother. It was wonderful to hear her voice. Only two days had passed, but Tiva missed her family. She kept the conversation short, so not to worry her mother, and eventually fell asleep.





  
 

*
Dreams came to her in the night. The char-beast, larger and more ferocious, chased her. This time, however, she caught the animal bare handed and released it in the mountains far from people. When she woke, sadness filled her. Unnecessary taking of life, regardless of the type, brought heaviness to her heart. Not exactly a wanted trait for a guardian, but she could not change the way she felt. Even a wild creature of the mountains deserved the chance to survive. She wished Solun had not killed the char-beast, but it did little good to dwell on what had happened. 

She rose from the comfort of the sleep couch, and wasted no time getting ready. Before a sound stirred in the house, Tiva made her way back into town. 

The second sun peeked over the horizon when she sauntered past the town gates. Wandering the grounds and watching people fill in one by one, she longed for her home. She missed her siblings and friends. Determined to gain access to the meeting and learn what she could, kept her spirits high. She would succeed and return home. 

Strolling around the statue of Hentor, she noticed children gathering in the playing field. If the groups were forming already, Solun was most likely near, if her suspicions were correct. She kept a casual pace and walked the edge of the field. Approaching the healing house, she heard her name called from behind, when she turned—by spirits will, perhaps—Solun was striding toward her.

“Blessed morning, lovely Tiva.”

“Spirited greetings, Solun.” She smiled. “I did not expect to see you this early.”

“Business brings me here.” He paused as if to think and offered his arm. “Would you care to join me?”

“I don’t wish to interfere.”

“Nonsense, you are most welcome.”

“Then maybe I can offer my assistance. Are you selling wares?”

“Oh, no, no, I am meeting with the others. You will see, come.”

Graciously, she followed him into the field. As they neared, several of the young children fell in step behind him. Curious, but only observing, Tiva kept the questions in her mind, and silently walked with the others. They reached the far end of the field and in the distance; she spotted a small structure hidden in a plot of tall brush. She slowed her step, and Solun nudged her with a grin.

The dark-burgundy door of the structure opened and Bumo stepped out to greet them. Young children rushed in and vanished from sight. Tiva entered to find a steep set of stairs leading deep underground. Carefully, she trekked down, her eyes and senses sharp, but guarded. When the stairs ended, she waited for Solun and he escorted her through a murky corridor and finally into a small, dimly lit room full of children of all ages. Bumo offered her a seat, which she gladly accepted and used the few moments to familiarize herself with the surroundings.

She marveled at how alike the control center and this hidden room were. Though the décor was different, maps, writings, plans, and other information related to the cause adorned the room. She barely noticed Solun slip through the crowd and step up on a platform.

“A new day is here,” he bellowed. Everyone turned to him and she was no exception. “New friends we have made and hopefully new allies. Many of you know Tiva from the chase with the char-beast.” Heads bobbed with acknowledgment. “I have invited her here to meet all of you. Her noble move to keep the beast from harming us is worthy of our cause, for we are all here to help others.”

Several turned and smiled at her, a few glanced at her, their expressions neutral. Unil and Bumo grinned pleasingly. The beating of her heart grew rapid, this was her purpose, this was her reason for being here, and it was all coming together. Solun jumped from the platform and paced the room.

“The time is upon us to gather our strength and begin training. All of you here have been selected to represent your families’ names in the eyes of Pethor and help keep alive his vision for the future,” Solun said proudly and the group cheered. “Everyday you will meet here after lessons and train. Bumo, Unil and I will be your instructors. We ask only that you come with an open heart, mind, and a willingness to learn. I know many of you have questions, but I have promised our new friend, Tiva, to join her for midday meal.” A few giggles cut through the room. “So, I leave you all in the hands of your captains.” He motioned to his two friends and the others clapped. Solun circled the group. Tiva stood up as he neared. “Have you decided where we are going?”

“I’m afraid I did not yet choose, though you know the town better than I, you can decide, and I will treat us.”

“Come, let us make haste.” He took her hand, led her back though the field and to the town. She said nothing at first, unsure of what exactly to ask or say, but as they drew closer to the pub Solun broke the silence. “I assume you have questions as well?”

“I do, but I must admit, I am confused as to why you invited me. You know I am only visiting Hentor…”

“Ah, yes, but you will understand,” he opened the door and found a quiet corner for them to sit in. After ordering their food and drink, he pulled out a small parchment and placed it on the table. “I do not know where your heart lies with politics and the like, but after Himloc and those under him were used to oppose the king, Pethor wanted to ensure that all people of Hentor could protect themselves from such deceivers. Men, woman, and children alike.”

Tiva nodded and continued to listen.

“Training of one’s mind is easier than that of the sword. Pethor and his Vicars preach to the people of Hentor to think for themselves and not to allow false hopes and easy profits to ensnare them. Their words have reached all the ministry houses of the province, but people are not easily convinced. Many believe that to fight for their beliefs they must be prepared for all types of encounters.

“Legionnaires and Guardians are the most highly skilled and trained protectors of Abennelp though, you probably know that. You have seen the large number of legionnaires in Hentor - that is not by chance. Pethor requested more protectors to help train his guardsmen. The province guardsmen study with legionnaires and in turn, the guardsmen are training apprentices. I am one. I assume I did well, for they offered me the means to recruit and train the young people. That is what my business is here in town.”

“Is that why you approached me?” Tiva said.

“Not entirely. I was drawn to you for other reasons,” Solun said with a smirk. “However, you could do well with us.”

“But as I said before, I am only visiting.”

“Eventually Province Keeper Pethor wishes to expand his program across Abennelp. Only recently, we have begun to find others in neighboring lands worthy and willing, to join our cause. My instincts about you have not wavered. I could train you to be an amazing instructor. With your skills you would make a fine leader, and together we can ensure that all the people of Abennelp can protect and defend themselves from those who wish to see us fail.”

“Who wants to see you fail, Solun?”

“Many. A threat lingers in Pethor’s heart. He is close to uncovering the one who deceived Himloc, his army…and my father. Pethor has requested my help. Bumo and Unil are taking control of the Buali group, and I should like to know you are safe before I go. Will you take what I have shared with you and talk to the youth of Whettland?”

“I do not know, Solun. I was not made to be a leader,” she said, and deep inside wondered how much of what she said was true. “I can learn, I can fight, and I can protect, but I doubt I can get many to listen to me.”

“I disagree; you have a noble aura about you, lovely Tiva. I sense from you strength and leadership, I think you have friends or relations that look up to you already.”

“Possible, but I am unaware,” she lied.

Solun slid the parchment across the table. “Take this and read at your leisure. Do not set your answer in stone, if you need further convincing I may be able to arrange a meeting with Pethor.”

“You have that much faith in me?”

“Yes, I do.”

“To you I am but a step beyond stranger…”

Solun took her hand in his and kissed the inside of her wrist, “Tiva, I was drawn to your beauty, yet you are more than your outward appearance. You have the spirit of a fighter and a survivor. I have seen that much in you already. Take this opportunity to broaden your abilities and become a part of something honorable and worthy.”

She smiled and forced her markings to blush. Inside she was confused, but letting that show would only cause trouble. Placing the parchment in her tunic, she leaned back and looked him straight in the eyes.

“I can only promise you I will consider your words and your cause. I admit I have longed to be a part of a worthy group, but my path is still before me, my choices unnumbered. You have passion, Solun, and it is contagious.”

“I am leaving Buali after the suns set to meet with my trainer, but I shall return after midday tomorrow. I know your time in Hentor is limited, but I hope you will have an answer by then, for if you say yes, we will have much work to do.”

“It is enough time, and I look forward to seeing you again.” Tiva rose from her seat and smoothed her clothing. 

She compensated the server for their meal as promised, and Solun did not argue. Feeling the need to stretch her legs, Tiva asked him to accompany her to the gates once more. As they walked, Tiva noticed the field was full of children. They were all dressed in similar clothing, standing in well-formed lines, and mimicking the maneuvers of Bumo and Unil as they performed blocking moves with long sticks of wood. Unable to hide her curiosity, she raised a brow and stopped to watch.

“Intriguing, is it not?” he said.

“Yes, quite.”

“You could learn faster than any on that field, including my captains.”

“Perhaps.”

“Come, let me walk you to the gate, it is still light, the thieves will not bother you this early.”

He escorted her to the town gates the same as the day before, and once again gently kissed her wrist. “I know not what the future holds for us, lovely Tiva, but I hope friendship binds us in this cause.” He reached up and touched her cheek gently. “May the spirits guide you, Tiva Vren, and keep you safe.”

She felt her markings blush. “And to you, Solun Turi, keep well.”





  
 

*
The sounds of the town of Buali faded in the distance as Tiva journeyed back to the mission house. Her suspicions, now confirmed, did not settle comfortably in her mind. More questions had arisen from Solun’s speech and adamant beliefs. 

Solun’s interest in her had many levels, yet his sincerity when he spoke of protecting Hentor was apparent. He believed what he said with all his heart, and now, as she turned down the alley leading to the house, she felt as if she were betraying a friend. Tiva was torn, a dreaded feeling. The report she prepared held every detail and word of significance Solun had said. Yet, deep inside, she feared for him and the others. Would the king order the legionnaires and Guardians to detain the group? Would they suffer the same fate as Himloc and his followers: exiled to the Lost Island?

She didn’t sense treachery from Solun. He mentioned nothing of defying the king or the laws of the land. He simply wanted everyone to protect themselves from propaganda and physical harm. Perhaps Pethor knew something the king did not. It was possible Pethor was on the side of the just, but maybe not. The weight on her mind and heart lingered as she entered the house and retired to her room. It was not her place to decide whether Pethor and his followers were right or wrong. The evidence gathered against him probed the investigation in the first place, yet, many questions required answers. Her mission felt less important; the safety of these people concerned her now. What or who had put the veil over these people’s eyes? She couldn’t answer, and what worried her was that Solun and Pethor might not be able to answer the question either.

A Calming would do her good. She knew, however, there was no pond or lake close by for her to swim, and she did not trust the cover of the patched forest. In her room, she sat on the sleep couch and read Solun’s pamphlet. It held nothing of importance, only training schedules and programs, and a small written plea for more people to help keep Hentor safe. 

The house stayed quiet. She could use the time to meditate, but she knew there would be no comfort for her here without the familiarity of her own home. Changing into a jumpsuit, she gathered her sword and decided to practice in the field behind the house.

Her muscles, somewhat stiff from not sparring or practicing for days, required warming, so she stretched then sprinted back and forth in the field several times before she was comfortable.

The sword felt good in her hand.

She kept a firm, but maneuverable grip on the hilt as she swung the blade about her body. Closing her eyes, she allowed the motion of the weapon to lead her. Slashing, stabbing, and striking the cool air in long fluid movements relaxed her. Expertly, she moved forward as the sword sung in her ears. Parrying and thrusting, she became lost in the movements. Her eyes now open, stared out at the patched forest. A sudden thought struck her, and she flipped the sword over in her hand, gripped it tight, and ran into the trees.

Using the thick trunks as faux enemies, she weaved in and out, struck at them, but never hit them. She flipped, rolled, jumped, and dodged between the trees. 

With the edge of the forest upon her, she glanced up at a thick branch. She secured her sword in its sheath then pushed off, leapt into the air, and grabbed a branch to pull herself up. Once steady on the limb, she drew the weapon, and slashed diagonal from shoulder to foot before flipping off the tree. Mid-air, she kicked out her legs, sliced from foot to shoulder, and landed firmly on the ground, the sword elevated slightly above her head.

“Well done.” 

She turned to see Defor leaning against a tree. Embarrassed, she secured the blade, blushed, and nodded.

“I was just trying to relax.”

“Not many people use a sword to relax, do you not Calm?”

“I do, but mostly in water. I enjoy the privacy.”

“That would be hard here, the nearest large pond or lake is on the other side of Buali.”

“This will suffice for now…”

“If you have time, we can spar.”

“Do you have practice weapons here?”

Defor chuckled. “No, but do not despair, Guardian Boon, I promise I can take care of myself.”

“If you ask me not to hold back, I cannot guarantee your safety.”

He raised a brow. “I see, then this should prove most interesting.” Defor unsheathed his weapon, bowed slightly, and walked to the field. 

Tiva grinned and followed.

The legionnaire and guardian circled each other for a spell, attempting to gauge one another. Defor struck first, an upward attack at her side, easily blocked with her blade. Tiva spun around and aimed for his arm with a straight sweep. He snickered and jumped back as the weapon breezed past. His next strike was stronger and targeted. Tiva danced around him, her sword almost moving of its own accord, each hit against him more powerful than the last. However, Defor was the first to draw blood. He nicked her hand, she countered sloppily with a slice at his thigh. 

Tiva felt enjoyment from him as they continued to spar. He was very skilled and well taught, she knew by the fluid motions and concentration he possessed. Defor would have made an excellent guardian in her eyes. 

She relished the challenge; very few kept up with her in recent cycles. They fought blow for blow until the muscles in her arms and legs began to burn. 

Knowing their time was ending soon, Tiva pushed herself even further, striking and slashing at him with brute force. Defor, however, would not yield. He leaped off a nearby tree trunk, and flipped over her head. When he landed, his blade was already rounding his body, aimed at her hip. Unable to jump or duck, Tiva moved her sword to her side and felt his weapon cut her leg. She twisted her wrist up, forcing him back and kicked him in the stomach. He staggered back, and she ran toward him, sword raised, and struck down at his neck. Defor blocked her again, as she hoped, and with blade on blade, she spun around and clipped his other shoulder. 

He chuckled, and she smiled. They bowed to each other and headed back toward the house.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Ten
Tiva noticed the others had gathered to watch. Both she and Defor were covered in bruises and cuts, none deep or threatening, but painful nonetheless. He was a good match, but inwardly she knew he would not have won. She held back despite his pleas not to do so. It was only a matter of training in her eyes, he was far stronger, but Tiva had the better quality of teachers through the Guardians.

The group of spectators congratulated them both, and said it was a good spar. Kevler only winked at Tiva, she sensed he knew her thoughts. She returned to her room once again to clean up and ready for evening meal, but before heading to the kitchen, she stopped in her father’s room.

“You’ll have more scars than me before your next Remembrance, dearest one, if you keep sparing like that.” Kevler smiled as she entered.

“I asked if he had practice swords, Father.”

“I am jesting, do not fret, I could sense you were holding back. It was noble of you.”

“I did not wish to hurt him.”

He laughed, “I know, Tiva, I know. Once we return home, I might spar with you and see how you fare.”

“Really?” She beamed with delight.

“If you wish it.”

“I do, but you will have to hold back on me. Perhaps we should use practice swords.”

“I think that is a very good idea,” he said and pulled her close. “You make me very proud, Tiva. Come now, let us eat.”

 

Tiva enjoyed evening meal with her new friends. Razzil and Terno were in rare form, joking, and rambling on with stories of their legionnaire adventures. She enjoyed their tales, and company; still, she longed for home. 

After the group helped to clean the kitchen, she announced her desire to give her report. 

“There is much to tell, and many things that confuse me, is there time this evening?”

“Without question,” Dal said. “Let us retreat to the control center.”

The group filed out of the house and settled in the room. Tiva once again took the head of the room and began her report. She told of her early hike to the town, and gaining access to the meeting. Speaking Solun’s words, she sensed many in the room were surprised by her quick admittance to the meeting. She pulled out the parchment given to her.

“He gave me this to review. It holds little detail about their agenda, but tells of their trainings and gathering dates.” She passed it to her father and continued. “Solun mentioned he could secure a meeting with Pethor if I required further convincing to join his cause, and I now find myself torn.”

“Torn?” Defor said.

“Yes, Solun has put his trust in me, and though I know we are here for reason, I am not sure if Solun fully knows what Pethor’s agenda is, or if both of them are being deceived like Himloc and Solun’s father were.”

Kevler rose and moved toward her. “Unfortunately, that is not for us to decide. We are simply gathering information. We’re not here to take action against them; the data we have collected, like yours, is unclear. They have not been hostile save the burning of homes for reasons beyond us, therefore King Delos requires more proof before he can act.”

“Aside from meeting Pethor myself, there is little else I can acquire. Solun is leaving Buali to meet with his trainer, and he knows I am just visiting so he is unlikely to tell me more.”

“This is enough to bring the king now. He will need to council the Parliament. Solun is expecting an answer from you, correct?”

“Yes, he is.”

Kevler nodded and paced. 

Tiva wondered if the situation was better or worse due to her news. She held her tongue, patiently waited. Her father ran his hand through his hair, a sign he was thinking. Her gaze surveyed the room; everyone else save Defor also seemed deep in thought. She had done her heavy thinking earlier. Having the least information out of all of them, she felt somewhat left out, but tried not to dwell on it.

Finally, her father spoke. “I will contact the king shortly and report to you all in the morning. Rest well. I am not sure the news we will receive, but do not let it trouble you.”

Everyone nodded, except for her. She watched as the others dispersed, her father stayed behind as well. He glanced at her sideways and sighed.

“Father?”

“You did a fine job dearest one, I am not concerned about your performance, it is just…”

“I am not worried for me...it is what lingers here that has my thoughts. I don’t know much of this threat, but there are more questions uncovered and the pieces do not fit well.”

“You are very observant, Tiva, that is why the king wished for you to come on this mission, but there is something you have not told me…”

“I am concerned. I wonder if perhaps Solun knows I am a guardian. Is it possible word reached Pethor, and together they are setting a trap?”

“I admit, I did not think of that aspect, though it is possible. You were quickly approached; he offered you a meeting with Pethor…” His eyes narrowed, “It is curious, I must speak with Harer, he will need this information as well. I’ll come to you soon, take some rest, your part in this mission is almost over, Tiva.”

She nodded, kept her composure, and waited for her father to leave before sinking into a chair and sighing. Somewhat glad he did not take her radical thoughts of entrapment lightly, she realized how tangled the situation was. If Pethor did know she was a guardian, he most likely knew the legionnaire group undercover here. The more she delved into her thoughts the more twisted and fragmented she felt.

“Do as Father says,” she berated herself. She breathed in with the weight of the world, and made her way to her room. Once changed, she sat at the window taking in the cool night. The moon cast its soulful silver rays on the patched forest. She was glad the moon fought away the clouds this night, it brought her a solace she desperately needed. If only she could see the rest of her family and climb Te, would she feel any better. 

Some time passed, but she did not move from the sill. All the sky was lit by the moon and stars—a sight she normally enjoyed. As much as she wanted, she felt no happiness. Though she was tired, she forced herself to stay awake until her father came. 

 

She opened her eyes feeling a warm hand on her shoulder. “Father, what news?” Tiva asked before turning.

“The king is sure your identity has not been compromised. None of the Parliament or Province Keepers knows of this mission, only those involved know you are here.”

“I told Remock and Bintu, and my friends…”

He chuckled, “There is no need for worry, their families are aware.”

“Then if I am safe, and there is no threat of a trap, am I to meet Pethor?”

“Not at this time, Tiva. Meaning this as no offense, Pethor is unlikely to offer you more information than we have gathered. If he is blind to you being a guardian, he will merely see you as a child.”

“I understand, Father, so then what are my orders for tomorrow?” she said.

“You will meet Solun and tell him that you wish to consult with your parents. He has many young in his group. We assume the parents are faction supporters and are allowing their children into this youth group. He should not have an issue with the request. Gain a way to contact him, if you can. However, if you must supply a comm signal to him, I have a special frequency for you to give him.” He handed her a small card with a number. “Memorize it and give it if needed.”

“And if he has issue with me consulting?”

“Then give him his pamphlet and politely decline. Either way, he will have his answer.”

“Understood.”

“Harer is pleased with you, Tiva. You should feel good about the job you did.”

“I do, Father, but I still worry.”

“I know, it is unfortunate, but such is the life we lead.”

She nodded and looked at him, saddened. It was not a matter of her age or comprehension; it was part of her duty. Getting further involved would compromise the entire mission, and they needed more time. Kevler left her room, and she curled up under the covers. Knowing her day was full, she forced herself into a restless sleep.





  
 

*
Partly dreaming and partly awake, Tiva leapt from under the covers with her sword in hand, prepared to strike.

“Tiva!”

She stopped.

Her sword was inches from her father’s chest. She looked at him, full of shock. “Father? I…was dreaming, forgive me,” she said, lowering her sword to the side.

“It must have been an intense dream. I tried twice to wake you from the hall,” he said, taking a step back.

“A winpu chased me.” She turned back to her sleep couch and placed her sword on the blanket. “In my dream I was preparing to take it down, and then I felt something on my shoulder. Perhaps I shouldn’t sleep with my weapon so close, I didn’t realize I picked it up.”

“All is well, dearest one. I woke you for a reason.”

“Oh?”

“The king needs me, I am departing soon.”

“Am I coming with you?”

“You still need to meet with Solun, so I will leave the hover in your charge. When you are through, return to the palace and report to the king.”

“Very well.”

“Do not sound so glum, Tiva. This mission may weigh heavily on you, but the problems here are beyond us. It is for the king to decide the future of Hentor and its people.”

 “I know, Father. King Delos is an honest man; he will do only what is needed and keep safe the innocent. I just cannot help how I feel.”

“Only the passing of time can heal the wounds that torture our minds and hearts, though you will carry them with you always. In the end, it will make you stronger, for you will see the true struggle of life from many sides and learn to appreciate it all.” Kevler leaned in to kiss her forehead. “Do not burden your mind today, you must focus on your meeting with Solun. I will see you this evening, be well, dearest one.”

“And you, Father.” She saluted him. He smiled warmly and rubbed his thumb over her markings.

 

Tiva dressed and gathered her belongings after her father departed. This would be her last day in Hentor. Her mission had ended. Dismayed, she carried her satchel to the kitchen area and prepared herself to say farewell to her new friends. Defor and Dal, as usual, were sitting at the table eating morning meal. Silently she took a seat and sipped the fresh juice Dal had waiting. Sadness filled the room; tensions were high as well.

Taking in the sight of the kitchen area one last time, Tiva finished her plate, and rose from her chair. “I am heading to town then I must report back to the palace. I thank you, whole-heartedly, for your hospitality and for the sage advice you’ve bestowed upon me, Dal. And sparring with you was an honor for me, Defor. I will miss you both.”

“We’ll miss you as well, Tiva. I hope our paths will cross soon. There is little else we can do here, so maybe your father will bring us the good news with orders to go home.”

“I will pray to the spirits for your speedy return.” Tiva saluted.

“Well wishes, Guardian Boon, keep safe.” Defor smiled. 

Tiva bowed slightly, then gathered her things and left. 

Hiding her weapon in the hover, she kept her satchel on the passenger seat. If Solun saw, he would see she was ready to leave. It would help with her story if he asked.

She sat in the driver’s seat for a while, contemplating what she was going to say to him. She wished she could warn him about his chosen path. Though she was not completely convinced that his cause was just, she was unsure if it was an iniquitous plot. If the intelligence gathered brought to light a treachery against Solun, she hoped he had the wit to see it before he succumbed to the will of the deceiver.

Soon, though, she would be home. She’d see her friends and family, visit her tree, and take comfort in her own bed. The mission was short, her mother would be happy for the early return, but before returning home, she needed to face the young man who had already taught her more than he could possibly realize. 

Tiva drove into Buali and secured the hover in the docking deck. She had time before Solun arrived, so she decided to stroll through the square once more. Admiring the wares of the selling carts, she used some of her left over funds to purchase trinkets for her family. After a few hours, she rested for a drink then made her way toward the playing field. 

Bumo was retelling her rescue to a group of young children. He mentioned Tiva’s quick reaction and attempt to thwart the attack herself, and did not portray her as a helpless maiden.

“She was quick and nimble, but the men would have overpowered her had we not shown up. Solun scared them with one stare of his fiery gaze, and the thieves fled without a fight.” Bumo finished, and smiled as Tiva approached. “And here she is…Tiva Vren.”

The children all turned to see her. She smiled and bowed, many of them giggled and whispered to one another. 

“I was telling them of your encounter on the road.”

“Yes, if it were not for you and the others, I might have been robbed, hurt, or worse,” Tiva stated. “Listen to your captains, they will ensure your safety.”

The children nodded and then Bumo dismissed them. They ran off, and Bumo laughed at their haste. “Seems my stories are not as entertaining as I had hoped.”

“I’m sure they are fine, children have short attention spans and lack discipline.” Tiva shrugged. “Have you seen Solun?”

“He should arrive soon, Tiva, have you made your decision?” he said.

His question caught her by surprise, unaware Solun had shared the news with the others. Considering Bumo was a trusted friend and captain, she should have made the connection.

“I have. May I wait for him in the meeting room?”

“I will escort you, please come,” Bumo said and led the way. Once settled inside, he offered her a drink then left her to wait.

She utilized the time alone in the meeting room to do a last minute sweep. First, she viewed the hangings on the wall. Most of the data listed gathering and recruitment places, names of people already in the youth group, and a few maps of Buali and Hentor Province. An image of Pethor hung in the middle, Tiva memorized his face. Scattered on the table was more names of people and places, nothing indicating an agenda or reason behind the faction.

Tiva sighed, defeated by the lack of details. As she was making her way back to her seat to wait, she noticed a small scrap of parchment lying under the table. She picked it up. Before she had the chance to look at it, the doors opened in the distance. She shoved the parchment in her belt, and quickly returned to her seat. She sipped at her drink, and when Solun appeared in the doorway, she smiled and stood up.

“Blessed morning, Tiva.” He grinned and met her half way. 

“Greetings, Solun,” she said.

“I hope you have come with a decision and I hope it is a good one.”

“I have made a decision, but it may not be the one you wanted.”

Solun frowned slightly, then waved his hand, “I am getting ahead of myself, please speak of your choice, Tiva.”

“I have said before, Solun, that your passion for this cause has struck me. I do long to be part of something meaningful and just, however I am still young and my life path is still ahead of me. With your blessing, I wish to speak to my family, for with their support, I may yet become the leader you believe I can be,” she said carefully. 

Solun remained silent for a moment then a smirk crossed his lips.

“This is wondrous news, Tiva!” He clapped his hands together. “Involving your family is not frowned upon, but encouraged, and I understand you wanting their approval.”

“Then tell me what I need to do, Solun.”

“I have a pamphlet you may give to your parents, it tells of our struggle. Once you have their permission to join us, you can contact me and we will schedule a meeting. It may take some time as I am to begin traveling to other provinces to hold meetings, but I should be in your province in a few months time.”

“Should I try to get other people our age to come to this meeting?”

“That is the goal, as many as you can gather.”

“It should be easy enough. How many meetings are you conducting, Solun?” she said, trying not to sound overly excited. This was news worthy of the king, and though she did not expect to collect more information, Solun seemed to loosen his tongue.

“I’m not sure. I will be touring many of the provinces to conduct meetings on Pethor’s behalf. And I wager you can sense my excitement.”

Tiva smiled. “Yes, I can. Is this a new task appointed to you?” 

“It is. Pethor and I spoke at length last night, my recruiting has gone well in Hentor, and he feels my skills will help bring other provinces’ youth to our cause.”

“And what of the adults, are they not worthy to join Pethor’s cause?”

“I am not involved with that, my focus is the youth.” Solun walked to a chest, opened it, and pulled out a small box. He handed it to Tiva and smiled crookedly at her. “This kit contains a pamphlet and other resources you will need to help recruit the youth of Whettland. Inside you will find more information to help you understand the truth behind our struggle. This can be a very prosperous time, Tiva. With your help and that of others, Pethor’s vision of a unified Abennelp will be realized.”

“Thank you, Solun,” she said and took the box.

“No, thank the spirits for you.” He smiled. Reaching in his tunic, he pulled out a card and handed it to her. “Here is my private comm frequency. I know you will need some time to return home and get settled, but I hope to hear from you as soon as you are ready for a meeting.”

“I will call as soon as possible,” she said, taking the card. “Well wishes to you, Solun. Keep well, and remain strong.”

Solun gently took her hand in his and kissed the underside of her wrist. He looked deep into her eyes and smiled. “I look forward to our paths crossing again, lovely Tiva.” He touched her cheek softly. “Keep well, and stay beautiful.” 

As quick as he had entered, Solun gathered his things and vanished from the room. Tiva stood there, perplexed, but fully satisfied with the way she handled herself. She gathered more information by accepting his cause than she had in the last three days. She sat in the empty room and read the pamphlets he gave her. Most of it, Solun had told her already, but there was some intriguing information she was sure the king would want to know.

Gathering the box, she returned to the field, said farewell to Bumo and Unil, and finally reached the hover. 

One final look at the town square of Buali then she drove off, leaving the youth and people of Hentor to a fate she could no longer control. 

 

Tiva arrived at the edge of Degort Outer just as the suns were setting. She guided the hover through the capital, and into the marketplace. The bustle of the day had subsided, and many of the merchants were closing their shops. Her heart raced when she saw the palace in the distance. She was home. Anxious to see everyone again, she sped down the road.

Finally slowing the hover as she neared the palace gates, Tiva noticed Tespor talking with the new gatekeepers, Skky Finto the youngest daughter, and Nex Jelev, Jex’s younger brother. When she emerged from the hover, she felt Tespor’s spirits rise.

“Spirited greetings, Tiva!” 

“And to you, Tespor,” she said. “Training the new gatekeepers?”

“No, just keeping them company before shift change.” He grinned. “How did your mission fare?”

“Interesting, my friend. I will tell you all about it soon. First I must report to the king.”

He motioned the gatekeepers to let her pass. “I will visit you when you have settled, there is much to say on both our parts, I am sure.”

“Has something happened?”

“Things are not as quiet as we would like. I am sure King Delos will update you after your report.”

 She nodded, jumped back into the hover, and sped to the docking deck. After changing into her uniform, Tiva gathered the box Solun had given her, secured her sword on her belt, and ran through the courtyard and to the guardian entrance as fast as her legs could carry her. Litru and Zaynus guarded the entrance, as usual, and opened the door as she neared.

“Thank you!” she said from halfway down the hall. She felt uneasy flying past them without talking, but they did not stop her, so they were aware she was reporting from a mission. She slowed down to catch her breath before entering the Great Hall. She didn’t expect the king to be there waiting for her, and wasn’t surprised to find it empty. Her aunts Jinka and Lilla were guarding the entrance to the king’s private chamber, and both smiled warmly at her as she approached.

“Welcome home, Tiva,” Jinka said.

“We have not seen you since your Remembrance, how do you fare?” Lilla said. 

“I am well, occupied by duty much like everyone else in our family.” She smiled. “I seek council with King Delos. Is he present?”

“I’m afraid not,” Jinka said. “He is with the guardians in the summit room.” 

Just as Tiva was about to ask for more information, her PCD beeped. “Guardian Boon,” Tiva said softly, stepping away from the others.

“Tiva, make haste to the summit room, the king wishes to hear your report.” Her father’s voice filled the air.

“Understood,” she said and replaced the device back in her belt. She glanced back to her aunts. “I must go, I hope to see you both soon.” She turned and started on her way.

“Tiva wait!” Lilla called out. She approached her with a small scrap of parchment in her hand. “You dropped this.”

She took the scrap and smiled. “Thank you, Aunt Lilla.”

“Go, do not tarry…” Lilla shooed her away.

 

Once in the lift, Tiva opened the scrap of paper. She had forgotten all about slipping it in her belt. It seemed to be only a partial message, a time and date indicating the first day of the warming. It could mean anything, or nothing. She added it to the box from Solun, and waited impatiently to reach her destination.

The lift stopped, she stepped off and felt the wave of emotions slap her mind. Rae guarded the entrance to the summit room. It seemed many of the guardians, including most of her family had been recalled while she was away. Rae saluted her, keeping a professional demeanor as Tiva approached. 

Something was happening. 

Rae opened the door, and Tiva saluted. Swallowing back the lump in her throat, she entered the room and all heads turned to her. The room was full, mostly of men. Normally she wouldn’t feel intimidated, but with the seriousness of what she felt, the anxiety rose within her. She stopped short, saluted them, and stood stiffly, waiting for someone to speak.

“Greetings, Guardian Boon.” King Delos rose from his seat. “Sit, we are almost through.”

Tiva bowed and found an empty seat at the far edge of the long wooden table. All twenty of the elite level one guardians were present as well as some of the level two guardians, including her mother and Zenid. The youngest aside from her in the room was her cousin Rux. She kept her focus on the king, and suppressed every emotion flowing through her.

“The legionnaires in the Obadan province have confirmed secret meetings of this faction, and Province Keeper Chal’I of Cenii has found evidence of this group as well. She is one of the few keepers we know to be loyal. We are not certain of the fates of your Province Keepers, Guardians Boon and Finto, though I think they would be sorely misguided if they sided with this faction knowing your families own the land,” King Delos said. “We have much work to do, this faction is stretching their grasp around the people, and I’ll not have anyone deceived while I rule these lands. Each of you will have a new assignment as soon as I am through reviewing all the information collected. I have no doubt that our troubles are just beginning. We have enjoyed many cycles of peace, but as we all know, we cannot please everyone no matter how hard we try. Trouble is always near the tips of our fingers; we must clutch it, and eradicate it by whatever means, and soon. Time is of the essence.

“Do any of you have questions?” he said, his cold tone piercing the silence. No one spoke; they all shook their heads. “Very well, you are all on call, keep your PCD’s active, and wait for further instructions. Boon and Finto families remain, everyone else dismissed.”

Guardians from Ispek, Jelev, Becha, and the remaining families exited the room. Her parents, uncles Devler, Trach and Mikle, cousin Rux, Zenid, and Darlew Finto and their eldest son Yark all remained behind with her. The king rose from his seat again and began pacing. Tiva kept her shield tight, she couldn’t afford to lose focus now, things were too important. 

“You are my most trusted guardians. The first and second families, those held closest and dearest to the throne. I know of no other way to say this than to just speak what is in my heart. My trust does not extend beyond this room. This threat has been lingering within the palace walls for some time now. Only recently have we seen such a flux of activity in the provinces. Whatever plan is afoot, it is boiling and growing before our eyes. Guardian Boon has just returned from the Hentor province, where we believe the axis of this faction resides. Speak of what you have found.”

Nervously, Tiva rose from her seat and placed Solun’s box on the table. She reviewed all she learned from her contact before leaving the province, and passed out Solun’s pamphlets to everyone still present. As she suspected, the king did find the information interesting, but he kept his thoughts to himself. Tiva finished with Solun’s request to come to Whettland for a meeting when she had gathered enough followers, and finally she slid the piece of parchment across the table. 

“I found this scrap on the floor in their meeting room. It only bears a time and day; it could mean something or nothing, I am unsure.” 

Her father picked up the paper and arched a brow. “This is your Remembrance day.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Curious,” the king said. 

“Does it list a cycle?” Trach Boon asked.

“No, it does not,” Tiva said.

“I suggest we ensure the security of the palace on this day going forward with double patrols,” Darlew Finto said. “At least until this threat is averted.”

“Agreed,” Kevler said. “I will have it scheduled.”

“Tiva, what are your feelings about Solun and his group?” Zenid asked.

“My feelings are irrelevant.”

“Quite the opposite, Guardian Boon,” Delos said. “Granted you have only spent a limited amount of time with the youth of Hentor, but whatever feelings you have about them can only help our investigation.”

“Sire, my feelings are simply divided, for I do not know all the facts.”

“Speak of what you feel.”

Tiva looked to her father. He nodded slightly. She took a deep breath and stood up. “I am saddened and confused about the situation, but I feel as if Solun believes his cause is just.”

“Why do you feel that way, Tiva?” Kevler said.

“The sadness I feel is for the people of Hentor. They are being manipulated intentionally by someone, or by their own ignorance. And I am confused about Solun’s group because I did not sense any deceit from them when I attended their meeting. They all feel they are doing the right thing.” Tiva sighed and sat back down. “Those are my feelings, not fact,” she said.

King Delos remained silent for a spell. She dared not look directly at him, or anyone else. Divulging her feelings was not something she expected to do, and she was uncomfortable with the vibrations she sensed from the others.

“You are dismissed,” Delos said looking at her and Rux. 

Together they walked out of the summit room. Rae, excited to find out what transpired, followed them to the lift. 

“Speak of what is happening.” 

“I gave my report and was dismissed,” Tiva said.

“The elders are still talking, we don’t have much information,” Rux said. “King Delos said we’ll have new assignments soon, I’m sure we will be informed when the time is right.”

“It is the waiting that does not sit well with me,” Rae said.

“Nor I.” Tiva frowned.

“You should rest cousin; you have had a busy day.” Rux squeezed her shoulder. 

“I will not leave until my parents are dismissed.”

“Very well, I am going home. I’m on patrol early in the morrow.” Rux saluted and took his leave.

“See you at home, brother,” Rae said as he walked away. “I am here until the meeting is concluded; do you wish to wait with me, cousin?”

“Yes, if you do not mind.” Tiva grinned.

“Not at all, I would be happy for the company, and you can tell me of your first mission.”

Tiva returned to the lobby with Rae and told every detail about her mission. Rae seemed more interested in Solun and his romantic feelings toward her, but Tiva was not in the mood for girl talk. She kept the conversation on track, and when through, Rae gave the impression she was only slightly satisfied. Before she probed for more details about the mysterious Solun, the doors to the summit room opened. Rae and Tiva saluted. The king and company returned the gesture as Harer beckoned everyone to the lift. Once on the ground floor, the Fintos departed, Rae and Devler took their leave, and Tiva was alone with her parents and the king.

The darkness of night surrounded the palace. It was quiet and still as Harer led them to his private chambers. The palace, normally full of life at all times of the day, now felt empty. The fact it was so sparsely populated made Tiva worry. The only reason for so few to be inside the palace made her stomach twist: Guardians were all on duty securing the palace grounds or with the legionnaires in the provinces on patrols. All the government heads were undoubtedly ordered to stay away from the palace unless on important business.

Lilla and Jinka opened the doors when they approached; then the king dismissed them too. Tiva, lost in thought, followed the king and her parents into the chambers. She remained standing until the king offered her a seat. 

“I am most pleased, Tiva, you did a fine job on your mission,” Harer said. 

Tiva lowered her head in thanks, but stayed silent. 

“You were able to gain access to a meeting, and gather far more data than we thought possible from the youth group. However, your part in this is just beginning. Solun wishes to meet you in Whettland when you have found a group of followers. This will be our next course of action, do you agree Kevler?”

“I think it wise, Harer, though we must delay for a spell. We want everything to feel natural. If Tiva contacts Solun too quickly he may become suspicious.”

“If we wait too long he may lose interest,” D’laja said.

“True, one month should be enough time to counter both possibilities. In the meantime, you are to return to active patrols in the palace. You will be notified when everything is set in Whettland.”

“Will I be involved in choosing who attends this meeting with Solun?” Tiva asked.

“I do not think it is necessary. We have enough young guardians and legionnaires to help.” 

“With all respect, sire, not all the legionnaires should be trusted. As I have stated in my report, legionnaires are training the guardsmen from Hentor. We have not verified if they know they are training faction members or not. Solun did not hint either way.”

The king stroked his chin and asked, “What would you recommend, Tiva?” 

“I believe I have names of those who would be willing and are trustworthy,” she said. “Myself and my training mates, your children, my siblings and cousins as well as Tiko and Kito Becha, Skky Finto and Nex Jelev. It is a varied group of ages, and having thirteen, Solun will be pleased. He himself had twenty-five. With this company, there is no reason to worry about any being easily swayed; they are all loyal to the throne.”

 Harer Delos raised a brow and looked to her parents. 

D’laja nodded, and tried to keep her smile hidden. 

Kevler shrugged and leaned back in his chair. 

The king nodded. “If only your age matched your wisdom, we might infiltrate this group before the end of the cycle. Your choices are granted. I will speak with my children; I leave the others in your hands. Talk with them, explain the situation, and ask if they wish to join you. I will not order anyone to do so - this is a voluntary mission. Once you have your group report to me and we will contact Solun.”

“I understand.”

“Is there anything else?” Harer asked. 

Tiva shook her head, as did her parents. 

“Then you are free to go. Rest well, I will see you all when the suns rise.”

Kevler led his family out of the king’s chamber and gently squeezed Tiva’s shoulder as they walked down the hall. “You did well, dearest one.”

“Thank you, Father,” she said. “I tried not to overstep my bounds, but it was my feeling that this matter should be contained within the confines of the palace.”

“It was wise of you to say, Harer agreed.” D’laja laughed. They exited the palace and acknowledged the Truda twins guarding the doors. 

Tiva’s gaze lingered on the pair as they crossed the courtyard. She was glad to be home. Everything around her was calm and familiar. Thinking about all that had happened, Tiva was pleased with the outcome. She had gained some respect from her elders, learned more than she would have if she stayed on the palace grounds, and realized something she was unsure she understood. Solun said she drew him with her beauty. Did Tespor feel the same way?

Never being the type to rely on her appearance, she wondered if beauty was a gift or a curse. She did not see herself that way, though she knew she was far from hideous. As they approached the hover storage facility, Tiva stopped abruptly and grabbed her parents’ arms.

“What is it?” Kevler said.

Before she answered, the ground beneath her feet vibrated. A thunderous rumble stripped the silence from the quiet of the night. The hover storage facility exploded in a massive inferno of red, propelling Tiva and her parents backwards.

Slamming hard against the ground, the air left her lungs, and heat blazed her skin. Gasping to catch her breath, she felt her father’s strong hands around her arms. He pulled her up to a sitting position.

“Are you injured?” Kevler’s voice sounded muffled in her ears. 

She shook her head. 

D’laja was sitting up staring at the fire. 

“Look after your mother, I must see if anyone is hurt.” He ran off toward the facility, a dozen other guardians following behind. 

“Did you sense it?” D’laja said. 

“No…” Without warning Tiva jumped up from the ground and pulled her sword out of its sheath. “Someone who does not belong here is near, call for reinforcements, Mother.” She ran toward the king’s garden.

“Tiva wait!”

Her mother called again, but she was half the distance to the garden. Out of nowhere, a wave of familiarity struck her. Tiva stealthily maneuvered into the garden, opening her senses to the intruder. He was nervous yet pleased, excited and angry. The culprit moved again, she kept her distance, but knew she was closing in. She had to hurry; if her mother entered the garden and called her name, all hope of catching the intruder would be lost.

Tiva ran to the edge of a tall square of flowers and with a small hop off the ground flipped over the shrubbery and landed behind the intruder. She placed the tip of her blade at the base of his neck. “Drop your weapon, turn slowly, and you will not be harmed.”

He spun around quickly, a long lance with a moon-shaped blade in his hand clashed against her weapon. Tiva thrust her sword down blocking the strike and took a step back seeing the boy in front of her.

“Bumo?”

“Tiva! Has Solun sent you as reinforcement for my mission?”

“No, he did not. Why have you done this?”

“We were given orders, shortly after you left,” he said.

“What other orders did you receive?”

“None, just to rattle the Royal Guardians, put fear in the palace, and return…”

“Where is Solun?”

“He has gone to see Pethor. Why are you here?”

“Do you not know?”

“No,” he said and noticed her clothing. His gaze narrowed, his markings turned black. “You are a guardian?” Bumo growled and raised the moon lance above his head. “You have betrayed us!” He lunged at her, swinging his weapon expertly with ease. Tiva dodged the first few hits then countered with her own.

“Stay this madness and you will live.”

“I would rather die than be a prisoner of a traitorous leech or her corrupt king.”

“You are deceived, Bumo, King Delos is not corrupt.” Tiva jumped back, blocking another blow.

“Liar!” 

“Tiva!” D’laja said from the opposite side of the path. Bumo turned hearing the second voice and in a swift motion threw a dagger in her direction. Her mother fell to the ground. Rage filled Tiva and instinct took over. 

“Then you shall die!” She spun the sword in her hand and in one powerful strike lacerated Bumo from gut to gullet. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Eleven
Immobile, she stood with her blade high above her head. The first drop of blood slid down her sword, into the fuller and, like a droplet of rain falling from the sky, landed on her cheek. The warm maroon tears painted her face with blood from the boy who was once enamored and in awe of her. Bumo fell to the ground. He gurgled her name as his mouth filled with the red death then he lay motionless at her feet.  

She felt detached from her own body. The weapon slipped from her hand and she dropped to her knees. If he had stabbed her in the heart, the pain could not have been worse than that which coursed through her body as she looked into his dead eyes. She had robbed him of his life. Her hand struck him down and sent his spirit to the Eternal Lands. Trying to comprehend having the power to destroy a life ripped at her mind. 

What have I done?

It seemed the world stopped. No sound, no movement, not even a breath escaped her lips. Staring at the lifeless body, everything around her went black.

 

Warmth.

The bitter cold retreated, she felt warm again. When she opened her eyes, beams of sunslight shimmered through the nearby window and danced on the blankets that covered her. The setting was unfamiliar. She was not home. Slowly she sat up and searched her surroundings. The pale yellow walls held no decoration; next to her was a medical monitor, both arms and her chest were attached to the device by wires. 

Panic filled her. The monitor beeped loudly causing two healers to rush into the room.

“What happened? Why am I here? Where are my mother and father?” Tiva asked, grabbing one of the monitoring wires and pulling it from her arm.

“Relax, Guardian Boon…” One of the healers came to her side, gently trying to push her back.

“Your family is fine; they are speaking with the king in the lobby. I can send Healer Ket to get them.”

“I need to see them, now.” She struggled under the healer’s hands.

“You must calm down,” the first healer said then nodded to Ket who then ran out of the room.

Tiva fidgeted, trying to take the remaining wires from her body. “I am fine. Take these off of me.”

“Guardian Boon you must stop…”

“No!”

“Tiva?” Kevler appeared in the doorway, D’laja right at his side.

She glanced up and froze. The healer stepped aside. Her parents looked weary and concerned. Tears streamed down Tiva’s face as they hurried to her side. She reached for her father and took comfort in his arms. As she choked back sobs, D’laja stroked her hair softly. She cried until her body was devoid of all energy, and fell back asleep with her parents near, but even they could not keep away the nightmares that haunted her.

 

Tiva woke up screaming. She studied her hand, expecting to see her blade covered in Bumo’s blood. Only she saw the wires in its place. D’laja came to her side an instant later.

“You are safe, precious one, I am here,” she said, taking her hand.

“Mother?” Tiva said. 

“Yes, I am here,” D’laja said.

“You were not harmed?”

“I was struck by the dagger, but I am fine. How do you feel?”

“I, I…” She tried to form words to express the pain she felt; instead, she cried again. D’laja pulled her close and held her tight.

“I know, Tiva, I know.” She rocked her gently. “You must not hold it inside; it will only make the pain worse.”

“I killed him,” she said.

“Yes, he is dead.”

Tiva bawled as the reality of her actions hit her. She knew not if it was the guilt of taking a life, anger at her loss of control, or both that seared inside of her, but her spirit grew heavy and her heart ached.

“I prayed to the spirits this day would not come until you were older. You should not have this burden on your shoulders at such an age.” D’laja wept with her daughter. “You will be stronger, though, and time will heal the pain you feel.”

“But I will always carry it with me, Mother,” she sobbed.

“Yes, precious one, unfortunately you will.”

 

The healers released Tiva to her mother’s care after three nights in the medical ward. When they returned home, Tiva hid in her room not wishing to see anyone.  

The king sent her father on an important assignment so she was without his comfort or guidance for days. She remained in her room, leaving only occasionally to wash up or eat. She sensed the concern from her mother and siblings, but was grateful for their understanding and distance. Several family members and other visitors, including her training mates, showed up to her home wishing to see how she was, but thankfully her mother kept them at bay and only said she was doing well. 

Not until the king came to see her did she allow anyone into her room.

King Harer Delos stood in the doorway, awaiting an invitation. Tiva knew he was there, yet she continued to stare out her window lost in her own thoughts. 

“The longer you dwell and refuse to move on, the more pain you will feel, Guardian Boon.”

“And what do you know of it, sire? At what age did you slaughter another?” she said without turning.

“Much older than you,” he said. “But I do know what you are feeling; I know it well, Tiva.”

“If I may speak freely, sire, you know nothing of how I feel. I took the life of someone I knew. Not in battle or threat of my own life, I struck him down without thinking, before deciding if it was the right course of action.”

“You thwarted an enemy, Guardian Boon,” the king said sternly. “An enemy who attacked you and your mother. The intruder killed two with his bomb in the hover storage facility.”

“Two?” Tiva turned and met eyes with the king. “Who?”

“Yoka Becha and former guardian Mali Jelev, your training mate Jex’s grandmother. What you did was part of your duty, Tiva. Granted all of us wanted you to be older before facing this, but your natural reflexes to protect overrode thought and you did what you had to do.”

“But did I? Would it not have been better if Bumo lived to give us information? Could we not have used the knowledge he possessed to learn more about the faction? We know not how he came here, or how he gained access beyond the gates. We are unsure if he followed me from Hentor. He was surprised to learn I was a guardian, but what of those who ordered him, do they know?”

“You make sound arguments, Tiva, but I am not here to speak of politics.”

“Then why are you here?” she said, confusion clouding her mind. Rage and terror filled her without warning. She balled her hands into fists and shook. “Has something else happened? Where is my father?”

“Nothing is wrong; your father is on his way home from Cenii province. I came here to see you. I am concerned, Tiva.”

She felt angry and was unsure of the reason. Delos was a compassionate king. He cared for his people, and those who protected him. She knew this, yet something inside her remained cold and unfeeling. “Why?” 

The king sighed and leaned against the doorframe. “Do you blame me for sending you to Hentor, Tiva?”

She furrowed her brow then shook her head. “The blame is all upon my shoulders. I am the one who murdered Bumo.”

“Tiva Boon, you will not speak such harsh words!” Harer said, body tensing. “Murder is a malicious act of someone with no morals or feelings; an action of a coward with no honor. You are a protector to the people of Abennelp: keeper of peace and guardian of the throne. Your reaction to Bumo may have been rash and vengeful, but you did not murder him. You did your duty. You will learn from this, Tiva, you will carry the pain with you and always remember, but never again will you kill another person in haste.”

She stared up at the king. A tear slid down her cheek. Harer entered her room and knelt down taking her face in his hand. With his thumb, he wiped away the tear. “I may be your king, Tiva, but I care for all my guardians. It pains me to know you hurt so. No one wished this upon you so early, and if I could, I would ensure you would never face such decisions again. You still have the choice to change your life path if you feel you are not made for guardianship.” He gently brushed her hair from her face. “There is such strength in you, Tiva. I knew it from the very first time I laid eyes upon you. Recover your mind and spirit; take as much time as you need. When you are ready, return to us, if that is your desire…for you have time before you can change your path if that is your wish.”

“I am a Royal Guardian of Abennelp, King Delos. I will never turn my back on you,” she vowed, through teary eyes. 

“And I shall never turn my back on you,” he said then kissed her forehead. “Rest well, Tiva.”

The king rose and exited her room. She waited for him to descend the stairs before returning to her window. More than anything, she wanted to see her father. Both her mother and the king offered sage advice, but she believed Kevler understood how she truly felt. Her father was born a guardian, just as she was. He had killed, maybe not at such a young age, but he had taken many lives over time. 

 

Tiva stayed in her room, alone with her thoughts. She waited. No visits from friends, no nighttime journey to see Te, no playtime with her siblings. She waited for her father’s return, and before the suns set on the day after the king’s visit, Kevler arrived home.

She spent the night curled up in his lap, talking, crying, and listening. Replaying the night in her mind was hard; she strained to gather the words. Kevler comforted her, told stories of the scars he still carried in his heart from battle. He advised her how to deal with the guilt and anger. The night passed into morning, D’laja interrupted to bring them food and drink, then left them to their healing.

Finally, after all her tears were spent, and she could think of nothing more to say, Tiva hugged her father and thanked him. She asked for one more day of rest before returning to the palace, knowing many would wish to speak with her. She had many loose ends yet untied. Kevler agreed, and left her to collect her thoughts for the remainder of the day.

When the family gathered for evening meal, things seemed more normal within the house. Everyone was together, and somewhat relaxed. Remock and Bintu spoke of their training in the palace. Kevler offered a few details of his tour in Cenii, and D’laja mentioned the mourning for Becha and Jelev. The sinking feeling returned within Tiva’s chest, but she put on a brave face and asked if she could attend. Her parents agreed then changed the subject. 

The rest of the evening was quiet. Tiva ventured out, after sunset, to visit Te. She told him every detail of her mission thankful that Te could ask her no questions nor press for details; it afforded her the chance to speak her mind freely. Eventually, she fell asleep in the comfort of Te’s roots, enjoyed a dreamless sleep, and woke in the morning refreshed and ready to return to duty. 

There was still much to do. The faction, now more powerful and dangerous than believed, needed to be uncovered. The king had sent her father to Cenii for a purpose, and she wanted to find out the reason. Tespor mentioned news he wished to share as well.

She still had to deal with Tespor on a personal level. Telling him she was not interested in courting would be difficult, but she had plenty of time alone to think about what to say to him. She hoped for the best.

 

Tiva rode into Degort with her entire family. Remock and Bintu had training. Her mother was on duty inside the palace, and her father was meeting with the king for council. When the family parted, Tiva went into the palace searching for Zenid. This would be her first day on patrol as a level two guardian, it seemed as if it were yesterday she passed the test, however it had been almost two weeks; first her mission to Hentor, then her time away to heal.

She walked through the courtyard, averting her eyes from the incinerated hover storage facility. She overheard her mother talking with the king when he visited about a timed bomb in one of the hovers inside the deck. It didn’t sound sophisticated, not heavy on damage, but the amount of fuel in the facility caused the destruction to be far greater than the device meant to do. 

Once inside the palace, she breathed in, trying to stay composed. The memories were still vivid in her mind.

Slowly she walked the corridor, through the Great Hall to the lift, and rode up to Zenid’s training room. She was busy with five trainees, one was Jenon with a new hairstyle, two other, the children of Lety Ispek’s eldest son, and the last were her cousins Hanall and Riyn.

“Welcome, Guardian Boon.” Zenid waved her inside.

“Spirited greetings.” Tiva saluted and acknowledged the children. “I am here for my assignment. I have returned and recovered from my mission.”

“Ah, yes.” Zenid smiled and picked up a data recorder. She scrolled through it for a moment then nodded. “Here we are…I have assigned you the ground through fifth floors of the palace. Your partner will be my son, Yark, he usually starts the day on floor five; you can find him there.”

“I may have to meet with the king today, shall I inform you if it comes to pass?”

“No need, just ensure Yark knows your whereabouts.”

“I understand.”

“Well wishes, Tiva. I will see you at the end of the day.”

Tiva bowed before exiting the room. She didn’t know her patrol partner, Yark Finto, well. He was older than Rae and Rux, but Tespor knew him for they were adopted brothers. It would be nice to become familiar with someone new. 

She found Yark on the fifth floor as his mother had said. She saluted him when she neared; he smiled and returned the gesture.

“I am Tiva Boon, assigned as your patrol partner.”

“Greetings, Tiva. Yark Finto. How do you fare this fine morning?”

“Well, and yourself?”

“As good as can be asked of me,” he said warily, and led the way as they began their patrol through the corridors of the fifth floor. “Have you heard the most recent news of the faction?”

“No, I have not,” she said, now curious.

“The king dispatched several groups of guardians to infiltrate a known hideout after this latest incident. He is none too pleased about losing more guardians.”

“I can understand that. What news from the missions?”

“None yet, this happened only a couple days past.”

“How did you gather information so quickly?”

“My father keeps me abreast. I am preparing to take my level one test, and he wishes me to know all that is happening.”

“Should you be sharing this with me? I am only a level two, and from the looks of things as they are, even though I wish it, I may never reach my goal of level one.”

Yark grinned. “So you are the one who wants to be an elite Royal Guardian?” A chuckle escaped his lips. He motioned to the tower lift and they stepped in. “My mother speaks of you often, but has never told me your name. I assumed it was Rae Boon or Rhula Ispek, or perhaps Loloa Becha. Well, after all I have heard, I’m not surprised it is a Boon, or you for that matter.”

“What do you mean?”

“Word travels quickly among the halls of the palace. I’ve heard stories. Ones that may still be a sore subject for you, that which happened in the garden...” 

The lift stopped and the doors opened. Yark waited for Tiva to exit first, and when she did, she bumped into Tespor and Jex.

“Tiva!” They said, surprise in their eyes. 

“Spirited greetings,” she said. Her friends acknowledged Yark, and Tespor quickly pulled her to the side. “I am on duty,” she protested.

“I must speak with you soon. Meet me for midday meal in the dining hall.”

“I will try my best,” she murmured and drew her arm from Tespor’s grasp. “This is my first day on duty. I wish not to cause trouble.”

“Everyone must eat, Tiva.” Tespor rolled his eyes. “Meet me if you can. There is much to say.” When Tespor and Jex left, Tiva followed Yark down the corridor of the fourth floor.

“He seems anxious to speak with you.”

“Quite,” she said. “He has something of importance to tell me.”

“Tespor probably overheard my father talking with me. He is quite skillful at picking up information not intended for his ears.”

Tiva smiled. Tespor seemed to be copying her habits. However, she had a feeling that he wanted to speak about courting, again.

Together, she and Yark patrolled the remaining floors of the palace, keeping to general topics of weather and training. Once they reached the ground floor, she saw guardians rushing about heading to the king’s private chambers. Yark seemed as curious as she did, but neither said anything and continued with rounds. Tiva’s thoughts wandered back to the garden, and Yark’s curiosity about the event. He was almost an elite Royal Guardian. He had been on missions and had the respect of others. Could she gain insight from him?

“You asked me about what happened,” she spoke suddenly.

“I did…” he said, slowing his pace. “I will be forthright with you, Tiva, if you permit me.” 

She nodded. 

“Many are concerned, my mother included, she asked me to try and help if I could.”

“Help in what manner, Yark?”

“I took the life of an enemy some time ago. My father and I were on tour in Obadan province and a man had taken a family hostage. He needed medical attention for he was not of sound mind, but he was ready to harm his captives. My father and I could not let that happen.” He paused as if to collect his thoughts. “We infiltrated the home, and this man gave us no choice but to attack and kill him. I battled inside my mind for many moons, trying to understand the weight of it all. It is not an easy thing to take the life of another, as you well know, but time has passed and I can recall the incident with a clear mind and conscience now. We did everything possible not to harm him, but in the end there was no other action to take.”

“How did you deal with the guilt of your actions?”

“It was not easy. Mostly, I spoke of my feelings with my parents and trainers. Many of us in the service of the king have had to do things we are not proud of, but alas, they must be done. Keeping emotions locked inside will only delay your healing,” Yark said solemnly. “Having said that, if you ever wish to speak your feelings to me, I will listen, for I understand how you feel.”

“Thank you, Yark. I appreciate your kindness and candor.”

“It is all we can do for each other in this charge, Tiva. We must support and help one another when we can, otherwise we will fail as a team.”

“Quite true,” Tiva said. She would not tell him her feelings now, but perhaps in time as they became closer she could open up to her new friend.

Yark and Tiva secured the first five floors of the palace several times before midday. They talked of history and dreams of the future. Tiva didn’t expect anything to happen, as the grounds around the palace were on high alert with a dozen more guardians than usual. She was grateful for the quietness of her duty, and hoped it would remain so for as long as possible. 

Returning to the fifth floor, Yark left Tiva to patrol alone while he went to the dining hall to eat. As she secured the fifth floor again, she saw Neola exiting the lift.

“Tiva!”

“Spirited greetings, Neola.”

Neola ran toward her and wrapped her arms around Tiva. She returned the embrace.

“How do you fare, my friend?”

“I am well.”

“You cannot fool me so easily, Tiva, but I will not press you for details. I know you’ve had some trouble. It is good to have you back. Come to see me at any time if you feel the need to talk. I am here for you, my friend.” Neola squeezed her tight then released her and smiled. “I may not understand what you have been through, but the words of the Yantar can help calm your spirit.”

“I thank you, Neola. I may take your offer to heart, for my spirit could use calming.”

“I must go, but please visit me in the palace ministry house when you feel ready.”

“I will.”

 

Yark returned and forced Tiva to take time for herself. She proceeded to the dining hall, ordered a small platter of food and a juice. She sensed many eyes on her as she sat in the corner away from the other guardians. Tiva wondered what they were thinking. Did they now see her in a different light? Was her reputation to be the guardian who slaughtered a boy in rage? The Truda twins were present, laughing and eating with a few other guardians she did not know well. She caught Litru’s eye, he smiled at her as he often did, not acting differently in the least, so she returned the gesture with a slight nod. 

Glancing around the rest of the hall, she searched for Tespor and Jex. Seeing neither, Tiva quietly ate her meal, keeping to herself. The hall slowly emptied. She finished her juice and carried her tray to the trash receptacle. Before she turned to leave, she felt the presence of her mother.

“How are you faring, precious one?” D’laja said, walking toward her.

“Very well, Mother.” Tiva forced a smile. “My patrol partner, Yark, and I have made quick friends.”

“I am pleased to hear that.” D’laja touched her daughter’s cheek gently. “I must eat and return, but I shall see you this evening.”

“Yes, Mother.” 

 

Tiva returned to the lift. She called Yark on her PCD to find his location, and after he replied, Tespor appeared in the corridor. He waved at her as he approached.

“I missed you on break,” he said with a smile. “May I walk with you back to your post?”

“Yes, Tespor, we have much to talk about, do we not?”

“I wished to invite you to my celebration, my eighteenth cycle is near, and I’m having a gathering with the Finto’s. I’m also informing the king I wish to begin preparations for level one.”

“That is most joyous news, Tespor. You will make a fine elite guardian.”

“I know the journey is long, but I should finish all that is needed by my next cycle.”

“I have no doubts you will, and I would be honored to attend your gathering.”

“There is some other information to share, though you are on patrol with Yark, he is loose with his tongue so he may have told you that which I know.” He chuckled and held the door to the lift for her. “Where are you heading?”

“Fourth floor,” she said, stepping in. “Yark has told me of the king’s orders. Beyond that he did not say much.”

“Many of the guardians have returned, and the king is in council with them now. I passed the Great Hall, tensions are high.”

“That can only mean the news is bad.”

“That is my guess as well.” He shrugged. “There is not much else to say, but tell me, Tiva, how do you fare?”

“I am dealing as best I can, Tespor, but I wish to speak to you about personal matters.”

He took her hand and looked deep into her eyes. “This time for you must be confusing, I know not what you have been through. In time, I hope you will confide in me, but for now, matters of the heart should be the least of your concerns.”

“That is part of what I need to tell you…” She paused as the doors opened. The hall was empty and she guided him to a quiet corner. “It is true, I am with heavy heart, but I do not wish to mislead you.”

“Speak of what you feel,” he coaxed.

“I care for you, you are my dearest friend, but I am not ready to court, Tespor.”

“I understand.”

“Perhaps all I need is time, though I cannot predict what the future will hold.”

“You can have all the time you need, Tiva. I have no interest in anyone else.” He squeezed her hand. “And when the time is right, if you will still have me, I will be here waiting for you.”

She didn’t expect this turn of events, certain he’d feel rejected and hurt, she prepared no words for this. Maybe she misjudged him. He was worthy and understanding, he could be a fine potential if it were not for her thoughts of Litru still lingering at the back of her mind. She nodded and slipped her hand from his.

“I must return to my duties, will you visit me soon?”

“Yes, Tiva, when time permits.”

“Well wishes, Tespor.”

“And to you, my friend.” With that, he was gone.

 

Tiva met up with Yark on the west side of the fourth floor. They continued their rounds until the suns began to set. Nothing out of the ordinary had presented itself the entire day, save her encounter with Tespor. They reported to Zenid and she dismissed them for the evening. Tiva rushed out of the palace to find her family.

Making her way outside, she stopped to talk with the Truda twins. Zaynus spoke about some rumors he had heard, she politely listened. Her guard dropped slightly as Litru stood near. Just like when she was younger, he calmed her spirit. She made a quick, but polite exit and headed for the temporary hover deck. 

Remock and Bintu were waiting near the vehicle. She had not seen her father all day, and worried what news would come from the council. When their mother appeared, they piled into the hover and drove home. Kevler once again stayed behind with the king, and others, but Tiva did not question D’laja with her siblings present. Once home, they enjoyed evening meal, and when her mother sent the children to wash up, Tiva stayed in the kitchen to help clean.

“Will Father be home soon?” she said.

“I am unsure, precious one, the king has been in council all day…many guardians returned from a mission to report their findings,” D’laja said.

“Do you know how the missions turned out? Did the guardians uncover more information about the factions?”

“Speak of how you learned of this.” Her mother’s markings darkened slightly. 

Tiva stepped back, shocked to hear her mother raise her voice. “One of the other guardians mentioned the king’s orders to me. Are you angry with me, Mother?”

D’laja sighed. “No, I am not angry. I’m just being overprotective. You will learn of the news tomorrow. The king will meet with the guardians…”

“Can you not say?”

“We will hear what he has to tell us together, Tiva. I know nothing of what has happened. Now, go wash up and ready for bed.”

“Yes, Mother.”





  
 

*
The family gathered for the morning meal. Kevler had returned sometime during the night. He greeted them all, and he seemed pleased to see everyone. After eating, they journeyed to the palace, Remock and Bintu went off to training, and Tiva went about her patrols with Yark. 

It was a warm day for the middle of the Cooling season, so they talked of the weather, but said little else, as both sensed the tension in the palace. Mid-day came and passed without incident or communication from the king. Tiva wondered if the meeting with the king would happen, or if lower ranked guardians would not attend. 

Evening came fast, and as she and Yark rode up the lift to report to Zenid, she asked if he had heard any news of the council.

“I have not,” he said. “Things are being kept quiet. I was told we were to meet with the king today…”

“As was I—things are too quiet, that is what worries me.”

“Indeed.”

“Perhaps we are not privy to what transpired.”

“Don’t be hasty, Tiva. We will learn what happened when the king deems it appropriate.”

Inside, she was agitated, but she kept her feelings hidden. She disliked being left out of important matters of the palace. It was her inquisitive nature, as her mother often said, that landed her in trouble. Perhaps she was right. 

Zenid dismissed them after reporting the day’s events. 

Now off duty, Tiva stopped at the entrance to the guardian corridor to talk with the Truda twins, but found the second shift guardians were already present. Frustrated, she crossed the courtyard, and waited by her father’s hover. 

Remock and Bintu were late. 

Their training was going well as far as she knew. Remock was almost ready for his exams and had completed his first cycle of training, but wanted to wait for Bintu to be ready before he attempted to pass. He wished to go through the levels together. Tiva knew that would change as they got older, still, it was noble of him.

Some time had passed elevating her anxiety as she waited. Only on occasion had training lasted this long, and she began to wonder if her personal comm device was out of power and she missed being contacted. As she pulled the device from her belt, her siblings approached.

“Tiva!” Bintu said, grinning.

“Spirited greetings, Bintu and Remock.”

“And to you, sister.” Remock smiled. “Bintu and I are going on patrol with the Truda twins shortly.”

“This evening?”

“Yes, the king is holding council; he is with a few who must remain on guard for the evening. We’re helping. You’ll be called shortly, that is what Zenid said.”

“I was beginning to think my PCD was not working.”

“Will you tell us what you learn, Tiva?” Bintu said.

“If I am allowed, I shall, but do not expect it.”

“That’s not fair, you always know more than you should.”

“Only by chance, Bintu,” Tiva said. “I’ll tell you anything I can, you have my word.” Before either of her siblings questioned further, Tiva’s PCD beeped. She smiled and raised it. “Guardian Boon.”

“Please meet in the Great Hall, the king has called a meeting.” D’laja’s voice sprung from the device.

“I’ll be there shortly,” she said, then turned to her brother and sister. “Keep well, and stay sharp. Patrols can be dreary at times, but that is no reason to be lax.”

“We will,” they said before heading toward the palace gates. 

 

Tiva entered the guardian corridor and felt a wave of strong emotions. Taken aback, she forced her shield tight, and entered the Great Hall. Almost a hundred guardians had gathered inside, including members from every family. She spotted Tespor and Jex sitting with the Finto and Jelev families. Most of her family including her mother and older cousins were present, but not her father or Uncle Devler. She took note that Darlew Finto and all other elite guardians were missing as well.

Rae waved her over, and offered her an empty seat. D’laja and Zenid were speaking softly nearby. Tiva did not wish to interrupt, so she sat and listened to her cousins and their friends talk about recent missions and patrols. Every so often, she glanced over to see Tespor and Jex engaged in conversation as well. Suddenly the room began to quiet as the elite Royal Guardians entered the room. They crossed the hall, and sat in the front row.

The king entered, without the queen. He wore his royal attire for the official meeting. The guardians rose and saluted their king, he placed his fist to his heart, and the guardians sat.

“My loyal guardians,” he began. “I bring you together today to speak of a concern that threatens the throne of Abennelp.”

He spoke about what the guardians and legionnaires had been doing throughout the past several cycles to gather information about the faction. Tiva knew much of what he said, but listened to every word. 

“All the guardians have returned and I know our cause for concern is far from over. Every faction hideout we knew of, every group we were surveying has vanished. There is no trace of them, their followers, or anything relating to their cause.”

A collective gasp followed. Tiva did not believe her ears. How were they all gone? It had been less than a week since she had been in Hentor. 

“The small amount of intelligence we obtained confirms the rebel faction knew of our undercover groups for quite some time. It is feared that the information leaked to those in power, and they have, after the recent attack on our capital, gone underground to gather their strength and regroup.”

“I have recalled all guardians from their province duty as we are developing a new strategy for protecting the people. Many of you will set off on long-term tours with a group of legionnaires to patrol the provinces of Abennelp. Not while I am in power, will I let spiritless cowards and their rebel ideals govern or threaten the people of this world. Far too long have we striven for a world of peace and prosperity, and now, at the highest peak in our history we are threatened once again. 

“You will be the ears and eyes for the legionnaires; they will be at your command should you be given a group, keep them well, but stay alert to all around you. Everything may not be as it seems. Bloodshed may be eminent, but do not seek it, for each life is precious, no matter the darkness that flows through their veins. Royal Guardians, keep your senses sharp, your eyes open, and your swords at the ready. Serve with pride, honesty, and love. Serve with honor as was, as is, and as will be.”

“By guardian light, I will protect you in times of darkness until the bitter end.” Every guardian stood and pressed their fist to their chest. The king quickly turned and exited, the elite Royal Guardians followed. Tiva fell back to the chair and sighed as the crowd dispersed. The news was not good. In fact, it was worse than she had expected. All the hard work everyone had done was lost. She thought of Dal and Defor, and the other legionnaires who had spent cycle after cycle collecting evidence for the king; all now wasted. The sacrifice of everyone on those missions, away from their family and friends meant nothing. They must start anew. She wondered if the king had a plan, or if some of the old connections were still available.

Before she dwelled on the thoughts, Rae pulled Tiva from her chair.

“Come cousin, I think your beau wishes to speak with you,” she said motioning to Tespor who was waving them over.

“He is a friend, Rae and I must go…I…have…” Tiva said absently and filtered through the crowd.

“Tiva?”

She barely heard her cousin call her name again. Crossing the Great Hall, Tiva walked straight for the king’s chamber. Something drew her to the king. Her mind filled with thoughts and ideas; she had to tell him what was on her mind. If she did not, what good was she as guardian? Tiva lifted a finger to ring the chime. A hand ripped her arm back fiercely. She spun around, her free hand subconsciously reaching for the hilt of her blade, but stopping short seeing her mother.

“Where are you going?” D’laja asked, her markings darker than normal.

“I wished to speak with the king, Mother. I have—”

“Come!” She pulled Tiva clear across the room in full view of the other guardians. Trying to hide her embarrassment was futile; she knew her markings had pinked. She lowered her head, and allowed her mother to drag her down the guardian hall and out into the courtyard before jerking back, forcing her mother to stop.

“Why have you done this to me?” Tiva raised her voice.

“You were not summoned to see the king, you cannot have audience any time you wish.”

“But I have thoughts about what has happened, and an idea to present. Is it not my duty to inform the king?”

“It is, but not during such tense times, Tiva. You must learn your place.”

“I am a Royal Guardian, I know my place.”

“Do not raise your voice at me.”

“I will do as I please. You drag me through the hall in view of all others, like some pet, when only a few days ago I risked my life defending you and this blasted palace.”

“You should not have taken such a risk, you are only a child.”

“Damn you mother, I am no longer a child!”

Everything went silent around them except for the echo after D’laja slapped her across her face. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twelve
Tiva blinked, in sheer shock, the only part of her body to react. Never before had her parents struck her, save training or playing. 

She reached up covered her stinging cheek and stared at her mother with horror. D’laja’s markings darkened, but her eyes verged on tears. Tiva moved back, spun, and walked away.

“Tiva!” D’laja cried.

She grabbed the hilt of her sword, wiped the tears that fell to her cheeks into her hair, and sped through the dim courtyard. What response could she give to such an action? Respect for ones parents was something she believed, yet now she wondered if that respect would last. She reached the palace gates to find her siblings with the Truda twins, all were chatting and laughing, but still on guard as they easily noticed her arrival.

“Spirited greetings, Guardian Boon,” Litru said with a bow. 

Zaynus grinned and said, “Are you here to collect your siblings?”

“Partly,” she said, both children frowned. “Go to the hover, Mother will be there waiting.”

“Are you riding home with us?” Bintu said.

“No, I have matters to attend to,” she lied. “Remock—go, take your sister.”

“Very well,” he pouted.

She waited for them to be out of range and turned to the twins, but remained out of the moonlight. “I require your assistance.”

“Whatever we can do,” Litru began and Zaynus finished, “Within our power, we will do.”

“I need transport to my home.”

“Did you not just send your siblings to find your mother?” Zaynus said.

“I did, but I wish not to ride with her.”

“Tiva, has something happened?” Litru said and moved closer. 

She leaned back, away from his curious stare. “We had a disagreement.”

Litru reached out, Tiva jerked her head to the side like a wounded animal. He gently grabbed her shoulder with one hand, and lifted her chin with the other then turned her head to the side. He raised a brow. His markings darkened then he exchanged a glance with his brother. “This does not happen often, does it?”

“No…it never has before. Things just became heated after the king’s meeting.” Tiva looked away. 

“I would rather not come between you and your mother, but perhaps it is best for you both to calm before seeing one another again. Zay, inform D’laja I will take Tiva home, after you call for replacements.”

“Very well, brother.” He nodded. “Well wishes, Tiva.”

“Keep safe.”

 

Tiva followed Litru through the courtyard to the new hover deck. He led her through several rows of vehicles before opening the door of his craft for her. Once in, he started the craft and drove out of the palace grounds and through Degort. They talked some during the ride, Tiva told of her mission to Hentor and she listened to his account of incidents at the palace and marketplace. The stories trailed off and they traveled on in an awkward stillness, until they came upon the bridge of the Yaan providence. 

“Which way is your home?” Litru said. “It has been quite some time, since last I visited.”

“The road on the right,” she said. “You should visit more. I remember how joyous it was to have you in our field training.” She felt her markings blush at the confession.

“I do recall a curious young girl who would oft sit in her room and watch from afar.”

“You knew I was watching?”

“Zaynus spotted you.” Litru laughed. “You were twelve cycles then, but your curiosity was stronger than ever.”

“You were preparing for level two, if I remember correctly.”

“Indeed, we were.” 

Tiva saw the roof of her home come into view; she reached over and touched Litru’s arm, and immediately felt her heart race. “You have always been a good friend to me, and I thank you. But I have something else to ask…will you leave me at the edge of my parents land? I need some time to clear my mind.”

His gaze lingered on her hand then he grinned. “You must promise me you will return home tonight. I don’t wish your parents to think ill of me.”

Noticing her hand was still on his arm, she pulled back. “You have my word, Litru…”

He stopped the hover near a region of trees, and turned to her. “That is the first time I have ever heard you speak my given name, Tiva.”

“I am sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

Litru chortled. “No, no…it pleases me.” He reached up and ran his thumb over her cheek. She cringed, the sting now replaced by soreness, yet his touch brought about warmth inside her body. “Something cold on your bruise will help you heal. Now go, before my tongue runs away with me.”

“Speak of what you mean,” she said, furrowing her brow.

“A confession I cannot make, Tiva. I beg you go and clear your mind, for I will speak no more tonight.”

Tiva opened the door and stepped out of the vehicle. She was sure her senses were overloaded with everything that happened since her shift ended, but she also knew that she couldn’t ignore her feelings anymore. She lowered her head into the vehicle and said, “I have always been drawn to you, Litru, even as a child, and though you may still see me as such, it does not sway me. You need not confess. I have a sense of what you might say. Know that I return the feeling even if we cannot act upon it. Keep well, my friend.” She stared into his eyes one last time before turning, then ran into the small cluster of trees. 

Her heart skipped. She half lied to Tespor, she led Solun on completely, yet with Litru, she was herself and spoke what she felt. It seemed a small weight lifted from her spirit. Yet in the back of her mind, the rest of her worries remained.

She ventured through the forest and came upon the small lake. The moon, almost directly above her, sprinkled its rays of silver on the water’s surface. 

Calming would do her good; perhaps her mother had the same thought. Somehow, deep inside, she knew they would both need time to overcome what had happened. The shock of the event began to subside, yet she was still confused. Tiva’s pride was hurt, she needed to show some form of self-dignity, and making her mother wait for her return felt like a good course of action.

Moving toward the lake, she kicked off her boots and began to unbutton her tunic. She reached down into the water to feel the cool crispness wash over her hand. It was colder than she liked, but her body would adjust once in the lake. She cursed softly for leaving her cloak at home; she’d just have to be quick and run inside after her swim. She tossed her tunic to the side. Her undershirt was thin, and she shivered in the breeze. As if in answer to her thoughts, two warm hands touched her arms. She need not turn; he connected with her on many levels. Neither said a word and they remained motionless together until every star possible lit the sky. 

Tiva leaned back against him. Litru wrapped his arms and cloak around her. She felt completely safe for the first time in ages. Thankful, she silently watched the moon crest, and sighed knowing the hour grew late. She’d have to face her mother eventually.

“Tell me what I can do to ease your troubled spirit, Tiva,” he said.

“Help me Calm. My mind is ill at ease.”

“I do not think that wise…”

“I am no longer a child, Litru. I am not ashamed to Calm with you. Though I may not possess the ability to emote as completely as you, I do…feel, and need to clear my mind.”

“I know you do, Tiva, and you feel everything so strongly. I tremble every time you are near me. I never know what to say or do. You are tough, yet I have seen great tenderness in your eyes. You are strong, but vulnerable.” He caressed her arm with his fingers. “You are blocked most of the time, occasionally though, when you are close, I feel you lower your guard and I always wondered why. I’d always hoped you only did so for me…You’re a vibration inside me, you’ve taken hold and have never let go. And if I see you in such a state, I may lose control. I think I already am, touching you like this…I cannot do this to you, Tiva, you aren’t ready for those consequences, not yet.” 

She turned and looked up. Litru’s eyes sparkled like ice hanging from Te’s branches with speckles of gold that flickered as they gazed into hers. The air in her lungs vanished. She hadn’t been this close to him since her youth. “Then why have you come here?”

“Because I had to tell you my feelings, they are tearing me apart,” he said, his hands stroked her back and shoulders as he drew her closer. “I’ve always felt close to you, I assumed it was due to our bond when you were younger. But when the king sent you away, and I did not see your beautiful smile every morning at the palace, I realized my heart longed for you. You have been in my waking thoughts every day since your mission to Hentor. And no, Tiva Boon, I do not see a child anymore. I see a strong vibrant young woman coming into her own, dealing with matters beyond what she should, and succeeding. I dare not say I love you, for I am still confused about what I feel, but it is only a matter of time before my heart will be yours.

“Maybe I have lost all sense, for I doubt your parents would approve of me, I am ten cycles older, but I can’t deny what is building inside me. I’ve tried to convince myself you would never care for me the same, but there was always something there between us…then your words earlier…”

Tiva touched his face. He kept his eyes locked on her. She traced the sharp line of his face. He drew in a breath, and she felt his body quiver against hers. “It has been many cycles since I have dreamt of this and you come to me now when I am at the lowest I have ever been. I wish nothing more than to give you my heart in return, Litru, but I have a path before me. If I falter, I may never forgive myself, and if I cannot give you my time, I don’t see how courting would work now.” She paused. “Curse this feeling; it causes more trouble than joy.”

“You will know the joys of it one day, Tiva,” Litru said delicately. “We do not have to court, if you wish we can carry on as friends, until your path is set. I will wait for you.”

A tear slid down her cheek. 

“Why do you cry?” he said.

“Another has professed as much to me, I told him I was not ready, but it was a lie. I am ready. I wish to be with you, Litru. I had not the courage to say anything for fear you would think I am too young. Now, we are on the brink of a major crisis; I have taken the life of another person and cannot get the thoughts out of my mind. Everyone looks at me differently. I am losing touch with my mother. I have all these feelings inside me, Litru. I am suffering so and I know not what to do.”

“I will help you Calm.”

“But you—”

He raised a finger to her lip then brushed away the tears. His hands rose up her back and began to unbraid her hair. Tiva shut her eyes and eased against his chest. His touch was gentle, relaxing. When her hair came loose, Litru unfastened her belt, lowering the weapon to the ground. He pulled the undershirt from her back, his fingers shaking against her skin as he lifted it over her head. Their eyes met again, Tiva’s markings blushed, and Litru’s were neon. She smiled, trying to soothe his nervousness.

“I have never seen a creature more lovely than you,” he said breathlessly and tore his gaze from her body, looking to the sky. “Such temptation…”

Tiva froze, clutched Litru. “Someone is coming.”

“Who?” he said, tightened his grasp on her.

She focused her mind to reach out. It was not as close as she thought, but it was nearing the area. Allowing her sense to flow freely, she gasped and stepped back. “It is my father. He must be returning home.”

“Kevler?”

“Is your hover in plain view on the road?”

“No, I drove into the forest some before walking.”

“Well, you must go then, before he comes to look for me.”

“You wish to hide?”

“No, but I have issues to deal with at home, Litru. This is not the best of days to inform my family of our feelings.”

He swept her hair from her shoulder. “You are right. But I cannot bear to leave you just yet.”

“Lit—”

His lips covered hers before she finished. A curious sensation rose within her, it was nothing like her first kiss. It felt as if every emotion boiled inside her and attempted to break free. Never before had such a sensation captured her. Her entire body felt electrified. Litru was full of warmth and wild energy, his emotions raw and fervent. She embraced him, ignoring her lack of clothing, and struggled for breath as he began to kiss her cheek and neck. “Litru…”

“Tiva, I want you for my own,” he cooed in her ear.

“You shall have me and I you, we just need to take our time. Some may not understand.” She held him now, refusing to let go.

Gently he peeled her arms from his neck. He kissed each hand and released her. He leaned over, picked up her tunic, and wrapped it around her shoulders. 

“I don’t want to go,” she said, lowering her head.

“You must.” He lured her into a hug and kissed her forehead. 

“Can you stay? Wait by Te, my tree. I will come out after my parents are sleeping…”

“Tiva,” he chuckled, “my sweet flower, that is a risk I cannot take, it may cause me to lose you. We will speak more and decide what to do, for now you must go home.”

“I know.” She fastened her clothing and sniffled. “I will see you on the morrow; we can find time during the day to talk, can we not?”

“We will.” He smiled. “Sleep well, Tiva.”

“And you, Litru.” She gathered her boots and weapon, and turned back once before walking into the shadow of the forest. Her heart drummed inside her chest. Was she dreaming? Had he said all those words to her? Hundreds of questions and thoughts streamed through her head. She entered the field behind her home and saw Te shining under the moonlight. The lights on the lower floor glowed on the field. The children’s rooms were dark, but her mother was most likely still awake. Her father was near, but with her emotions in an uproar over Litru, she had trouble refocusing. She ran. Passing Te without stopping, she ran home and glanced in the window. There was no movement from her vantage point, so she quietly opened the door and snuck inside. She stole through the kitchen and neared the dining area. She paused upon hearing the front door close.

“Kevler, thank the spirits!”

“Is she home, D’laja?” her father said.

“No, no, she’s not!” her mother cried. “I have driven her away.”

“What happened?”

“She wished to see the king after the meeting, I couldn’t bear to see her become involved again. She doesn’t understand the danger. I pulled her outside and we argued. Then…then…”

“Speak of what happened, dearest.” Kevler coaxed.

“I struck our child,” she sobbed.

“Do not cry, we all lose our tempers from time to time, Tiva understands that. I am sure she is safe and just needed some time…you said Litru was bringing her home.”

“She left before me and the children.”

“Maybe she is with her tree.”

“I don’t wish to see our children perish like Towt. I will not have my family die before their time. The death and pain that child knows already…what kind of mother am I to allow such hurt upon my daughter?”

Tiva stepped into the living area with tears in her eyes. Her parents turned. “One who loves her daughter?”

“Oh, my precious one!” D’laja ran across the room and threw her arms around Tiva. “Forgive me, I was wrong to strike you.”

“And I should not have raised my voice and acted disrespectfully.” Tiva cried on her mother’s shoulder.

“You were right, Tiva. You are no longer a child.” D’laja wiped a tear from her cheek. “I have been afraid ever since you left on your mission. My only wish is to protect you and keep you safe. I worry for what is happening.”

“As do I.”

“Why do you wish to be involved so? You still strive to be a level one and put yourself in harm’s way.”

“That is my path, Mother. All that has happened did so for a reason. I do not fear my fate.”

D’laja sighed and looked to her husband. “I know, but it does not make it easier to let you grow up.”

Kevler hugged them both; Tiva took comfort in their arms. Her parents knew the risks of guardian life and her mother was afraid for her, she understood that. Tiva didn’t know all the danger she would face, but with the support of her family, she knew there would be nothing impossible to deal with. 

D’laja retreated, kissed her daughter once more, and went off to bed. Tiva still felt guilty, but satisfied they had settled had their differences. Kevler sat with her on the couch talking. She told him her reasons for wanting to see the king. “I wished to attempt contact with Solun. We were never certain if he knew I was a guardian. He may hold the key to finding the faction again, father.”

“I presented that option. We checked Solun’s personal comm frequency but it was no longer active. We have no leads, Tiva. We must start from the beginning once again.”

“I’m sorry. I feared that was the case.”

“We have ideas, but it may be some time before we see the faction again. Whether for good or bad, we will be prepared, do not worry.”

“I cannot help but worry, Father.” 

“Neither can I.”





  
 

*
There was little tension in the air during morning meal. Tiva and her mother seemed well on their way to healing, and everyone’s spirits were high. They all journeyed to the palace, and parted company. Tiva went straight to the guardian entrance, and saw her aunts at the door. 

“Where are the Guardians Truda?” she asked.

“They were sent on assignment to the Whettland province. There is much shifting happening in the palace,” Aunt Lilla said.

“When did they leave? How long will they be gone? When are they returning?”

“We were not told,” Jinka said. “Many of the higher guardians have left or will go today, but do not worry, Tiva, you won’t be sent on another mission.”

“Why not? I did well last time.” She scowled.

Jinka shrugged, and Lilla opened the door, “We know you did, but the king made the orders, you’ll be in charge of patrols inside the palace. Yark, your partner, and others have gone already.”

Tiva tried to hide her frustration and disappointment. “Whom do I report to?”

“Us,” Jinka said with a smile. “It will be nice to work with family again.”

“Yes, Aunt Jinka.” Tiva feigned delight. “I will report to you in the evening.”

 

Tiva passed the day by replaying her time with Litru over in her mind. Somewhat lost, she patrolled in a fog, unsure of what this would do. Just as they were coming together with their feelings for one another, duty sent him away. It dawned on her that she now felt as Litru had when she went to Hentor. She longed for him more than ever. 

Finishing out the day after carefully avoiding friends and other family members in the palace, Tiva reported to her Aunt Jinka, and returned to her parents hover. Remock and Bintu were sparring with their swords. Tiva realized she had not practiced in a while; perhaps her father would have time.

Kevler arrived without their mother. He collected her siblings and they piled into the hover. “Before you ask,” he said, “Your mother has just been sent away on assignment with Zenid and Darlew Finto.”

“How long will she be gone?” Tiva said.

“Where did they go?” Remock said while Bintu stared blankly at their father.

“She has gone to the Quintor province, and will be gone for quite some time. Things may be tough for a spell, my children. I myself may be called away, but the bonds of our family are strong, and there will always be someone here for you when you are in need.”

“If you are sent away, Remock and Bintu will be in my charge?” Tiva’s voice quivered.

“They will. You will have help from your aunts; they are not going anywhere. We must have some skilled guardians protect the palace.”

“Is that why I am staying?” 

Kevler smiled sadly. “No, dearest one. You are staying because you recently returned from a mission. You know the protocol; you must have a rest between assignments.”

“But I have rested long enough, I can help.”

“We will speak of this later.”

“Yes, Father.”

The family rode home, filled with sadness. It had been a very long time since their mother left home on assignment. They were accustomed to their father’s absence, knowing his status as an elite level one guardian often kept him busy. Having both gone would be an adjustment for all of them. 

Once home, Tiva prepared evening meal with Bintu’s help. The food was less than perfect, as their mother’s cooking was the best, but they enjoyed it nonetheless. Remock and Bintu helped her clean. Afterward, she trained some in the recreation room before turning in for the evening. 

Tiva was curled up on the couch, resting, when her father entered the living area.

“How are you faring, dearest one?”

“The day was long, and I have much on my mind.”

“I am sure you do. Tiva, about you going on another mission…”

“You and mother are not going to allow me on another assignment are you?” she said sadly. 

Kevler chuckled. “No, dearest one, that is furthest from the truth. Your mother and Zenid are the most skilled women of the guardians, their services are required in Quintor by the Province Keeper. I must head to Cenii again soon. I’m confident that you can handle your siblings for a spell. Mother will return before me, and if there is an assignment for you after she returns, the king will allow it.”

“I will do as I am asked, Father.” Tiva tried to hide her sorrow.

Kevler stroked her cheek. “What ails you?”

“Many of the guardians are away; it brings sadness upon my heart. My patrol partner Yark has gone, some of my friends—” 

“Oh, yes!” He patted down his uniform. “I had forgotten. Zenid left this for you, it’s a message from one of your friends.”

“Who?” she said.

“I do not know.” He pulled a small envelope from his tunic and handed it to her. She grinned and took it quickly. “Do you have a sweetheart?”

“I…well…” she said, feeling her markings blush.

Kevler laughed. “I do not wish to embarrass you, dearest one. Tell me when you are ready.” He winked, and then exited the room.

Tiva’s spirit soared. She tore at the envelope and removed the parchment. 

 

My darling Tiva,

Long will be the days and nights I face alone without you. I cannot contact you while away, for we need to keep safe during this mission. Every day I see the warm lavender hue of the suns setting, I will be gazing into your eyes. I will see you in my dreams, every night I sleep, until once again you are in my arms. I will keep the memory of your tender kiss close to my heart. 

I leave you the choice to speak with your parents. If you wish for me to do so upon my return, I will. For when I return, I don’t wish to hide our feelings from others. You have brought great joy to my life, Tiva Boon, and I wish everyone to rejoice in our happiness. 

 

Keep well and safe, my sweet flower.

Only yours—

Litru

 

Tiva’s tears fell to his letter. She glanced up to see her father standing in the doorway. 

“Is the news bad, dearest one?”

“No, Father, touching and romantic.”

“Are you being courted?” He smiled.

“I’m not sure, this all happened suddenly.”

“Well, your mother told me before your mission that Tespor wanted to court you. She mentioned you felt you weren’t ready, but I knew some time away from home might change your feelings.”

“It is not Tespor, Father.”

He paused, a quizzical expression crossing his features. “Not, Tespor? I thought he was one of your closest friends.”

“He is and will always be so, but it is not Tespor who has captured my heart.”

“Then, pray tell, who has?”

“I may rue telling you, Father, for he is older than I. Our bond is strong, and has always been, but only recently have we felt strongly drawn to one another.”

“Who is he, Tiva?” he said, crossing the room.

“And you know I am wise beyond my cycles, after all I have seen…”

“Tiva, who is your suitor?” he asked more forcefully.

“I do not wish to cause more trouble, Father, and he wishes to ask for your permission to court me…”

“Tiva!”

“Litru Truda.” 

Silence. 

Then giggles. 

Both turned seeing Remock and Bintu on the stairs. Tiva growled and stepped toward the stairs. Her siblings screeched and ran away. 

“Now the entire palace will know.” Somehow, she would convince them to keep her secret quiet. She mumbled and looked back at her father. Kevler stood in the middle of the living area stiffly, his arms crossed over his chest and the expression on his face was less than cheerful. “Will you deny us, Father?”

“I don’t know. I cannot make this decision alone. You are close to your next Remembrance, but you are still very young...” 

“He hasn’t asked me traditionally to court or be his potential, he wishes your permission first, Father. Does that not show you he is honorable and worthy?”

Kevler sighed. “Perhaps. Litru is on a mission that will keep him away for quite some time. If your feelings are still strong upon his return, your mother and I will talk with him.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Thirteen
The suns rose and set; the moon peaked and fell. Day after day Tiva continued with her duty, thinking of Litru. Her father left during their mother’s absence and was still away. D’laja returned from her assignment, a month after leaving. The time alone with only her siblings was not as challenging as she thought. Remock and Bintu were certainly growing up. 

Days passed and little changed. Each group of guardians that returned brought little news of the faction. The king handed out more and more assignments, sending Tespor, and even Jex out among the populace. Many of her cousins and friends cycled through the continuous loop of missions. When her father finally returned, the king sent Tiva on a short mission to the Ullibro province as an escort for the Province Keeper. Litru and his brother had yet to return. 

Six months passed without word or message from Litru. She confided her feelings to Neola, Jenon, and Rae; they helped her through spells of loneliness, and though she was thankful for their support, her only wish was for her parents to accept him when he returned. Tiva often overheard them argue about the difference in ages. In the end, D’laja agreed to speak to Litru and learn his intention.

 

It was closer now, the weather had already changed, the Warming and her Remembrance was near.

Darlew Finto was preparing teams for duty on the first day of the Warming. Tiva earned a lead spot on one of the teams, and had charge of a small group of legionnaires. Most of the guardians were still leery after the disappearance of the faction and were taking no chances. The scrap of paper Tiva found in Solun’s meeting room caused high tensions among the capital. 

As the day neared, more guardians returned to the palace. The king wished his strength concentrated in Degort, for it was the most susceptible to another assault. 

Each day, Tiva ventured to the gates of the palace, asking which guardians had returned. 

Every time she was disappointed. 

 

The night before her Remembrance, Tiva visited Te and cried. Though grateful for her family and friends, for they all remained safe during their missions, she heard no news of Litru, nor his brother. She slept under the cover of Te’s branches and woke in the morning with the new dawn of the Warming.

Another special Remembrance; she turned seventeen and reached the age of responsibility. No longer considered a youth, she had one cycle to change her life path if she wished. Her siblings had cause to celebrate as well; they both passed their first exams and were to receive their guardian straps. Tiva did not mind sharing her day, she was glad not to be the center of attention.

Tiva spent the early part of the day on patrol in the palace with the legionnaires. After returning home and changing into a new purple and black jumpsuit her mother had purchased, she helped set up the house and fields for the guests.

Throughout the gathering, she kept a false smiled upon her face. D’laja invited hundreds of people to their home. Due to the high security at the palace, various groups of guardians and legionnaires arrived and departed all day. Greeting all who arrived, she did as a good host should, and spent some time with everyone who attended. She even sat in the gifting circle, and happily accepted presents from her friends and family. As the suns began to set, D’laja and Kevler presented their guardian straps to Remock and Bintu. Tiva was glad to be rid of everyone’s stares, and wandered through the field, nearing her favorite tree.

“Happy Remembrance, Tiva,” Tespor said, a glowing smile on his face. Tiva turned to see her friends, Neola, Jex, Prince Kenon, and Princess Jenon. “We have just come from the palace, thank the spirits it has been quiet all day.”

“Welcome, my friends,” Tiva said, overjoyed for the first time since waking. “I am glad to see you all are well.”

“Father is coming shortly to see you and your family, but Jenon and I did not wish to wait so we came with Tespor.” Kenon grinned.

“You are most welcome, your highness. I have been entertaining family all day myself. I need a rest from them. Perhaps next Remembrance I will remain on patrols and forgo the gathering.”

“You jest, patrols are tedious, and as it stands now, there are too many guardians at the palace. More groups have returned,” Jex said.

“Do you know who?” Tiva said. Neola and Jenon giggled. Jex, Tespor, and Kenon seemed bewildered.

Jex shrugged and turned to Tespor. “I’m not sure, I know of a few groups. Bip Becha and his team, Skky Finto returned…”

“Also your cousins, Riet and Tier, and Hutt Ispek and his team.”

“I see…” Tiva huffed.

“Were you expecting someone?” Kenon said. Neola and Jenon giggled again.

“No, it was only a hopeful wish.” She glared at the gigglers. Tespor did not know her feelings toward Litru, and she wished to tell him herself when the time was right.

Tespor turned to Jex and Kenon. They both looked lost, but before anyone queried the hidden message, the field grew quiet. 

The king had arrived. 

He greeted the guests and weaved his way through the crowd. The others continued to talk, as Tiva watched the king approach her parents. She wondered why he came here. It was strange that he attended the gathering of a guardian. Tiva decided she would not wait to learn the answer, and parted from her friends. She approached the king, but remained silent as he spoke with her father.

“Darlew and Devler have done an amazing job securing the palace grounds and Degort in general,” Harer said.

“Indeed they have. They’ve executed everything perfectly. I should prepare to leave myself. I am on third shift this evening. The day is not over yet, we must not be lax in our guard.”

“Very well, I’ll ride back with you,” he turned and smiled at Tiva, “after I wish your daughter a Happy Remembrance.” They embraced and slapped one another on the back before her father headed to the house.

“Spirited greetings, King Delos.” Tiva saluted.

“And to you, Guardian Boon.” He grinned. “Walk with your king.” 

She nodded and followed. Harer walked from the crowd, into the field toward Te. Her friends were still there. Laughter filled the air as they drew near, and all but Jenon and Kenon tensed up slightly upon seeing the king. 

“Father you have made it!” Jenon beamed and leaped into her father’s arms.

“I have, dear.” He swung her a bit, hugged her, and then put her down. “I think you are getting too big for me to swing so.”

“I am only thirteen,” she laughed.

“And very tall at that,” Neola said. “Greetings, King Delos.”

“Vicar Riin, it is lovely to see you outside the palace walls. Do you have an inspiring sermon for this week?”

“I always try to inspire, your majesty.” 

“You do, my sweet, you do.” Jex took her hand and kissed it obviously relaxing at the king’s cheerful mood.

“Tespor, your training for level one is coming along well, and I was very impressed with your performance on your last mission. Did you tell your friends how you did?”

“He still hasn’t stopped talking about it, Father.” Kenon laughed and the others joined him.

“I am glad to see you all enjoying each other’s company. It is most important in these trying times to stay close with your friends. But I am afraid I have some business that needs tending. Tiva, Kenon…if you will come with me.” Delos turned Jenon. “Your mother is arriving soon to visit, you may return with her.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Tiva exchanged surprised glances with Kenon and jogged to catch up as the king walked away. They were half way to the forest, far away from all the other guests when the king put an arm around each of them. “My son, one day you will be king and Tiva will be important among your Royal Guardians. I am pleased that you have become such wondrous friends.”

Kenon grinned. “I have good discernment for talent, Father. Once I saw Tespor and Tiva’s skills, I knew to make friends of them both. The first family of guardians has always been the right hand to our throne, and I wish to continue the tradition.”

“As do I, your highness,” Tiva said nodding to Kenon.

“A king and father could not be more proud to hear such words of devotion!” He chortled and squeezed them both. “But the reason I wish to speak with you both is for an important task. D’laja has reason to believe a new youth faction has formed in Quintor. During her stay there, she acquired a few contacts, and some have come forward with information. No hard evidence was found, but with hope, that is what you will procure.”

“Sire…”

“I know what you would say, Guardian Boon. You believe Solun may know you to be a guardian. That is a risk we are willing to take, for now. However, you are still going dark for this mission. You will play the same part, Tiva Vren from Whettland, this time visiting the province looking for work. Kenon will be visiting with legionnaires to draw attention away from you. Neither of you are to be seen in public together. You will be supplied secure PCD’s to communicate and keep each other abreast of your findings. Further information will be at your disposal in the morning.”

“We are to leave on the morrow, Father?”

“Yes, we are losing valuable time with the majority of the guardians home, but it was not worth the risk of another conflict.”

Tiva nodded, agreeing. Mixed emotions flooded her. Another assignment was an opportunity to help the king and hone her skills. Yet, leaving home again dismayed her. 

“Rest well tonight; you will need your focus for this, Tiva,” Delos said.

“I will, your majesty.”

“Carry on with your celebration, I must return to the palace.”

 

When the last of the guests left, Tiva and Bintu helped their mother with cleaning. The night grew late, and D’laja forced the girls to bed. Tiva lay restless, staring out her window until the moon was full. Beyond sleep, she ventured outside to her tree. Never tiring from sitting with her Te, she climbed his trunk and took her place between his branches. The sky was full of stars, scattered like jewels across the vastness of space. Tiva hummed a song she had learned as a child. D’laja had often sung the ballad to lull her to sleep. Sometimes it still allowed her to clear her mind and relax. 

She knew the words, but was concerned her voice would carry. Trying to resist, the urge eventually overcame her. The song sought release. Tiva jumped from Te’s trunk and ran toward the forest. The trees around the lake kept her voice from traveling, and as she neared, Calming before her mission seemed like a better idea than singing.

Reaching the edge of the lake, she undressed and dove into the cool water. She swam down to the bottom of the lake. The words of the chant filled her mind.

Spirits of this world, hear me.

She kicked and swam deeper.

Spirits help me calm.

Tiva dug her hand into the bottom of the lake.

Take away the troubles of my mind and body.

Releasing the dirt, she pushed off the ground and shot upward to the surface.

Spirits free me of my troubles and keep me calm.

Breaking through the still water, Tiva rested and bobbed for a while before swimming to the bank. She wrung out her soaking hair, and pulled her clothing back on. Feeling the serenity of the lake and its surroundings was enough to become lost in thought. Would it be enough to carry her through the night, let alone the entire time she’d be away from home? She knew not how long she would be gone and tried not to dwell on it, for now. 

Tiva walked the perimeter of the lake and began to hum again. Every so often, a word would slip past her lips, until she was singing the second verse of the song. She smiled, raised her voice. It echoed through the air with a pure sound. Pausing near the far side of the lake, she felt the song flow through her. As her voice rose higher, she heard a deep voice in the distance finishing the line with her. She peered across the water. 

He had returned. 

“Litru!” she said and sprinted across the grass. 

He ran toward her. Utter bliss surged through her as she jumped into his arms. She wrapped her hands around his neck and her legs around his waist clinging to him. 

“You will never know how I’ve missed you.”

“My sweet flower…” he said against her ear. He kissed her cheek, held her tight, then carried her away from the lake. He sat on a large rock and she leaned back, supported by his arms, and gazed into his eyes. Touching her cheek, his markings lightened, and his eyes watered. “You have grown more beautiful since last I laid eyes upon you.”

“Oh, Litru!” She squeezed him, so excited she didn’t know what to do first. 

There was so much to say. He brushed a lock of hair from her face and smiled at her as no one had before. Her grin faded as their breath mingled between their lips. He kissed her once, softly, and caressed her cheek. 

She pressed her forehead to his and ran her fingers through his hair. “I feared I would not get to see you.”

“I returned as soon as I could, Tiva. Another day and I would have become an empty shell.” He lowered his lips to her temple. “You received my message?”

“I did, you wrote the most touching words. I have carried your letter with me every day since, praying for your return.” She stroked his face. “I have dreamed of our reunion every night. And now here you are, out of my imaginings and before my eyes.”

“Yes, Tiva, I am here…with you.” He caressed her cheek and lowered his lips to hers. 

Her worries slipped away and she became swept up with the passion she felt from Litru. Entranced with him, she felt something change. His thoughts were stronger in her mind; the love and desire he felt flowed through her, the heat and energy moving between them, overpowering. Trembling lips parted and she nervously chuckled. Did he feel it too?

“I will acquire your father’s permission to court you, my love.” He continued naturally as if it were her name. “We are one spirit, separated only to be joined again, destined to be together…”

“Litru, my heart…” She took his face in her hands. “There is much to say, and time is short. But hold me now as if you never wish to let go.”

Under the stars and warm breath of the wind, she remained entangled in his arms enjoying the quiet of the lake, and the completeness she felt with him near. After some time passed, Litru stood and lowered her to the ground. He took his hand in hers and guided her through the forest. 

“I wish to see your tree, I do not remember it well.”

Tiva grinned, pulled him through the last of the trees, and into the field. She took off running, and he gave chase. She giggled and ran to Te only a few strides ahead of him. He grabbed her, swung her high in the air, then drew her into an embrace. She pecked his cheek and ducked under Te’s long leaves. “Come, sit, and rest with me.”

“What of your parents?”

“My father is away and Mother is sleeping. Do not worry, I often visit Te in the night, it’s become a tradition of sorts.” She lowered herself and patted the ground to her side. Litru sat, stretched along the soft grass, and pulled her close. She rested against his chest, arms around his waist. Elated—it was the only word to express her feelings. She sighed happily and settled into him.

“Have you talked to them?” he said.

“I have, they wish to speak with you.”

“I understand and honor that. Your parents would not be wise if they did not require a suitor to seek their permission. You are too important to them. They will find me worthy and my intentions true.” He tenderly kissed her forehead. 

“I know they will, Litru. They cannot deny us, we have already touched minds.”

“I felt it as well, your emotions are strong, you have much inside you.”

“It is not only joy that fills me, though.”

“My senses are not as strong as yours, but I feel some of the weight you carry. Speak your heart, my flower. Speak of that which weighs upon your mind.”

Tiva recounted the long cold days without him. From the time he left, through every month, and every emotion that seared inside her. “…I spent last night with Te, sleep would not take me, nor will it take me tonight. But I would not trade this time with you for sleep.”

“Neither would I, my love.” Litru crushed her against him. They were so close she felt their hearts beating together. “Time is not on our side this night, Tiva. Soon the suns will rise, and I will have to report to the palace.”

“Oh, Litru,” she cried.

“What is it?”

“I am being sent to Quintor in the morning!”

They both fell into a deep melancholy. Tiva unable to hide it from him, nor he keep his sadness from her. Litru stroked her hair. She closed her eyes and coiled her fingers into his free hand. Together they lay for a spell, relaxing one another with soft touches. Then he nudged her gently and she looked up.

“I have something for you.”

“You’ve brought me a gift?” She sat up, staring at him in disbelief.

“It is your Remembrance is it not?” He grinned; she beamed and kissed him. “Reach in my belt pocket.”

A mischievous look crossed her face as she slipped her hand into the pocket. She felt the smooth cool material, and metal chain. She pulled out a necklace, and swinging from the end was a bright purple crystal much like the one she had seen in Hentor.

“I scoured every shop in Degort to find something like this the morning I left. I wanted to leave it with my letter, but finding it during my mission carried me until I could return and bestow it to you myself. It reminded me of your eyes. ” He took it from her and affixed it around her neck. She held the crystal in her hand; it was more beautiful than the one she had almost purchased. Then she looked at him, curious.

“How did you know?”

“You told me on our ride to your home.”

“Ah, I had forgotten!” She chuckled. “Thank you, Litru. This has been the best Remembrance, and you are the finest gift of all.” She kissed and hugged him, happy once again.

 

A cool gust of wind woke her. She opened her eyes to see her hand, resting on Litru’s chest, the purple crystal clutched in her fingers. She was warm, wrapped together with Litru in his cloak. His strong grasp on her made her feel safe, and the sound of his heart beating with hers brought a smile to her lips. Beyond the field and the horizon, the suns began to rise. Tiva gasped, realizing it was morning, and Litru jolted awake.

“What?” He sat up instantly, grabbing his sword, his other arm securely around her.

“Easy, it is just morning.” She pushed him back gently. “I did not mean to startle you.”

“You understand the change of sleep during missions, I am still on alert.”

She laughed. “I know the feeling, my blade came inches from my father’s chest one night in Hentor. I dreamt of a winpu, and my father touched me.”

“He is lucky you woke in time.” Litru grinned.

“Indeed.” She caressed his cheek. Then she frowned and moaned. “How are we to do this again after such a wondrous night?”

“It is our duty. You wish a different life no more than I, protecting is in our very lifeblood.”

“Quite true.” She tilted her head up. “But to part so soon, after so much time alone, without you…I know not how long I will be gone. What if you are sent away before I return?”

“Let us pray to the spirits that it not happen.”

They talked under Te until the first sun breached the horizon. Knowing their time was ending, Tiva held back her tears. It only made it harder to let him go. 

“I must take my leave, Tiva,” he said glumly. “If you will permit me, I will speak with your parents while you are gone and seek their approval.”

“It may take some time, my mother seems the most opposed, but if she gets to know you as I have, she will know.”

“So when you return, I will present you with a rose, and ask you to be mine.”

“And I will accept.”

Litru helped Tiva to her feet and pulled her close for a kiss. She couldn’t allow herself to tarry, her mother would be awake and looking for her. Hugging him tight, she smiled, touching his lips.

“I would not trade this day for all the stars in the sky!” she said.

“Remember it every time you feel lonely, for I will be thinking of it too.” He caressed her face. “Return to me soon, my love.”

“I will.” She slipped from his arms, their fingers breaking the grasp slowly. Gazing at him lovingly, she placed her palm over her heart, smiled, then turned and ran toward her home. She would not cry, instead rejoiced at having the chance to see him before she left. It had been her silent wish from the beginning; never did she imagine he would make it to her before the day ended.

 

Floating through the door, she crossed into the kitchen and entered the dining room. Her mother sat at the table sipping tea. “Spirited greetings, Mother,” Tiva said, masking her surprise.

“Good morning, Tiva,” she said evenly. “You’ve been outside all night have you not?”

“Sleep evaded me last night, but I did rest.”

“Very well, this mission is important. I would hate for you to be distracted.” D’laja glanced up at her daughter with a strange stare. “Is that a gift from your Remembrance?”

“Yes, do you like it?” she said and moved closer to show off her trinket.

“It is beautiful, Tiva, a wonderful gift.”

Tiva entered the living area, and looked back at her mother. “I have fallen for him, Mother,” she said, unsure if her mother had seen them asleep under Te or not. Either way, her emotions were wild, unhidden, and undeniable. “Will you talk to him?”

D’laja nodded, with very little feeling. “Your father and I will speak with him when time allows, now you must ready for your mission. Wake your brother and sister, on your way please.”

 

The family rode to the palace. Tiva met with the king and received her remaining orders. Prince Kenon would go to Quintor in two days, after she had settled. Nervousness filled her, her first mission alone. Harer promised other guardians were in town to watch over her, but she would not notice them. 

When the king dismissed her to begin her assignment, she searched for Litru, stalling her departure. Everyone she asked knew nothing of his whereabouts. She tried to contact him, but he did not answer his PCD. Perhaps he had not arrived at the palace or was meeting with the king. After transferring her belongings to the hover supplied by the king, she waited and watched the courtyard for any sign of him.

Midday approached and Tiva knew she was out of time. She attempted once more on the comm and received the same quiet response. Securing herself into the hover, she left the deck, drove through the courtyard, and left the safety of the palace.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Fourteen
The first few days after her arrival in Quintor flew by, each day after became more challenging. She’d garnered a few contacts her age and older, but none of them held any useful information. No one here seemed to be involved in the faction, and if they were, she was not approached this time. She missed her family, her friends, and of course Litru. Keeping him out of her mind to concentrate on her task was no easy feat, but she did her best. 

She acquired work with a local merchant shop and played the part as told, keeping busy during the long dreary days. At night, she spoke with Prince Kenon about the day, and then practiced with her sword to keep her skills sharp. The housing complex she stayed at was small but safe in a well-guarded section of the province capital. The king had secured the room for her, explaining that the other guardians were nearby. They did their job well. As hard as she tried, she failed to uncover them, and wondered if she could learn from them when she returned. 

A month gone and she found nothing. Kenon had the same bad luck. They kept in contact as ordered, and his news was less exciting and informative every time they spoke. Each day she prayed for orders to return home. Every night she survived the disappointment. The more time she spent among the people of Quintor, the more she realized her mission in Hentor had gone too smoothly and easily.

The second month came and passed; still their attempts were futile. Kenon grew more agitated and weary when they spoke. She was not doing well either. Finally, the news came from Kenon that the king sent word for their return. He told her their rendezvous location in Ullibro, and from his tone, he was as happy as she was. 

One more night and she would be home. 

Excited to return, she didn’t dwell on her failed mission. There was no shame; it just was not the right time and place. Tiva used the excuse of a sick family member at home to break ties with the proprietor of the merchant shop. 

Wasting no time, she gathered her belongings and left Quintor without a second look. Midday approached and she met with Kenon in a small café in Ullibro proper. The legionnaires journeyed to another location, so Tiva and the prince rode back to Degort together. 

When she crossed the bridge into Degort proper, her heart swelled. Finally, she was home. Careful not to allow her excitement to lead to careless driving, she slowly guided the hover through the narrow marketplace. The gates of the palace in the distance warmed her. She decelerated as they neared. Two guardians posted at the entrance stepped forward, and beyond the gates, two other shadows neared. Bringing the hover to a stop, Kenon exited and moved toward the guardians. They saluted him and made ready to open the gate. Before the gates were fully open, Tiva saw one of the shadows come into the light.

She jumped out of the vehicle and stepped closer. Litru met her eyes. She grinned back. Then she nodded her head, silently asking for the answer to the question she sought. He laughed and smiled. Her parents had approved. With the gates fully open, she ran to him, he gathered her into his arms and held her tight.

They kissed, and everything around her went silent for a moment. If she could stop time, this would be the moment: standing under the moonlight, between the tall gates of the palace wrapped in Litru’s embrace. 

“I have missed you so,” she whispered, rubbing her finger over his markings.

“And I you.” He swept a loose lock of hair from her cheek. “I could not bear to wait one more moment to see you.” He pressed his lips to hers again. She broke the kiss and laughed as tears of happiness fell to her cheeks. He caught them with his finger as he smiled down.

She felt something in her hand suddenly and when she looked down, Litru was curling his hand around hers, a pink crystal rose in her fingers. As promised, he presented her with the flower to prove his intentions. Tiva jumped into his arms, he swung her around. 

“I have so much to say to you, my sweet flower. I will speak the words of the courting ritual before the eyes of your parents and all who wish to share in our joy.”

“And I will accept with all that I am.” She pulled him close and kissed him again.

Becoming absorbed in the emotions, Tiva barely sensed the others near. They were watching, and when she turned, King Delos, Prince Kenon and the gate guardians grinned. 

“A merry reunion this is, come Tiva, Litru, we must not tarry here…and the Boons are waiting,” Harer said, his arm around his son’s shoulder.

“Yes, your majesty,” they said.

One of the guardians took charge of the hover bringing it to the hover deck, as the other moved toward the controls. Tiva turned to Litru, but he was looking out toward the marketplace.

“What is it?” she queried.

“More attackers.”

“More?” She spun around and saw several men running toward them. Unsheathing her sword and placing the rose in her belt, she moved to the king and prince, and pushed them beyond the palace gates. 

“Call for reinforcements, hurry!” Litru said to the other guardian. 

Two men came from the side as if emerging from the very shadows that surrounded them. One entered the grounds and grabbed Kenon; the other lunged for the king. Tiva raised her weapon and cut Kenon’s aggressor across the arm then kicked him to the ground. The king ducked his foe, and Tiva leaped into the air striking down at him. 

“Behind you!” Litru said.

She twisted around, her weapon at the ready for the next menace. The metal of her sword and the attacker’s bladed staff clashed in her ears. Litru fought two others, and the guardian in the courtyard frantically called for help. Three of the enemies fell. Litru beat down a forth. Tiva fought another and broke his leg before turning back to the king.

Harer bled from his leg as he limped toward the palace. Kenon had vanished. Tiva heard the creaking of the gates closing, and pulled back, looking for more enemies. She helped the king behind the wall to safety, and called the gate guardian to stand watch. 

An unfathomable gut retching howl filled the air. Tiva saw Litru on his knees. Their eyes met, but before she moved, a bladed staff pierced through his abdomen.

“No!” The blood-curdling wail ferociously vibrated from her throat and through her entire body, echoing far beyond the gates of the palace.

“My love…” he choked, slid from the blade, and fell to the ground.

“Litru! No!”

She gripped her sword and ran toward him. Through tears, sweat, and blood, Tiva slashed Litru’s attacker across the stomach. The strike, not a lethal blow, caused him to fall. After he dropped, she turned to see another group approaching. The gates to the palace were near closing. Tiva hauled Litru through as a dozen guardians surrounded her. She collapsed next to him, and held his limp body in her arms.

The group of men reached the gates and began throwing detonators into the courtyard. Another dozen guardians rushed the invaders from the side exits in a surprise maneuver, as the small explosions rocked the ground behind her. She didn’t move. It isn’t possible, this is just a dream. I’ll wake soon.

“Guardian Boon!” Darlew said, running across the courtyard.

Several more explosions surrounded her. Then all went silent. Glancing up, she saw her parents, and the other guardians. Kevler held a sobbing D’laja. The king and Kenon’s voices echoed in the distance. Holding the Finto’s kin in her arms, Tiva saw tears fall to Zenid’s cheeks. Darlew and Zaynus’ markings turned black. Yark stood motionless in shock. 

“Come, Guardian Boon, we must fall back, there could be another attack,” Darlew said, his voice quivering in anger.

“No,” Tiva spat. “I will not leave him.”

“We will retreat to the Great Hall, you can say your peace to him there.”

“Find a healer, he will make it.” 

“He is gone, dearest one. I am sorry.” Kevler squeezed her shoulder.

“No, no…please, by the spirits, no!”

She would not believe it. Darlew pulled her away as Kevler and Litru’s twin picked the man she loved up from the ground. Tiva struggled under Darlew’s grip. 

“Release me! He needs me!”

Zenid and D’laja wept while Yark helped them down the path. Tiva kicked and screamed, tried to break free from the elder Finto. Darlew lifted her from the ground with a tight hold around her waist and dragged her through the courtyard. Unable to fight him, Tiva stopped struggling as they moved into the hall. Her father and Zaynus had already put the fallen protector down. Litru lay still on the ground. Darlew finally released her. Standing for a moment, her legs gave as she saw his wound in full view. She crumpled to the floor, pulling Litru into her arms.

His eyes were shut, his face static as a windless day. She pushed his hair from his forehead; his markings were white, the last emotion he felt as the life drained from his body: love. She kissed them and held him to her chest. “Wake up, Litru, my heart…it’s your flower. I’m here, wake for me, please.”

Footsteps approached, but she did not turn from Litru. She held on, whispering to him as if willing him awake.

“This is the second attack this week…” the king said from behind. “You must take her home, and return as quickly as you can. We must regroup.”

She glanced up, ignoring the others around her whom the king was speaking to. Her stare cold and emotionless, her markings felt black as a starless night sky. “I will not leave him.”

“He is already gone, Tiva,” Harer said. “You must let his family take charge.”

“I will care for him, find me a healer,” she said.

“Dearest one, he has gone to the Eternal Lands, let him go…let him rest,” Kevler said.

“I will not!” 

“You must.”

Tiva hugged and rocked her love. His face and hands were cold; still she didn’t believe it. Ripping a sleeve off her tunic, she cleaned the blood from his face with her tears. Placing the sleeve over his wound, she gently laid him back against the floor, and placed her hand over his heart one last time. She removed one of her favorite silver rings from her finger, and slipped it onto his.

“I cannot.”

Rising to her feet, she stepped back with her gaze still upon him. She felt a hand on her shoulder. Forcefully, she wrenched her body away. The rose fell from her belt and shattered on the floor. The echo of the crystal filled the room then all went eerily quiet. It was as if, in that moment, her heart broke in as many pieces as the rose. Staring at the pieces, she felt her markings darken even more and glared at the group surrounding her. Kevler took a step closer, holding his arms to her in a gesture of comfort. Tiva looked through him, completely detached, then stormed out. She ran down the hall, to the main lift, and rode up a few floors. She did not need comfort. Nothing would make her believe what she’d witnessed.

She lurched through the corridor of bustling guardians trying to find a quiet section. Each step grew harder as her thoughts began to blur. Entering one of the training rooms, she glanced around finding it empty. She fell back against the couch, curled up, wrapping her arms around her legs, and stared into nothingness. 

She was numb.

Not a single emotion filled her, her thoughts non-existent. Hours seemed to pass, and she remained there, breathing only enough to remain conscious. Her parents found her, wrapped her in a blanket, and begged her to speak. She was unresponsive. Kevler eventually gathered her in his arms and carried her through the palace to the hover. D’laja stopped crying when they passed the forest near their home. Tiva was aware of all around her, but only stared into the void, lifeless. 

Kevler carried Tiva to her room and covered her.

“Do you wish me to stay with you?” he said. 

Tiva pulled her sword close to her chest, rolled to her side, and stared out the window. 

“I know you are trying to make sense of this all. I cannot begin to know what you feel, Tiva. Litru loved you very much. He would not wish this grief upon you. You will be whole again, I promise, some day you will.” He sighed and stroked her hair for a while then kissed her cheek. He tucked the blankets tight around her to keep her warm. 

“If you need me, I will be here, dearest one,” he said, and left. 

She did not hear him leave, nor heard the sounds outside her window. When she knew her parents were sleeping, she crept out of her room and silently made her way through the house. 

Tiva numbly walked to the pond, knowing no voice would sing to her tonight. He’d never sing again. Unable to think his name, she knelt on the bank, pulled the dagger from her hand and stared at the necklace clutched in her other fist. 

She removed the pummel from the dagger and stuffed the necklace inside. She called to the spirits to take her pain, to help her forget. She never wanted to feel again. As she enclosed the dagger, Tiva wished this night erased from her memory. As she stared into the pond, she remained motionless, almost welcoming the numbness as it pulled her deeper, for she began to feel nothing. 

Nothing at all. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Fifteen
“Guardian Boon, come quickly!” The legionnaire entered, jarring her from sleep. 

Pulling her weapon out of its sheath, Tiva leapt over the sleep couch, through the door and stood on the balcony overlooking the province capital of Cenii. Down below, a group of legionnaires formed a barricade in front of the building. In the distance, a small, but obviously disgruntled group of haggard men approached in sloppy formation. She almost laughed aloud at the sight, but only let a small smile trace her lips. 

“What orders, Lady Boon?”

“Find me Defor!” she said, sheathed her sword, and reentered the sleep chamber. She poured a glass of juice, and sipped it as she paced the room. Two months of amateur fighting wore down her last nerve. The king was adamant about not harming the crowds. These people were no match for the legionnaires, let alone them and a Royal Guardian.

Stepping back onto the balcony with juice in hand, Tiva peered over the railing to see Defor running through the crowd of protectors and into the building. The province hall wasn’t the largest building standing between the masses and the Embassy House where Province Keeper Chal’I resided, but it had the best view of the city. The legionnaires in Tiva’s charge had scouted the area for several days before she picked this location.

Defor rushed to her, his uniform disheveled, saturated with sweat and dirt, his heavy cloak torn. He bowed and smiled. “First Captain, Legionnaire Defor Weda, reporting.”

“I assume your expression means you have found what we’ve been searching for, Defor.”

“Yes, I believe we found their hideout, Guardian Boon,” he said, his smile going wider as he handed a small map to her. 

Tiva nodded, collecting the information. “Well done, perhaps we will have time to go home and spar again before our next tour.”

“With the luck of the spirits!” He chuckled. “The regiment will have no problems with that crowd down there, and if our intelligence is correct, this is the last group they have. Still, something doesn’t sit well with me here, Tiva.”

“I know, my friend, I must contact Tespor, Darlew, and my father. I have a feeling this is just a diversion.”

“A diversion?”

“That is what my instincts tell me,” she said, waving him back inside. “It has been six months to the day these Rebels started their attacks. The first week they hit the palace three times. During those attacks, they used the time the Guardians and Legionnaires were occupied with protecting the people to move into each province capital and set up their operations. Cenii is the farthest south, the most loyal, and one of the strongest provinces, yet here we stand, guarding the Embassy House from a group of men and boys whom you and I could contain with ease.”

“I see your point.” Defor stroked his chin. “And last you heard from the palace?”

“King Delos has protectors in every province, the roads into Degort are guarded, the marketplace is closed, and for the first time in our history legionnaires are guarding the palace. Our forces are spread so thinly, we have no other choice. We are wasting the talent of hundreds of men and women here…” She walked to the doorway glancing out at the mob as they neared. “Look at them, Defor, they are pathetic and stand no chance. What reason do they have to charge to their death; for that is the look I’ve seen in their eyes.”

“I don’t know, Tiva, perhaps they are being misled.”

“Exactly,” she said, slamming her mug against her palm. “Either way, the threat here is far from over, but we do not need to guard Cenii. Our skills are best suited somewhere there is a threat. Continue with your investigation, confirm their hideout, and secure whatever information is there. Return as soon as you can. With a prayer to the spirits, we will have new orders by the time you return.”

“Your methods of persuasion have never been lacking, I’m confident you will make a sound case. Well wishes.”

“Keep safe.”

 

Tiva waited on the balcony until Defor slipped through the protectors and out of the capital. Satisfied he was on his way, safely, she returned to the sleep chamber and searched for her personal communications device. Formulating what she would say, she contacted Darlew first, as he was still in charge of her section.

“Spirited greetings, Guardian Boon,” a more chipper than usual reply echoed through the PCD. 

“And to you,” she said.

“You are not due to report until tomorrow, what news do you have?”

She confessed to him her feelings as well as observations and information the legionnaires had gathered. After her speech, she requested a lower ranking guardian replace her. “And I feel only one quarter of the protectors need to remain in Cenii with guardsmen. I wish to return to the palace for reassignment.” The PCD was silent for several long moments, so she said nothing more and waited.

“I will seek council with the king and send word shortly,” Darlew said.

“Understood, Boon out.”

Tapping quickly on the device, she called to Tespor only to hear he was engaged in a skirmish in Obadan. He too said the numbers of Rebel factions seemed small, but his altercation sounded fiercer through the PCD. Lastly, she contacted her father in Degort. Inwardly, she missed her home and the palace. She’d been gone the longest ever on this mission, leaving only a few days after her return from Quintor. 

“How are you faring, dearest one?” 

“All is well here, Father, too well perhaps. I spoke with Darlew. I feel our forces here are not needed in full, and could better serve elsewhere. I am waiting for his reply.”

“Have you found any information about the faction?”

“Defor uncovered one of their meetings areas, though with the small group of Rebels here, I doubt much will be revealed.”

“Are you ready to return home, Tiva?”

“I am ready to go where needed, Father,” she answered without hesitation. “Though I would enjoy seeing you, Mother and the rest, these times do not allow much relaxation and socializing.”

“On the contrary, many of the incidents have calmed among the provinces—”

“That only means the Rebel factions are regrouping, or are finally ready to show their true forces,” she said.

“Speak what you mean?”

“Many of these men who have been attacking the province capitals are barely capable of defending themselves. The children I met in Hentor had more strength and drive than those here. Tespor has found the same situation in Obadan. Something is not right.”

“You make a valid statement, Tiva, some of the other regiments have reported the same news. I will speak to Darlew and Harer, you will hear from one of us shortly.”

Sighing, she slipped the PCD in her belt and leaned against the wall. The commotion outside did little to worry her; these people knew they stood no chance, yet here they were still willing to fight. On the balcony once again, she noticed the Rebels were closer, but still not a threat. Cenii had well over a thousand well-trained guardsmen. The regiment of legionnaires under Tiva’s command was just shy of seven hundred, half of whom were with her now. That meant one protector per forty people; she felt the threat here didn’t warrant such security. 

Legionnaire Jarn, the young man who woke her, breezed into her room. Sensing, he was nervous; Tiva smirked slightly and kept her back to him. 

“Guardian Boon,” he said in a raised voice.

“Yes?” she said without moving.

“Requesting permission to leave the premises with a small group, I believe that we have an issue on the border of Stimli province.”

“Explain.”

“A scout reported high activity in the region. His team has surrounded the area to observe, but I have not heard word from him in quite some time. The PCD does not seem to be operable.”

“Very well, take division one.”

“Understood,” he said.

She turned to him, and watched his markings brighten slightly. He was afraid. She raised an eyebrow in surprise at his reaction. Did he fear her or the situation? “Jarn, speak your mind.”

“Nothing, Lady Boon. I just wish to get underway.”

“Why do you hold fear?”

“The situation has made me anxious, Lady Boon.”

“Is that all?” she said.

“Yes, that is all.”

“Very well, dismissed.”

Legionnaire Jarn bowed and rushed out of the room as if his feet were ablaze. Her first stint at command was not going as well as she hoped. The regiment followed her orders well, and never gave her a problem, but as she settled down on the sleep couch, she realized many of them reacted to her the same way. 

The normal subdued nature of the people around her was waning like the daylight and growing colder as the night. Not only was the Cooling approaching, everyone around her seemed different. Some were afraid, others kept their distance from her, and she had yet to understand why. Change in the weather did not usually bring about wary moods in people she knew, and still, all around her things felt unnatural. 

Pushing the unsettling thoughts to the side, she unfastened her new weapon from her belt. The steel claw that she named Timbur glistened before her. As part of her final training as a level two guardian, she had fashioned a weapon. Most guardians made daggers, axes, lances, or swords, Tiva wanted to be different. The idea for her Timbur came to her in a dream. She slipped her hand in and gripped the handle. The four curved prongs of the weapon arched above her hand and extended passed her fingertips. Designed solely for close combat, her Timbur was one of the sharpest weapons she’d ever had. The blades of the claw, made from the same metal as her sword, were sturdy, thin, and deadly. 

Every night since her arrival in Cenii, before the trouble started, she trained in the yard of the Embassy House. Balancing both sword and claw kept her from boredom. When she practiced, she gathered watchers and admirers, though no one challenged her. Glad to see a friendly face among the second wave of legionnaires, Defor sparred with her. Each time they sparred, they fought until they were both tired, beat, and injured. Maybe her actions during training made those around her uncomfortable. She was only seventeen, and many of the legionnaires in her charge were older, some double her age. At first, she sensed what the regiment projected toward her, mainly curiosity, anger, and skepticism. They were not the same protectors she knew and respected from Degort, here, they knew little about her and her service to the king, save rumors.

It was no use dwelling on it, so Tiva replaced her weapon and made for the stairs. Once outside, another legionnaire captain approached. 

“Guardian Boon.”

“Captain Lo’mu.” 

“We lost contact with Defor, we may have trouble.”

“Elaborate,” she said.

“He was attacked in the faction meeting room and contacted me for reinforcements; his comm cut off soon after. I sent the forth division, however, my men have yet to return and now it seems none of our communications equipment is working.”

“None?” 

“Correct, I had the second division check our generators and portable devices, they do not work either.”

“I just spoke with another guardian a short time ago.”

“This just happened, Lady Boon.”

“Find me a map,” she said and walked back into the province hall. She stalked through groups of legionnaires standing about, and when she reached the large meeting rooms, she turned back. “Is there no patrolling that needs to be done?” 

As quick as a Mitahi bird swooping down on its prey, the lazy legionnaires scurried around, bumping into walls and each other, as they left the hall. Amused slightly, she waited until the hall emptied before entering the meeting room. She paced back and forth, lost in thought. 

Lo’mu returned with maps. “You did not specify which type, I brought all we had,” he said placing the hide-bound book on the table. 

“Well done, it is nice to see someone using the sense the spirits gave them. I want the name of each man and woman who was lolling about in the hall while their comrades have been standing on their feet for the better part of the day protecting this province.”

“It shall be done,” he said.

Tiva opened the book and shuffled through the maps. Lo’mu asked what she was looking for and she told him a map of Cenii and Stimli. Together they flipped through several dozen maps. Some outdated and torn, some for regions even she would not venture to, and finally Lo’mu handed her what she was seeking.

“Thank you,” she said, taking it and smoothing it along the table. With her finger, she traced along the thin parchment moving from the Cenii capital toward Stimli. Near a small river just short of where Cenii, Whettland, and Stimli met, was a road leading to Defor’s location. “Take division three through this forest, across the field, and approach the river from the north. Work your way south along this road until you find Jarn, he ventured to the border earlier and might not know communications are down.” She moved to the side. “I will search for Defor; we will meet in the middle. Put your second captain in command here.”

“Very well, Guardian Boon,” he said, bowed, and hurried out.

Efficient, she thought. She only wished everyone were like that. Heading back outside, the legionnaires were changing guard. Slowly so not to attract attention, the line of men and women that created the barrier to the province hall, replenished itself with new bodies one by one. The tedious duty of standing guard with little movement was one she did not envy, and she always believed in praising them for a job well done.

The mob of locals seemed to dissipate some as the sweet mist of rain lingered in the air. Now was a perfect time to break away. Pulling her cloak tight around her body, she donned the hood and crept down the nearest alleyway, leaving the protection of the capital. First, she came upon a dumping site; the foul stench of rotten food surrounded her. Cringing, she rushed by and entered a small field. Once beyond the majority of the Rebel cells, she ran the remainder of the way toward Defor’s last known location.

Tiva checked the map, and adjusted her direction to a large rock hill in the distance. If Defor was correct with his assessment, this was the location of the Rebel faction’s meeting place. She quietly moved along the base of the hill, searching for the easiest route up and felt a presence near. Before she drew her weapon, an axe touched her throat.

“Speak your name if you wish to live,” the stranger said.

Thinking quickly she said, “I am friend to Pethor.”

“Pethor?”

“Yes, I have journeyed far with a message.”

“For Solun?”

She strained to see beyond her cloaks hood, but remained motionless as the axe pressed on her skin. “Yes, for Solun Turi.” Her heart raced.

“You missed him, he’s on his way now.”

“Oh?” she said curiously. “Whom may I leave my message with?”

“Follow me.” He turned and began uphill. 

Tiva kept the cloak tight as the air grew colder the higher they climbed. The man stopped for a moment, made a sound with his hands, and then continued up the hill. She lowered her shield slightly to her surroundings and felt the presences of several other people. Under her cloak, she slipped the Timbur claw onto her hand, and gripped her sword.

“This way.” He motioned to a large wooden door that seemed stuck in the middle of the hill. They entered, and Tiva quickly surveyed the frosty gray room. Inside there was a table, but no chairs, decorations on the walls, lights, candles, or any stitch of comfort. 

A voice rose in the back of the room, she gripped her hilt tighter, and raised her mental shield. Someone familiar was near; she hoped it was Defor, ready to fight with her.

“I hear you have a message from Pethor.”

“I do,” she said, keeping her face hidden by a bow.

“As Tenk mentioned, our leader Solun is not here, but I am surprised your amazing legionnaires didn’t report that back to you, Guardian.”

Tiva tilted her head up and shock filled her. Solun’s other friend Unil stood before her. “And how do you know I am a guardian?”

“We have our spies, though I’d like to know whom I am going to kill. Legionnaire Defor wasn’t very difficult.”

Her stomach tightened. “You will not kill me, Unil.”

“Oh, I see you have spies of your own, impressive, but I am sure a delicate woman such as you will be an easy feat for the six of us, even if you are a guardian.”

Tiva pushed back her hood. Her gaze fixed upon Unil, her markings on the verge of black simply by the rage she felt. Unil gasped and stepped back, the other young men around her glanced between the two of them curiously.

“You. You killed Bumo!” he growled. “Murderer!”

She laughed and pushed her cloak back, a weapon in each hand. “You tread on the land of my king and do harm, you shall be stopped or killed. Bumo chose death, I merely dealt it.” Swinging her blade over to get a quick feel for it, she gripped her claw and met each of the young men’s eyes. “I will give you the same choice, surrender or I will not guarantee the safety of your life.”

“You have no army here—great guardian of the throne, the safety of your life is at stake,” another shouted.

“Unil, call off your men or you force them to their death.”

“And proudly we will die for him,” a third boomed.

“Take her down!” Unil ordered and three of the men charged at her. 

With ease, Tiva thwarted the first of the group, stabbing him in the side with her Timbur. Unil hollered to the remaining three to join the fight. 

Seeing the others near, Tiva jumped back putting space between them, to allow her time to make her next move.

Unil’s men surrounded her. She fought them, keeping on the defensive, learning their movements. The quickest of them slashed Tiva’s shoulder, which only angered her. She parried, dodged, and attacked in every manner she’d learned, and by the time she reached the back of the room near the only table, three of them had fallen.

“Call off your men, Unil!” Tiva commanded as her sword clashed with Tenk’s axe. The boy grinned at her, his mouth full of blood from her high kick to his jaw. “If you want them to live, call them off!”

Unil laughed and stood near the exit only watching. She pushed her blade forward, forcefully throwing Tenk against the wall. The other two attacked, she ducked, flipped back in the air, and landed on top of the table. One swung at her legs, she jumped. The other swung at her stomach and she staggered back. Tenk stumbled over and held his axe high in the air, slamming it down on the table.

Tiva lost her balance and crashed back to the ground.

“Kill her!” Unil howled.

Tenk and the other rushed forward their weapons raised, but before striking, Tiva kicked Tenk’s legs from under him, slashed the other at the heels with the claw, and stabbed him in the chest with the sword. She hurried to her feet, and glanced down at Tenk. “Remain on the floor if you value breathing.”

He nodded slightly and stayed.

Only one stood between her and Unil now. He didn’t seem scared, rather amused as she neared. Sensing something stir behind her, she reached into her tunic, spun around and threw the dagger across the room, pinning Tenk’s hand to the wall. 

“Impressive,” Unil said. “Solun was right about you, quick and nimble.”

“Where is he? I’d like to thank him for the compliment,” she spat and moved closer. 

“Here and there, nowhere and everywhere.” Unil pushed the last man toward her like a true coward. He held a bladed staff in his hands and struck her across the stomach. Jumping back in time to save her from severe damage, Tiva cringed as her uniform ripped and blood soaked through. They fought, strike for strike, and kick after kick, every so often cutting each other. 

Tiva pushed herself harder, knowing she neared the zenith of her stamina. She needed it for Unil. Stepping back, she forced her opponent to move to her. Every step he took she thrashed back at him with most of her strength. He began to falter and stumble. Another step back, he moved up, and Tiva struck at his hip, he twisted his body away, but the blade slashed his stomach wide open. He slumped to the ground. 

Ensuring Tenk was still behaving, she glanced back to see him trying to pull the dagger out awkwardly from one knee. “Do you require another?”

He looked over and stopped fidgeting. 

“Solun is not going to like me killing you, but you leave me no choice,” Unil said with a smirk. “He’ll be broken when he learns of your death, he still has wild fantasies about finding you and showing you the true path.”

“I know my path; it is not with Solun, you, or any of these filthy Rebels.”

“Rebels…” He raised a brow. “Interesting, I’ll pass that along.”

“If your tongue remains in your head.”

“You give yourself too much credit, Tiva, you may have beaten down my men, but they were not trained as I was.” He raised two short moon lances, much like Bumo used, and spun them quickly in his hands. “I shall not fall so easily.”

Focusing, she lifted her sword high, and extended the claw. He lunged, she pivoted to the side, and as he passed, she sliced his side. They danced on the floor exchanging blows, each one stronger than the last. Tiva balanced on her feet dodging many of his attempts. He grew angrier by the moment. Inwardly, she smiled, knowing she was getting to him. 

Unil slashed her leg with his weapon and the gash brought her to her knees. He scoffed, “This is a Royal Guardian? You jest! I should have fought you myself from the beginning; you’d be dead by now.”

Ignoring him, she swept his feet bringing him down to her level. She stabbed his foot with the Timbur, and as he rolled away, she kicked him in the back. Unil slammed against the broken shards of the table and struggled to pull himself up. She jumped to her feet and slid across the floor. When Unil looked up, her blade was under his chin.

“You can come quietly or I will send you to the Eternal Lands.”

Unil grinned. Tiva kept her eyes locked on him, and cried out as a dagger slammed into her shoulder. She staggered back. Unil rose to his feet, his blade nearing. In one swift motion, she removed the dagger, threw it back across the room with her right hand, and with her left twirled her sword above her head for added momentum into the slash across Unil’s chest.

He fell to his knees. Tenk slid against the opposite wall, Tiva’s dagger lodged in his throat.

Walking around the room, she found three of Unil’s men alive, they were severely injured and unconscious. She exited the room and lifted her PCD to contact the legionnaires, but nothing went though.

“Damn the spirits!” she scowled. A moan resonated on the hilltop. Tiva searched the area and found Defor crushed against a rock. “Defor!”

“Tiva…” he said.

“You are hurt,” she said, rushing to his side and lifting his head to her lap.

“My body…is beyond repair.”

She ran her fingers across his markings trying to comfort him. “No, I will get you home.”

“Too late,” his voice cracked. “You must…king.”

“What?”

“Their leader…gone…assassinate king…”

“When?” 

“Now, go…”

“I will send someone back, do not lose hope.”

“My mother, tell her I love…” he cried, with his last breath.





  
 

*
The pain was almost unbearable, but it didn’t stop her from running as fast as able back to the province hall. Reaching the outskirts of the capital, her legs gave out, she steadied against a building, but had to push through and return. She prayed Lo’mu and his men wouldn’t wait too long for her at their meeting point, and return safely. 

Her uniform was torn and soiled with blood and sweat; makeshift tourniquets tied around her leg and shoulder. Using the building as a guide, she limped down the alley and into the square. Several legionnaires shouted her name and rushed to her.

“Permit me to help you, Guardian Boon,” Eyon Narss, the second captain Lo’mu put in charge, offered. 

Tiva accepted, and leaned against him for support. “Have the others returned?”

“Not all, division four returned with no word of Captain Defor…”

“He has perished,” she said, wincing as he stopped short.

“I see,” he murmured. “Division two is attempting to get communications online, but it isn’t coming easily.”

“I need a healer and the fastest vehicle we have here, and I need them quickly,” Tiva said.

The group of legionnaires barricading the hall parted. Tiva sensed their eyes on her, but raised her shield to suppress whatever they were thinking and feeling.

“Understood.” He helped her inside and to the nearest chair, then ran back out.

Limping up the stairs, she entered her chamber, sat on the sleep couch, and stripped to her undergarments. She removed the tight cloth from around her wounds and leaned back, breathing heavily, trying to ignore the throbbing agony. The gashes in her shoulder, stomach, and leg were the worst of them, but several other small cuts and bruises covered her body. A light tap on her door came, and she beckoned the healer inside.

“I need this done swiftly. I have no time to delay.”

“I will do my best, Guardian Boon,” the healer said nervously, knelt on the floor and tended to her leg. Tiva bit her lip despite the healer’s gentle hands, the sting riding her spine. Once clean and dressed, the healer worked on her shoulder. Another tap on the door followed.

“Enter.”

“Guardian Boon…” Eyon rushed in and abruptly turned away. “My apologies.”

“Do not worry, we have little time, speak your mind.”

“Jarn and his division returned, and there has been an explosion at the communications tower. Lo’mu and his division are in pursuit of the saboteurs,” he said, turning only slightly. “No one else was hurt, and the mob is slowly leaving the area. What are your orders?”

“When Lo’mu returns, have him go and recover Defor’s body.” She cringed as the healer pressed the dressing against her shoulder. She retrieved the map from her belt, and slid it toward him. “Three others may still be alive in the Rebel meeting room, detain them.”

“Understood.”

“Send Jarn up here, give his division the night to recover, but double up coverage around the capital until further notice. I am returning to the palace as soon as the healer is done, there is a plot to harm the king.”

“Should we continue to try and fix communications?”

“Yes, it will take the better part of the night for me to reach Degort, even at top speed. If you can get a message to the palace before my arrival, the better our chances,” she said, lifting her undershirt exposing the slice across her stomach. The healer immediately cleaned and began stitching it.

“Very well, anything else?” he said warily, glancing at her cut. 

“No, dismissed.” 

Eyon bowed and exited the room. The healer glanced up at Tiva and a smile crossed her features.

“You are amused by something?” Tiva asked.

“I am impressed that is all,” she said.

“How so?”

“The rumor is you are not Abennelpian, but a reincarnated spirit of both good and evil, who cannot be killed. Yet seeing you here wounded so, I cannot understand how such words were said about you.”

Tiva sighed; it was as she thought, rumors had followed her here. “I do not know how it came to pass myself, but I am sure the fault is my own. I am young and still learning.” She sucked in a breath as the healer covered the last serious injury. “My father always told me I was tenacious, but I never meant cause fear.”

“No one fears you, Guardian Boon, well…they do fear for your enemies, but not you.”

“I am glad to hear that,” she said, gathering a clean uniform and carefully sliding on her pants. “I require pain medication; I have a long journey and cannot afford to stop.”

The healer opened her satchel and pulled out two injectors. She raised one to Tiva’s neck and administered the medication. Leaving the other on the sleep couch, the healer turned and made for the exit.

“Speak your name, healer.” 

“Healer Kiya, Lady Boon.”

“Thank you, Healer Kiya.” Tiva smiled. 

The healer beamed, nodded, and exited the room just as Jarn knocked on the door. 

“Legionnaire Jarn, I am pleased to see you well.”

“You have been injured?”

“I will manage, with your help,” she said, and fastened the toggles on her tunic.

“How may I assist?”

“I hear you are the best hover driver in the regiment and I need to get to the palace as soon as possible. There is an attempt on the king’s life, and we have no means of communication.”

“I can get us to upper Whettland by nightfall, the communications tower in Stimli should not have effected anything that far north.”

“Good.” She cringed as she affixed the belt around her waist. “The hover should be waiting for us, gather rations for the journey, I will meet you in a moment.”

Jarn quickly exited, leaving Tiva alone with her thoughts. So much had happened, trying to sort it all out was difficult, but the legionnaires were competent. They could handle things well in her absence. 

She didn’t think about it at first, but Unil knew she killed Bumo. How? It was, however, low on her list of priorities. Her main concern was the king. Solun and an unknown number of Rebels were nearing Degort ready to do harm to Harer. Tiva could not let that happen. She combed and braided her disheveled hair, and retrieved her cloak, securing it around her neck. The pain medication began working, she felt slightly better, and hoped her body would heal quickly for she had no time to waste.

Outside, she met with Eyon and the third captains. She gave several other groups orders around sectors that needed protection, and promised to contact them as soon as possible. Rounding the building, she found Jarn waiting by the hover. She slipped into the passenger’s seat, and secured herself. 

“Make haste, Jarn. Do not stop for anything until we reach north Whettland. Attempt communications every so often, with luck we will lock onto another tower.”

He nodded and started the vehicle. “You should rest, Guardian Boon. I will alert you if anything occurs.”

“Thank you, Jarn.” Tiva leaned back, pulled her cloak tight around her to keep warm, and drifted off to sleep.





  
 

*
“Guardian Boon, we have arrived.” Jarn’s voice was soft in her ear. The hover wasn’t moving, and when Tiva opened her eyes, all was dark. “I tried to contact the palace as you instructed, the tower here in Whettland is destroyed too. The legionnaires stationed here have not found the culprits, but are still searching.”

She rubbed her temple and looked out the front window to see two legionnaires walking away. “How long until we reach Degort?”

“If we don’t stop again I will have us at the border by midnight.”

“Do you need sleep, Jarn? I am rested enough to take over for a spell.”

“I don’t mind, Guardian Boon, you continue to rest. We don’t know what to expect upon reaching Degort. You may need your full strength.”

Her mouth curved slightly. “I will not argue, your advice is sage. Take the main border road of the Yaan and Ullibro provinces, and if you see any guardians wake me.”

“Very well,” he said, smoothly guiding the hover back onto the road.

Tiva rested, but did not sleep at first. Her dreams were often disturbing, even if short. The bladed staff that Unil carried stuck in her mind. Something about it gave her pause, but she could not quite grasp what it was. They reached the edge of Whettland, the welcome arch of Yaan province appearing. Her home was far off to the east, she sighed heavily, yearning to sleep in her own bed. 

The hover slowed, Tiva jolted awake from her half-slumber. “What is it?” she asked.

“The road to Degort is blocked.”

She sat up straight. “By whom?”

“From this distance it is hard to say, though my eyes tell me they are carrying weapons.”

“Have they seen us?”

“Possible, but they have made no movement to indicate so,” Jarn said.

“It is too far for me to walk to the palace; we will have to risk facing the guards.” Tiva unsheathed her sword and placed it on her lap. Using the cloak as a cover, she gripped the hilt tight, nodded to Jarn who moved the hover toward the blockade. 

They drove through the darkness, nearing the entrance to Degort. Three shadows stood by the welcome arch. Upon closer inspection, Tiva noticed their legionnaire uniforms. Still, something seemed wrong.

Jarn sighed in relief and tapped a few buttons on the console to open the window.

“No,” Tiva said. “We know not who they are, wait until—” A knife flew into the hover via the half-opened window and slammed into Jarn’s temple. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Sixteen
Jarn slumped forward, dead. Tiva cursed and crouched on the floor. She had to move fast to survive. She hit the thrusters of the hover and it jerked forward, she peeked out the front window saw a half dozen men block the road. If she were in top form she might defeat them, but in her condition, she’d surely perish. Using her sword to guide the hover, she accelerated, hit the autopilot, and jumped into the back seat. The hover zoomed forward, the men guarding the road scattering. Tiva kicked the back shield off the hover. She climbed out of the craft, rolled off the side, and snuck into the woods before the hover crashed against a nearby tree.

The moon, hidden by lingering rain clouds, peeked through occasionally, offering beams to help light the way. With a bit of stealth, good luck, and prayer, Tiva weaved through brush, wood, and field. 

Her destination, the main hover-tram station, was dim and quiet upon arrival. The neon lights of the waiting area shimmered and hummed in rhythm with one another. A distant vibration shook the platform beneath her feet. One good thing about the capital of Abennelp, she knew it rarely rested. However, with things as they were, in the middle of a crisis, she wondered if the Rebels had hijacked the hover-tram. They’d already gained control of the main road into town. 

Remaining in the shadows, Tiva lifted her hood and waited. She grew more impatient even as the lights of the hover-tram blinked in the distance. The sleek passenger vehicle slowed on the tracks. A few people exited, only two entered. Taking a breath, Tiva slipped into the last compartment and sat in a seat at the back of the tram. One other person shrouded in a tattered hooded cloak, sat in the middle of the tram, glancing over every so often. The hover-tram jerked slightly then began its trek toward the palace. Only having used the public transport system once, Tiva was unsure how many stops it made before reaching the marketplace. From there, at least, she could risk the walk. 

As the tram gained speed, the other passenger glanced over again, and gripped the railings to keep balance. Tiva remained stationary, her eyes fixed, and fingers tight around the hilt of her blade if needed. The door at the end of the compartment opened, and a young girl walked in, moving to the first passenger.

“Which station?” she said.

“Degort proper, station one,” a deep voice replied.

The young girl pulled out a strip of parchment, scanned it with a bright blue light, collected payment, and handed the man his ticket. She took a few steps toward Tiva, but stopped suddenly. She lifted her head to meet the girl’s eyes. She looked frightened. 

“I wish to stop in the Degort proper marketplace,” she said politely to ease the tension.

The girl repeated her duty, and gave Tiva the ticket. She parted her cloak and handed the girl a few coins.

“You gave me too much,” she said.

“Keep it,” Tiva said, taking the ticket and slipping her hand back in the confines of her cloak.

“Thank you.” The girl smiled and exited the compartment.

“That was generous of you, you must be nobility,” the deep voice said.

Tiva did not respond.

“No, then perhaps a parliament head?”

She remained in place.

“Perhaps a protector?” he said, with a slight chuckle.

Tiva averted her eyes and when she looked closer, saw him grin. A weight drifted from her spirit. She stood and moved near him. He rose to his feet and lowered his hood. 

“Asking questions of a stranger is not always a wise practice during these trying times,” she murmured.

“Unless you know the voice of the stranger as a friend,” he said.

She pushed the hood back on her forehead and saluted him. “It is good to see a friendly face, Tespor.”

He hugged her, and quickly released her when she yelped. “You are injured?”

“I am, but we have no time to dwell, my friend. I’ve been traveling all night to get to the king, the Rebels have planned a raid.”

“Why did you not contact Darlew or your father?”

“The towers in Stimli and Whettland have been destroyed.”

“By the spirits!” He pulled out his PCD and tried it for himself. “The entire capital is at risk. Come.” Tespor grabbed her hand and pulled her through the tram. They rushed past a few people who seemed curious, but remained silent. He pushed open the control room door, the tram driver jumped at the unexpected intrusion.

“What is the meaning of this?” he growled.

“We are Royal Guardians,” Tespor said forcefully, revealing his shoulder and guardian patch. “You must take us directly to the marketplace, now.”

“I have passengers.”

“This is an order you cannot disobey, the life of your king is at stake.”

“Yes…sir…” he sputtered.

“And do it quickly,” Tiva said.

The driver nodded and increased the speed. Tespor and Tiva stood in the control room as the tram passed the first three stops. Voices rose through the compartment behind them. Tiva looked at the few who gathered.

“There is an emergency at the Palace of Kinchar, you will be brought back to your stop once we depart.”

Blankly the faces bobbed at her statement, and they remained quiet the remainder of the trip.

“Thank you,” Tespor said to the driver, and followed Tiva to the exit. 

They ran from the station and down the path to the middle of the marketplace. It was barren. Leaning against the wall, Tiva grabbed Tespor holding him back. 

“What is it?”

“Where are the guardians and legionnaires?” she said.

“I assume they are on patrols, last I knew many were mingling with the populace covertly. The king closed the marketplace to all after nightfall.”

“The road to Degort was blocked by men dressed as the king’s Legion. They attacked us and killed the legionnaire who drove me. I don’t think we can trust many, Tespor. Everyone, aside from the guardians I hope, is a potential threat; we must keep sharp.”

“We’ll take the back alley to the palace; it should be empty.”

Tiva agreed and silently stalked through the narrow alleys making their way toward the palace. At the edge of the marketplace, Tespor held Tiva back and surveyed the land. The trees between them and the side gate swayed in the wind, with no other movement. He looked at her, nodded, and pointed to the far end of the trees.

She broke from his side and darted across the grass. Sneaking through the sparse trees, each taking a turn, they closed in on their destination. Tespor reached the gate first, Tiva right on his heels. The guardian behind the gate didn’t notice or sense their presence, and this aggravated her, until he turned and smiled.

“Jex?” Tespor squinted for a better view.

“Spirited greetings, my friends. Your stealth techniques are quite good. I did not realize you were near until the last dash across the expanse.”

“Let us in, we have urgent news!” Tiva scowled. 

“What news?” he said, opening the gate instantly.

“The king, where is he?” Tespor asked.

“Sleeping I assume, it is almost morning after all.”

“Keep on guard, Jex, the Rebels are planning an attack. Anything that seems out of the ordinary might be cause for concern,” Tiva said.

“I understand.” He saluted and closed the gate behind them after they entered.

Tiva ran through the courtyard without waiting for Tespor. She was near the guardian entrance when the two standing watch pulled their weapons.

“Halt!”

“Guardian Boon, reporting, open the doors, now!” she said. Skky Finto and Bip Becha each opened a door. Tiva ran through without stopping, knowing Tespor was right behind. She flew down the corridor and into the main study. It was empty. She pushed ahead to the Great Hall and to the front of the room. Taking the side door, she tore into the main hall passed the lift, into another corridor and slowed as she neared the king’s chambers where her aunts stood guard.

“Wake the king, now!” 

“Tiva? You are supposed to be in Cenii, what has happened?”

“Wake the king, the Rebels are near.”

Lilla gaped at her, and Jinka pulled out her PCD.

“Communications are down,” Tespor said. 

Annoyed, Tiva slammed her fist against the door. “Sire, wake up!”

Inside the chamber, commotion first then the doors swung open, Harer and Mirta stood half-awake in their sleep clothing, looking very angry.

“By the spirits!” he grumbled and rubbed his eyes. “Guardian Boon, what is the meaning of this?”

She saluted quickly and bowed her head. “My apologies for waking you sire, but there is an imminent threat upon your life. The Rebels are near.”

“What?” he said astonished.

“The communication towers have been destroyed. I sent the legionnaires to find the source and found a Rebel hideout in Cenii. One there spoke of a plan to assassinate you. The culprit was underway before I left. I have been traveling all night, sire. We must gather the guardians quickly—”

“Tiva, slow your tongue…” he said, glancing at his wife who already seemed shaken. “Lilla, Jinka, call all elite here now.”

“Communications are down in the capital as well, sire. We will have to collect them ourselves,” Jinka said.

“Wake all in the guardian hall and send them to help. Warn them of this threat.”

“Yes, your majesty.” Her aunts bowed and took their leave.

“Keep safe,” Mirta said.

“Come, tell us everything.” Harer motioned Tiva inside.

 

Tiva spent the early morning recounting her findings in Cenii, the king and queen listened intently as every detail poured out of her. When the second sun rose above the horizon all the guardians called had arrived. Harer reiterated everything she told him to the guardians. Many were shocked and horrified. 

Darlew was the first to speak. “Do you know how many Rebels we can expect?”

“I do not,” Tiva said. “Unil only told me Solun, but that is not to say he came alone.”

“Indeed,” Devler said.

“We must hold council with the protectors,” the king said. “Lock down the palace. Darlew place double guards on all entrances. Kevler sound the call. Rux and Yark, guard the main gate, allow only guardian and legionnaire to enter. The rest of you meet in the great hall.”

“Yes, sire.” The group rose and exited the king’s chambers. 

Harer paced before his window, every so often glancing out. Tiva and Tespor exchanged looks. He turned and raised a brow. “You are dismissed.”

“With respect, sire, you must remain protected.”

“You have done well, Guardians, you should rest. I will inform you of our next course of action.”

“I prefer to join the council, sire,” she said, Tespor nodded.

“Very well,” he said, defeated. “Let us make haste.”

Tespor and Tiva followed the king down the corridor and into the main hall. Guardians and legionnaires alike rushed into the Great Hall, the resounding siren of the tower vibrating the walls around them. Tiva spotted Kenon in the distance. He was leading a group of legionnaires toward them. Harer called him over. As the group approached, Tiva scanned her surroundings. Tespor did the same.

The king and prince spoke in a hushed voice. It was then she surveyed the legionnaires and realized she neglected to mention the men blocking Degort were dressed as Legion. Her eyes widened. One did not belong, and she knew the face. He noticed her at the same moment and despite the shocked expression, he pulled a detonator from his tunic and tossed it near.

“Sire!” she said and tackled the king to the ground as a small explosion rang through the hall. The blast threw Kenon and Tespor back. The legionnaires scattered. Solun ran into another corridor.

“I am unharmed,” Harer said breathlessly. Tiva jumped to her feet and gave chase. Pulling her blade from its sheath, she forced her legs to match the speed of her will. Solun was near the end of the corridor when she entered. She cursed and ran faster. The doors swung open hitting Solun, he stumbled back. 

“Detain him!” Tiva said.

Rae Boon, although stunned, pulled her sword on the intruder. Solun parried, and stabbed her in the thigh with a long serrated blade. She fell to her knee and slashed his hip. Tiva sped up. Solun rose and staggered through the door. Without stopping to help, she leapt over her fallen cousin and while airborne pulled her dagger, thrust it at Solun, striking his shoulder. He crashed to the ground, and scrambled on his belly. Tiva’s foot smashed into his back, her sword scraped the side of his neck.

“How many have you brought with you?” she said.

“Lovely Tiva, so nice to see you. Did you not enjoy Cenii? I heard you were coming, but didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

“How many, Solun.”

“Just myself, I was not supposed to fail, it was fool proof. Your appearance just quickened my orders.”

“Who ordered you here?”

“Now, now, Tiva, if I told you, what type of Rebel would I be?”

Confused at this statement, she pressed the blade against his neck drawing blood. “Who ordered you here?”

“Do not fret, Guardian Boon, you’ll understand soon.” Solun pulled another detonator from his tunic and activated it. She attempted to jump away, but the blast caught her back and tossed her through the air slamming her against the wall. Her face crushing against the ground was the last thing she felt before falling into darkness.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Seventeen
The soothing chirp of birds resounded in the room. Curtains flapped gently against the cool breeze of morning, and the dreams slipped away. Sore, yet comfortable, Tiva stirred awake. She pushed the blankets from her body and sat up. Dizziness filled her head and she fell back moaning.

“She is awake!”

“Mother?”

“Yes, precious one, I’m here.” D’laja pulled her into a tender embrace. “You are safe.”

“Where am I?”

“The palace healing bay.”

“The king!” Tiva attempted to sit up again, but her mother forced her back against the pillow.

“He is fine, the Royal Family is safe. Rae and Tespor are fine, only slightly injured.”

“Solun?”

“He has perished.”

“He said he was alone.”

“We are not sure, but the guardians have scoured the palace grounds, and marketplace. There are no signs of more Rebels.”

“Mother, he knew too much.”

“What do you mean?” she said.

“King Delos, I must speak with him.”

“Your father has gone to collect him, rest, the threat has been thwarted for the moment, and the palace is secure.”

“He was wearing a legionnaire uniform, Mother, we cannot assume we are safe,” she said.

“Dearest one, all is well, calm down.” Kevler entered the room, the king a stride behind him.

“We have ensured all within the walls of Kinchar are who they are meant to be,” Harer said in his most authoritative voice. “Rest assured we are safe for the moment.”

“Sire.” She rose up sitting, despite her mother’s angered look and saluted him. “We have a traitor in our midst.”

“A traitor?” everyone questioned in unison.

“One of the men I confronted in Cenii knew of my involvement in Bumo’s death…the one that bombed the hover deck,” she said. “Also, before Solun detonated his bomb he claimed he was not meant to fail, and that I ruined his plan when I arrived. There is no way to communicate from Cenii, the towers are all down, and no one knew I was coming here save the legionnaires and Tespor, but he was at my side the entire time. Someone alerted Solun to my presence, forcing his hand early. He wore a Legion uniform just like those who blocked me from entering Degort. He also knew my real name, not the one I gave him in Hentor. Someone among us assisted him.”

“He must have slipped in with the last group of legionnaires that returned from Quintor. It is possible he knew you were here without being told if present most of the night,” D’laja said.

“Possibly,” Kevler said.

Harer sighed. “My trust in the legionnaires is failing, this should not have happened.”

“What can we do, sire?” D’laja asked.

“I have no answers, yet.” He ran his hands through his hair, his eyes full of worry. “D’laja, Kevler, excuse us, I wish to speak to Tiva alone.”

D’laja kissed her forehead, and took Kevler’s hand as they exited. When the door closed, Harer moved toward the bed and sat beside her. Tiva shifted, trying to get comfortable, and the king gently pushed her back.

“Rest, Tiva, you have done more than your share.” He touched her cheek and rubbed his thumb across her markings. “Twice you have saved my life. One cannot easily repay such a favor.”

“It is my duty, Harer,” she said. “I require no reward.”

“No?” he said.

“No, sire.”

“There is nothing you wish, that I can grant?” The corner of his mouth curled. 

She raised a brow, confused. 

He chuckled. 

Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. 

Harer let loose a full-bellied laugh. His voice filled her mind: Words do not escape you easily, Tiva. I know your heart’s desire, and should it still be your wish, I will grant it. 

You will break tradition for me?

“You have more than earned the right, but you must still pass the test, it is only just,” he said. “Speak your desires, Guardian Boon.”

“I wish to take the test and become a level one Royal Guardian, your majesty,” she said, swelling with pride.

“Then it shall be done.”

Excited beyond words, she grabbed the king and pulled up to hug him tight. Harer laughed and squeezed back, keeping hold of her. He pressed his lips to her ear. “Thank you, Tiva. My life and family are safe. Your sacrifices have not all been in vain. I hope this will bring you some happiness, for you deserve more than what I can give, but all I can offer you, now.”

She leaned back, looked at him. “Speak what you mean.”

“You have lost much, Tiva. The innocence of your youth included. You have seen the death of loved ones…among other things, it is all I can do to bring light back into your heart.” 

He released her and softly ran the back of his hand over her cheek. She realized what she did and retreated from his hold. “I’m sorry…I didn’t, I was overjoyed, I should not have…” 

 “An embrace between us is hardly worth apologizing for, dear girl.” He patted her hand. “But now I need you to chronicle every detail of your mission in Cenii again. Nothing can be overlooked, we are on the brink of war with these Rebels, and this will not be the only attempt on my life.”

The king’s words struck her hard. War. Never in her life did she believe she’d be a guardian of wartime. For so many cycles, peace had reigned on Abennelp; it was hard to comprehend anyone wanting to engage in war. Her father had been involved in battles and scuffles in the past, but the king’s feelings mirrored her own. An ominous force was after the throne, and the threats outside the palace walls, and possibly inside, made things more dangerous.

Again, she repeated every day she spent in Cenii, each detail she remembered. She talked with Harer until midday. One of the king’s servants brought them food and beverage so they were not interrupted. 

Tiva concluded her session with him, wondering inwardly why he paid so much attention to her. She wanted to ask, but thought it was due to her recent involvement in the attempted assassination. After the king took his leave, D’laja and Kevler returned with her siblings, and extended family. The reunion was joyous, but cut short by the healer tending to Tiva. The healer forced her family to let Tiva rest. 

In the morning, the healer tended to her wounds, cleaning and redressing them.

The first to visit was Tespor. She was pleased to see him. They spoke at length, enjoying a humorous story or two from their past. The healer allowed Tiva to walk around the palace, escorted, and Tespor offered to be her support.

It felt good to stretch her muscles; she had been sleeping for two days. Slowly they walked the corridors, many of the guardians acknowledged her as she passed.

“Why are there no legionnaires?” she asked.

“The king ordered them all out of the palace. They’ve been reassigned to grounds duty, or other provinces around the globe.”

Surprised that the king had taken her advice to heart and implemented it so quickly, she smiled satisfied.

“You have something to say?” Tespor interrupted.

“Why do you think that?” she said.

“I have known you all my life, Tiva, and though you have kept hidden some things from me, you are filled with joy. It is emanating from your entire being.”

“I cannot lie, Tespor, I am full of happiness for reasons beyond this crisis. The king has granted me the opportunity to test for level one.”

“Spirited blessings.” He grinned and hugged her gently. “And to think, it only took escaping death a few times and saving the king’s life to gain such an honor.”

“Tespor,” she chided. “He is breaking tradition for me, and I do feel it an honor. Though, if you continue to jest, I will just have to work harder to pass the test before you.”

“I am but a month away, my friend. Even you could not pass so quickly.”

“Quite true,” she laughed. “Can you tell me what to expect?”

“Hard work, very hard work.” He opened the door and entered the main study. Tespor’s PCD beeped.

“Communications are back?”

“Limited to the palace, one of the technicians rigged a mini tower in the courtyard and rerouted the PCD signals through a secured network. It’s beyond my understanding, I am just a guardian.” He smiled, then excused himself and left. Tiva toured the study, not feeling the need to sit just yet. She walked to the guardian corridor. It seemed to her the last few times she’d been in the hallway, she was running past the pictures and images on the wall. She was long overdue for honoring the guardians who lost their lives in service of the king. 

The antiquated paintings of the guardian families marked the first section. Moving onward, the other lost guardians of the Roxon, Becha, Ispek, and Jelev families hung proudly on the walls. She kept her fist to her chest, honoring each life. As she continued down the corridor, the paintings turned to virtual projections. Tespor’s parents, whom she did not know, were the first honored with the new technology. She remembered they were the newest guardians added when she first walked through as a child. Several more hung after them now, which saddened her. Lety Ispek’s portrait was bold and strong. She said a soft prayer for the guardian who died in her arms, then turned to Towt her cousin, young and vibrant then finally Yoka Becha and Mali Jelev. It struck her that somehow she was personally connected to each of their deaths, though not responsible. The opposite side of the wall held the last new virtual projection. 

“Guardian Boon?”

She glanced over, Zaynus Truda stood in the doorway. Saluting him, she bowed her head as he approached. Tugging on her braid, she felt sheepish for walking the palace in leisure clothing as he neared sharp and sleek in a fresh new uniform.

“I heard what happened recently. How do you fare, Tiva?”

“I am recovering, thank you. I have not seen you in quite some time, Guardian Truda,” she said.

“Yes, after Lit…my brother was killed, it pained me to be in the palace. I returned recently to help the king with this new crisis. Have you…” He hesitated and looked at the image on the wall.

She followed his gaze. Litru Truda’s portrait was the most lifelike of all in the corridor. His eyes seemed to look right through her. She paused, only for a moment, seeing the silver band on his finger. It seemed familiar, but she didn’t know why. She turned to Zaynus asking, “Have I what?”

He sighed heavily and shook his head. “It is no cause for concern. I am glad to see you well, Tiva. I must depart. Keep safe.” He passed her and made way toward the exit.

“Same to you…” she called out after him. She watched until the doors closed behind him, and glanced up at Litru Truda’s virtual projection again. Confused, she shrugged and honored the lost guardian, and returned to the study. Tespor had yet to return, so she slowly made her way back to the healing bay on the opposite side of the palace. 





  
 

*
All the land was calm. King Delos’ forces quashed each of the small threats building in the provinces. The guardians detained hundreds of people and sent them to the Lost Island. After a month of hard work, communications were re-established with the guardians, and the reports of disturbances and attacks subsided. The king allowed the high-ranking legionnaires back inside the palace. Darlew Finto suggested each member of the Legion’s background checked, yet none of them was uncovered as spies of the Rebel faction, or a traitor to the throne. 

It did little to quell the rising threat Tiva felt.  

She patrolled more observantly than ever. Her new partner Rhula Ispek, granddaughter to Lety, took Yark’s place after he passed his level one test, and was now an elite Royal Guardian assigned to protect the king’s children. Tespor had also passed, becoming the youngest ever at twenty cycles to hold the honor. 

Tiva’s training resumed shortly after returning to duty. She wished to waste no time. Her desire was to become elite by her next Remembrance, which was only four months away. Many, including her friends and family encouraged her, but Tespor was adamant about the difficulty of the test and warned her that it was unlikely she’d complete the training so fast.

Tiva spent her free time in the palace training, affording her many opportunities to meet and study with the guardians who protected her during her tour in Quintor, further honing her covert tactics. 

Zenid and the new palace trainer, Jex, instructed her in the ways of empathic interrogation, and her father, whom she believed to be the best swordsmen of Abennelp, sparred with her on a regular basis. 

The months passed and Tiva felt stronger and happier than she ever remembered. The strange incidents that happened in recent memory floated away like soft pink clouds at dusk. Some people kept their distance from her, finding it odd that a woman was training for level one. Many were legionnaires, but the majority of those she spent time regularly with did not treat her differently. It was a fear early on in her training that many would not see her as worthy, but it was more the opposite. The story of her journey from Cenii was fast becoming a legend. Not only had she singlehandedly defeated the largest group of Rebels after finding their hideout, she ran the entire way to the palace with a broken leg, no food or water, through every mountain and valley in her path, and still saved the entire palace and king from the group of vicious intruders. 

When the fabled story reached the ears of her friends and family, Tiva became the focal point of every gathering. Each time the bard embellished a bit more adding beasts or creatures from the spirit world, but it was all in good humor. Though she didn’t enjoy the attention from those she did not know, a good teasing from those who knew her well kept her grounded.

The threat of war loomed in her mind. She kept the feeling hidden from most, but those she was closest to shared her concerns.

Harer called this time the breath of the spirits. The Rebel’s plans failed, chaos restored to order, but those still hidden were gathering, plotting, calculating, and building their forces for the next wave. It was only a matter of time before the spirits could no longer hold their breath, and with the wind, war would come.

Tiva worried for the future as everything around her continued to change. Remock and Bintu passed their level three tests, Rux was an elite level one, Rae received high honors for her part in Solun’s attack, and the youngest of her cousins finished their first cycle of training. Neola excelled in the palace ministry house and wed Jex in a small ceremony after his placement as a palace trainer. 

The marriage of her friends brought her happiness, and she searched her own feelings on the subject. Although Tespor held to his word and said nothing to her about courting, she was still unsure she was ready; something inside held her back from accepting Tespor’s offer, yet her mind could not grasp it.

 

As the Warming and the celebration of her birth neared, Tiva continued her vigorous training. King Delos sent her to Obadan, Ullibro, and Stimli provinces on small assignments, allowing her to become familiar with the remaining provinces of Abennelp. The last mission before her test was to train a new group of guardsmen for the Lost Island. 

The task itself was not difficult, but spending time among the heathens and criminals, she could have done without. Still, it was a learning experience. She was grateful for it allowed her to learn the minds of those opposed to peace and order.

 

The day before her test was ending. During evening meal, she picked at her plate, having nervous knots in her stomach. This was an important time for her, and despite her usual arrogant nature, she felt very uneasy. 

 “If you don’t eat you will lack strength for your test,” D’laja chided. “And you will need your strength, precious one. Force yourself if you must.”

 “Your mother is right, Tiva,” Kevler said.

 “I know, Father, but I can’t seem to will myself to do so.”

 “I will make you a blended fruit drink, it should sustain you.” D’laja smiled and entered the kitchen area. 

 “Why do you fret? You know you will pass. Everyone in the palace knows you are ready,” Remock said unexpectedly.

 “Yes, and all the girls can’t wait to see how well you do. If you pass, maybe the king will allow others as well.” Bintu grinned.

 “He has already said as much,” her father said.

 “So it depends on me to pass for others to secure a chance?” Tiva moaned, holding her stomach as it flopped over. 

Kevler chuckled, and D’laja returned offering Tiva the drink. She took it, sipped it, and nodded approvingly. 

 “No, dearest one. The king has opened level one to all who wish it now, regardless.”

 “At least that is one burden not upon my shoulders,” she said, and took another drink.

 “You know I cannot tell you what to expect, for I don’t know myself until we go before the king, but I have no doubts you will do well and even surpass the scores of many men who have gone before you.”

 “Your confidence in me is appreciated, Father. I only hope I can do you and Mother proud.”

 “We are already proud,” D’laja said. “Of you all.”

 

Tiva sat at her window, resting against the sill. Kevler entered and sat down on her bed mat. 

 “It is a beautiful night to sleep among the stars,” he said.

 “Long has it been since I’ve felt so restless. Training constantly every day drains me and I find myself sleeping easier. But I think Te is mad, I have not visited him in over a month.”

 “It is possible.” Kevler laughed. “Though an understanding friend such as he, I am sure he does not mind.”

Tiva smiled at her father then sat next to him resting her head on his shoulder. “I love you, Father. And if I do fail, do not think less of me.”

Kevler wrapped his arm around her and squeezed. “I will never think less of you, dearest one. Should you fail, which I am confident you won’t, you’ll plant your feet firmly on the ground, stand tall, and try again without shame. You must remember, what you are about to face is generally for men older than you. Your strength, endurance, ability to handle intense situations will be tested; however, you have survived hardships beyond most people I know. You have learned, improved, and become stronger with every obstacle. If you feel it in your heart, you can accomplish anything you desire. You have the support and love of your family, your courage and determination, with that, anything is possible.”

“Thank you, Father.”

He kissed her forehead and tugged on her braid playfully. “Go, visit your friend, and rest if you can. I will see you in the morrow.”

 

Tiva relaxed in Te’s branches talking with him. Unfortunately, the night sky was starless, and she sensed rain in the air. A flash of light streaked across the sky, twisting aggressively through the clouds. She felt the charge of energy after it faded. 

Slipping from the trunk, she moved to the ground, curled up in her cloak, and lay back to rest. The gentle rain began to fall all around. Safe and dry, she watched the crystal drops of water slide from the golden leaves, quenching the grass at her feet. She closed her eyes and listened to the soothing rhythm of the rain. Hushed thunder rumbled through the field. 

The mixture of sounds lulled her into a comfortable sleep and when she opened her eyes the dark of night had lifted some, but the suns were absent from the horizon. She rose, stretched, and leisurely walked home. The house was still, too early for her parents to be awake, so Tiva prepared the morning meal for her family. She made pastries, fruit, and fresh squeezed juice. A hearty meal would give her the added energy for her test, though she tried not to dwell on it much, knowing the nervousness was just an inch from the surface. She would do her best; that was all she knew how to do. 

Satisfied with the spread of food, she rested on the couch in the living area, the final moments slipping by faster than she liked.

 

Her father’s gentle kiss woke her this time. He smiled and offered his hand. Together they entered the dining room and the family enjoyed the meal before journeying to the palace. 

Once there, her siblings and mother wished her well, and with the company of her father made her way to the Great Hall to meet with the elite Royal Guardians who were administering the test. 

Darlew and Yark Finto were present, along with her uncles Trach and Devler. She saw Hutt Ispek and Bip Becha, but Tespor, Rux and several other level ones did not join them. King Delos entered shortly after her arrival and asked if she was ready for the test. Biting back the nervousness, she acknowledged him with a stern nod. 

“Guardian Boon, you have shown your loyalty to the throne and people of Abennelp. I have bestowed upon you the privilege to test and become an elite Royal Guardian, the highest honor of all protectors of these lands. Your first challenge today will be unarmed combat with Bip Becha.” Harer motioned to the guardian. “Secondly, you will be subjected to an endurance test, weapons competency, and strategic defense. Lastly, you will undergo the final phase, a reconnaissance mission to retrieve an item hidden among the palace grounds. This challenge will be the hardest, as you will not know which guardians are friends or enemy. Final instructions for this phase will come after your first two tasks are complete. Do you have questions before we begin, Guardian Boon?”

“No, sire, I am ready.”

“Very well then, to the combat field.”

 

The group ventured outside to find an audience waiting for the first female Royal Guardian’s level one test. She stripped her weapons, placed them to the side, and entered the sparring circle. Stretching her muscles, she tried to ignore the stares of those around her. Bip Becha, moved into the arena with a very determined look on his face. Tiva studied him. She did not know him well, which was likely the reason he was her opponent. He stood taller by half a foot, his arms and legs were muscular, but he was lean and very fit. The lines around his eyes crinkled as he smiled and bowed. She returned the gesture and raised her hands ready to defend herself, for she would allow him to strike first to gain an idea of his fighting style. 

They circled one another, and the crowd went silent. Bip closed the distance between them, but did not strike. He seemed to be studying her as well. Finally, he moved in, swinging his right arm wide aiming for her head. She successfully dodged and countered with an upper thrust of her fist. Knocking him back with a hit to the shoulder, she immediately moved in grabbing his left arm, pushed back and spun around, pulling him down as she crouched to sweep him with her right leg. The guardian began to fall; she released his arm, and balanced against the ground. She lifted her left leg, kicking him in the jaw then rolled to the side before jumping back. 

Bip returned to his feet by the time she took her stance, and using her quick reflexes rushed him in a fury of hand strikes. Catching on to one another’s fighting style, they battled back and forth matching blow for blow. Not satisfied with her performance thus far, Tiva focused her energies and attacked with her legs, knowing the powerful attacks would be to her benefit. Blocking, kicking, dodging, and sweeping each other, Bip and Tiva fought for some time. She couldn’t gage how she was doing, but put every effort into securing a victory. 

The guardian connected with her chest forcing her to stumble back and crash to the ground. She recovered quickly and used the position to her advantage for a quick double-legged kick to his stomach. Bip staggered back. Tiva rose to her feet and spun around with a high kick to his shoulder. As he fell, she saw her chance, leapt into the air, and kicked him directly in the chest.

From the ground, Bip glanced over to Harer and nodded. The guardian conceded and the crowd around her cheered. Bip rose to his feet, bowed his head, and saluted her. She raised her fist to her heart, and let out a breath of relief. Glancing over at her father, she saw him smiling. 

Tiva turned to the king.

“This concludes the combat phase,” he said emotionlessly, though she sensed he was pleased. “Hutt, escort Guardian Boon to the next location.”

She gathered her belongings and followed Hutt Ispek behind the palace. Only the elite Royal Guardians and king trailed behind, the crowd obviously not privy to this test. 

“Are you ready?” Hutt said.

“I am,” she said. 

He ordered her to perform various physical activities one would normally do to stay in shape, only she had to continue until each maneuver wore her down. She did well, defying the pain and tiredness, and forced her body to its limits. Just when she thought she passed with high marks, Hutt ordered her to run the perimeter of the forest twice in an allotted amount of time. He gave her no time to rest, so she sprinted to the edge of the trees and ran around the forest. The first lap made her numb, and though she should have paced better, she strained to ignore the pain this time. Determined, she pressed on running at top speeds for the second lap. When she cornered the last bend, each guardian glanced at his timepiece. She ran past them and slowed her ascent careful not to stop too quickly and cramp. Heaving and sweating profusely, she jogged back to the group, feeling her muscles finally relax. 

Hutt handed the king her results. 

Without a break, the group led Tiva into the great hall and tested her knowledge of the various weapons used by the guardians. Her sword, the weapon that she was most comfortable with, did not come into play. Instead, she used a staff, a blunted axe, long and short wooden blades, lances, as well as an antiquated spear and flail fashioned by her ancestors during the first cycles of the guardianship. To ensure her safety she donned a light chain mail, and defended herself against Yark Finto.

She held her own against him, faltering twice while using the flail, a weapon she never learned. When Harer ended this phase, he called her into the main study and asked various questions about battles of the past. Thankful for the break, she allowed her body to rest while her mind worked hard to answer every question. 

It felt strange correcting what she thought were mistakes of her predecessors, including the one mishap of her grandmother Garloa’s first battle. The inquisition lasted until midday, and finally she was given instructions for the final phase. 

“Somewhere hidden within the palace grounds is the sword of Trilo, the first Royal Guardian. As you know from your studies, Trilo was notorious for keeping a stash of weapons for sudden attacks. We will supply you with one clue to start your mission; however, there are rules. You can ask no one where to find the weapon. You can use anything within the palace and grounds to help you. Some of the guardians will attempt to catch you if they see you; others may turn a blind eye. If a guardian detains you, you will be brought back to the Great Hall and the mission will be over. This is not an operation of only stealth and covert tactics, but also that of speed and deception. You’ve been tested to your limits and now you must focus everything into this last task. It will not be easy. You will find your clue somewhere in the garden. It is not guarded so, once you leave the area, the test begins. Any questions?”

“No, sire.”

“Very well. Darlew, escort Guardian Boon to the garden,” he said. 

 

Darlew led her outside and through the courtyard. She surveyed the area, memorizing the placement of each guardian. Most seemed on normal patrols, but she sensed an air of excitement around the grounds. They reached the entrance. Tiva searched the courtyard one last time, and without a word entered and began her search for the clue. She cleared her mind of thought and strengthened her shield. This was the final test. She would not fail. If anyone sensed her presence, she may. She reached the center of the garden and found a small piece of parchment on the bench. 

Trilo, known for his unconventional tactics, never used the same location to hide his weapons. The sword you seek is an heirloom to the throne of Abennelp and is sheltered among those it serves.

She read the parchment twice, and a smiled crossed her lips. It was hidden inside somewhere. The clue offered as much, and she knew Trilo himself would not risk natural elements to ruin his blade. Knowing the palace would be the least likely of all the buildings on the ground, Tiva looked at the guardian hall and hover deck first, the smaller buildings were awkwardly scattered around the grounds and did not provide easy access to a hidden weapon if there was a threat. The hover deck was closer to the side entrance, but most likely more heavily guarded. The guardian hall would be a place of last defense, and a better choice. She’d try the hall first, and take the long way around to the hover deck if she did not find the weapon there. She knew she could also exit the palace grounds via the front gate and slip in through the side entrance, but it was difficult to get past the guardians at the front gate unless disguised. She laughed, and suddenly knew exactly what to do.

Swiftly, she moved to the far side of the garden. Through the brush, she peered out and saw three guardians talking on the main path to the palace. She surveyed the ground and picked up three large rocks. She threw two over the brush, aiming for a tree that lined the path. The guardians heard the rustle of leaves and went toward it. Tiva burst through the vine wall of the garden and ran across the courtyard to the pond. She hid behind the shrubbery and debated her next move. 

Circling around the pond, she carefully timed her runs to the far side. She checked the guardian hall entrances, but from her vantage point only saw the side left unguarded. However, the front most likely was. Unsheathing the sword and pulling the Timbur from her belt, she returned to the edge of the pond, and using the two metal weapons, created a spark, and lit one of the shrubs on fire. Satisfied it would burn enough to get attention, she darted across the courtyard to the side entrance. 

She slipped inside just in time to hear a few guardians mention the commotion outside. Quickly and quietly, she searched each room of the hall. Almost caught twice, she retraced her steps a few times, and when she reached the side entrance again, sighed having not found Trilo’s sword. She walked around the back of the hall, and knew she’d have to get inside the palace for her next attempt. 

Infiltrating the palace was easier than she thought. She used the servant’s entrance, and made her way toward the king’s chamber. Slipping into the corridor, she found it empty and smiled. She stalked toward the doors and once inside searched the queen’s wardrobe. 

Harer made the mistake of saying she could use anything in the palace. So, she found Mirta’s clothing rack, donned one of the queen’s white and gold cloaks over hers. Raising the hood over her head was the perfect disguise; she only hoped the queen wouldn’t be angry. Tiva returned to the corridor and decided to test the disguise. Peeking out into the main hall, she noticed several guardians walking around. She waited for a few to disperse. With the hood close around her head, she stepped out and crossed the hall. She passed the lift with no problem and made it to the opposite hallway. She chuckled under her breath, and strode to the exit, knowing the next feat was more difficult. 

Guardians always stood at the exit. Skky Finto was there when Tiva entered the garden earlier and she hoped she was still alone. Tiva pulled out her PCD to contact her.

“Guardian Finto.”

“The queen requests you ready her hover, she has business in the market place.” Tiva deepened her voice.

“Understood.”

She smiled, edged closer to the door, and cracked it open to look. Skky was running to the hover deck. Tiva waited then walked out slowly, keeping behind a few paces. When Skky entered, Tiva changed directions to the back of the hover storage building. So far, she was safe. The soft hum of the hover reverberated through the facility and Skky moved the vehicle outside. Now was her chance. She dashed through the back entrance and began her furious search. She checked each room, container, hovercraft, and storage bin. The weapon was not there. Tiva grumbled under her breath and moved back to the exit. As she peered around the corner, she noticed several guardians heading to Skky. Tiva retrieved the clue from her belt and read it again. If Trilo hid it where guardians served, it would not be the guardian hall; it was not built in his time. She grumbled realizing she’d wasted time in the new buildings, and with a short hop over a bush, Tiva ran toward the first of the archaic buildings. 

The first was made of stone and glass, a structure that had seen many battles, and remained unoccupied. Still, her cautious nature took hold and she slowed her ascent, and then glanced inside through a dirty cobalt window. Nothing stirred, so she slipped through one of the large gaping holes and searched.

“Damn the spirits!” she said.

She exited the opposite side, and checked on the guardians. They seemed to be searching the hover deck. One was shaking his head, the other shrugging. Smiling, Tiva ran into a patch of trees and darted to the second building. When she entered, she heard a voice in the distance. Someone was coming. She cringed and hurried to search the rooms. 

The voice now accompanied by another drew near.  

Tiva reached the last room and there it was, hanging on the wall, the sword of Trilo. She took possession, and went to the front of the building. Two guardians were exiting the first building she just left. She was so close, she refused to fail now. 

As swift as her shaking fingers allowed, she stripped off Mirta’s cloak then her own, then donned Mirta’s cloak once more. She hung her cloak near the main entrance, hoping to occupy them while she escaped to the palace. Silently, she exited from the back and slipped around the building. The palace door was still unguarded, she ran across the expanse at top speeds. 

She burst through the doors and down the corridor. She skidded to a stop near the main study and pressed her ear to the door. Satisfied, she entered the room and smiled. She’d done it. She sat for a moment, thinking. If everyone was watching, they probably lost sight of her after she entered the guardian hall or palace, and if she were the king, she’d watch from the summit room for it had the best view of the palace grounds. 

Concealing Trilo’s weapon under the cloak, she went to the tower lift. 

She past several guardians, they bowed to her, she returned, keeping well hidden in the folds of the hood. At the lift, she took a deep breath and leaned back as it rose through the tower. After exiting, she walked through the corridor, again bowing to those who passed by. Finally, she reached the doors and pulled them open. The group of guardians and king turned.

“Your majesty,” the guardians bowed.

Tiva walked in slowly.

“Mirta?” Harer said.

She lowered the hood, parted the cloak, and pulled out Trilo’s sword. The entire room went silent. Harer started to laugh. Her father and uncles joined in, the remaining guardians were smiling and shaking their heads as if shocked. Tiva walked to the king, kneeled, and held the sword before him.

“The sword of Trilo Boon, the first Royal Guardian of Abennelp, sire.”

“You have completed the final phase, Guardian Boon.” Harer took the sword from Tiva. He placed his hand on top of her head. “Your test is complete. Rise and meet your fate.”

She stood and pressed her hand to her heart. Harer glanced at the other guardians, and they returned to attention. 

“Tradition states one must pass all phases of the test to become a level one guardian,” he said solemnly. Her stomach turned. “And as you well know, this tradition is one that cannot be overlooked.”

“Yes, sire,” she said, her mind reeling.

“You were told this task would be difficult, were you not?”

“Yes, sire.”

“You have passed phase three, Guardian Becha…”

Bip tapped on the data recorder and met her eyes. “You have passed phase one.”

“Guardian Ispek…” Harer glanced over.

Hutt stepped forward with a data recorder in his hand. He paused, frowned, and looked at Tiva. She failed. Her heart sank. Making it this far was a sign, and she wouldn’t let one failure sway her as her father advised, she’d have to study harder and try again. She breathed in and stood straighter, her gaze locked on Hutt.

“You have passed phase two,” he said.

“I under…” she paused, and blinked unsure she heard right. “Pardon?”

“You have passed phase two,” he repeated.

She looked to her father. Harer stepped closer and placed his hand on her shoulder. Bewildered, she opened her mouth, but was wordless. 

“Again words elude you?” he said, amused. “This day will be recorded in history as the day Tiva Boon was speechless upon her induction to the elite Royal Guardianship.”

“Sire?” she said, still it had not sunk in. 

“Well done,” he said, and grinned. “Well done, indeed.” The group began to clap and cheer. 

“You did it, dearest one!” Kevler said. He held out his hands to her. She ran to him and jumped into his arms. He twirled her around and squeezed the air from her body. “Spirited blessings, my daughter!”

She lowered her mental shield, and felt the happiness and excitement in the room. Lingering somewhere, though, was a quiet sadness, but it passed as she looked around the room. “Thank you, Father!” She kissed his cheek before slipping from his arms. Each guardian embraced and congratulated her. She approached Harer. “From the very depths of my spirit, sire, I thank you for this opportunity and give my solemn word that I shall not disappoint you.”

The king pulled her into his arms. There is nothing you can do to disappoint me, Tiva. You have earned this honor on your own accord; no one can take that from you.

Thank you, Harer.

Tespor, Rux, and the other guardians missing earlier entered the room, followed by servants with ale and food. 

“Now, the Royal Guardians will celebrate this historical day. No longer will the barriers of gender keep those worthy of this honor from attaining it,” Harer said, and everyone cheered.

 

The guardians and king celebrated until nightfall. Tiva wandered the room speaking with each, recounting stories of their tests. She learned the results of hers, and while she didn’t receive the highest marks in every section, she surpassed many of the male guardians in endurance and phase three. Everyone enjoyed her disguise tactic, and admitted they lost sight of her when she entered the guardian hall, just as she suspected. No one expected her to come to the summit room either, which added to the humor of the situation.

Tiva asked the king to apologize and return Mirta’s cloak, Harer laughed and said: “It is a great story to tell as time goes by, no other guardian had attempted such a maneuver.”

The gathering neared its end and many guardians took their leave, her father, uncle Devler, Tespor, Rux, and the king remained with her in the summit room. Tiva was anxious to tell her mother and siblings she passed, but Kevler said that everyone already knew. The announcement went out to the palace and PCD’s while they celebrated.

“I must take my leave, Tiva. I am on duty early, and we have another gathering tomorrow.” Tespor approached.

“Yes, I am pleased you are coming.”

“This is one celebration I would be a fool to miss. You may possibly have the most guardians ever to attend a Remembrance. Everyone will want to speak with the first female elite.”

She felt her markings pink, and smiled. “Your support and belief in me was unmatched, Tespor, and I shall never forget.” Wrapping her arms around him, she kissed his cheek and held him tight. “Thank you, my friend.”

His markings lightened as he looked into her eyes. “You are most welcome.”

“Keep safe, Tespor.”

“Well wishes, Tiva.” 

 

Kevler beamed as they walked to the hover. Feeling as tall as the Palace of Kinchar, Tiva held her head high, full with pride, her goal achieved. At home, her mother, Remock and Bintu were waiting. They continued with a family celebration until midnight. D’laja refused help with the cleaning, and shooed Tiva off to bed knowing she was exhausted. 

In the comfort of her room, Tiva stripped her uniform off and slipped into her sleep clothing. Rest would come easily for her, the test was far more taxing than she imagined, and her body agreed as she lay back against her pillows. 

Kevler came to bid her good night, and sat with her for a while. “I never doubted your abilities, dearest one, but none of us predicted that you would do so well. Your strength is truly a gift from the spirits.”

“I was trained well, Father.”

“Indeed,” he said. “And between us, your aunts are pleased, though I sensed some jealousy at your accomplishment.”

“That is not what I intended.” She frowned. 

“Do not fret, they have no desire to become elite guardians. Jinka is too docile for such a task, and Lilla does not possess the commitment. They know you earned your rank; still, many crave what they cannot achieve.”

“I dare not say the path was easy, I thought I failed when Hutt frowned.” She rested her head on her father’s shoulder. “The ruse caught me completely off guard.”

He laughed. “It certainly did. Harer made the suggestion. He enjoys watching his guardians squirm. He carried on and on when your friend Tespor came before him, poor boy almost fainted after he realized he passed. And he was worse on Yark.”

“I am sorry I missed such an event,” she said, stifling a yawn. 

Kevler kissed her forehead. “You will see all the ceremonies going forward, there are plenty remaining. You have another long day ahead of you, dearest one; sleep well.”

Tiva lay down and pulled her blanket to her chin. Offering her father a weak, tired smile, she closed her eyes and fell fast asleep. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Eighteen
It seemed to be cause for concern, yet many did not act as if they were bothered. Tranquility, that is what the others often said, but it wasn’t settling as easily for Tiva. She spent the days following her eighteenth Remembrance retelling her level one guardian test. Everyone she met wanted to hear the story. Renown among guardians, legionnaires, Mystics, Healers, and all the general populace of Abennelp followed her. It was truly inescapable, and after several months, it became a burden. The feat itself was something to be proud of, yet if she had expected such attention, she may have rethought her desires. 

Acclimating herself to the new duty of protecting the royal family was easy. They required escort to various provinces occasionally. She attended many council meetings, and generally kept a close guard on everyone in her charge. The threat of the Rebels seemed furthest from everyone’s mind, except hers. Always on high alert, some considered her paranoid and kept their distance. Tiva cared not, for her instincts rarely steered her wrong.

Holding the honor of personal guardian to the king and queen along with her father, Uncle Devler, and Darlew Finto, afforded her the chance to learn more than the other guardians. The elite guardians who passed the test before her disliked the fact that she was one of the king’s guardians. However, the king assured her she had earned the post. Perhaps it was her observation skills, or maybe the simple fact Harer knew Tiva longed to rid the land of all who opposed the throne and continue in a truly peaceful society. In that aspect, they shared a common bond. Peace, it was a wonderful word; she knew, however, that such things never lasted long. 

 

A full cycle had passed when once again, small cells of the faction resurfaced. The tranquility so many had grown accustom to, vanished. The Rebel targets, this time, were not the Province Keeper’s residences or the keepers. Tiva heard witness account of the ministry houses coming under constant assaults with cruel and ruthless attacks by very skilled individuals. The Rebels beat down the peaceful Vicars and their followers. It seemed that an uprising of the general populace was not part of the agenda as many had become afraid of the Rebels. 

Prisoners in their own lands, the threats escalated for the people of Abennelp, and all the while, Tiva remained in Degort protecting her king and queen. Regiments of legionnaires led by high-ranking guardians left and returned throughout the months. Many died. Eyon, the captain in her charge in Cenii lost his life, as did some of the men and women of the divisions she came to know during her tour. The Finto and Becha families suffered the hardest blow, losing several members. No family was without loss. Tiva’s cousins Tier and Riet, perished in a battle in Obadan. Her Aunt Lilla, distraught by the events, had yet to return to the palace. 

 

The peak of the Cooling season was upon them. King Delos, determined to eliminate the faction, sent the strongest forces to each province capital to help reinforce the guardsmen. Travel among the lands became agonizing; people guarded each welcome arch of every road. Whether to keep others out or those that lived within safe mattered not, the freedom of the planet was waning and the harder the protectors tried to thwart the threat, the more forceful the encounters became. 

The largest assault against the protectors came one month before her next Remembrance. A force of Rebels broke through the line of guardsmen at the Lost Island and freed many of their imprisoned followers, adding a fierce strength to their cause. A cause that still was unclear. 

An entire regiment of legionnaires perished in Cenii and Stimli as they tried to hinder the Rebels from entering the mainland. The failed blockage was devastating, and the escapees slowly intermingled into the towns and villages hiding and waiting for the right time. A handful of prisoners were recaptured, and King Delos ordered several Royal Guardians to return them to the Lost Island, and to train a new group of guardsmen. 

Many of the Province Keepers came to Degort demanding action, and despite the king’s attempts, the Rebels only grew stronger. The pressure against the throne continued rising.





  
 

*
“Harer has called a council.” Kevler stepped into Tiva’s room, his mood as sour as the expression on his face.

“What has happened?” she said.

“I am not entirely sure, but I gather there has been some type of shift among the Rebels.” He leaned against the doorframe and rubbed his temple.

The constant battles were wearing on everyone’s spirit, but she knew the burden upon her father was hardest of all. He was Harer’s right hand and most trusted guardian. The king’s failure to provide peace for the people was also her father’s, and ultimately hers as well. 

“I will be ready shortly, Father, are we all going?”

“Yes, he’s called everyone not on tour.” He sighed. “I know this is not the way you would like to celebrate, but…”

“Father, we have more important matters to be concerned about. I do not worry for myself.”

“I know, dearest one, but I do have a gift for you.” He entered her room and gave her a small wrapped box.

“Thank you.” Peeling the paper back revealed a stunning hide covered Yantar. She opened the book and leafed through the golden trimmed pages. “It is beautiful, Father.” She smiled.

“I hope it brings you some comfort.” He smiled back. “I will meet you outside.”

 

Tiva finished dressing, secured her weapons on her belt, slipped the painting her mother gave her many cycles ago inside the Yantar, and put it into her side satchel. Donning her cloak, she joined her family at the hover deck. They rode to the palace in silence, for all worried about what the king was going to divulge. 

 

The Great Hall of Kinchar was full. Every noble of the land had come. Hundreds of guardians and thousands of legionnaires talked quietly in huddled groups. Tiva followed her father to the king’s chamber while her mother and siblings found seats with the rest of her family. Darlew and Devler were already escorting the king down the corridor when they approached.

“Spirited greetings,” Harer said dejectedly. “I must meet with the four of you after this council, I have concerns beyond what I can tell the others, and I am in dire need of your thoughts.”

Tiva nodded along with the others. Harer entered the hall and all rose. The elite guardians remained behind him as he ventured to the middle of the room. She surveyed the area quickly; she was overly observant after all that had happened, all she witnessed, and chanced nothing.

Harer lowered his hands and the crowd took their seats. “My loyal guardians, legionnaires, noblemen and women of Abennelp, I have called you all here with heavy heart, for what I have to say does not bring me joy.” The enormous hall went deadly silent. “The faction of Rebels is ready to show their full strength, and we have learned that they are planning an invasion of Degort. They have stopped attacking the ministry houses of our provinces, and their cells are on the move. I have no other choice but to close the palace grounds to all, save the legionnaires and guardians. Your safety is our main concern, and unless you wish to stay and fight, I urge you to leave Degort and seek shelter in your provinces.” 

The crowd mumbled softly, and the king raised a hand. 

“I am recalling the majority of our protectors here to Degort to strengthen our defenses. Each province will remain protected, but you must inform the people in your lands of this threat. I am confident we will crush this evil, but the battle will be long and arduous. Keep communications open for we will inform you of our progress when we are able.” He paused and looked around the room. “We must pull together in this time of need. We will be triumphant in the end, though the road to peace bears many bends and detours. Keep safe, my loyal subjects and may the spirits bless and spare us all. Serve with pride, honesty, and love. Serve with honor as was, as is, and as will be.”

The legionnaires and guardians rose and saluted. “By guardian light, we shall protect you in times of darkness until the bitter end.” 

Harer exited the room, Tiva and the other elites followed. In his chambers, the king paced before them. He ruffled his hair and rubbed his neck. She noticed his moon markings were deep purple, not a good sign. He turned to them and motioned to the nearby couch. Continuing to pace, he finally spoke after the guardians sat. “This news, I know not if it can be trusted, but it is far too unbelievable not to be true. Hutt Ispek has recently returned from Obadan where he found and captured a cell leader. He was interrogated, and spoke of off-world influences helping the Rebels.”

Tiva gasped, the others stared blankly at the king. How was that possible? The only incident of off-worlders coming to Abennelp happened well over a hundred cycles ago. Everyone knew about the crash of the alien ship, for it was part of their planet’s history, but since then no other off-worlders had made direct contact with her people.

“We always knew we were not alone in the expanse of the skies, but how this came about or is even possible, I know not.” He stopped pacing and turned to his guardians. “This leader told Hutt of weaponry and other devices given to the Rebels in exchange for our natural resources. While I have always allowed and encouraged technology to advance as it has over time, we have never seen need for them before and are unprepared. I ordered Hutt and Bip to gather our finest engineers and scientists to begin mass production of the particle charged weapons to help defend us. I have also commissioned use of the alien technology to build a ship and interstellar communications array. If we can intercept these messages or crafts, we may have a chance to halt the alien’s interference.”

“Are the Rebels involved with the same aliens that crashed on Abennelp?” Tiva asked.

“That has not yet been determined; Hutt is still interrogating the leader,” the king said.

Darlew leaned forward. “Do we have any idea what type of weapons we are dealing with, Harer?”

“It is unclear at this time, though with the basic specification of the particle weapons and the new technology we’ve acquired over the cycles, we have an equal chance of matching whatever they have.”

“Off-worlders…” Kevler said under his breath.

“This is a failing of my reign. I have always been one for tradition. Though we have used technology for our homes, vehicles, and other various comforts, I never believed we would need it for defense.”

“Do we have aliens on our planet? We do not possess the forces to protect our planet from Rebels and an alien invasion, sire,” Devler said, a shiver ran down Tiva’s spine.

“I believe they are more interested in trading resources at this point, however that can change at any moment. We must train all our protectors quickly when the weapons are ready. Degort is the Rebel’s focus; we must use everything we have to protect this province. Line our borders with legionnaires. Clear the marketplace; the guardians will make residence there until further notice. We will hold here, our final stand of resistance. We must prepare for war.”

Tiva’s heart stopped, her fears confirmed; the kingdom was going to war. She reached over and grabbed her father’s hand. He squeezed gently. She felt his fear, along with everyone else in the room, it was very uncomfortable knowing the elite protectors were afraid.

“We have much to do - return to your duties, I will inform you of any new information as soon as it is received.”

The guardians rose and exited the king’s chambers. Darlew and Devler broke from the group returning to the Great Hall. Tiva continued with her father to the main hall. Neither said anything, the king’s announcement still reeling in their minds. In one moment, everything she knew had changed. She felt very small. The vastness of space introduced a new danger to her world; the wondrous and beautiful night sky that she often watched in awe had now brought darkness to her heart. 

They neared the lift. Her father stopped and drew her into his arms. “I wish nothing more than to keep you safe from this peril, Tiva, but this is the life we were bred to lead. If I could force you to leave—”

“You cannot, Father. I will remain by Harer’s side and yours.”

He kissed her forehead. “I know, dearest one. Contact your mother. Go home and gather all our weapons and clothing. I am sure Harer will want us to remain in the palace, and I want our family to stay together.”

“Very well, Father. Keep safe.”

 

Exiting the palace after calling her mother on the PCD, she found Tespor, Neola, and Jex in the courtyard. They weren’t smiling and laughing as usual, instead, they stood huddled together, talking in whispered tones. Tiva joined in time to hear Neola speaking.

“I don’t want to leave you, Jex, I will stay and fight.”

“Neola, this isn’t cause for debate. Go with your father to Quintor, you will be safe there. Do not worry for me. I will be fine.”

“I do not like this, Jex, not one bit.” She frowned.

“He is right, Neola, you must keep safe your father, he needs you,” Tespor coaxed.

“Tiva!” Neola raised her hands in defeat. “Tell them my place is here with all of you. I can fight, I’m trained.”

“The threat is worse than you know, Neola. I agree with them, you must go.”

Tespor and Jex stole a glance. Neola grumbled and walked away. Jex sighed then ran after her. Tiva watched them go before walking toward the hover deck. Tespor followed.

“Speak what you know, Tiva.” He gently grabbed her hand. She stopped and turned. Her eyes must have given her away because his markings turned neon and he stepped back. “Tell me…what is it?”

“Off-worlders, Tespor. They are supplying the rebels with alien weapons,” she said holding back her fears from his senses.

“What?” he said in disbelief. “How is that possible?”

“I asked myself the same question, no one knows. But I have a feeling they have been involved far longer than we are aware.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you remember the night Solun attacked the king? He knew too much when I confronted him. He knew my name, the fact that I was in Cenii and on my way to the palace. It always lingered in my mind that someone informed him by other means. Perhaps he possessed this alien technology…” Her eyes went wide, and she grabbed his shoulder. “That must be it!”

“Possibly, but what of these alien suppliers…what type of weapons are we talking about?” he said, visibly shaken.

“Unknown, something like the particle chargers our scientists have made.” She shrugged. “I have to return home and gather provisions. I will speak with you again soon.”

“Tiva…” He squeezed her wrist and stared into her eyes. Looking to the ground, he sighed and released her. “Keep safe, my friend.”

“And you, Tespor.” 

 

D’laja stopped the hover in front of their home and turned to her daughter. Tiva merely acknowledged the fact they arrived and bolted inside. She gathered the families’ weapons from storage, and collected clothing for herself and her siblings. She did not like the idea of Remock and Bintu being in the palace. They were level three, but she still felt them too young at fifteen to fight in a war. However, the king needed all of his guardians at a time like this. All were affected, elder and child alike, and each deserved a chance to defend their land and king.

Shaking off the disturbing thoughts, she stalked through the rooms and returned to the living area with her arms full. She lugged the clothing and weapons to the hover and sat on the hood waiting for her mother. The first sun was setting, and as her Remembrance was ending, she realized it was one of the saddest she’d ever known. 

 

“Mother, I have an idea I wish to present to the king,” Tiva said as her mother drove into Degort proper. 

“About what?”

“This news of off-worlders has made me rethink all the missions I have been on and I think perhaps Solun and his people had some of this technology.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Unil and Solun both had more information than they should have had during the crisis in Cenii. The Rebels purposely destroyed our communications towers so we had no means to contact one another, yet, Solun knew I was at the palace, among other things. Perhaps he had a device on him, and it may still be within our reach.”

“Quite true.” She nodded. “Once we arrive at the palace I shall call your brother and sister to help me. Find your father, inform the king.”

“Understood.”

 

Disappointed, Tiva made her way through the palace to her temporary room, adjacent to her siblings and parents, and stood near the large pane of glass. Solun’s possessions did not include any strange device. The inventory she searched only held his stolen legionnaire uniform, a map, and a short piece of wire most likely used for the detonators. Her father, impressed by her train of thought, seemed just as aggravated that her theory did not come to fruition. 

Fixing her gaze upon the courtyard below, she watched the tiny guardians moving about on patrols. Many of them had no idea the danger they faced, but Tiva knew. She was aware that in an instant the Rebels could attack with strange new weapons, slaughtering legionnaires and without as much as a drop of sweat on their brow. Knowing sleep would not come, she changed into a fresh uniform, secured her weapons, including a new set of finger daggers Kenon had given to her for her Remembrance, and walked each floor of the palace until she reached the bottom. 

The prince exited his father’s chambers as Tiva stepped off the main lift. She saluted him with a bow.

 “Spirited greetings, Tiva.”

 “Likewise, your highness.” She gave a weak smile. He grinned back appearing very much like his father. Tiva noticed he had a very regal aura about him now, she wondered how he would rule when he took over the throne. “Is King Delos awake?”

 “Yes, sleep is not coming easy to many of us this night.”

 “Indeed,” Tiva said, unsure of the information the prince had.

 “Did you find what you were looking for in inventory?”

 “Unfortunately, no, I did not,” she said; hiding the surprise he already knew. “It means little in the grand scope of all that is happening. I just had a theory, it may yet be sound, but I have no means of investigating any longer.”

 “I can arrange for you to meet with the Rebel leader we have captured.”

 “Would not the king be the one to do so?”

 “My father put me in charge of Hutt’s interrogation of the Rebel; he wanted to avoid involving himself for his focus is elsewhere. If you wish it, I can see it done.”

 “I will ponder the idea, your highness; thank you for the offer.”

 “Tiva, in troubled times like these, think of me as a friend and not a prince. It will save us both the formalities…Guardians and Royals are family after all.” 

 “Very well, Kenon.” She smiled and watched him go. When stressed or in an altered state of mind, she always seemed to revert to protocol as if embedded in her. She counted on it to keep her grounded and guarded. Many knew that about her, but Kenon was slow to catch on. 

Entering the long corridor to the king’s chamber, she acknowledged her Aunt Jinka and Loloa Becha who were guarding the door. Lilla had yet to return to the palace, but with the pending threat, Kevler continued to coerce her to come back. “I seek council with King Delos,” she said. 

Loloa contacted the king on the PCD then opened the chamber door. Tiva entered the room. A hint of flowers scented the air. The soft glow of candles surrounded her. She circled the large vibrant couch, her hand caressing the plush material. Never overly extravagant, the king’s furniture was better quality than most, but his living area always felt comfortable and welcoming. Moving to the window, she saw another large group of guardians patrolling the grounds. Sometimes she missed walking the perimeter, but to exchange her duty of guarding the king for occasional fresh air never crossed her mind. 

King Delos walked into the room; she immediately sensed a slew of emotions from him. She steadied herself against the wall and raised her shield, blocking his stronger feelings before turning. Harer looked exactly how he felt, at least what she sensed from him. Obviously tired and angry, his shoulders hunched as if the burden of the planet was upon him. His markings were darker than normal under the silver and black wisps of hair. Harer’s normally warm, yet serious eyes, were full of worry and fear. A strong leader indeed, but no fool, he knew the weight of the situation, and though unintended, he held nothing back.

“You wished to see me?” He motioned to the couch.

“I did, sire. I checked inventory and found nothing out of the ordinary among Solun’s belongings. But, I still have a strong feeling the Rebels have been using the alien technology to communicate somehow. They have had insight into matters that they normally would not, and it’s the only logical conclusion.”

“You may be right, Tiva. I just do not see how that can help us now.”

“If we tap into their ability to communicate we would have the upper hand,” she said, and began to pace. “Also, I wish to begin training with the weapons as soon as possible. Can I acquire one early?”

He smiled slightly. “I would much rather you get rest, but I know you will not heed my advice, so I will see how the engineers are faring.”

“Thank you.” She turned to leave, but paused at the door. “Sire, have you something on your mind?”

“Many things, but the burdens of an old man should not be your concern.”

“I would not have offered if I didn’t already sense your worry, Harer,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Neither of us can sleep, and with the number of guardians in the palace we are safe, we can relax and talk as friends, can we not?”

“If that is your wish, would you care to walk the grounds with me, it is something I often do when sleep evades me.” 

“I would enjoy that. I frequently spend time in the tree in our field. Te is a wonderful companion,” she said heading back to the corridor. “He does not judge me, keeps me safe, and always listens.”

“You’ve named your tree?” He chuckled. “There is much I do not know about you, Tiva. As one of my protectors, I should learn more.”

“Anything you wish to know, you may ask.”

“Now that you have posed the question to me, I know not what to ask.” He smiled sheepishly with a shrug.

Tiva laughed and exited the palace, nodding to the guardians at the door. Together they walked to the king’s garden and talked of flowers, weather, and past days of training. Harer spoke of his childhood and growing up as the heir to the throne. She found his stories uplifting and full of life. When they reached the middle of the garden, she sat down on the bench, looked up at the sky, and sighed.

“What troubles you?” he said.

“Many nights I have dreamed of what life there was out there and often wondered if we would ever know them. Now, all I can think of is the aliens who are helping the Rebels in their attempt to rid you of your rightful duty to protect this planet.”

“It is not only me they are against, it is the ideals of our forefathers and leaders who have built this great society of ours. It pains me that there are people who oppose us. I’ve always been open to the ideas of others, which is why we have lived harmoniously for many cycles. Matters such as these can be resolved with negotiations or understanding, but the Rebels…they do not wish it. I have offered my ear to their cause.” He turned to her. “Yes, it is true. I have attempted to contact the leaders to call a truce to this fighting and loss of life. I was denied.”

“Then it will be their downfall, Harer. The Royal Guardians and Legionnaires will not allow them to win.”

He sat beside her and took her hand. Tiva, you are old enough now…and though it may not be the best time. I have something I need to tell you.

Tiva looked at him. What is it you wish to say, Harer?

Many cycles ago, I made a grave mistake. But from that mistake came a wonderful gift. He paused and squeezed her hand. 

Both their comm devices beeped and a voice blared through. “The gates, intruders at the gate!”

Tiva jump off the bench and unsheathed her sword. “Come, back to the palace, sire!” She pulled his tunic and pushed him through the maze. Her entire body tensed as they ran through the shrubs and flowers. Keeping alert, she stayed on his heels, her hand tight around his arm. 

“We need reinforcements at the gates!” another voice cried as an explosion rumbled through the device and echoed behind her.

As they exited the garden, Jex and Skky came running toward them. “Protect the king, get him into the palace,” Tiva said. “Jex, call my father.” She turned and ran toward the gate.

“Tiva, no, wait!” Harer yelled after her.

“Go, Harer, you must stay safe.” She turned back meeting his eyes and saluted. “Skky, take him now!”

Running to the main gate, another explosion rocked the ground beneath her feet. A plume of gray smoke rose above the gates, the battle concentrated at the front of the palace. She cut to the left and dashed across the courtyard. The guardians at the side gate were gone, obviously heading to the main gate to help. She grumbled, and made a mental note to remember to bring this up as soon as the threat was over. Slowing, she neared the gate and opened her senses. Chaos and fear filled her via the guardians rushed about the grounds. She inched closer to the side entrance, and stopped short, hearing rustling near the locked gate. She sheathed her sword and retrieved the three small daggers from her belt. Pressing her back against the wall, she slid closer to the opening and waited. Her PCD beeped again. She cursed and covered it, muffling the voice. 

“Now!” She heard.

A gust of wind rushed over her head carrying a detonator, soaring through the air. It landed near the gates. She turned and ran. The explosion blasted a hole in the wall and the gate slammed to the ground. Tiva flew back, but was unharmed. She rose to her feet to see two men dressed in legionnaire uniforms running inside. She fingered a dagger and with precision aim threw it at the first intruder. He screamed and fell to his knees as the weapon pierced his eye. The second pulled a bladed staff from his side and rushed her. She threw the second dagger, and in her haste caught him in the shoulder. She jumped back, and withdrew her sword.

Their weapons clashed, and with ease, Tiva disarmed her enemy and knocked him out. The other, she noticed, no longer breathed. She dragged her captive away from the gaping hole, and pulled the PCD from her belt. 

“This is Guardian Boon, I am at the side entrance and require immediate assistance.” She huffed and tightened her grip around the device. Anger seared through her. Whoever guarded these gates should have their heads on a platter, she thought, disappointed. A few long moments passed, and Loloa and Skky came running. 

“What happened?” Skky said.

“The guardians left their post and almost allowed these two to enter unnoticed.” She snapped. “Take this one to the holding area, that one is dead.”

“Understood,” Loloa said.

Tiva gripped her blade and ran back to the main gate. She had not heard another explosion in some time and hoped the attackers ceased. Several small fires smoldered on the path. A group of frantic guardians tossed water on the blazes trying to put them out. Tiva rushed past them and saw Darlew and her uncle standing near the gates.

“What news?” she said, coming to a halt.

“It was only a small group. Many are dead,” Darlew said.

“I’ve sent one with Skky to the holding cell. He is unconscious, but alive.”

“Good work, Guardian Boon,” he said.

“However,” she continued. “The guardians assigned to the side entrance left their post and we now have a breech in the wall.”

“What?” Delver growled.

“It is true,” she said, “and unacceptable, this should not have happened. They could have slipped past us, and they were wearing legionnaire uniforms. We have a serious issue here.”

“So it would seem,” Darlew said. “Return to the palace, we are secure inside for the time being. I’ve sent the level threes to patrol the market place.”

A shiver ran down her spine. She did not wish her siblings to be the first line of defense should another attack occur. “We do not know friend from foe with the legionnaires, Guardian Finto, is it wise to send our young guardians out among them?”

“Do we have another choice?”

She paused, thinking, and came up with no other answer. “For now.” She nodded, and returned to the palace. Inside the corridor, she wiped her brow and noticed blood, grabbed a cloth from the study and cleaned her face before entering the main hall. Gathered around the lift were her parents, several members of the Ispek, Jelev, and Becha families. They talked softly, and she stood by and listened.

“More disguised as legionnaires?” Hutt asked.

“Apparently the one captured is a legionnaire,” Kito Becha said.

“Where is the king?” Tiva said.

“He is safe,” Kevler said. “Where have you been?”

“In the garden with King Delos. When the announcement came through the comm, I left the king in the charge of Skky and Jex. I was going to the main gate when it dawned on me that I was closer to the side entrance, and it was unguarded.”

“It was?” D’laja said.

“Yes. Two men set off a detonator to gain access, and I was able to capture one. The other was not as fortunate.”

“Tiva, come with me,” Kevler said and moved away from the group. Quickening her step, she caught up to her father and tugged at his tunic. 

“Father?”

He turned with a scowl on his face and dark purple markings. “Why did you leave the king?”

“I didn’t. Jex and Skky escorted him back to the palace while I went to help the others.”

“You are an elite, Tiva.” He raised his voice. “Your charge is the king’s safety. You cannot go where you please when protecting the king.”

She stepped back and gaped at him.

“Your duty now is to protect the king, not the grounds or the palace, but the king!” 

“I…I am sorry, father. I wasn’t thinking, I only thought to hinder the Rebels.”

Kevler sighed, his face softening. “No…I am speaking too harshly. You did a service to us all with your quick actions, but you must remember your place is now at the king’s side. He is your main priority. Unless he orders you to do something, you remain in his charge anytime you are near him.”

“I understand, Father. It will not happen again, you have my word.”

“Come here.” He offered his arms, which she gladly took. “I should not have raised my voice, I allowed the stress of the situation to affect me.”

“We are all afraid, and my siblings are now out there in the marketplace, it does not help allay my fears.”

“I know, dearest one, I know.” He hugged her tight and kissed her forehead. “We must meet with the king, let us make haste.”





  
 

*
Tiva, the elite guardians, and the king were still in the summit room when the second sun rose above the horizon. They spent all night strategizing and working through ideas and plans to secure the marketplace and palace. Harer ordered new uniforms for all legionnaires and demanded any wearing the old ones were checked and verified before entering the area. It was a lengthy process, but enough to limit the Rebels for a while. 

Tiva and her father had charge of the newest prisoner, and spent the day interrogating him. Every technique they tried failed, and when they turned to physical maneuvers, found much the same. The man refused to give any information no matter how hard they tried. 

Several days passed without incident. Tiva kept to her duty, guarding the king. Every time she was with him, she remained on high alert, observing everything around her. Her personal time with the king became a thing of the past. 

Again, the thought of the Rebels having some type of alien technology reeled through her mind. None of the attackers had used any new weaponry. They had used the same detonators and blades as they had before. The group was smaller than those who had attacked previously. Something felt wrong, although she could not pinpoint exactly what it was that made her feel that way. 

The engineers supplied the king with enough particle-charged weapons for most of the guardians. They trained on a regular basis, learning the new technology. The small, handheld device shot a gust of contained energy at its objective. Someone named them blasters and many took to them well. Tiva, however, preferred her method of combat. It was personal, honorable, and she had more control. 

Still, she learned to wield the weapon and kept it at her side. The quiet days and nights continued for the better part of a month. The king’s ship was almost completed. The new cycle of the moon neared, and the weather was changing again. 

*
A month to the day of the last assault, and palace continued its high alert. Tiva walked causally through the palace after waking to meet with the elite guardians and King Delos. Their morning meeting held no new information. The captured former legionnaire remained silent. The marketplace was secure, and no sign of the Rebels was uncovered. 

Harer, needing time to clear his mind, walked the grounds on a daily basis, and brought Tiva and her father along. Tiva stayed silent each time, allowing her father and his friend to talk. They tried to talk about general topics to steer their minds from the problems they faced, but the conversation always turned back to the happenings of the planet. 

For months, the provinces remained in a peaceful state. The Rebels seemed to have vanished. The only benefit was that the populace was safe, for now.

 

Making their way back to the palace, Tiva took her leave for the evening, and stared out the window in her room. She enjoyed the view from high up the glass tower, but longed for her small home and favorite tree. She missed talking with him and running through the fields. The palace grounds were vast, and she was able to run occasionally, but never at night when she enjoyed it the most. 

Tiva curled up under the blankets and held happier memories in her mind as she forced herself to drift off to sleep.

 

The dawn broke through the window and lit the room to the point she could no longer sleep. She stretched, washed up, and changed, ready for a new day. Meeting with the other guardians in the summit room proved uninteresting. No news. Tiva, her father, and the king went for another walk around the palace. Again, Tiva remained silent and observed. Walking through the Great Hall, Darlew appeared and spoke with the elders. 

Abruptly the doors flew open. Tiva saw them first. Tespor was carrying an unconscious Yark into the palace. She ran to them and helped lay Yark on the ground. 

“What happened?” she said, checking the fallen guardian for wounds. 

“They are coming,” Tespor said. Delos and Kevler rushed over, and Darlew took his son in his arm. 

“Who?” the king said.

“The Rebels, sire,” he said then stood up. “There is a mass on the edge of Degort. Yark and I were patrolling the outer province when a small group attacked us. From the bridge, I saw the group approaching from the border. They will be here before mid-day, sire. They are coming speedily.”

Tiva glanced at her father then the king. Both seemed in shock. Darlew growled loudly, and thankfully, Yark moaned; he was not dead. The moment had come. Rebels were on the move toward the palace. She did not need the king to say anything; she sensed everything flowing through him. Yet, she was ill prepared for his statement when he finally spoke.

“Sound the alarm, call for the protectors. We must prepare for war.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Nineteen
Tension filled the palace. Each day the king and guardians met in the summit room and watched the battle in the distance. A constant fog of thick gray smoke lingered in the trees and brush on the edge of Degort. Many of the straggling townspeople fled the area after the invaders broke through the vanguard at the border. Only the sea of legionnaires stood between the Rebels and the first village of the capital. Level two and three guardians protected the roads and paths leading to the marketplace. Thousands of protectors occupied Degort. The elite guardians remained within the walls of the palace keeping the king and his family captives in their own home. 

Every day the king’s army fought the enemy of the throne. Night after night, Tiva honored dozens of men and women shrouded in the white death cloth. A restless feeling surged through her. It seemed as if she did nothing but watch the fate of her fellow protectors diminish without raising her own weapon to help. It mattered not that the king was her charge, and that her duty was to remain at his side; she wanted to help. The urge to fight the Rebels seethed inside her. Tiva confessed her feelings to her father; he empathized and said he once felt the same long ago.

“In our position the danger comes to us, Tiva, we do not set out to find it.” 

She understood, but it didn’t lessen the helplessness she felt watching the legionnaires fall. 

 

A month rushed by in a blur and the Rebels pushed halfway through Degort outer. Both sides lost people every day, the legionnaires suffering the most. The explosions of detonators stopped, a logical explanation was they had run out of the devices, but the protectors took no chances, kept their distance, and remained on the defensive. 

The first guardian casualty of the Great War was Nex Jelev, the younger brother of Jex. It was a devastating blow to moral; Nex was only seventeen, the youngest to perish.

Jaded, but without choice, King Delos ordered the majority of the level two and three guardians to reinforce the defenses on the edge of Degort proper. The strategy kept them out of sight from the Rebels, but they remained alert and ready if the legionnaires failed in holding them back. The youngest level threes, including her siblings and cousins, stayed behind. 

The Rebels conducted a very efficient battle plan. They struck against the Legion with brute force from daybreak to nightfall. During the last council with the king, Darlew and Hutt suggested a counterstrike to catch them off guard in the cover of darkness. Warily, the king ordered a plan put in place before agreeing to such an act. He wished not to seem the aggressor, but he knew there was no other choice. The faction grew stronger somehow, their forces seemed larger, and the king was running out of time. 

 

Tiva wandered the quiet dark halls of the palace. She wasn’t sleeping much anymore, though by order of her father and the king, she forced herself to rest much of the night. The elite guardians had a new mission; they were heading to the front line to assess the status of the protectors. With their report, the king would determine whether to strike against the Rebels or continue their defense of Degort. Anxious to get involved, Tiva slept enough to recharge her body, and then ventured to the main hall to meet with the others. She arrived first and patiently waited. Yark and Tespor spoke quietly as they stepped off the lift heading toward her. Everyone exchanged greetings then fell into a somber silence when the remaining elite guardians arrived. All fifteen level ones gathered in the main hall, save her father and Darlew. Tiva was happy to see her cousin Rux and Bip Becha as they were in charge of guarding the prince and princess and their paths rarely crossed in recent days. 

Once everyone gathered and finished trading recent news from around the palace, they moved into the Great Hall to await the king. Harer entered with his two most trusted guardians at his side. He sat in his chair and returned the guardians’ salute. 

“The time to turn the tide of this battle is at hand. We can no longer remain passive and allow these Rebels to trample across our capital without fighting back. If we can determine exactly what we are up against, we’ll follow through with the counterstrike and meet them head on. I want you to each pair off, take a different section of the capital, and report to me. We must do this quietly and covertly. Do not bring unwanted attention upon yourselves. Though we are losing many of our legionnaires, we still have strength among the guardians, and if the Rebels are aware you’ve become involved this early, they may speed up their attacks. It is best, for now, that they believe you are all still within Degort proper. None of the Legion regiments know you are coming.” He glanced at Darlew. “We believe some of the groups have traitors among them, so stay sharp.”

The group nodded in unison. The king paired them off, and gave each a location. He assigned Tiva and Darlew to the east, her father, and Tespor to the west, the remaining pairs in between at various points throughout the capital. After saying a quick goodbye, Tiva followed Darlew to the hover deck and departed. 

Driving through the marketplace, Tiva cringed at the sight. It was no longer a place of gathering and trade, festivals, and good company, now it was a desolate strip of land with hidden guards on constant alert. 

She sighed, but stayed silent for the majority of the ride. Darlew finally slowed the vehicle. Tiva noticed they were not far from the bridge to her province. She missed her home, and knew many of the others felt the same. Darlew hid the hover in a group of trees, gathered his weapons, and ordered Tiva to do the same. 

“We must walk the remainder of the way. If this regiment holds traitors, we cannot alert them to our presence with the hover.”

“I understand,” she said, equipping her belt with the blaster weapon, Timbur, sword, and daggers. 

“You have not said much, Tiva. I sense deep emotions from you, yet you have not brought your concerns before the king. That is very unlike the young guardian I have come to know,” he said with a small smile. “Though times are tough, you cannot lose yourself in battle. If you allow the anger, suffering, and pain to overcome you, you will lose the unique spirit you carry. I do not wish to see you bitter and cold, for I know many who have lost their way.”

“I carry a weight on my spirit,” she said, “that is true, but I do not understand all that I am feeling, therefore I cannot unburden myself to others. My only concern right now, Guardian Finto, is to rid our people of this threat and restore peace to our lands.”

“That is the prayer of us all, Tiva.”

 

Keeping to herself was easy in Darlew’s company. She stayed quiet, watching, searching, and feeling her surroundings. They reached the regiment’s location as the moon rose above the capital. There was still plenty of time to gather information and return to the palace before sunrise. Though Tiva wanted to be involved in the action, she would rather be fighting side by side with her family and the guardians than with the legionnaires. She no longer had faith in their loyalty.

Darlew found the regiment captain, and spoke with him at length. He gathered all the information available, and once satisfied they left the group and headed back to the hover. 

“Did you observe or sense anything out of the ordinary, Tiva?” Darlew said as they walked. 

“No, I did not. I believe that group is loyal to King Delos,” she said.

“I am glad you agree, my senses aren’t as sharp as yours, but I have known Captain Wirto for many cycles and he has always been a valiant and trustworthy leader.”

“He has great admiration for you and the other guardians.”

“Indeed he does. He often wished I had a sister or cousin to marry so he could become one,” he laughed then whipped his head backwards. Tiva felt the presence as well, and scrutinized the area. Darlew crumpled to his knees. “Go, quickly,” he said and grabbed his shoulder as he fell.

Tiva saw a dual headed dart protruding from his back. It was high on the shoulder, but not deep enough to be fatal, so she helped him up, and half-dragged him through the woods.  

“Drop me and go.”

“I will not leave you.” She reached a nearby hill, and rested him against the rock. “I shall scout the area; take hold of your weapon.”

“Tiva, call Wirto for assistance.”

“I do not think we need it, Guardian Finto. If there was a group of Rebels out there who wanted us dead, we would already be so,” she said and drew her sword. “Stay here, I will return.”

“Tiva!” He forced a loud whisper.

She turned and raised her finger to her lips, then backtracked into the trees. Searching the grounds silently was easy enough, finding evidence of an intruder proved harder. After following her footsteps back to Wirto’s camp, she spoke with him, almost interrogating him about the attack.

“Several of my men were attacked the same way in previous days, and I am certain it was not a member of my regiment.”

 Aggravated by the fact that he had withheld information, Tiva returned to the hill. Darlew was leaning against the hill with his weapon ready. 

“I have found no one. But Wirto neglected to mention his men were assaulted similarly in recent days.”

“Very well,” he said. “Let us return, we are wasting time.”

Tiva helped Darlew into the hover, and took the controls. The elder Finto continued losing blood, and as she drove closer to the palace, he began sweating, and moaning. A dart strike should not have harmed him this much, she thought. She didn’t want to risk something happening in the wild so she guided the hover to the main road for a quicker journey. They reached the first barricade at the edge of Degort proper. Her cousin Riyn and Zaynus Truda were guarding the way. She hastily informed them the situation, and gained passage. Racing across the road, she drove to the center of the capital, reaching the guarded marketplace. The hover approached the newly erected gates, and several guardians appeared. Few had the new blaster weapons, others guarded with their traditional swords and axes. Tiva showed herself, told of Darlew’s injuries, and the crowd separated immediately. She sped through the marketplace, and the gates to the palace were already opening when she approached. Thankful, she continued through without stopping, and halted before the main doors.

Zenid and D’laja were waiting with the king. 

“What happened?” the king said.

“Something is wrong,” Tiva said, jumping over the hover’s hood and sliding down on the passenger’s side. She opened the door and pulled Darlew out. He moaned incoherently. Harer rushed to his side and helped Tiva carry his weight. 

“How badly is he injured?” Zenid said, her markings bright with fear.

“He was struck with a dart,” she said, hauling the guardian into the Great Hall. “But the injury should not have caused this much damage. We need a healer.”

“I will go,” D’laja said and took off without pause. 

Tiva and Harer gently laid him on the ground. Zenid knelt beside him and rubbed her fingers over his markings. The king paced. Tiva watched Zenid tending to her mate, and sighed, there was a strong bond between them, and she sensed the pain in Zenid’s heart. She rose to her feet and glanced at them, something seemed familiar, but she shook off the feeling and turned to the king.

“I think perhaps he was poisoned,” she blurted. “I checked the gash myself, it is not deep, nor was the wound near any vital organs. There is no other explanation.”

“Were you harmed?” Zenid asked.

“No, and I couldn’t find the culprit either. I did search, Zenid. I am sorry I was unable to protect him.”

“It is not your fault, Tiva,” Harer said, Zenid nodded agreeing. “Did you learn anything while out there?”

“Not much, sire. Captain Wirto mentioned attacks like this on his legionnaires previously, but he did not mention poisoning. However, he and his regiment are loyal to you. I sensed no deception from him.”

“That is good news.”

Two healers and Bip Becha rushed in with D’laja. The healers made for Darlew, and Bip saluted the king. 

“How is he?” D’laja said.

“He is not well,” Zenid said, her voice cracking.

“Come, the healers will tend to him. You should find out if Yark has returned.” D’laja nudged her away from the healers.

“Bip, help the healers get Darlew to the healing bay, Tiva, follow me,” Harer said. She did as ordered, and the king did not stop until he was within the safety of his chambers. He excused himself to speak with his family, then returned with two tall glasses and handed her one.

“Thank you, sire.”

“Relax, Tiva, please. We cannot be on edge all the time.”

“I’ll try,” she said, sipping the drink. Surprised he offered her sweet ale, she took a seat on the couch, and attempted to ease her mind. The king sat across from her and drank his ale then he began pacing. Curious, she opened her mind to him and felt crushed by the anger and fear rising inside him. “You are overwhelmed, Harer, you should Calm.”

“If I had the time, I might, but something has happened since you left.”

“Is my father injured?” She stood up, almost spilling her glass. 

“No…no, please sit,” he said, motioning with his hands. She returned to her seat and the king ran his hand nervously through his hair. “Yark and Devler uncovered a group of legionnaires who are now working with the Rebels. They both managed to return unharmed, but they overheard some of their conversation…”

“About?” 

“You, Tiva.”

“Pardon, sire? Why would the legionnaires be speaking of me?”

“It is part of what I wished to speak about with you in the garden…” He paced some more then stopped and looked at her. “The threat against me and the throne does not end there. I’m afraid your life is also in danger.”

She furrowed her brow. “Why?”

Tiva’s PCD beeped and Tespor’s voice cut through the air. “All available guardians to the marketplace, our defenses have been breached!” She jumped up instinctively and ran to the door. Looking back at Harer, she yearned to know what he had to say, but could not leave the others to fend alone. He lowered his head and sighed.

Go, Tiva, we will speak later. Keep safe.

And you, Harer.

 

With sword in hand, Tiva ran through the courtyard to the main gates. Her father appeared from one of the alleys and called her over. Together they sprinted down the main path with several others behind them. A dozen more guardians fought legionnaires at the end of the marketplace. Angered, she gripped the hilt of her weapon tight, and glanced at her father.

He was full of worry and fear, pride and strength. She absorbed the emotions and turned her attention to the fight. Kevler rushed into the middle of the mêlée, slashing at one legionnaire after another. Tiva veered off to the side where the numbers of fighters was less dense. Her weapon clashed first with a legionnaire whose handler was not much older than her siblings. Taken aback, she jumped to the side barely missing a strike from the bladed staff. She crippled the young man, and moved on to the next attacker. 

Progressing deeper into the crowd, she disabled and disarmed each legionnaire that crossed her path. She was not, however, without a challenge. Several stronger, older men caused her to falter several times. Still, she held her own against them, weaving through to meet with the guardians caught in the midst of the chaos. 

She shifted her assault, and bumped into Tespor. They coordinated an attack on three men, and their quick thinking and skilled strikes overpowered each of their enemies.

The group of guardians standing outnumbered the legionnaires. All around her were bloodied bodies of the fallen from both sides. Upon seeing a man rushing up behind her father, she broke through a group and stabbed him as he was about to strike. Kevler spun around finishing him. Tiva jumped over another fallen legionnaire, slashing a third across the chest. 

Echoes of the metal weapons escaped in the air and then everything quieted. Tespor, Yark, her father, and her uncle were close by; scores of guardians helped others away from the battle. Jex, Skky, and Loloa were hurt, but able to stand on their own. Kevler ordered the group to search for injured.

Tiva and her father circled the grounds, searching, but found none alive. One member of the Ispek family, a cousin of Yark and Skky, Loloa’s great uncle, and Zaynus Truda had all perished. 

“Where are Remock and Bintu?” Tiva said, eyeing the dead with dread.

“I sent them back to the palace, they are not ready for this…they are too young,” he said. 

 “They may not have a choice soon, Father, this is only one group, but the others are not far behind.”

 “I know, dearest one, I know.” He sighed. “We must regroup inside the palace and call for help with the injured.”

 “Understood.”

 

The group fell back to a safe distance, met with more guardians and a group of legionnaires. Seeing Captain Wirto among them eased Tiva’s reservations, and as his regiment tended to the fallen guardians and the traitor legionnaires who needed medical attention, she pulled her father to the side.

 “What is wrong?”

 “There is something Harer wishes to profess, do you know what he wants to speak of?” she said.

 “I do not, what has he said?”

 “He said my life is in danger. He said legionnaires from another group mentioned me, but we were interrupted by this attack.”

 “It most likely has to do with your mission to Hentor. I will see what I can learn, Tiva; stay sharp and you will be fine. All of our lives are in danger at the moment.”

 

Tiva returned to her room once the threat ceased. Whatever Harer had to tell her, unfortunately, had to wait. She cleaned up her wounds and changed into a fresh uniform. She met Tespor and Hutt in the main hall, and they spoke of the recent events. Learning that guardians held the traitorous legionnaires for interrogation didn’t ease her spirit, but with luck, they would get more information to help their cause.  

Her mind wandered some, partly to Harer, but mainly to the loss of the guardians. More than two dozen died since the beginning of the conflict, four in this last incident. The reality was closing in around her; the war was boiling over the edges and trickling closer. 

 

The king recalled two groups of verified legionnaires and all the Royal Guardians to the palace. In total, less than eight hundred trusted protectors arrived. The strength of the remaining groups of the king’s Legions, still out among the provinces, could not be completely trusted. Tiva hoped that some were still on the king’s side and prayed to the spirits that they would do their part in the conflict.

Harer entered the main hall with the remaining elite; his orders were short and precise.

“The Rebels have converged in the south. Their masses in the east and west have moved. It appears they are ready for another assault. Our only saving grace may be this surprise counterstrike and the particle weapons. Ensure that each legionnaire and guardian within the palace is armed. Take the main path through the marketplace to the edge of Degort proper; there we will begin our final resistance. Devler and Kevler will remain here with a small group. Do not be hasty with your lives: strike them quick and hard then return for further instructions.”

 

Outside, she walked to the hover deck with the other guardians. Remock and Bintu came running, shouting her name.

“We are to go with you!” Remock wheezed.

“By whose orders?” Tiva said.

“Father, we are in your charge,” Bintu said.

Tiva glanced at Tespor; he shrugged and entered the facility. She followed him, her siblings remaining close behind. The four found an unoccupied hover, and departed with the rest of the convoy. Hiding her frustrations from the others became harder, and when they exited the marketplace, she huffed and glanced out the window.

“Everyone has a part to play in this, Tiva.” Tespor gently grabbed her hand. “Who better to keep them safe, than you?”

“They are too young to fight in a war,” she glowered.

“We are not!” they both said.

“Look what happened to Nex? He was only seventeen, I do not…” She stopped and pulled her hand from Tespor’s grasp and stared out into the night.

“You will keep them safe, Tiva, and we are not moving into the midst of combat we are attacking from afar. The king is hoping this counterstrike will thin out the Rebel faction.”

“And if it does not?” she said, looking back at him, her voice full of anger.

“I don’t know.”

 

Six hundred protectors marched toward the border of Degort proper. If they were skilled enough with the new weapons to take out a quarter of the Rebel forces they would still have thousands more to deal with. Tiva tried to ignore her negative thoughts, but with all that had happened in recent days, she was unsure this outcome would be in their favor. Questions filled her mind. What if the Rebels were making new detonators? What if those who spoke of her, found her; what would her fate be?

Hutt Ispek ordered the groups to spread out along the border, and sent two scouts to find the Rebels. When they returned with word of a mass near the main bridge into Degort proper, Hutt called for the advance. 

Tiva gripped the blaster in one hand, and placed her Timbur on the other as a precaution. Her siblings were nervous, but seemed ready to fight. Tespor stayed near, along with Jex, Skky, and Loloa. They stalked through trees and brush, nearing the bridge. Hutt’s voice blared through the PCD’s and the guardians and legionnaires began their assault on the Rebels. 

Tiva and her group emerged from the safety of the trees and fired at the group. The green blasts from the weapons scorched the air. The Rebels scattered. East of her location, a detonator went off. She glanced to Tespor and pulled her siblings behind a large rock. 

A mass of weapons fire streaked through the sky toward the guardians. The Rebels did have alien weapons aside from the detonators. More explosions rocked the ground around her, but she continued to fire at the group as ordered, injuring, or killing as many as she could to thin the forces. Her siblings, Tespor, and the others did the same. 

The exchange continued until the suns began to rise. No longer able to hide in the darkness, Hutt recalled the group to the hovers. Without a second thought, Tiva and Tespor pulled their group back, thankfully all uninjured. However, others were not as fortunate. Almost a hundred guardians and legionnaires were injured or dead. Though seething, she forced herself to remain calm, their attack was coordinated and harsh, she was certain the Rebels fared worse.

As the hovers sped across the land, back to the palace, Tiva’s PCD beeped and Kevler’s voice resounded inside the vehicle.

“Is everyone safe, dearest one?”

She raised the device to her mouth. “Our team is unharmed, Father.”

“Hurry back to the marketplace, the Rebels are moving in, we have to regroup.”

“We will be there shortly.”

“Send all injured to the palace, the rest of you spread out. Cover every building, entrance, and path,” Devler said through the PCD. Tiva saw him running into the marketplace. “Move the hovers back to the facility quickly, they are coming!”

“Stop!” Tiva said to Tespor and the vehicle jerked back. She jumped out, pulling her siblings with her. “Hurry, Tespor, we will need you.”

He nodded and drove toward the palace. Tiva ran to her uncle with Remock and Bintu in tow. 

“Come with me,” he said.

The group darted to the end of the market place, entered a building, and climbed to the roof. Tiva looked out to see the mass of Rebels approaching. It seemed as if their strike hurt the numbers some, but still, thousands of traitors were closing in around them.

“The weapons we have are almost out of power, we are going to have to fight them face to face, Uncle.”

“We will do what we must.”

“Tiva, I’m scared,” Bintu said, her voice quivering. Tiva drew her sister close and held her. Fighting back her own fear, she pulled Remock to her and kissed them both then knelt before them.

“We are all afraid, elder and younger alike. There is no shame in fear, but you must not let it guide you. You have been trained well; do not forget all you have learned.”

“We won’t,” Remock said and Bintu nodded.

Tiva looked up at her uncle. His face filled with sadness. He handed his blaster to Remock, Tiva knew what he was planning, and she gave hers to Bintu. 

“Remain here, fire on the group until you are out of power, then retreat to the palace. There are enough guardians here to fight any who break through,” Devler said.

Tiva touched Bintu’s cheek then followed her uncle back to the main path. 

 

The strength of the guardians converged at the gate while the younger ones held the rooftops with the blasters. They waited until midday arrived and the Rebels crossed into Degort proper and neared the marketplace two thousand strong. 

Tiva felt a presence approach from behind and turned to see Darlew and her father. Overjoyed, yet focused on the pending mission, she remained in place, but smiled at them. The elite formed the front line, and as the first group approached, Devler ordered the blaster teams to fire.

Breaking through the gate, the Rebels rushed the guardians and the battle erupted. Tiva slashed her way through the group, hacking, breaking, stabbing, and crushing. She held nothing back. Overhead the sky filled with green blaze, surprisingly there was no return fire. 

One after another, she struck down the enemy circling around the masses. Her friends doing much the same, while her father, uncle, and elder guardians congregated in the middle of the group. The stench of blood surrounded her. Bodies fell at her feet. It was coming naturally to her now, a quick-paced rhythm of moves. Swing, dodge, kick, and thrust, everything happened with little thought. Spinning and weaving through the crowd, Tiva kept her focus, not allowing the anger to take over. Her control intact, her will strong, and her mind set on one thing only, averting the threat, and protecting her king and family.

The blasts above her ceased and she grinned knowing her siblings would be safe in the palace. The smile faded when the ground beneath her feet rumbled. Two large fireballs erupted inside the marketplace. Tiva gasped and turned. A bladed staff pieced her forearm. Screaming in pain, she twisted around and swung her sword across her adversary’s chest. He fell to the ground and took his last gasp of air. She looked down. His young face contorted with horror and fear, his markings dark with anger. The boy was no more than a cycle older than her siblings. Looking closer, the features of the boy seemed familiar. Her eyes widened and she stepped back. These were the children of Solun’s faction. Young men and women who joined a cause all those cycles ago were falling dead at her feet. 

They chose their path, as did she, only Tiva knew her side was just. Saddened, but unyielding, she fought alongside her family and friends until the Rebels began a slow retreat. She took notice, barreled through the thinning masses, and moved toward her father and uncle. 

“They are pulling back, we should think of doing the same. Help our injured, and reinforce the market with fresh guardians from the palace,” Tiva said. 

Rebels closed in around them. 

Devler threw a dagger past Tiva, hitting a nearby man in the chest. Tiva spun around and slashed a second across the stomach. Kevler sliced another across the leg then stabbed him in the side with a long knife. The others ran away. 

“I agree,” Devler finally said.  

“I will contact Harer. Regroup near the palace gates.” Kevler squeezed his daughter’s arm and rushed away.

“Having the younger guardians on the roof was a wise plan, Uncle.”

“Thank you.” He smiled as he glanced around the area. “You are doing well, Tiva. You have become a fine guardian. We are blessed to have the strength of you and your peers in this battle.”

“I only wish to keep my siblings safe, I fear I have not the strength to stop their will.”

“You were much the same, Tiva. You always did as you deemed necessary, and you have yet to falter.”

“But this is no mission or altercation, this is war,” she said. “They are too young, just…just like these children.” She looked around at the bodies lying motionless on the grass.

“War knows nothing of age. Its victims and aggressors are young and old, its scars timeless. War knows nothing of understanding. It stems from the blindness in the hearts and minds of people. Something they don’t understand or accept shields them from peace.”

“War solves nothing,” she spat. “Life is wasted and ruined, yet we cannot seem to escape it.”

“One day we may, Tiva. War is an inevitable course that must be taken to achieve peace. But when people learn true acceptance and love, war will be unnecessary.”

“I pray for the day, Uncle.”

“As do we all, dear niece, as do we all.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty
Kevler returned to the marketplace with a hundred legionnaires and thirty guardians. Many of her cousins were in the group, along with the elder level two and three guardians. Having no time for greetings, Darlew, Devler, and her father took charge of groups and spread out to cover the market and surrounding areas around the palace. Tiva, her father, Rux, and Tespor, guarded the left side of the forest along the marketplace. 

The suns began their decent back toward the horizon. Bright colors of gold, orange, and purple lit the sky. Another beautiful day as far as nature was concerned, but nothing more than a day of bloodshed and death to Tiva. Noticing, yet unable to enjoy the scenery, she remained focused on her task. Her senses were fully receptive, but nothing caught her attention. 

They waited and waited. A darkening sky enveloped them. Tiva pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders as a cold wind rushed through the trees. Night approached and still nothing from the Rebels. This worried her more than an immediate attack; they were planning or waiting for something. With the threat of a night assault lessening the darker the sky grew, Kevler ordered Tespor and Tiva to rest, while he and Rux stood guard and contacted the others.

Tespor found a large log in a small clearing a few feet from the others. He curled up on the ground next to it and immediately fell asleep. Tiva however, lay back against a rock and stared at the sky. She would not sleep, though her body desired it. Her ability to keep safe those she loved rested on her quick reflexes. If she was asleep, and something happened, she needed to be ready. Staying awake was more important under the circumstances.

Eventually, she allowed herself to relax and rest her eyes. Her sword tight within her hands, she tried to clear her mind. Tespor’s gentle breathing and the soft cold gush of wind eased her spirit. The scent of fresh air comforted her; no longer did it bring death. Thoughts of war and blood, battle and death floated away. She carried the sensation for a while, letting all her troubles go. A rustling in the trees broke her from the inner solace and she jumped to her feet, weapon ready.

“Hold, it’s just me.” Rux raised his hands and stepped back.

“Sorry, cousin.” Tiva lowered her sword to her side.

“I have news,” he said, stepping closer. “The captured traitors have talked. They told the king an attack is planned for first light; their final two groups have arrived.”

“So, tomorrow will bring the fate of Degort.” She grabbed a braid and pulled on it gently. “What are our orders now?”

“We remain here for the first wave.”

 

The first group struck as the sky started to lighten. All along the border of the marketplace, the sound of fighting erupted. Tiva and the others fought their way through a small cluster moving toward the center of the market, as the masses of Rebels began to focus their strength. The guardians and legionnaires began to merge slowly as the Rebels pushed forward. 

Tiva, side by side with her uncle and father, noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Too quick to be fighting, and not running away from the battle, she recognized the man.

“Father! Pethor…” She pointed to the figure.

“Are you sure?” he said.

“Yes.” 

Kevler ran after him and Tiva continued to fight. Tespor and Rux moved near to help with the overbearing Rebels. 

In the distance, she heard yelling. A soft rumble began at her feet. Through the mass of enemies, a couple hundred legionnaires stampeded toward them. 

Rux slapped Tespor on the shoulder. “Look, these scum stand no chance now.”

Tiva’s eyes widened as the regiment ran through the Rebels, heading straight for the guardians.

“They are not here to help,” Tiva said, her worst fears confirmed. The legionnaires were against the king. “Uncle Devler, alert the remaining guardians from the palace, we need reinforcements!”

Darlew called for a retreat to the marketplace. Tiva fought as they fell back to the palace. Midway up the path, guardians and loyal legionnaires came to their aid, and fighting erupted all around. 

Tiva spotted her father running back as she fought two young Rebels. He slashed through the traitors and ran to her side. “Did you catch Pethor?”

“No, Tiva, he got away.”

“We are outnumbered, Father, we cannot win this battle,” she said, her eyes full of worry. “It is becoming hard to separate the loyal Legions from the traitors. What can we do?”

“I do not know, we must keep fighting, and we cannot allow the palace to be breached.” Kevler dodged, kicked a man to his knees, and slashed his chest. 

“I understand.” 

 

They battled the entire day, inching closer to the palace, and by the time the suns had set, the guardians and legionnaires fighting for the king were the only barricade between the Rebels and the gates to the Palace of Kinchar. 

The Rebels retreated and the fighting stopped at nightfall. Using the time to their advantage, the injured protectors retreated to the healing houses, and Harer met with his elite in the summit room.

“Captain Wirto and his men will leave the grounds to gather help from the guardsmen and legionnaires in the south and west. Every available body within the palace walls will now fight.” Harer pressed his fist to his heart. “Rest now while you can, be ready for battle on the morrow.” 





  
 

*
Tiva stood on the stairs to the Great Hall, death all around her. She held Tespor’s sword in one hand, hers in the other. Her clothing, soiled with blood and sweat, was tattered and torn.

So many were dead.

Tespor, Skky, Loloa, her uncle…all gone. 

Another Rebel ran toward her. She fixed a cold gaze upon him and swung both weapons high in the air before striking him down with each blade. One slash struck his stomach, the other his neck. Easy, she thought. 

“Come to me, you traitorous scum!” she said, baiting the legionnaires and Rebels skulking through the tree lined path leading to the palace. “I will show you a wrath you will never forget!”

Her PCD beeped.

“Retreat to the research facility.”

She ignored it at first, and took down two more Rebels before hearing her father’s shaky voice calling again. Running around the palace, she fought her way toward the others. Guardians rushed into the forest to the facility hidden deep within. Tiva neared to see her siblings, mother, and father—surrounded by cousins, her aunts, and the majority of the Finto family. 

“Is this all?” Tiva said as she slowed.

“We have two dozen more inside. I don’t know where the others are.”

Yark Finto rushed over. “Some of our legionnaires retreated to the northern Yaan and Hentor provinces. They await orders.”

“Any word from Wirto?” Darlew asked, stepping out of the large glass and stone gray building.

“Nothing,” Jinka said, standing near Trach, and a very shaken Zizi. “He is not responding.” 

Rux burst through the trees followed by another small group. “The forest is surrounded. They…they have more forces approaching…” He paused. “Where is my father?”

Tiva looked to her cousin, then to Rae who sobbed in D’laja’s arms. Rux walked to his mother. Zizi started to cry. 

“Mother?” He wrapped his arms around her and his markings turned black. Kevler squeezed Tiva’s hand, but she held back her tears. If they didn’t stay focused, they would all die at the hands of the Rebels.

King Delos emerged from the building with a dozen guardians. Tiva, Darlew, and Kevler approached him.

“We need to protect you and your family, my friend,” Kevler said.

“The Rebels have surrounded us,” Yark said.

“What of the others?” the king asked.

“We are all that are left.” Tiva looked at the group of twenty or so guardians, more than half hers, and the Finto’s extended family.

“By the spirits!” Harer growled.

“We cannot win this battle. We have but two choices now.” Darlew rubbed his neck. “Fight until our dying breaths and allow the Rebels to take over, or leave, regroup elsewhere and begin planning to retake the throne.”

“Did you not hear Rux, Father?” Yark said. “We are surrounded.”

“We have other means of leaving, Yark.”

Tiva glanced to the king, as did the others.

“Indeed,” Harer said. “This is not an easy choice, but we must make it together, for it is the fate of us all that rests in the hands of the Rebels now.”

“It hasn’t been thoroughly tested, Harer, we don’t know anything about how to operate it,” Kevler said.

“The scientists and engineers have already agreed to go.”

“Go where?” Tiva said. 

Kevler looked up. “Off the planet.” 

“The ship is finished, and is capable of flight. We will be able to remain in contact with the planet, and keep the king and his family safe while we decide what our next plan of action will be,” Darlew said.

“Is that wise?” she said.

“Either we leave, or die here and allow the Rebels to win completely. This way, we have a chance,” Darlew said.

Before anyone argued the matter, the trees and ground around them burst into flames. The group ran inside the facility and Tiva stood in awe at the new vessel. The ship resembled a mixture of the alien craft that landed on Abennelp and an elongated hovercraft with wings. It was as tall and wide as two homes side by side. Adorning the hull of the craft, a crescent moon—the symbol of her people.

“Our time is short, we must decide now!” Kevler reiterated. 

They all looked at one another, then to the craft, and silently nodded. 

“It is done. Grab everything out of the storage units and get onto the craft.”

Tiva and the others ran to gather provisions as the explosions outside grew louder and more powerful. The building shook. Scientists and engineers rushed about making sure everything worked properly. Running into the craft behind her mother, she heard the roof of the building creak open. She placed the items on the nearest platform, and ran back out. Grabbing the last of the blasters, she saw her brother and sister carrying food and water. She gave them a weak smile. Mirta appeared with Jenon and Kenon, Zenid their shadow, pushed them through the crowd. 

Another charge pummeled the building. The roof opened fully. A detonator soared inside. The blast knocked everyone over. Rancid smoke filled the air. Several bodies went still, and the front of the facility began to crumble.

“Everyone inside!” Darlew’s voice echoed though the building. Tiva jumped up and ran to the ship. Having no choice but to leave the fallen men and woman, she helped Jenon inside, while Zenid held onto Mirta. Darlew moved to the gangway and paused to look around. “Are we ready?” 

“We do not seem to have another option,” she said. 

The last of the guardians entered and Kevler hit the control panel to close the door. The smooth metal secured itself against the ship. Darlew, Zenid, and her father rushed down the corridor. Tiva followed. Feeling the slight sensation of lifting off the ground was less noticeable than inside the hovers. It seemed almost as if they were not moving. 

Charging through the group of family members and friends, she kept close to Zenid, and at the end of the corridor, climbed up a ladder to find the control center.

Scientist and engineers were at stations, working the controls for the vessel. Looking out the front window, Tiva saw the last of the trees vanish before her eyes. Rising up high into the air, she glanced over the shoulder of a scientist to see a view of the facility’s ceiling closing. Astounded at the sight, Tiva watched it grow smaller and smaller as they gained height. Everything above them grew darker; the vessel shook slightly as it continued rising. She glanced at her father, and Darlew. Harer seemed entranced with something on another console. 

“What protection do we have on this craft?” she asked.

“We are well protected; much like the particle weapons, only a larger form,” Darlew said. “Chak, are we safe now?”

“I can orbit around the planet for the time being, Guardian Finto. We can remain in contact with the surface. Nothing the Rebels have can reach this far,” the engineer sitting at the ship’s controls said.

“Very well,” he said. “Harer?”

“Yes, yes. We must meet…” He glanced at the console again. “Amazing…” He stepped away and led the elite through a side corridor and down a set of metal stairs. “The scientist used the design from the alien craft. It is crude, but efficient. Assign everyone quarters so they may rest and wash up. Each room has a terminal to access the layout of the ship. I know not how long we will remain up here, but we have enough supplies and power for quite some time.

“There is little we can do now but wait to hear from Wirto and the communications array is giving the scientists a problem. Go rest and be with your families, I will call for you later.”

 

Tiva bandaged her wounds, and changed her clothing. She lay back on the lumpy bed, and willed herself to sleep. Nightmares plagued her, so she stayed awake and glanced out the window of her room. The stars seemed brighter and closer. Abennelp looked small and peaceful, but she knew that was only a façade. If her heart was not full of sadness, she might have enjoyed the view. 

Someone knocked on the door and she beckoned them in. She hung her head seeing her father’s eyes and cried. He crossed the room and took her in his arms. She held him tight, sobbing on his shoulder. All the death she had seen haunted her. Every time she closed her eyes, the face of each person she had killed lingered in her mind. The smiles of her lost friends and family refused to let her go.

“We are safe now, Tiva.”

“But what of the others?”

“We will do all we can to help them, but we must find new strength first,” Kevler said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Mother wishes us to eat together, come to our room.”

Together they found Remock, Bintu, and D’laja gathered in her parent’s room, numbly sitting around a small metal and wood table. The family ate in silence, the weight of the situation heavy on everyone’s spirit. After the meal, D’laja took Remock and Bintu back to their room to sleep, and Tiva walked the ship with her father. She reached to her side, out of habit, and realized she didn’t have her sword, thought back, she didn’t recall it being in her room. She sighed and hung her head; she lost it in the research facility. At least she had her Timbur and dagger.  

Each of the six decks on the ship held members of her family. They crossed paths with Rae and Rux, who aimlessly paced the halls still in shock at the loss of their father. Tiva hugged her cousins, and allowed them to continue. 

Tiva walked every inch of the ship with her father locating all the significant sections: the power room, the armory, meeting area, and supply room were all full of people working. Mostly engineers, but also some of the guardians who were interested in learning, were helping. When they reached their starting point, Kevler ordered Tiva to try to rest. She retired to her room, and for the remainder of what she only guessed was night, sat at the window and watched as the ship circled around her planet.

 

“Tiva report to the meeting area.” Her eyes opened hearing the comm. She rose from the chair she’d fallen asleep in and stretched her sore muscles. She walked through the ship, entered the meeting room. The remaining elite lined the walls.

“We have to break from the planet.” Harer got right to the point. “Chak intercepted a message on the surface from a Rebel camp near the palace; their alien friends are coming to drop off supplies.” 

“Where will we go?” Darlew said.

“There is a small star map in our database, and the scientists have been scanning space since we’ve been up here. We can use the moon for cover. It will take half the day to get there; this craft isn’t as fast as we first thought.”

“Then we must go now,” Kevler said to the king.

“I agree, inform the others, gently.”

 

Tiva took the lower decks and alerted her cousins, Aunt Jinka, Lilla, and Zizi what was happening, and told a few other members of the Ispek and Finto families who were helping the engineers. She returned to the meeting room to find the king staring out into space. He was full of raw emotions and they were strong and overpowering. She wished not to disturb him and turned to leave.

“Do not go…” he said.

“Sire?”

“I am sorry this burden is upon you, Tiva.” He turned. “It was not my intention for such a travesty to happen.”

“Speak what you mean.”

“I lacked the strength to keep you safe, I have failed.”

“This was not your doing, Harer,” she said. “Your reign was just and peaceful. Whoever is controlling the Rebels is to blame.”

“But if the king cannot keep the peace, he should no longer remain in power.”

“That is not true!” 

“So you would follow me, even if it meant your death? What of the people on Abennelp?”

“My duty is to you.”

“Mine is to the people.”

They stood in silence; she knew not what to say. The king was no longer in control, but would there be peace on Abennelp with the Rebels in power? It was unlikely. Though their cause remained unknown, they seemed fixed on overthrowing the king, and had succeeded. What was next?

“What news from the surface?” she said, breaking the silence.

“Wirto has yet to be found, but we were able to contact a guardian in Hentor who escaped the attack. Hito Becha has begun gathering the parliament and province guardsmen. With a blessing from the spirits he will find strength among the people before our return.”

“Then all hope is not lost.” 

Harer smiled and took her hand. The entire ship shook violently; an alarm rang through the ship. Tiva and Harer ran out of the room, down the hall, and climbed up to the control center. Chak and his men rushed about from console to console.

“Report!” Harer said.

“One of the alien ships has found us.” 

“Bring up the defenses!”

“They are online and ready, sire.” Chak bashed a dozen keys on his console. The ship jolted again. Darlew, Kevler, and Yark appeared. Everyone gasped. An alien craft flew past the window faster than anything Tiva had ever seen before. A blast shook the back of the vessel, and one of the consoles in the control center burst into flames. 

“Fire the weapons,” Harer said.

“We can’t hold them off,” Chak said. “They have some type of shielding around their ship.”

“Move us away!”

Chak nodded and pressed a few times on the panel. Tiva glanced at her father, his markings bright, and lips tight. The vessel jerked sharply again, and all went still for a moment. Then two large cracks echoed beneath her feet.

“They destroyed our propulsion system. We cannot move!” another said.

“Activate the escape modules,” Chak said and turned to the king. “The ship will be destroyed, sire, the modules will take everyone back to the surface, just select a landing sight.”

Harer glanced at Kevler and Darlew. A shiver ran down her spine. Her father stroked his chin and Darlew grunted. 

“The Lost Island,” Kevler said. “Either that or Hentor where the strength of those loyal are, we have no other options.”

“Indeed.” Harer turned to Chak. “The Lost Island. There is a chance fewer Rebels are there.”

Chak nodded again, and entered the coordinates. “They will be ready shortly.”

“Get everyone into the modules and ready to launch,” Harer ordered.

Tiva followed her father down and helped to gather everyone in the meeting area. Without delaying, Kevler explained the situation, and gave everyone instructions on operating the modules. Many began to scatter when he was through, but Tiva and her family remained. She hugged her brother and sister, cousins and aunts, and finally her mother.

“Keep safe, precious one,” she said, holding back tears. “I will see you shortly on the surface.”

“Yes, Mother,” Tiva choked. She watched them go, and heard Chak’s voice in the corridor. The modules were ready. She turned to her father and wrapped her arms around him. He kissed her forehead, and looked deep into her eyes. “Father...”

“I love you, my dearest one.”

The vessel bucked and shook, a fire broke out in the corridor. Darlew and Yark rushed passed calling for them to come. Kevler and Tiva ran behind, and reached the end of the deck. Several of the modules were gone already. Harer stood at the end of the corridor. He met her eyes.

Go, now. You must remain safe.

What of you, sire?

I am the past you are the future.

She glanced at her father. He moved over and opened a door. “Father, get Harer to a module.”

“I will.” He pushed her inside. 

She secured herself in the small seat, and activated the coordinates as ordered earlier. “I am ready.” She looked at him. “I will see you shortly, Father.”

He leaned in, kissed her cheek, and closed the door. He placed his hands on the glass, and she activated the release. The module disengaged from the ship and with a small thrust of power propelled into space. Using the tracking terminal, she engaged the propulsion system and it began to move.

From the small window, she saw the alien craft circling around the ship still firing on it. It was half the size of the king’s ship and glowed like a demon spirit. Her module moved further away. She glanced at the terminal. Something was wrong, it wasn’t moving toward Abennelp, but away. She deactivated the terminal, and tried to input the correct coordinates again. Had she done something wrong? 

Another flash of fire from the aliens struck the king’s ship, and the left wing broke off. Several more modules detached, and she watched, praying everyone got out safely. She sensed the king and her father still together on the ship, and felt the anxiety rising within her. 

Get off the ship! 

The front of the alien craft opened, and a small silver orb shot out, heading for the ship. She furiously attempted to contact the control center, via the terminal’s communications, but nothing went through. 

“Father!” she said, trying the PCD as a last resort. Nothing.

She unfastened herself from the seat, kicked the terminal, and input Abennelp’s coordinates again. The escape module still moved in the wrong direction. It wasn’t responding to anything she tried, technically or physically.

Opening her mind, she tried once more to speak to her father. 

You must get off the ship! 

The silver orb hovered over the king’s craft, and while her eyes were fixed upon it, a bright blue flash blinded her. She shielded herself, and when the light subsided, each escape module began to explode. 

“No!” She slammed her fist on the small port window.

The cascading effect annihilated every module in rapid succession. The life of everyone she knew and loved vanished from existence, paralyzing her. The death tore through her like blunt spikes digging into her skin. 

The last two escape modules shattered into several large pieces and struck the king’s ship. The contact rippled through the metal, and it began spinning out of control. The alien vessel fired one last shot and then, in a flash of light, vanished. 

The second wing tore from the king’s ship. Horror filled her. The scene unfolded as the module pulled her further away. She screamed, yet no sound came from her throat. Striking the window, as if trying to break out, Tiva watched the vessel carrying the king and her father explode.

The shockwave slammed against Tiva’s module, but it mattered not, she was ready to die. She crashed against the opposite side of the small craft, but felt nothing except the blood running down her face and arm. Falling to the ground, she stared at the ceiling and awaited her fate. Unable to move or speak, she lay there as the images replayed themselves in her mind. The face of every person on the ship flashed before her. She saw Remock and Bintu, her cousins and aunts. Mother.

Her father’s hand on the glass…the king. 

Destroyed.

She grew cold. Having no means to keep warm, she would die soon. It was all a matter of time. She’d join her family in the Eternal Lands, and be free. Everyone she ever loved waited for her, and as the darkness began to take her, a smile formed on her lips. Spirits grant me passage and take me to the Eternal Lands. 

Tiva closed her eyes and whispered before losing consciousness, “I’m coming, Father.”

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty One
The escape module plummeted to the ground and the crash jolted her awake. Weak but alive, Tiva pulled on the exit hatch. Using the last of her strength, she opened it for some fresh air. Thought was beyond her, instinct controlled her movements. Gasping for breath, she pushed the door open and fell out of the module. 

She was not dead. 

Somehow, she survived. 

A soft rustling caught her attention, but in her current state, she was unable to see clearly let alone defend herself. 

“Milip hocha!” the voice said. 

Straining to focus, she looked up to see a group of strange looking men surrounding her. Their skin color was like nothing she’d ever seen, and they spoke in a tongue she didn’t understand. Each held an odd-looking triangular weapon, and all were dressed the same, dark green uniforms, symbols of some organization on their shoulders. She reached up weakly, a small groan escaping her lips then she collapsed against the ground again.

“Milip hocha!” the apparent leader spat again.

Another man approached and tapped the leader on the shoulder. Through her blurred vision, she saw him pull out a small silver device and activated it. 

“Let us see how this technology works.”

“It was fully tested by our scientists, Major Raku, I am sure it will work.”

She glanced up and met the eyes of the leader.

He smiled at his underling, and attached the device to his clothing repeating his first question. “Identify yourself!”

Tiva reached out her hand. “Please help…”





  
 

*
 “Miss, wake up,” a soft, friendly voice said. 

The vivid colors from her dream began to disappear; yet, she saw bloodstains on her hands. 

Again, the voice spoke. “Miss, wake up.”

Tiva opened her eyes and gasped. The fuzzy shadow moved closer, and her reflexes kicked in. She leapt off the sleep couch and landed behind the individual. She reached out grabbing the first thing available to cause damage and held it in front of herself while attempting to stand. She slipped on the floor, but kept the pointed object tight in her hand.

“I’m not going to hurt you. My name is Harai Raku. My father, Major Tal Raku, found your escape pod…you asked for his help.” The young girl stepped back raising her hands to show she had no weapons.

“Yes…” Tiva said, bracing against the nearby table surprised she understood the alien female. 

The surroundings were odd and unfamiliar, and the girl was in direct line of the only exit. Harai smiled again. The girl projected a friendly vibe; she seemed to be no threat. Tiva slowly released the makeshift weapon, which upon further inspection was a large utensil, then slouched down against the wall.

“Miss, do you know where you are?”

“No. I do not,” Tiva said. 

“You are on Uucor, a planet just on the edge of the Cobee star system. Do you remember where you came from? Do you remember your name?” Harai tucked a lock of her razor-cut orange hair behind her ear. Tiva noticed markings on her neck and chest. Harai’s pale yellow skin and bright green eyes clashed slightly with her neon pink jumpsuit.

“My name is Tiva Boon. I am from Abennelp,” she said, offering no more information.

“It is nice to meet you, Tiva Boon of Abennelp. Please come to the dining area for something to eat, you must be hungry.” Harai smiled and showed Tiva the way. 

She followed silently, absorbing the atmosphere and her surroundings. Her chest felt heavy, it seemed more difficult to breathe. The kitchen was very modern—everything gleaming and smooth. Each wall held virtual projections of people and environments. The chair was wide, cushioned, and oval shaped. Much of the plant life and foliage she observed within the room had an odd yellowish green color, very different from what she knew. Tiva said nothing as she sat at the table.

Harai handed her a plate full of different foods. Tiva surveyed the offering and once satisfied that it was edible, ate, sipping the beverage provided in between bites. The young Uucorian sitting across the table smiled a few times at her, obviously trying to allay her nervousness. Tiva kept her eyes focused on different points around the room. She needed to know every exit, window, and weakness of the structure if she were to get out. When her plate was almost clean, Harai walked toward a cupboard, pulled out a tray of desserts, and offered them to Tiva.

“Thank you, but I am no longer hungry.” Tiva looked up at Harai and the young girl smiled. She was sure now the girl posed no threat, and her senses were not picking up others in the area, so she decided to gather information. “How is it you know how to speak my language?”

“This device is a phonics converter,” Harai fingered the small silver cube attached to her belt, “it allows us to communicate. We used the information from your pod to program your entire language into the unit. I attached one to your clothing.”

“Am I your prisoner?”

Harai laughed. “No, not at all, why would you think that? You asked for my father’s help, and he is doing just that.”

“Yet he has not been here to interrogate me.”

“And he won’t interrogate you. You committed no crime against us, Tiva Boon. You merely required assistance. However, my father is studying your escape pod…I’ll hear from him soon.”

“Did your people bring my belongings here or are they still in the module?”

“It’s in the back room. There wasn’t much inside, no clothing or food, just a few personal items from what I saw. If you would like to wash up I can find garments for you.” Harai offered, and Tiva nodded. “Do you need to contact your planet?”

“No!” Tiva said sharp and quick. 

Harai looked at Tiva obviously full of concern, but she didn’t respond. 

“I will wash up, and if you have a place for me to sleep tonight, I could use the rest.”

“Sure, no problem. My father had me prepare the guest room for you, just beyond the kitchen. I’ll gather your belongings and meet you there.” 

Harai disappeared into the hallway, leaving Tiva alone in the dining area. She walked through the kitchen and saw the tiny guest room. The room was bright with beautifully decorated furniture and vibrant colors. Large pillows and a soft feathery blanket shrouded the bed. A carpet covered the hard, wooden floors; it displayed markings that Tiva assumed was lettering. In the corner of the room sat a small hutch, in the other corner a washroom. 

The reflection staring back at her in the washroom was almost unrecognizable. Her lavender eyes seemed paler due to the dark circles underneath from lack of sleep. Her hair was matted and twisted in knots. She had several cuts on her face and hands, they were clean, but not bandaged, and the rest of her body held bruises both new and old. The crescent moon markings on her forehead were a very deep purple, almost black, revealing only to other Abennelpians that she was not in the best of spirits. No one would blame her for that if they knew recent events.

Harai arrived in the room before Tiva dwelled on her foul mood, offered her an Uucorian dress made of blue and silver material, and a very soft green sleep robe. Tiva took the clothing and thanked Harai. 

“Here are your things from the pod. My father just contacted me with an update about your craft. He’s afraid that his people will not be able to fix it. Are you positive you don’t want to contact your planet? Your family might be looking for you.”

“My family is dead,” Tiva said flatly, opening the container holding her things.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” Harai said with a frown. Tiva rifled through the box. “Is everything there?”

“Yes, it seems so.” Tiva pulled out a half-burnt book, opened it to reveal a small folded painting. She handed it to Harai. “This was my family.” 

Harai took the painting and studied it. 

Refusing to play the role of a pawn, Tiva opened her mind completely to the girl to sense her emotions. Maybe they were not keeping her prisoner, but she wasn’t going to trust blindly. She may be in the clutches of aliens with whom the Rebels were working, and perhaps the guardian uniforms in the painting would rouse the girl. Instead, Tiva sensed a deep sympathy and sadness from the girl. Shocked, slightly, she glanced at Harai and realized how young she truly was, no more than fifteen or sixteen. 

Harai lowered her head and handed the picture back to Tiva. “I’m sorry. My mother died when I was very young, I understand the loss of a loved one,” she said and walked toward the doorway. “If you need or want to talk to anyone, I will be here to listen.” 

Tiva nodded and picked up the robe before turning toward the washroom. “One last thing before I leave, my father has requested an audience with you in the morning to discuss your situation. I will have breakfast ready at sunrise.”

“You have been most kind, Harai Raku. Thank you.” Tiva made a fist and put it over her heart, closed her eyes, and bowed her head. “May the spirits always shed light on your path.” 

Harai returned the gesture with her own, pressing her palms together raising them to her lips then forehead, “Blessings, and good fortune.” She smiled and left the room. 

Tiva picked up a black bundle of cloth lying next to the painting of her family and waited for Harai’s footsteps to fade. Then she locked herself in the washroom. 

After stripping off her clothing, she opened the bundle. The broken personal communications device lay on top of her belongings. It was worthless now, but she would keep it regardless. Deeper inside was her Timbur. The silver claws of the weapon were still bright and sharp. She thought it curious the girl’s father gave her access to it. Perhaps he thought it was not a threat. In her hands, however, it was lethal. She picked up the claw and attached it to her hand. 

Sitting on the edge of the washtub, she stared at the painting of her family. She felt a void deep inside. Everyone was gone, as she should be herself. An unspoken code of the guardians rang in her head. If she fell captive and could not escape, she’d do the only thing possible. Even though the young girl insisted she was not a prisoner, Tiva remained skeptical. Why would someone help her without knowing who she was?

She detached the weapon, and pulled one of the long claws from the piece. Staring at herself in the mirror, she raised the claw to her neck. This was her only choice, for she did not belong here. She needed to be with her family. Tiva closed her eyes and recited a prayer for the dead. The words washed over her with ease, she had said the rite repeatedly over the last few months as she watched her friends and family die. 

As the prayer ended, Tiva placed the claw against her skin. “May the spirits grant me safe passage to the Eternal Lands of my forefathers.” 

She pressed the claw deeper. Blood trickle down her neck. The doors burst open, slamming against her shoulder, and knocking her to the ground.

“Tiva, don’t do it!” Harai screamed.

“Harai, you must leave.” Tiva noticed the girl had tears streaming down her cheeks and fear on her face. Raising her mental shield to block the girl’s overpowering emotions, Tiva rose to her feet and covered herself. “This does not concern you.”

“You are a guest here; I can’t allow you to harm yourself.”

“I do not belong here, Harai, I must do what I must do.”

“Killing yourself?” Harai snapped. “If you can’t return to your own planet, you can make a place for yourself here on Uucor. We are a peaceful world full of people from all over the galaxy. There is no reason you should—”

“How did you know what I was planning?” Tiva said, suddenly curious.

“My people have the gift of foresight. We sometimes get visions when something bad is going to happen. When I reached my room, I had one of you. I experienced a very strong determination from you…Tiva, dying is not the answer.”

“I do not belong on your world. I belong with my people. My family, my king, and queen…they are all dead. I should be dead too.” Tiva lowered her head and sighed.

“I don’t know what happened, Tiva, but I’m sure your family would not want you to die. Perhaps you should have died, or you may have been spared to move on to better things.” Harai put a hand on Tiva’s shoulder and smiled.

“You do not understand…” Tiva protested.

“Then help me to understand.”

 

Tiva sat with Harai for hours and recounted her life story. Harai listened with great interest as Tiva revealed her upbringing in the Royal Guardians. She spoke of her training, the hardships she overcame, and explained the nature of her status. 

“I helped avert several attempts on the king’s life; he granted me the chance to become an elite protector. I was the youngest and first female to hold such an honor, and guard King Delos and his family. About six moons ago, the Rebel group who, for many cycles past, had been trying to overthrow the king’s power, exchanged weapons and other alien technology for the natural resources of our planet with off-worlders, giving the Rebels enough power to force the king’s hand and we went to war.” Tiva closed her eyes as the memories flooded her mind. 

“We fought night and day but there were just too many. Most of the king’s Legions betrayed us and joined with them when they broke through the palace walls. The army killed dozens of us. My father and I, along with the other Royal Guardians realized the only way to protect the king and queen was to flee the planet.”

Tiva stopped for a moment and opened her eyes. “We circled our planet, trying to remain in contact with those still on the surface. Then an alien supplier found and attacked our ship. We know nothing of space travel and our ship had little defenses. We tried to find cover at a nearby moon, but it was no use, their technology was far superior, and we could not escape.”

“Do you know who it was that attacked you?” 

“No, I do not,” Tiva said. “They were powerful. The first attack on the ship crippled our systems. Many of us made it to the escape modules, but they were destroyed and the final assault on the ship resulted in the death of everyone except me. I watched, helpless, as their crafts shattered into nothingness.” Tiva saw Harai was crying.

“How many of them were your family?” she said, wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“Fifteen of the sixty people on that ship were my kin; uncles, aunts, cousins, my parents and siblings.”

“Your whole family?”

“Yes.”

“I’m so sorry.” Harai cried and looked at Tiva. “Why don’t you cry?”

“I pray and mourn deep inside my heart,” she lied, and reached over, pulling out a burnt book. “This is the Yantar, our holy book. I have often taken comfort in its teachings. Within these pages are messages of peace… A peace the people of Abennelp no longer understand.”

“Maybe you can return to your planet one day and bring back peace to your people? Maybe that is why you were spared, Tiva,” Harai said.

“I am a guardian, not a noble. One day I may be able to return and help restore order if the Rebels lose their control, but for now, I cannot return. I will surely perish if I do, and I cannot stay here. My home must be near your planet, and if word travels to the off-worlders working with the Rebels… I dare not say what will happen. There are many questions left to be answered…”

“If you die you won’t get the answers to your questions, Tiva. But if you live, who knows what your future holds. If you will not stay here, maybe our alliance with the Union can help you.”

“The Union?” Tiva asked the young girl.

“Oh, yes the Union. They are a wonderful organization made up of different planets and races. You wouldn’t believe how many beings live in our galaxy alone. The Union was here not too long ago; my father says they are returning for a conference in four months. You should talk to him about the Union. They might be able to help your planet.”

“I will consider it,” Tiva said and stifled a yawn. “I must not keep you awake any longer. Fear not, Harai, I will not take my own life. Your kind words and compassion has changed my mind. I will speak with your father and weigh my options. But now, I must sleep.” Tiva rose and walked toward the door. “Thank you for listening.”

“Thank you for sharing your story with me.” Harai stood and wrapped her arms around Tiva. 

Tiva responded in kind, but felt very uncomfortable doing so. 

“I will see you in the morning.”

 

Tiva tossed and turned as the dreams invaded her sleep. 

 

One by one, she watched in horror as the king’s legionnaires, the traitors, slashed the Royal Guardians, killing them instantly. Tespor, her friend, lay on the main path motionless. Skky and Loloa met their doom in the king’s garden. Yet, she was alive. Her skills had kept her from the fate of the others. 

She saw herself standing in the palace courtyard covered in blood, her sword in one hand, Tespor’s in the other. Her father and uncles looked very much the same as they waited for the traitors to reach them.

“Guardian Boon!” one of the defectors called out to her. “Join us - you have no chance of surviving. The Rebels outnumber you, join us or you will die!”

“I would die a thousand deaths before I would turn my back on my king!” Tiva said, twisting the sword in her hand preparing for battle. 

“Then a thousand deaths you shall have!” he said, charging in her direction screaming and yelling a battle cry.

“Tiva, all your training has prepared you for this moment. We must keep the king and queen safe. Should we die trying, our quest shall be fulfilled, we will meet in the Eternal Lands, and the task will pass on to those who survive.” Kevler looked deep into his daughter’s eyes, and gently touched her cheek.

“I will protect them until my last breath,” Tiva said confidently.

“I have never been prouder to call you my daughter than at this very moment, dearest one.” Kevler smiled, and Tiva smiled back. 

“They come!” Devler said from a distance. Tiva and her father ran to him seeing the oncoming attackers as the rest of the Royal Guardians and the king’s true legionnaires formed a barrier in front of the palace doors. 

The battle began with Kevler and Devler taking out several former legionnaires the instant the parties collided. Another Rebel went straight for Tiva. He raised his bladed staff and swung down at her; she parried and rolled to the ground slashing upward, grazing his thigh. He grunted and spun around aiming his weapon at Tiva’s head. She blocked the strike with one sword and twisted the other in her hand whipping it across the man’s stomach. He flipped back narrowly avoiding the attack, and leapt into the air, kicking Tiva in the shoulder. 

She stumbled back, but regained her balance and spun the weapons creating a windmill effect as she closed in on her assailant. She struck with the left sword severing his hand, the weapon he held crashed to the ground. She spun around building momentum and with her right sword, sliced the Rebel from navel to shoulder. Blood poured from his wound as he collapsed to his knees. Satisfied with her victory over the Rebel, Tiva searched for her father and uncle. Her eyes focused on their location, and just as she stepped to move, a traitor legionnaire sheared off the head of her uncle.

 

“Uncle! No!” she screamed, tearing herself from the dream. Tiva sprang from the bed, her Timbur secure on her hand, ready to fight. She viewed the surroundings, realized where she was. She wiped the sweat from her brow and sat on the bed. Each time she closed her eyes, the terror found her.

Pulling the painting from under the pillow, she stared at her family, running her finger over each of their faces while she caught her breath. Willing herself to grieve, she grew angry at the numbness within her mind and heart. She had lost everything. Everyone she ever loved and cared about was gone. She was alone. Why couldn’t she mourn?

Sighing, Tiva glanced out the small window in her room and saw the first streaks of sunlight rising in the east. She noticed earlier, the planet only had one sun, which made for a colder temperature. 

The images of the dream remained and haunted her. She refused to sleep, instead, rested against the windowsill, and waited for morning.





  
 

*
As promised, Harai had breakfast waiting for Tiva when she ventured out of the room. Harai stared out the window. Tiva took a seat, sipped the juice, and ate the fruits and pastries on her plate. When Harai finally turned, the weight of the universe seemed to be on her shoulders. Tiva sensed her burdens, and immediately tightened her mental shield; her own problems were enough to deal with. 

However, the girl who had been so kind toward her earlier needed comfort now.

“Is something wrong?” Tiva said.

“I told you about the gift my people possess, and I told you that I felt very strong emotions coming from you. Something else has happened,” Harai said and sat across the table from Tiva. “I saw your dream.”

“You saw my dream? How is that possible?” Tiva said, utterly shocked.

“In all probability you have telepathic abilities, it’s the only explanation,” Harai said.

“I know my people can sense emotions, but I do not understand this telepathic ability you speak of.”

“It is the ability to communicate without speaking, using the mind to send messages to one another.”

“Oh, mind speaking, yes…I have on occasion done so with others, but it is not something I do often.”

“I don’t possess it myself, and I know a little about telepathy. I do know that when emotions are strong or senses heightened, telepathic abilities are enhanced; it’s a common side effect. You inadvertently projected your dreams to me…and your dream was…”

“Harai, it was no dream. It was a memory of the last day of the Great War of Abennelp. One of the legionnaires beheaded my father’s twin, my uncle…Devler. That was what you saw.”

“That day took many lives?”

“More than even I am aware. I am not without guilt. I killed hundreds of them and their Rebel friends before we fled the planet…” Tiva cut off as the memories of each face passed through her mind. She closed her eyes and felt her markings grow dark.

“I’m sorry Tiva. I didn’t mean to upset you. Please finish your meal. My father is waiting for you at City Hall. I’ve left a map on the table.” Harai touched Tiva’s hand, smiled warmly, and left the kitchen heading back to her bedroom.

 

Tiva ventured to the Hall to meet with Major Raku, using the virtual map as a guide. The walk was just what she needed to relax and clear her mind before presenting herself before anyone. Uucor seemed a beautiful planet. Much like the main capital of Abennelp, the modern and sleek buildings surrounded the homes and shops of the City Hall. The one sun of Uucor warmed her, still the chill in the air made her uncomfortable. As she strolled through the main promenade of the city, her thoughts drifted. 

The people on this planet would never understand what she had been through, even if she explained it all in detail. They would not comprehend the number of lives she had taken. The rage and brutality she unleashed upon the Rebels was a force no one could contend with. Vengeance boiled over into utter annihilation of every man and woman that stood in her path. The line of legionnaire traitors and Rebels that lay on the path before the Palace of Kinchar the last day were mostly her victims. She stood on the steps of the palace, willing more to approach her. Had the king not called for the guardians to flee the planet, Tiva would have killed every person who crossed her, until she was taken down.

The battles ripped her once peaceful and free-spirited life apart. The remnant was a bitter, guilty, and angry woman with nothing left to lose, and Tiva was deeply aware of it. She remembered the smile shared with her father that day on Abennelp and realized that she had not smiled since. The weight of her heart as it was, she was sure that smile would be her last.

The enormous black and silver doors to the City Hall held engraved carvings of different historical events of the town in perfect detail. Tiva climbed the steps and opened the door. When she entered, people stared and commented under their breath. Her Uucorian clothes didn’t hide the fact she was not of their kind, yet she paid them no mind and went to the Major’s office. She knocked on the door and waited. Several long minutes seemed to pass before the Major appeared.

“Tiva Boon of Abennelp, please, please come in.” Major Raku motioned her to enter as he held the door for her.

“Thank you, Major Raku.” Tiva bowed slightly, entered, and took a seat in front of an oval shaped desk. Raku circled the desk and sat. The similarity between Harai and her father was striking. They had the same pattern of markings on their face, same color eyes, and facial structure, but Raku’s hair was short cropped and dark. “Your daughter has been most kind and comforting to me. Thank you for allowing me to spend the night at your home.”

“I am glad to help. We are happy to meet new species, especially from neighboring planets such as yours. We’ve known about Abennelp for a while, but didn’t realize you were space worthy.”

“We had only recently crafted a vessel. Was your planet one of the few that contacted ours over the last several cycles?” 

“Perhaps, we’ve explored most of this galaxy and found many inhabited planets. The people of Uucor were isolated from other races for many, many years, long ago. Recent events have changed our planet somewhat. You will probably see many different people during your stay. My daughter has told you of our new friendship with the Union?” he asked and she nodded in response. “Good, they have allowed us to make many more friends among the stars, and we look forward to learning more about other races and cultures, including yours.” Raku boomed proudly.

“Many of the people here seem displeased with my presence in your hall,” Tiva said, to Raku’s surprise.

“Your craft falling from the sky did raise a level of fear among some of the people, but we see no threat. Everything in your terminal logs show you were merely trying to escape an attack on your ship, we are glad to help any way we can. It is true, some people may have issues with alien species still, but I think it is change most dislike, even when it is to our advantage.” Raku smoothed a cloth on the desk in front of Tiva. He placed two glasses on the cloth, and pulled out a long bottle filled with a bright pink liquid. “This drink is a bond of friendship. I would be honored if you would share a glass with me, Tiva Boon.”

Tiva bowed her head. “I would be honored as well, Major Raku.” 

Raku poured the beverage into the glasses and lifted his in a toast. 

Tiva raised her glass as well then opened up her senses to him to verify if he was being sincere or deceitful. A wave of happiness and friendship engulfed her. She pressed her fist to her heart. “May the spirits always keep your glasses full.”      

Raku smiled and said, “Blessings and good fortune to you.” The two sipped their drinks and she allowed the good feelings within the room to wash over her. “The Pink Acatilya plant only grows in the deepest darkest caves on Uucor. It has often surprised me how sweet its nectar is.”

“Indeed, it is a wonderful taste.” Tiva felt her spirits rise as she shared the drink with Raku. “Harai told me that my module is beyond repairs… Due to circumstances on my home world—I am sure Harai told you of the war on my planet—I cannot return there, and I would like to know what my options are at this point.”

“Yes, yes the pod was heavily damaged; we were surprised that you survived the crash. I have spoken with the other Majors and town leaders and we have made a decision. We can grant you asylum and you can remain on Uucor as long as you wish, provided you earn your keep, or you may stay here as our guest until the Union returns and discuss other options with them. They are a fine organization and I have learned much from them since our meeting. They might be sympathetic to what I know of your cause.” He smiled and finished his drink.

“I understand they are returning in four months. Could I procure a post until then? I need wages for a place to stay, and to repay you and your daughter for your kindness.” Tiva folded her hands on her lap and relaxed.

“Nonsense, you will stay with us, and there is no need to repay us. We are happy to help. But I think I can find something for you in town if you want to work, what skills do you possess?” he asked.

“Mainly protection, I was a Royal Guardian in charge of security. I protected the king and queen of my planet. I am highly skilled in various forms of combat and weaponry. I can also forge weapons from metal and hides. I have some domestic abilities, but the majority of my training has been defense.”

“Wonderful, I will hire you to patrol our military base. You won’t have clearance to our facilities, and you’ll have to pass the standard security test, but I am sure you’ll have no problems,” the Major said, as he poured the nectar into their glasses again. He picked up his glass and smiled. “To friendship.”

 

Tiva walked back to the Major’s residence worried that she had said too much. Though she kept the horrific details of the Great War to herself, she had told Raku many things she should have kept private. Raku, like Harai, was sensitive to her loss, but neither fully understood what she had been through in recent days. Major Raku made an appointment for her to test with the military base General, and sent a message to the Union about her meeting with them. It was curious to Tiva that the military of Uucor would take an outsider into their community, she wondered if her people would do the same.

Once she returned to the house, she looked for Harai and found the young girl in the back garden toiling through the dirt. Tiva watched for a while in awe as her face lit up each time her fingers dug into the ground. She was humming and singing as she worked and seemed to be at peace, the complete opposite of how she had been when Tiva left. Instead of breaking her concentration and bringing more worries upon the girl, Tiva went to the guest room. 

On the table next to her bed was a plate of food. She nibbled on a few of the choices given and retrieved her Yantar. She leafed through the pages and read the passage her father had loved so dearly. “On a hill in the great province of Degort stands a statue of the Eternal Spirit Shial. One can see Shial from every corner of the capital. Her ubiquitous presence brings comfort to her children. Each morning they pray to her and each night they pray for her. The story of Shial is tragic and triumphant; let the voice of Shial be heard.”

Kevler had told Tiva that their family was connected to Shial, which was one reason she shared the Spirit’s mother’s name. Though she was skeptical about the connection, she never let her father know. Tiva turned the page and read the story of Shial.

The evil Lord Gito, the high ruler of the lands of Degort killed Shial’s family. Her mother and father refused to pay an increased tax Lord Gito had imposed upon the people, and as punishment, he ordered the village burned. Shial awoke from her sleep the next day surrounded by a white ring of salt; a sign that the spirits had spared her. That day the Great Spirits bestowed upon Shial the gift of water and she exacted revenge on Lord Gito by drowning him in a pool on the hill where her statue eventually stood. Shial cured the scorched land of her village before she explored all the lands of Abennelp learning from different people of different cultures. Shial used all the knowledge to serve all the people of Abennelp. In the end, she became the Eternal Spirit Shial, Guardian of the People. 

Tiva let the words of the Yantar fill her and realized the future she could have if she chose the right path. Tiva closed the book and prayed to Shial to guide her in her journey then she prayed for her family and the innocent people of Abennelp. 

When she was through, she finished her plate of food, curled up on the bed, and forced herself to fall asleep. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Two
The months went by quickly for Tiva. She passed Major Raku’s security test easily and the security officers, satisfied with the skills she showed them, accepted her into their group. Though she was accustomed to patrolling, learning a new regiment’s rules proved harder than she thought. While on duty, she listened and learned the history of the military missions and adventures. Enjoying the chance to learn new customs in more depth also kept her mind busy from the pain she suffered. It mattered not how much she tried to mourn for her family, she only felt emptiness at the loss. Being among a large group of military men and women was the perfect distraction. 

Every night Major Raku explained a different aspect of the planet’s army and protectors. Their system was much different from her home, and the more she studied it, the more efficient it seemed. Many different leaders governed separate divisions of the planet. Each section governed smaller cells of people, who in turn governed others. The elite of Uucor were specialized individuals, with specific training; much the same as the Royal Guardians, only they were not the key protectors of the planet’s most important individuals nor a small group. The government system was very much the same as the tiered military structure. Uucor had many leaders, not one like Abennelp. She found both the military and government odd, but realized it made sense, as Uucor was much larger than Abennelp.

In her spare time, Tiva learned the Uucor language, and the general tongue of trade in the galaxy. Eventually she was able to turn off the translator, though at times she still struggled with the slight idiosyncrasies associated with the alien languages. She read about Uucor’s history, hoping to find information about the alien attackers. The database didn’t hold many other races, so she gained access to the information available from the Union. Nothing was familiar. 

Using the Union’s data, she studied the stellar cartography of the Uucorian region of space. Abennelp was the closest inhabited planet to Uucor. In total, the Cobee galaxy held four planets with life, but only Uucor had the ability to travel in space. Curiosity struck her, and using the logs from the terminal of her escape module, she calculated several days travel time from her home to Uucor. She wondered how long it would take to travel to other worlds on faster ships. 

 

To help pass the time when not on duty or studying, she learned the lay of the land. The Raku’s lived in Nepcha, the largest town on the main continent. It was much larger than Degort or even her own home province, so there were many sights to see. Harai also taught Tiva about Uucorian gardening, cooking, and sewing. She was happy to learn; it was yet another thing to keep her mind off her problems. 

Tiva didn’t share many more stories with the young girl knowing the damage her traumatic past had. Harai asked questions about her planet constantly; Tiva answered everything that would not cause harm, and spoke in fact, not emotions or opinions. She learned to conceal her true thoughts from others regardless of their inquisitiveness, having seen firsthand what one small dream had done. It was an easy trait to pick up given the fact the people here could not sense her emotions. Yet, it left her feeling empty, especially during gatherings with Harai’s friends and relatives.

Appreciating the normalcy of life on Uucor helped to relax Tiva’s spirit and body; she felt stronger and whole again. She took daily runs and started to practice in the cover of the Raku’s yard. Without her sword, Tiva trained with her claw, an Uucorian double-pronged lance, and the military guns used by the Major and his regiment. Harai often sat by and watched, and though Tiva sensed the girl’s interest, it took her a month to ask Tiva to train her. She was glad to teach the young girl, and Major Raku approved whole-heartedly. 

Training and teaching Harai brought them closer as friends. Harai learned quickly, much like Tiva had, and she enjoyed spending time together and teaching her new friend how to fight. She was like a wisp of cool fresh air on a hot windless day. Harai’s optimistic and cheerful innocence kept Tiva balanced, for she looked forward to the girl’s company no matter what her mood. Harai had not yet seen much hardship, save the loss of her own mother when she was young, and Tiva prayed that would be all her new friend would have to suffer. 

Feeling more comfortable among the Raku’s, she often watched them interact and felt a longing for her father. She desperately missed her family and friends, but all throughout her life, Kevler, had been her pillar. He was the one who understood her; he shared her passion for the Guardianship, and he was gone. Her heart was cold, and the more she tried to feel something, the colder she felt. Day after day, Tiva tried to take comfort in the pages of the Yantar, or lose herself in training, though nothing helped. Aside from the occasional good time with Harai and her father, Tiva felt as if she was living within a dark shadow that she could not cast into the sunlight.

Each night she forced her mind to remain quiet. She hated the dreams and nightmares that plagued her when she slept for long periods. Little sleep was nothing new; she had done it many times, and the harder she pushed herself to stay awake, the easier it was to sleep for short spells and keep the dreams away. 

 

The day came for the Union to arrive. Tiva was on duty at the military base when the Union’s transport ship landed, she marveled at the sleek technology the group possessed. The peculiarly shaped craft had retractable wings and large propulsion systems on each side. It was much smaller than the ship her people had built, but just by looking at it, it was more powerful and advanced. Tiva observed the Major’s men escort the party through the base, she was too far away to sense their emotional states, but knew her time approached. Knowing the Union was gathering with the Chancellors of Uucor, she offered to be an escort, but the General turned her down.

Two days passed, and Major Raku visited Tiva at her post with the good news. “The Union people have agreed to meet with you, Tiva Boon.” Raku smiled. “They are sure to ask about your past. I hope you are prepared to answer.”

“I will answer what I can…Thank you, Major Raku.” Tiva bowed her head and followed him into the base to meet with the delegation. She entered the room and every person inside radiated feelings of friendship, support, and kindness. Even though what she sensed normally calmed her, she raised her barrier to shut out the others after she felt it safe. She sat beside Raku and studied the other native Uucorians interested in joining or learning about the Union. An older, light-gray skinned, black-haired man with warm blue eyes took the floor.

“A fond hello, my name is Ambassador Turk Dival. I hail from Jora, a planet in the Arillo galaxy, a distant neighbor to yours. The Union is honored you have joined our cause. We look forward to a long relationship with your people and hope that we can learn from each other. Along with being a part of the Union, your people now have the ability to join the Vexillum, and one of our many ships policing the galaxies. The Vexillum is responsible for protecting all Union planets and their solar systems. Our charge is to guard all commerce routes, intra-galaxy science endeavors, and trade outposts. Space is a vast and dangerous place, and the stronger the alliances in our corner of the universe, the better the future will be for all. Our standards are very high; each ship commissioned within the Vexillum is of the highest technology available within the Union. We have brought with us several captains from various ships to qualify any who wish to join. We’ll conduct screenings throughout the week should you need time to decide.” The Ambassador ended his speech with the traditional Uucor gesture, and all the people of Uucor followed. Several people went up to the Union captains requesting information, Tiva watched and waited for the opportune moment. 

Major Raku abruptly took Tiva by the elbow and walked with her toward the Ambassador. 

“Major, I can wait. There is no rush.” Tiva urged Raku to let her go.

“Nonsense, they are looking forward to meeting you,” Raku said.

“How much did you tell them about me?” Tiva said, suddenly worried.

“Only what you have told me, my friend.” Raku smiled. “Don’t worry; you will have no problems impressing the Ambassador.” Raku guided Tiva thought the droves of people and headed straight for the Dival. When they approached him, his face lit up and he extended his hand straight for the Major. The Major clasped his hand and the two smiled at each other. “Ambassador, sir, may I present Tiva Boon of Abennelp.” The Ambassadors eyes moved from Raku to Tiva and he smiled at her. She bowed her head slightly then raised her fist to her heart.

“It is an honor to meet you, sir,” Tiva said stiffly. 

“Likewise, Ms. Boon. Major Raku has told me about you. I have been anxious to meet with you,” the Ambassador said. “Do you still have an interest in joining one of our ships?”

“Yes, sir. I have researched your organization thoroughly and though I have enjoyed my time on Uucor, I seek a more challenging life,” Tiva said and looked over at Raku who was still smiling. 

“If you seek a challenge, then the Vexillum is for you.” Ambassador Dival motioned Tiva to another room, leaving Raku in the midst of the crowd. “Come, we have much to discuss.” Silently, Tiva followed as the Ambassador led her behind the council area. She opened up her mind to him as a precaution, and felt admiration, concern, and a genuine interest to help others. The feelings eased her tensions, and she started to believe she made the right decision. Tiva sat opposite Dival, and waited for him to speak.

“Ms. Boon your unique circumstances have piqued our interest. Tal Raku has been most accommodating in helping us to understand what has happened to you, but I feel he has not been privy to your entire situation.” The Ambassador shifted in his seat. “We do not require full disclosure, however, some questions must be answered as we know very little of your planet.”

“I understand, and I will answer your questions to the best of my abilities.” Tiva kept her eyes focused on the Ambassador and folded her hands together resting them on her lap.

The Ambassador questioned Tiva at length, asking about Abennelp, its technology, government structure, and history. She answered everything, including the current unknown status of the parliament with the Rebels in power, and he seemed quite surprised. He was also interested in her training with the Royal Guardians, her family, the Great War, and her role in it. He asked how she had escaped and what brought her to Uucor. Tiva answered each question with ease until the Ambassador struck a nerve.

“How many people did you kill during this Great War?”

Tiva gathered her thoughts and took in a deep breath to keep her composure, “Ambassador Dival, as much as it pains me to say, I have taken the lives of over three hundred men and women during the Great War. Thousands upon thousands on both sides were lost. I am not proud of what I have done; however, I faced no alternative. I swore an oath to protect the Royal Family, and that is what I did. I have many things in my past that I regret, but I have made my peace and take responsibility for my actions.” Tiva sighed, she was telling a half-truth, she was proud of her accomplishments during the war, but her lack of control during many of the battles is what plagued her the most. “I do not know much of your ways, but should my past disqualify me from joining…”

“Ms. Boon,” Ambassador Dival interrupted, “your past is of little relevance to us as long as your cause was justified. Given the circumstances, I can honestly say many of us would have done the same as you. Unfortunately, peace is not an easy thing to maintain, on a planet or in the universe, and we often find ourselves in battle with other species. The Union meets opposition on a normal basis, and we are not without enemies ourselves. Not everyone shares our ideals nor welcomes the Union, and a warrior such as you will be an asset to any of our ships. Should you pass the qualifying exam, the Vexillum would be honored to have you.” He smiled and extended his hand. 

Tiva awkwardly shook it, thanked the Ambassador, and exited the room. Unsure if this was her path, she gave no indication that her choice was made. Instead, she joined the others in the testing area to at least qualify, and saw Harai sitting in one of the chairs waiting to take the test.

“Harai?” Tiva said as she approached.

“Hello, Tiva! Surprised to see me?” she said, a smile lighting her face.

“I did not know you were interested in joining the Vexillum.” Tiva sat down next to her friend and carefully typed her name into the computer.

“With all the studying you did and all the wonderful things father has said about the Union, I decided to give it a try. Though I’m not a guard like you, I am very interested in exploring the stars.” Harai tapped in her own name and waited for the test to start. “I might not make it through to their training program, but I would like to see how well I can do now, and maybe learn some more so I can apply again next year.”

“That sounds like a fine path, Harai.” Tiva nodded and turned to her terminal as the instructor entered the room. 

 

The screening lasted a few hours; various questions about science, mathematics, combat scenarios, medicine, and engineering were included. It took her longer than she liked, some of the words were unfamiliar in both Uucorian and the general tongue, and she needed the phonics converter once again. After the first part, the captains watched as Major Raku’s squad sparred with the potential new Vexillum members. 

During her second round of fighting, she realized how much stronger she was compared to some of the larger men. Tiva held back, not wanting to hurt any of the Major’s men. At first, she thought it was a matter of training, but realized her stamina and strength was superior to the Uucorians. This was a different planet with different people. Her people must be stronger overall, though by the looks of the other aliens in the room, she was not the strongest. 

All the differences between her and the Uucorians amazed her, and even more so with the other species she’d already met. Two of the captains were from Jora like the Ambassador; another looked much like her people without the markings, but had strange metal pieces embedded in his arms. A fourth, called Iarashin was a fur-covered species, with large pointed ears and black eyes. Joining the Union would be an interesting journey, and Tiva did her best to ensure she’d make it.

After the testing, Tiva and one other Uucor male qualified. The Uucorian’s scores in math and medical were phenomenal. Tiva scored high in science and combat, the former due only to her extensive studying the last few months. Harai was slightly disappointed, but received feedback from the instructors and secured another chance next time. 

The week went by quickly and all together, Tiva, three other native Uucorians, and two aliens from a planet called Bayo gained clearance to travel back with the Ambassador to the Union’s space station for placement.

 

“How wonderful for you,” Raku bellowed as he embraced Tiva. A smile almost formed on her lips as Raku squeezed the air out of her lungs. “And you my daughter, you make me so proud.” He turned his attention to Harai and scooped her up into his arms. “We will work together and you’ll pass next year.”

“I do not think Vexillum life is for me, Pop,” Harai said. “Too much technological stuff and all that training and fighting. I will just stay here with you. Maybe I’ll join the army.” 

“If that will make you happy, I am happy.” He smiled. “Let us celebrate tonight, tomorrow is a new day for you, Tiva Boon.”

 

The three celebrated with a feast at a local tavern. Many of the patrons joined in congratulating Tiva on a job well done, and wished her the best of luck. Tiva, not wanting to take a chance, passed on the Uucorian ales and spirits unsure of what they would do to her, but indulged in the fine foods provided.

As the night turned into early morning Tiva, Harai, and the Major made their way home. When they drew close, Tiva sensed something, and stopped short in her tracks. She held the intoxicated Major to stop him from moving and motioned to Harai to remain silent. Vandals were tearing through the Raku home. She turned to the Major and said, “Call for help, I will stop the thieves.”

“Tiva, don’t, it’s too dangerous,” Harai said back.

“I have been trained for this, Harai, do not worry.” Tiva nodded to Major Raku and disappeared into the darkness. 

Tiva darted through the brush, the only sound, the rustling of the leaves as she passed. She reached the home, crouched down, peered in through an open window, and saw two large men standing in the kitchen area. They did not seem to be ransacking the house; rather, waiting for something or someone. Tiva climbed the roof of the house and stealthily crossed over to the opposite side before lowering herself to the ground. She climbed in through the window of the guest room and soundlessly searched for her Timbur. After attaching the claw to her hand, she crept out of the guest room and down the hall. Staying close to the wall, and floor, she slid closer to the kitchen, and paused to listen. The front door opened and she heard shuffling of feet and two large thumps against the floor.

“Where is the other girl?” One of the thugs grunted.

“She is gone,” Harai said. 

Rage boiled inside when Harai cry out in pain. Tiva sensed four people in the house, in addition to her two friends. She gripped her claw tighter and focused while waiting for the right moment. 

“I don’t know where she is…Leave us alone!”

“We want the alien girl! We know her world put a bounty on her head.” The other thug laughed.

Tiva’s heart skipped. A bounty from her home? Someone knew she was alive. 

“Where did you hear of such things?” Major Raku slurred, asking the question she was thinking.

“One hears many things traveling through the galaxy, even if you aren’t a part of the Mighty Union!” the first thug said. 

Tiva needed no further convincing. She burst out into the kitchen, Timbur at her side and fire in her veins.

“Let them go!” Tiva said and glared at the men holding her friends.

“Throw down your weapon and surrender to us, and we’ll spare their lives,” the second thug grumbled.

“Tiva don’t,” Harai said, but one of the men slapped her across the face. 

Harai fell to the ground and her father rushed to her side. Tiva immediately leapt into the air and flipped forward landing on top of the table. The four men surrounded her. Tiva surveyed their weapons, and knew these men would be no match for her simply by the way they timidly held their spears.

“If you do not lower your weapons, you leave me with no choice but to thrash you all.” 

The first thug scoffed, and immediately swung his spear aiming for Tiva’s knees. She jumped up and flipped again, this time landing in between two of the men. She slashed one from the shoulder to his mid back, and kicked the other giving her time to reposition. The first thug lunged at her with his spear. Tiva caught the tip between the prongs of her Timbur. A quick twist forced the spear to the ground. She spun around and kicked him in the head, knocking him to the ground. The other two ran directly for her, she kicked the table and turned it on its side. She hurled it toward them throwing both off balance. 

“Behind...you!” Raku said.

Tiva, hearing Raku just in time, flipped backwards in the air and landed behind the third man. She kicked him in the back then stabbed his calf with her claw. Picking up the fallen spear, swung it back and forth creating space for her to maneuver. She slashed one of the thugs in the face, clipped the other at the ankles, and pierced the final one with a clean blow straight through the shoulder. Tiva surveyed the room; all four assailants were wounded and gasping for breath on the floor. The doors to the house flew open. Ten of Major Raku’s men stood in awe as Tiva wiped the sweat from her brow and threw the spear weapon to the ground.

“Take these cowards away!” Raku said to his men. 

They promptly complied, gathered the men, and hauled them out of the house. Tiva helped the Major and Harai off the ground and brushed the dirt off her clothing.

“That was amazing, Tiva,” Harai said as she rubbed her jaw. 

The Major walked to the food cooler and wrapped ice in a cloth for his daughter. He pressed it gently against her cheek and she smiled up at him. 

“Pop, did you see her?”

“Yes, I did. Quite impressive, I think the Union Vexillum is in for a big surprise having you on their side. I did not realize how skilled you were. Thank you, Tiva, you saved our lives.” Major Raku smiled and bowed his head.

“If it were not for me you would not be in danger. It is good that I am leaving tomorrow, I will no longer put you in jeopardy.” Tiva sighed, the weight of the situation settling, her decision to leave no longer in question. “There is a bounty on my head…someone knows that I am alive. I can only hope that the distance I put between myself and Abennelp will be enough.”

“You are worth the danger, Tiva, and I’m sure the Vexillum will keep you safe.” Harai smiled and hugged her.

“Harai you are most kind, and I thank you both for your hospitality,” Tiva said, “but now I must ready my things for departure in the morning.” Tiva turned on her heel and disappeared down the hall. She felt the Rakus’ watching and sensed their sadness at her leaving. 

Tiva entered her room and dropped to her knees. She wiped away the tears that fell to her cheek. Her heart was heavy with shame; she endangered her only friends on this world. Tears flowed, and she felt waves of emotions she’d suppressed since the beginning of the Great War. The gates blocking her heart from feeling broke open and the outpour was unstoppable. Rage, anger, sadness, and guilt besieged her. She choked and sobbed as her entire body shook. Loss, complete and utter loss consumed her. Everyone she loved was gone. Everything she knew was a memory. Her home, her tree, her people, and her life, all beyond her reach now. How could she possibly go on alone?

Harai rushed into her room and reached her side in an instant. She held Tiva in her arms, whispered in her ear, and rocked her gently. Tiva took comfort in the young girl’s arms, it was a feeling she had long since forgotten. Devoid of energy and ability to hold anything inside any longer, she dropped every wall, every barrier, and let all her emotions flow through her tears. 

 

Tiva opened her eyes in the morning and felt unusually refreshed. She was lying next to Harai on the floor. Quietly, she rose from the ground and entered the washroom. Her reflection caused the events of the night to come rushing back. Harai had seen her vulnerable. Harai had comforted her as she cried. It was proof enough that Harai, the young innocent girl she knew only for a short time, had gained her trust. Tiva thanked the Eternal Spirits for bringing such a good friend into her life. Still the concern she felt for the Rakus’ safety outweighed her need for friendship, and Tiva gathered her things. She tore the guardian patch from her tattered uniform, and placed it in Harai’s hand, then went to the kitchen. 

Tiva pulled out the wages she earned during her stay, and placed them on the table. She picked up Harai’s datarecorder device and began a message. 

“My dear friends, Harai and Major Raku, never in my days have I met such wonderful people as you. I can never repay your kindness nor thank you enough for the warmth and friendship you have shown me. However, I cannot risk your lives for my own, so I take my leave, and should I remain safe among the Vexillum, I will contact you in the future. Major Raku your guidance has been invaluable to me. Thank you for believing in me and giving me the chance to learn your ways. I have left most of my wages in the pouch on the table, please treat yourself and Harai to a wonderful meal. 

“Harai you have truly been my guardian. That is why I am leaving my Guardian Patch here for you. You and I shall always be bound in friendship. You will forever be in my heart. May the spirits always shed light on your path. I shall miss you, my friends.”

Tiva secured her belongings and journeyed to the military base. Ambassador Dival and the other Uucorians leaving were already present. Talk of the altercation at the Raku home was the main topic of conversation, and many were smiling at her when she neared.

 “Seems you had an interesting last night on Uucor?” the Ambassador said with a wry smile.

“I do not find humor in the situation, Ambassador.”

“Indeed, though, you handled yourself well. According to the Major’s men you took down four men by yourself.”

“I have been trained to do so, sir.”

“You certainly have, Tiva Boon.”

“Am I still welcome among your group, Ambassador? I have a bounty on my head, I know not how, or why, but I do not wish danger upon your Vexillum.”

“Yes, you are most welcome. We all have enemies, Tiva, as I have said before. The Major’s people interrogated your attackers. They will be imprisoned for quite some time. We did find something among their belongings.” He turned to one of his Joran captain’s and waved. The man handed her a small datarecorder. “You can review it on the transport, it is time to depart.”

Tiva nodded, slipped the device into her bag, and followed the others inside the craft. She was amazed at the comforts of the small ship. The main cabin held cushioned chairs and various data consoles. She took a seat in the back, away from the others and placed her meager belongings on her lap. The Ambassador and captains moved to the front and settled in, preparing for flight.

“We have a two day journey back to our main base. Make yourselves comfortable and should you need anything let us know. Provisions and a lavatory are in the back, and your chairs recline so you can sleep.” The Iarashin captain turned before disappearing from view. 

Tiva glanced out the window to see Harai standing outside the gated area. The craft picked up off the ground and Harai began to wave. Tiva raised her hand to the glass and nodded. Harai smiled and wiped a tear from her cheek. The craft rose higher and entered the upper atmosphere. The young girl happily continued to wave. Tiva watched as her friend, the houses, and buildings grew smaller and smaller. She felt the profound sadness envelope her as the ship broke orbit from Uucor. 

Now among the stars, Tiva sighed and leaned back in her chair. She overheard the Ambassador call for warp speed. She gazed out the window and the stars seemed to blur. 

Leaving behind her new friends and her old life, Tiva felt the weight of her situation. Her thoughts strayed to the men who attacked her and the Raku’s, and as she touched the cuts on her hands, she felt slightly proud at herself for retaining control. The way she reacted at the time, she may have killed each man without a second thought, but that was something she did not need the Raku’s to see.

She pulled out the recorder given to her, and wondered how many more bounty hunters were searching. Her picture on the screen with the word “Wanted” in many different languages including her own written underneath. The image was from a few cycles back, she was in her guardian uniform, her hair slightly shorter. Only someone who had access to the records in Kinchar had this image of her. Someone had taken over control of the palace. Tiva’s markings darkened, thinking about a Rebel thug in power. 

She let out an agitated grunt, closed her eyes, and wish it all were a bad dream. Sadly, it wasn’t. She prayed that being on the opposite side of the galaxy was far enough away to deter the Rebels from their pursuit and allow her to go on with her life far away from Abennelp. Tiva glanced back toward Uucor, which was far off in the distance now, glad that her friends were safe. Within the confines of the Union, she’d be protected, yet the uncertainty of her future scared her. She was alone, unaccustomed to space travel, and was the only person of her kind within the Union. 

Someone wanted to find her. The question of who plagued her most of the journey to the Base. She used the two days to relax and read more about the organization. When restlessness took her, she asked the Captains if she could watch from the main cabin. 

The view was amazing. Only dimly lit streaks of stars crossed her path, still, it was like nothing she had ever seen before. Dival was kind to her, and explained how the transport systems worked, and offered her a tour of the entire craft. 

Perplexed at the various alien technologies, she was glad the Ambassador and his men had heard of her altercation with the hunters at Major Raku’s residence. Knowing her skills, along with her high marks in combat, was enough to ensure her a post within some type of security section. 

Before returning to her seat to rest, she studied the transport ship’s schematics, and even took control for a while. It was much like driving a super fast hovercraft, and though thrilling, she would rather remain safe in the hands of experts than fly herself.

Back in the main cabin, she drifted off to sleep lulled by the hum of the engines and vibration of space around her.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Three
Tiva noticed a change in the speed of the craft and glanced out the small side window. Dival entered the cabin. “We have entered Xatlo galaxy where the Union space station is located. It’ll be several hours before docking.”

She delved into the database to review everything she had read. Xatlonia was the first planet to travel to other galaxies looking for life. Over the last one hundred and fifty standard years, twenty-two planets from five galaxies joined the Union. Xatlo and Arillo galaxies, the founders of the Union, each had several planetary systems involved. Qwall had the most with eight planets, including Bayo, and both the Milky Way and Cobee galaxies had one each, a planet called Earth, and now Uucor. 

Abennelp, listed in the Union database under ‘consideration,’ did not seem to be a priority, regardless of her new standing within the group. The Union’s first rule was not to interfere with warring planets. Her people did not explore the stars and it was quite a young planet in general, which was another factor. 

Tiva scrolled through the list of Union members. She knew remembering all the different galaxies, planets, and races of people would take time, but she realized all she had now was time. With no calling to fulfill, no duty to perform, she was just passing time until she found or chose another path. Surely, the Union would provide her safety and teach her about the universe, but she didn’t want to live on a ship for the rest of her life.

“Are you ready to start your new adventure, Tiva Boon?” a voice from behind asked. 

One of the Dival’s captains fidgeting with a handheld weapon. He was the same height, yet stockier then most. “Yes, I am ready. Will I be joining your ship, captain…”

“Locke, and no, I believe you are needed on the Tolox. Your scores have garnered you a senior position, I only have openings for junior grade. Dival believes your security background and fighting skills are best served under Captain Maar.”

“Trevo Maar from Oninus, a dying planet of warriors in the Qwall galaxy?”

“You are a quick study, Ms. Boon.” He paused and rubbed his puffy cheeks. “Yes, that would be him. He has a rather eclectic group of men and women on his ship, I have no doubts you’ll enjoy the challenge, though, watch out for Gigs, she’s a bit odd.”

“Gigs?”

“The Tolox’s artificial intelligence hologram. She’s a super smart pain in the ass.” 

“A talking virtual projection?” Tiva said in surprise as Locke pointed to the small display next to his seat. It showed a female form with dark hair, soft pink skin, and dark gray eyes. 

“A bit more than that, but in essence, yes.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry, she takes well to people, and she’s full of helpful information.”

“Thank you for the advice, captain.” She lowered her head slightly. 

“Any time,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “Well, it looks like we’re ready to dock. If you’ll follow me, I’ll give you a tour of the Base, and introduce you to Trevo.” He stood and motioned to the back of the vessel. 

Tiva gawked at the view outside the port window. Amazing, she thought as she gathered her belongings. Larger than any manufactured object she had ever seen, the space station was easily half the size of Abennelp. Three large silver saucers connected by several pillar type contraptions floated in space as if anchored there by the stars. The design itself was sleek and efficient, but it was not how she imagined. 

The transport locked into place with a slight jerk, and the doors immediately opened when Locke moved to the exit. She followed him inside, and surveyed her new surroundings. The corridor was dim, cold, and uninviting. Wall displays of computer terminals and portholes decorated the metal walkway. The carpeted floor saved the vibrations caused by those walking by from echoing loudly, though it seemed impossible for someone to sneak and keep silent. 

Locke moved to the end of the hall and stepped into a lift. It was the complete opposite of the beautiful glass lift in the Palace of Kinchar. It was dark and dank, and shook when she entered. Bracing herself against the wall, Tiva gripped the railing and glanced at the panel as it lit up after the doors closed. Captain Locke tapped for the level and stepped back. 

“I’ll take you to the control center first then show you the main layout of the station. You probably won’t spend much time here, except between assignments and ship refits.”

She responded with a nod, and again followed when the lift slowed, opened, and Locke walked out. 

The control center was even more comforting. It resembled the cockpit of the transport on a larger scale without the navigation section. Brightly lit consoles and panels filled the triangular room. Tiva noticed a few new races of aliens she had not seen earlier, one sitting at a scientific console, the other at the operations section. As they moved to the middle of the room, a very tall, thin, orange-skinned man stood up and exchanged handshakes with Locke. His appearance allowed her to know immediately that he was from the Arillo galaxy, though she was unsure which planet.

“Commodore Qafin, may I present Tiva Boon of Abennelp, our newest member to the Vexillum.” Locke beamed proudly.

The man extended his hand to her, and she gripped it.

“Quite a hand shake you have, young lady. Welcome to Ovvella Base.”

“Thank you.” 

“I understand you are heading out on the Tolox. Dival himself recommended you, and Captain Maar is not a fool to turn down such an offer.”

“I am honored to serve wherever needed, sir.”

Qafin grinned and slapped Locke on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit! We need more people like you. Abennelp, you say? I don’t believe I’ve heard of it…”

“I am the only one from my planet in your Union, sir. My home is currently in a state of war, I do not believe you will see others any time soon.”

“Hmm, that’s unfortunate; you seem a bright and honorable people.”

“Thank you, sir.” Tiva bowed her head and placed her fist on her heart. She cringed inwardly, getting used to the customs of the other races was going to be difficult. If she continued her old traditions, she felt like she’d never fit in. Yet, surprisingly when she looked up, the Commodore returned the gesture with a smile. 

“I hope you accomplish all that you’ve set out to do, Tiva of Abennelp. Pleasant journeys to you.”

 

Locke continued the tour, showing Tiva the more populated and used areas through several levels, various lounges, quarters, labs, and meeting rooms and then he showed her engineering, medical, and finally security. 

“Most of our ships have similar internal technology. We’ve integrated several different types of ships from all over the universe. You’ll find everything is in the standard trade language or general as many call it, so you shouldn’t have any problems there. The Tolox is one of our expedition cruisers. It’s powerful, sturdy, and is used for long operations.” He tapped on the security console and brought up a real time image of the ship docking. “Oh, it seems they’ve arrived. Dival has already informed Captain Maar of your assignment, so if you wish to get settled on the ship, I can take you there.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He laughed. “You don’t have to ‘sir’ me, save that for your captain.” Locke exited the room and guided Tiva through the lower half of the Base to the docking ring. The Tolox came into view as they stepped off the lift to a sleek corridor with large glass windows. Standing at the end of the docking deck was a very large, dark skinned man, with stark white hair. He had odd oval shaped markings on his temples and cheeks and dark piercing brown eyes. Next to him was a smaller, pale man with flaxen hair and green eyes. 

“Captain Trevo Maar and his crew commander Jay Hill, this is Tiva Boon.” Locke smiled and motioned to her. Both men grinned at her. Maar’s hard smile was slightly intimidating, but Hill’s warm features caught her attention. She dipped her head some, then shook both their hands.

“An honor to meet you,” she said.

“Dival hasn’t stopped talking about his trip to Uucor and the wonderful new recruits the Vexillum was lucky enough to get,” Hill stated evenly. “From what he’s told us, you’ll fit like a glove.”

“Pardon, sir?” Tiva said with a raised brow.

“Oh, um…” He chuckled. “It’s a human expression, means you should find yourself comfortable among us.”

“I’ve yet to understand all your human puns and sarcasm, Hill…one day you will say the wrong thing to the wrong person and find yourself at the wrong end of a plasma gun.” Captain Maar snarled lightly. “It will take time to adapt, Ms. Boon, but I assure you the Tolox has the finest crew in the fleet.”

Locke coughed and glanced over at the two. “Second finest crew…”

“Yes, of course, sir.” Maar smirked.

“I will leave you to your journey then, Captain. Take care, Ms. Boon, I hope to see you again soon.”

“Likewise, sir. Keep safe,” she said and watched him walk away. When he vanished behind the doors of the lift, she returned her attention to the captain. He handed her a datarecorder, a thin plastic card, and a small round device with a strap. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. The recorder has the ship code of ethics, the Vexillum standard operating procedures, and our ranking structure. Make sure you study and memorize them. That…” He pointed to the card. “Will procure you three standard uniforms from the commissary, and the communications device can be worn around your wrist. We are departing in two hours. That should give you time to get your belongings and settle in…”

“I do not have any other supplies, sir.” She held up her small bag. 

“Then you’ll have plenty of time to relax before we head out.” He grinned again. “Hill, escort her to the commissary, then show Ms. Boon around the ship then bring her up to the command center.”

“Aye, Captain.” Hill saluted by putting his hand to his forehead, and Maar returned to the ship. “I will take you to get your uniform…have you eaten today?”

“Yes, sir. Dival provided us with food before we docked.”

“Good, good. So, Tiva Boon, I’ve read the data on your history, it seems very colorful to say the least. Your planet is at war currently?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Shame…I’ve seen many wars myself both on my home planet, Earth, and on alien worlds. War is sometimes needed, but never wanted.”

“When people learn true acceptance and love, war will be unnecessary.” She repeated her uncle’s words and followed Hill to the main level.

“Wise words, indeed. I will leave you to gather what you need.”

Tiva nodded, entered the area, and marveled at the mass of people. Aliens of all sizes and skin tones rushed past each other going about their business. Hill gestured to the commissary, then hurried out before she protested. She stood for a moment taking in the scene. Contemplating lowering her mental shield to gather a sense of the population, Tiva decided against it and moved toward the shop.

Someone gripped her arm. Without thinking, she drew her Timbur from her belt, attached it, and a split second later the prongs of her claw were under the chin of a bald man. 

“Whoa, hey there chick…” he said, releasing his hold and backing away. “Ya looked lost, I was only tryin’ to help.”

“I require no assistance,” Tiva said, and replaced her weapon. She noticed a few people stopped to watch, but when she met eyes with them, they rushed away looking frightened. Her markings had changed. She felt them lightening as she turned and entered the shop. The bald man followed, but this time he did not touch.

“Sorry if’n I scared ya.”

“You did not,” Tiva said.

“Most people don’t pull weapons because they was grabbed.”

“I am not most people.”

He said, “Can we start again?” He jumped in front of her and extended his hand. His crooked smile and warm inviting eyes did not seem to match his deep drawl or demeanor “Jimmi B’abot, I’m the weapons specialist on the Tolox.”

Tiva paused and awkwardly shook his hand. “Tiva Boon.”

“Much better. So, pretty lady, what ya doin’ here at the commissary?”

“I am picking up uniforms before I depart.”

“Which ship?”

“The Tolox.”

He grinned. “Hoot! Ya must be the security chick they was talkin’ ‘bout.”

“Apparently,” she said, handing the card over to the clerk. He handed her a sheet of paper that asked for measurements. Tiva stared for a moment, unsure what to register, and looked up to find the clerk gone.

“Somethin’ wrong?” B’abot said as he leaned against the counter, still grinning at her.

“I do not know what size to choose from this chart.” 

“Ya look about a solid seven, but if ya want yer clothes to fit loose, pick a nine.”

“Loose fitting clothing is apt to get caught during battle. I will take the seven.”

Jimmi chuckled and watched her fill out the form. When the clerk returned, he offered to take measurements, and seeing it as her chance to get away from the bald man, Tiva agreed. 

 

She stepped out of the shop and smoothed the tight fitting uniform along her sides. Preferring the one-piece gray and blue jumpsuit with belt, she purchased two. The third a two—piece dress uniform of the same color fit looser and was more comfortable. Exiting the shop, she heard a strange high-pitched noise coming from the opposite side of the promenade. B’abot was bobbing his head, making the noise with his lips, as his gaze moved along her body. Gripping her bag tight, she walked past him heading for the Tolox docking ring. 

“Aww, come on sweet thang, give a man a chance to look at ya.” He ran up alongside. 

“If you value your life, sir, I suggest you refrain from further comments about my appearance. I do not like being ogled.”

“Why’d those things on yer head keep changin’ color?”

“They are markings, and they change color with my emotions.” She glared at him and the moons went dark. “That means I am agitated.”

“Shesh, yer one uptight woman, you need to get some,” he said, mumbled and walked away.

Had she been in a better mood, she might have asked what she needed to get, but as Hill gave her no other instructions and her free time was dwindling, she made her way back to find him.

 

“And now that I’ve given you the grand tour of the Tolox, Captain Maar wishes to see you.” Hill smiled. Tiva nodded and entered the lift. “Oh, before I forget. The Union gives each of us a small living allowance. It allows for amenities and personal items. If you are good at managing money you can save enough by the end of your career to settle down somewhere nice.”

She cared not for material possessions save the few she left on Abennelp. However, she was glad to hear she’d have some means of support.

The ship, overall, was in excellent condition. Hill showed her every level and essential sector of the vessel. Her office was small, but the fact she even had a place of her own outside her living quarters was a welcome surprise. The three-room dwelling was barren, Hill said she could add her own flare, and she intended to do so. 

Finding her way around the ship would be easy, yet as they rode up the lift to the command center she wondered where she would find the AI hologram Locke warned her about. 

When she stepped off, B’abot, the bald man, was sitting at the front console rubbing his facial hair. Captain Maar stood in the middle of the room, and two other females were at posts, one she recognized as Gigs.

“Ms. Boon, welcome to the Tolox.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“As I am sure you’re aware we’re posting you as the senior security coordinator for the ship.” Tiva nodded and he continued, “This is Gigs, our computer’s holographic artificial intelligence interface.” Maar then turned to the other woman. “This is Aliri Caedm, our science expert, and I heard you ran into our weapons specialist Jimmi already.”

“Yes, sir,” she said carefully. 

“The rest of our senior staff is still on the base, you will meet them during your welcome dinner.”

“Sir, I require no special attention.”

“Nonsense, the senior staff always gets together for dinner when a new recruit joins. It’s tradition, you have traditions where you come from, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I do.” 

“Good, good, then there’ll be no arguing, and everyone,” Hill interrupted and looked straight at B’abot, “will be on their best behavior, understood?”

Gigs laughed and then vanished. The hologram appeared in a smaller form, sitting on Captain Maar’s shoulder. 

“Gigabyte! Off!”

The others laughed, and Gigs dissolved once again then reappeared next to Tiva. Knowing it did no good to hold a weapon on an image; she stood still and waited to see what it would do. 

“Hide me!” she screeched, as Captain Maar lunged forward playfully. Tiva didn’t know what to do or say.

“Gigs, stop messing with the new girl.” Aliri smiled, and Gigs giggled. 

“All right, everyone back to stations, we need to prep for departure. Gigs you can play hide and seek later,” Maar said, turned to Tiva, and lowered his voice. “Don’t let her talk you into playing, she cannot be beaten.”

“Everything can be beaten, sir.”

He smirked and rubbed his hands together. “Welcome aboard, Tiva Boon, welcome aboard.”





  
 

*
Alone in her new room after shift, Tiva read through the crew manifest, protocols, ranks, and general standing orders of the Vexillum before the ship left. Knowing she should take the time to become more familiar with the Tolox before they departed, she reviewed the ships schematics to learn where everything was located. She did not care for the welcome dinner; however, she would keep with their traditions and do as asked. 

Tiva smoothed the dress uniform along her thighs, and glanced at her reflection. The silvery blue collar and shoulders of the tunic didn’t flatter her skin, but it gave her a nice stature when she stood straight. She sighed, and turned away from the mirror. This uniform was not the one she wanted to wear. 

Emptying her belongings onto her bed, she rifled through the Uucorian clothing Harai insisted she keep, and picked up her tattered guardian uniform. Though neatly folded, it still smelled of blood and fire. She was still amazed at her lack of injuries compared to the condition of her outfit. 

The Tolox did not have a ban on personal weapons for its senior crew, so she grabbed her Timbur and attached it to her belt. It was just added comfort in her heart. She knew training with the Union weapons was in order, and from her research, she believed the standard issue plasma guns were similar to the blasters used during the Great War. 

 After she combed and fixed her hair, Tiva secured the faded Guardian strap around her braid, and ventured out into the corridor. The AI appeared and smiled. 

“Hiya, Boony.”

“The name is Boon.”

“Wow, Jimmi was right…” She chuckled. “You heading down for the crew dinner?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Do you know the way?” Gigs said and floated alongside.

“I believe so, but I do not mind the help.”

“Great…level three,” she said, entering the lift. Her appearance altered without warning, from dark to light hair, and Tiva studied the hologram. “Jimmi said I look cute as a blonde. I don’t know though, perhaps I’ll keep it. But I really like your hair style, can I borrow it?”

“If you wish,” Tiva said. 

When the lift stopped, Tiva exited and searched for the mess hall. None of the doors were marked, making it difficult to figure out where she was. Before she asked the AI where to go, her form materialized in front of the last door in the hall then Gigs smiled and disappeared again.

It was going to take time getting used to the technology on the ship. Tiva was unsure which would cause her a greater hardship over all, the technology, or the people. 

As she entered the room, every head turned. The captain rose from his chair and met her half way.  

“Welcome, Ms. Boon, we’re glad you joined us.”

“Thank you for having me, sir.” 

He escorted her to the table and everyone exchanged their greetings. The only empty seat was between Caedm and Hill, so she sat, and surveyed the food on her plate. 

“You haven’t met our operations controller Emerala Teer or the flight specialist Raife Nassut…” Captain Maar said from the head of the table.

“No, sir, I have not,” Tiva said then nodded to each of them. “Pleasure.”

“Welcome to the Tolox.” Nassut smiled, and Teer wiggled her fingers in a friendly manner. 

“First things first, we have a couple new tasks,” Captain Maar said. “There is a colony of people in the Arillo galaxy who require supplies. Also the Union thinks one of the planets there might be ready to join the organization so we are authorized to begin negotiations.”

“Will I head up the negotiation team again, sir?” Hill said with a wide grin.

“Yes, as usual.” He snorted. “But now, let us all enjoy a good meal with fine company.” He raised his glass toward the table. “To new friends and new journeys.”

“Here, here,” Hill said and lifted his own glass. The others followed suit so Tiva picked up her drink and then took a sip along with the others. 

The captain sat, and the crew began their meal. Tiva picked at her food, eating only a few bites of everything on her plate.

“So, tell us about yer home, Ms. Boon,” Jimmi said suddenly.

Tiva glanced around the table. Everyone seemed interested in hearing, but still unsure of the situation, she lowered her guard to gather a sense of everyone’s emotions. A powerful wave hit her immediately, emanating from many of the crew. The humans, Hill and Jimmi were hard to read; the captain and Nassut were easy to sense while the two women seemed to be hiding something.

Caedm glanced over and narrowed her gaze as if studying something. Tiva raised her shield and turned to Jimmi. 

“My home is in a state of war at present. I am unable to return, there is not much to say.” She sipped her drink, hoping to divert the woman’s attention or at least change the topic of conversation.

“Surely you have stories you can share,” Nassut probed.

“I was raised a Royal Guardian, a protector to the king and queen on my world. I failed in my duty, and now I am trying to start a new life. I am no bard; I have no exciting stories to share.”

“I seriously doubt that…one warrior to another,” Captain Maar chimed in. 

“While I was trained from a young age, sir, I do not consider myself a warrior. My people have striven for peace and accomplished such a feat for many cycles, until recently. Unfortunately for me, if I return to my home I will most likely lose my life.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Caedm said. “However, I do know the feeling.”

“Yes,” Teer said. “Many of us come from similar backgrounds. I think the Union brings people like us together. We all want peace, for our homes and the rest of the universe.”

“Indeed,” Hill bellowed. “It is the hope of many.”

The table grew quiet and somber. Tiva dared not lower her guard; the emotions of the group were overwhelming. Caedm gave off the strange vibe, and she wished not to take any chances. After the group finished their meal, Teer walked Tiva to the security office as it was near the operations center. They enjoyed a short talk about space travel, and Tiva was grateful for the company.

“It really sucks that you don’t have a team yet. However, this is the baby ship in the fleet…we’re growing slowly, but surely. In the mean time, my assistant has some background in security, he’ll be happy to help with the codes and reports. Hill is a stickler when it comes to timeliness. He wants all reports in his queue first thing in the morning.”

“How do you know when it is morning?” Tiva said.

The small woman laughed. She pushed her bright red hair from her shoulders and squinted her pale yellow eyes at Tiva. “If I wasn’t born on a starship, I probably wouldn’t know how to tell the difference either. People just use the clocks or ask the computer, but I’ll let you in on a little secret. Many ships reduce speed in the morning, it’s easier for some of the other species to wake up and get going. Though with the shift work on most ships now, it doesn’t make much difference, but it’s still a habit of many captains.” She shrugged and craned her neck to look up at Tiva. “Space is an odd thing, Ms. Boon, you’ll either grow to love it or hate it.”

“I hope I grow to love it.” As I have nowhere else to go, she thought. “Thank you for walking with me, Ms. Teer.”

“Please call me, Emerala. I’m not much for formalities.”

“Very well, Emerala please call me Tiva.”

“Great!” She smiled. “I have to get going, see you tomorrow, Tiva.”

“Keep safe, Emerala.” Tiva waited for her to turn the corner before entering the security office. The room, half the size of her living quarters, held a few space-themed paintings as decoration. One was a planet with two moons and a sun, the other a space cloud of some type. She sat at the desk and brought the terminal online. Several beeps and ticks later, the screen came to life filled with reports, memos, and outstanding issues from around the ship. 

Unaccustomed to compiling reports, as most of hers had been verbal, Tiva settled in the chair for the evening, wanting to get a head start on her first day. Several hours passed without interruption, she was thankful for the quietness, but when her stomach grumbled, she knew she’d have to head to the mess hall to eat. 

It was the middle of the night, though the scenery in space never changed. To her it seemed like one long night. She entered the mess and shivered. Aliri Caedm sat in the corner staring out into space. Not wishing to disturb anyone, Tiva grabbed a bottle of juice and something Jimmi called a sandwich from the food dispenser, and walked to the exit.

I know you have abilities beyond what you have divulged. Caedm’s voice filled her mind. 

She paused at the door, and turned around. 

You and I share more than you realize, Tiva Boon, I can help you.

I do not require assistance, Tiva responded.

Caedm stood up and crossed the room. A sharp pain shot through Tiva’s mind the closer she came. She attempted to guard her mind, but the pain was tremendous. Tiva grabbed her Timbur and slashed the vacant air before her. Off balance and unable to fight, she collapsed and cradled her head in her hands. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Four
“Stop!” Tiva said, pain searing through her. Every limb tingled and throbbed. She reached up again, trying to grab her attacker.

There are predators out in this universe, Tiva Boon. I have lived many years and have seen the horrible effects of mind control first hand. You will need to strengthen both your abilities if you wish to live among the various races of the Union. If you do not wish my help, so be it.

The pain stopped. Tiva glanced up at the woman. Her sapphire eyes were full of compassion and understanding despite the pain she inflicted. Locks of golden hair bounced around her face as she walked to the door. 

“Please…wait,” Tiva said.

Caedm paused. “At first I didn’t sense you at all. But once you lowered your barriers, I was able to gain access. You are emotionally guarded for a reason, but I will not pressure you for answers as we all have secrets. However, I have been among the Union for quite some time now and I assure you they can be trusted. You can sense I am telling the truth, correct?” she said and Tiva simply nodded. “All right, I can guide you with your telepathy and help you strengthen your shield. What you use to contain yourself is perfect for your people, and I have a suspicion you were one of the stronger empaths on your planet. But that will not work well here among the masses. I can teach you how to protect yourself from almost any species if you are willing to learn.”

“If it will keep me from danger, I will learn.”

“Direct and to the point, huh? Well, we’ll work on your people skills too…Gigs!” Caedm smiled and the AI popped into the room. 

“Hiya.”

“Can you send all the information you have on telepathic and empathic abilities to Ms. Boon’s personal computer? Have any of the alien text translated to general…” She glanced over. “Or do you prefer your language?”

“I do not believe your computers have access to mine.”

“You didn’t program it into the Union’s database?”

“I was not on the base long, nor was I told it was required.”

“It’s not required, just easier for most people to read in their own language,” Gigs said.

“I learned Uucorian and general while I was there. I have a book written in Abennelpian if you wish to enter it into your database,” she said.

“Sure, why not. I’m always interested in learning new things. Let me take a crack at it alone first and see if I can translate. If not, you’ll have to enter your lettering into my system.” Gigs smiled at Caedm. “Are you mentoring the new girl?”

“Somewhat, there is much to learn for someone new to space travel. I’ll help where I can.”

“I appreciate that, thank you.” Tiva nodded.

“I wanna help too,” Gigs said. 

“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be a help eventually. Let her settle in first. I just wanted to make sure she was safe from harm.”

“Fine, okay…” Gigs huffed. “The files are in your room, Boon.”

“Thank you. If you will excuse me, I must eat and rest now.”

 

After finishing her meal and reviewing the text on her abilities, Tiva changed into the sleep clothing and attempted to rest. A few hours passed and she was still awake despite the soft hum of the ship engines and the gentle sway of space travel. Trying to relax her body and spirit, Tiva rubbed her markings and meditated. Caedm and Emerala seemed like people she could rely on. The AI was an interesting piece of technology, and the other senior crew—the men—all seemed to have their own strange outlook. 

So far, she felt safe. Though she’d eventually disclose her situation with the bounty hunters to the captain as a precaution, she wanted to ease into her duty first. 

She’d done more reading in the last few months than she had during most of her life. She learned about all the various elements found in space. Nebulas, black holes, dwarf stars to name but a few. Astronomy at home was nothing like the information she found among the database records. 

Still, her focus was security. Spending the night in her new office proved helpful. Now, she was fully aware of her daily duty as the chief. She only wished she had a team or at least an assistant to help during critical times, which from her research, were many. Aware sleep would not take her again, Tiva changed back into uniform and roamed the halls of the Tolox. 

She felt cheated. The technology of this ship, the power in weaponry it held, might have saved her family…and the king. Aimlessly she wandered the corridors thinking of everything that had gone wrong. From the beginning when Defor and Jarn died during her tour in Cenii, through all the battles, and ending with the decision to leave Abennelp in the first place. 

Would their fate have been different if they stayed? Would she be among the dead instead of the sole survivor?

The spirits had no answers for her, despite her constant praying. She was alone with no guidance from her family, Vicars, or Mystics. No sage advice from friends, there was nothing. She only had this group of people on the Tolox now. 

When her thoughts faded, she realized she was on the bottom level of the ship. Finding the nearest lift, she rode back up to level two. The doors opened, Hill appeared smiling.

“Greetings, Ms. Boon. Heading to the command center early this morning?”

“Is it morning?”

“Yes.” He laughed, entering the lift and tapping for the floor. “Couldn’t sleep?”

“I do not sleep much, sir,” she said as the doors closed. “Habit from childhood.”

“I see. Well, Ms. Boon, you’ll learn to sleep on the Tolox eventually, we’ll run you ragged. Shift starts in an hour, if you want to get familiar with the reports and such I can unlock the console for you.”

“I spent the evening in the security office, sir, and already changed the codes for my computer.”

“Efficient, I like that.” He grinned and stepped into the command center. 

Tiva exited the lift. The captain and B’abot were already in their chairs, Gigs sat on the science console, in small form looking out the main observation displayer. Tiva had been expecting a window, like the one in the transport she had been in before. The technology of this ship amazed her. She nodded to Maar and B’abot then moved to the back of the command center and unlocked the station with her new code. Immediately it lit up and whirled with noises. Several reports from around the ship inundated the screen. 

Shuffling through and prioritizing them would be her first task for the day, but not before she programmed the computer to begin an internal sweep of the ship. Her fingers danced, the station beeped and blinked like a musical instrument, and before long Tiva was comfortable enough to multi-task. 

“How was your first night on board?” Captain Maar asked, appearing next to her.

“Fine, sir. Thank you for asking.”

“Hill says you didn’t sleep much.” He grinned then lowered his voice. “If you are having trouble sleeping, we have a virtual recreation room that you might enjoy. It’s not as sophisticated as the VR chambers on the outpost, but you can program it to create almost any environment, and it looks very real.”

“I could take ya fer a walk on the beaches of Silantrio Prime, they have crystal pink water an’ black sand, exotic don’t even describe it good enough,” B’abot said, turning his head to smile at them both. “Sorry, didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but even the Cap’n’s whispering can be heard ‘round the whole ship.”

“Man your post and leave Ms. Boon alone, B’abot,” Hill spat. 

Gigs laughed and then floated across the command center. Her small form changed to her normal size one, and she held up an information recorder at Tiva. 

“I tried all night, I can’t figure out your language,” she said with a frown. “Though, captain…it might be a great idea to keep it out of the Union database and use it for secret codes and operations in the future.”

Captain Maar chuckled and shook his head. “We’ve never needed codes before.”

“Never say never, captain.” 

Caedm stepped off the lift with Emerala. The two greeted everyone before taking their seats. Gigs vanished from sight, and Maar settled into his chair.

Raife Nassut arrived last and climbed up to the navigation hub in the middle of the room. The captain emitted satisfaction and turned to his crew commander an unspoken order given.

“All sectors report!” Hill barked.

“We are one hour and twenty minutes from the Arillo galaxy at current speed, sir.” Nassut said.

“Science is running continual sweeps of the area, sir, nothing out of the ordinary,” Caedm said.

Emerala typed on her console without looking up. “All ship power output normal, sir, nothing on communications.” 

“Weapons are primed and ready, Mr. Hill.” Jimmi grinned.

“First internal sweep initiated and all security codes have been changed and sent to your station, sir. Incoming reports from all sectors clear.” Tiva filed through the reports as they came in from around the ship. She looked up for a moment to see Hill and Maar exchange another look. They both seemed pleased. She was as well. The crew obviously worked well together, she only hoped that she would fit in as time went by.

“Good, good.” Hill rose from his seat and moved toward Emerala. “Gigs, I need you to contact my negotiating team and have them meet in the briefing room in fifteen minutes.”

Her voice said, “Yes, sir. Fifteen minutes.”

“Emerala, send all the information about Lecokrot V to me, culture, religion, greetings, basically anything you find that will be helpful with negotiations.”

“No problem,” she said cheerfully as Hill entered the lift.

“Chief,” Maar began, turning to her, “I hope you are ready for your first job.”

“I will do whatever is needed of me, captain.” Tiva straightened up.

“I have no doubts. Caedm, Nassut, you, and I will be delivering the supplies to the Speego Colony while Hill and his team begin negotiations.”

“Understood,” she said.

“Run another internal sweep and then lock down all essential sections, we’ll have minimal crew on board for a few hours.”

“Yes, sir.”

Maar exited through the opposite side, after ordering Caedm to take command. Tiva did as told and ran the internal sweep on the ship once again, and secured all unmanned areas. She glanced over at Emerala for a moment, but before she spoke Gigs appeared in Hill’s seat.

“You know, being an AI really sucks sometimes. I never get off the ship.”

“Maybe if you looked at it in a positive light, you’d see the good of being a hologram,” Emerala said.

“Like what?”

“Well for one, ya can’t get hurt.” Jimmi turned.

“And you’re smarter then everyone on the ship…” Caedm said with a wink, “…even me.”

“Don’t forget you’re the only one who can change form.” Raife snickered from above. 

Tiva listened to the banter, but remained silent. She found it curious that the crew tried to boost the AI’s confidence. Did Gigs actually have emotions? Tiva didn’t sense anything from the being, but she had not expected to.

“Have any wise words for me, Tiva?” Gigs appeared next to her in a flash.

“I do not.”

The others laughed. Tiva felt her markings pink, and she heard some of the crew gasp. She lowered her head to hide her forehead and sighed inwardly.

“Wow, how did you do that?” Gigs invaded her space and looked up at Tiva despite her attempts to get away from the attention.

“Do what?” she grumbled.

“Gigs leave her alone!” Emerala raised her voice.

“But her moon things changed color and I want to know why.”

“Curiosity can sometimes kill more than the cat, Gigabyte,” Aliri said.

“Fine, fine, fine.” The hologram stomped away and sat back down at Hill’s chair. “You people need to go anyway, we’re almost there.”

“She’s right,” Raife said. “We’ll be in Arillo in a few minutes.”

“Come on, Tiva, I’ll show you to the flight deck.” Caedm glanced over and smiled.

Tiva’s marking had returned to normal by the time she met Caedm’s eyes, but trying to filter through all that had happened in the short span of time was still picking at her mind. How much did she have to divulge for these aliens to understand her? Even if she did such a thing, there was no guarantee they’d comprehend. 

She secured her station and followed Caedm to the lift. When the doors closed, she heard Jimmi explain her markings to the others. She leaned back against the lift and gripped the railing trying to keep calm, though the darkening of her moons betrayed her attempts. She was going to have to try harder to keep in control. Every little thing seemed to set her off without warning. 

“He really shouldn’t be blabbing your business to the others and I’ll make sure to talk to Hill about it, but honestly he’s just trying to help.”

“Perhaps.”

“Listen, Tiva. I can only imagine what’s happened to you. If I can be upfront with you…I can sense your pain and anguish. You’ve lost a large part of yourself recently and you are very angry. So angry in fact you’re bound to give me a headache during our training.”

“I do not wish to burden you.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Caedm sighed as the lift doors opened. “I offered my help and I will stand by my word. I’ve trained many people in my life, you will not be an issue…all I am saying is, we are your friends now. We are a very close group of people and over time, you’ll feel more comfortable around us. Jimmi is a bit overbearing, but he’s only looking out for you in his own backwards kinda way. Not to mention he really has the hots for you.”

“Hots?”

“Um…yeah, he’s attracted to you, probably seeks your companionship.”

“I sensed his attraction, though he did not mention anything about wishing to court me.”

Caedm chuckled and motioned to the end of the corridor. “Earth men haven’t done that for centuries, and the rest of the guys here wouldn’t know how to court properly even if you explained it to them. They’ll usually find excuses to talk to you or get close….some will even argue and pick fights just to get your attention.”

“Why do such things?”

“I haven’t a clue, and that’s even after a few lifetimes worth of research.”

“You are long lived?”

“I guess you can say that,” she said, swept a lock of hair from her face and opened the hatch to the flight deck. Tiva walked into the storage type room first. Several sleek crafts hung from a metal contraption on the ceiling. Captain Maar was speaking with an engineer, and a few other crewmembers were scurrying around obviously preparing them for flight. Tiva turned her attention back to Caedm, but she was walking toward the captain. She hurried and followed, but remained behind.

Maar dismissed the engineer and handed both her and Aliri a datarecorder, and looked down at them. “The cargo ship is supplied and ready, what is our status, Caedm?”

“We should be in the Arillo galaxy any moment, sir. Nassut is on his way.”

“Excellent.” He squeezed his hands together and turned. “Boon, grab a few extra plasma guns and store them inside. There is a weapons locker in the corner.”

“Yes, sir,” Tiva said and crossed the large room searching for the locker. Without turning, she sensed both their eyes following. Not daring to open her mind with Caedm near, she prayed they were not talking about her. 

After retrieving the guns and returning to the cabin, Tiva found the security console inside, took a seat, and reviewed the datarecorder. The Speego Colony, located on the second moon of a planet called Syfark was in desperate need of medical supplies and food rations. The Colony, settled mostly by refugees from the polluted planet, was building a temporary living space for the majority of the people while Union environmentalists cleaned up the air and water on the surface.

Some type of natural disaster had occurred on the planet a few dozen years before and despite their efforts to contain the decay of their environment, ninety percent of the planet had become uninhabitable. Government heads and scientists still resided in the small expanse of livable land, the rest of the citizens moved to the colony. The colony leader, Kik Voxx, requested the supplies and the Union was happy to oblige.

The operation itself seemed easy enough, yet she secured a second plasma gun in her boot, and checked her belt. Each side held a weapon, her Timbur and primary gun. For a moment, she felt like a guardian again. She frowned slightly when the bay doors opened and Nassut, Maar, and Caedm entered. 

The pilot moved to the front of the craft. Captain Maar staffed the weapons while Caedm took over the science and communication. Having little to do on such a small craft, Tiva familiarized herself with the other sections in case anyone needed her help. 

Maar ordered Nassut to make for the planet. Caedm smiled as the craft dropped from the ceiling and flew backwards out of the Tolox. Once out among the stars, Nassut turned the craft, and guided it toward the colony’s coordinates. 

Tiva studied the datarecorder and ships functions. A quick glance to the console showed the moon on the displayer still far off in the distance. Getting there would take quite some time. 

Caedm’s soft voice filled Tiva’s mind halfway through the flight, If you wish to do some practicing while we have the time, we can head to the back.

Tiva glanced over and nodded. 

“Sir, I’m going to show Ms. Boon the type of supplies we are bringing to the colony.”

“Sure, I’ll call you when we’re close,” he said, turning back to the star chart. 

Tiva followed her into a cargo hold lined with hundreds of boxes with a symbol printed on the side. Back against the wall, cylinders of food rations. The amount of supplies in the hold was enough to feed and medicate every Royal Guardian and legionnaire for half a cycle. 

“How many people are we supplying?” she asked.

“Over four million I believe.”

Tiva’s eyes widened. “Such vast numbers, are many planets populated so heavily?”

“That’s nothing, Tiva. I came from a planet that had over thirty-five billion people, most planets range somewhere in the medium to high millions.” 

“Amazing.”

“Yeah, I was quite surprised myself when I first left my planet. I never realized the universe was so inhabited…anyway, let’s get to work.”

“Tell me what I must do.”

“First clear your mind of thought,” Caedm said. Tiva complied and closed her eyes. She relaxed her body first, allowing her emotions to float away. Memories clouded her, but she forced them aside. She felt Caedm inside her head, and tensed at first, then used her as a guide to release all thoughts. 

All right, Tiva, now I want you to raise your barrier and try to block my invading thoughts. Concentrate only on thoughts, do not worry about emotions yet.

She did as instructed and tightened her shield. Caedm’s voice disappeared, but deep in the back of her mind, she sensed her trying to break through. Tiva pushed back, forcing the energy to flow through her and center on her task. Again, she tried to break the barrier. Tiva shook and balled her hands tight. 

Do not force…

Tiva heard the words in her mind, but was unsure what she meant. How could she keep something away without forcing herself? Trying to decipher Caedm’s riddled words, Tiva attempted to use her energy to strengthen the shield instead of pushing the invading thoughts back.

Good.

She concentrated on her shield, but felt a strain on her body. Staggering back, she opened her eyes and a powerful blast hit her. Tiva gasped and steadied herself against the nearby wall.

“I’m sorry,” Caedm said. “I pushed too hard, but you did very well.”

“I do not understand, how can I have done well if I continued to hear your words in my mind?”

“There are not many people who can block me. I’ve studied telepathy for many years and have abilities far beyond most known races of the universe. That is not to say I am the strongest, I am not. The fact that I was only able to get a few words past your shield is very promising. You are a quick study. Now, let us carry on a simple conversation. The more you use it, the stronger it will become.”

Very well, Aliri, Tiva responded.

 

Aliri and Tiva returned to the cabin. Captain Maar and Nassut were chatting about ancient Oninus weapons. Raife Nassut apparently had firsthand knowledge of the captain’s home world, and they seemed to get along rather well. Their banter was friendlier then she expected. 

“I was wondering when you two were going to come back, our supplies are not that interesting.” Raife grinned as his fingers slid across the flight control panel. 

“Someone has to ensure her safety, Raife.” Aliri slid into her seat. 

Tiva settled in her chair, and picked up a few emotions from Raife. He was intrigued with both herself and Caedm. She felt ten cycles again, new to the palace and guardianship, everyone watching to see how she would fare. In a sense it fit, she was starting anew, though she had far more experience this time around. 

The captain broke her silent thoughts with orders to sweep the colony. She did as told and brought the sensors online to scan the moon. Relaying the incoming data to everyone, she watched as the moon came into view outside the window. 

“I’m within range for communications, Captain,” Caedm said.

“Excellent, inform the Minister we are here and coordinate a landing site with Nassut.”

“Aye, sir.” She quickly tapped on her console, as did Raife. Captain Maar rose from his seat and tapped Tiva on the shoulder.

“Let us ready the supplies.”

“Yes, Captain,” Tiva said, following him back to the cargo hold. Inside, she searched the room for some type of moving device. 

Maar moved to the back of the room, opened up a side compartment, and pulled out a hover platform. He pushed it toward the middle and began loading the supplies on top. Tiva joined him.

When they were through, Aliri and Raife entered. She opened up the hatch, and Raife took out a portable scanner. 

“The supply manifest is entered in the datarecorder, Captain. The Minister eagerly awaits our arrival.”

“Well done. Let’s move out.”

The group exited the cargo ship to a dusty gray sky. Around them, jagged hills and rocks covered the surface. Tiva noticed the air was thinner, and found it harder to breathe than on Uucor. She wondered the effects it might have on her body, the constant change in atmosphere, and made a mental note to ask someone later. 

A short bronze-headed figure neared. He extended a hand to the captain, and removed a mask from his face displaying a crooked grin on his small mouth.

“Captain, Captain! You’ve made it. Bless the Union, you are most welcome.” The man was undoubtedly overjoyed.

“We are glad to help, Minister…”

“Wargo. A pleasure to meet you all.” He looked up at everyone; his childlike features disappeared for a moment.

The captain introduced everyone and Wargo handed each a mask. “This will help keep you safe from the harsh air on the moon. Sadly, the air here is full of dust particles and they will irritate you after a while.”

Tiva placed the mask over her face and felt better immediately. The others donned their masks, and then followed the Minister. Towing the supplies behind them, she noticed several clear domes in the distance. Tiva gathered a sense of happiness when she lowered her shield. Despite the suffering of these people, they were content; that surprised her. Not allowing herself to take her eyes off the captain for any length of time, Tiva moved closer to his side. 

They entered the first dome after Wargo ordered the shield open, and immediately Tiva felt a change from the people. Many stopped what they were doing to look at the strangers. Wargo waved frantically to a group of men and women. Tiva’s hand went to her side, and she moved next to the captain.

The stares continued. Petite by the standards of Tiva’s planet, the people of Syfark possessed stealth and quickness beyond anything she’d seen before. The entire group was in front of them before anyone spoke. 

“Captain…” Aliri began.

Maar held up his hand, and glanced over at Raife. 

“I cleared him, sir.”

“Secure the cargo, something does seem odd...”

“Agreed,” Raife said, and moved back to the supplies and activated a charge-field around the hover platform. 

Wargo greeted the group and then turned smiling. “We will relieve you of the supplies now.”

“We are ordered to leave the supplies with your leader, Prime Minister, Kik Voxx,” Captain Maar said sternly. He motioned back to the hover platform. “Once he is present I will release the field and you may take the food and medicine.”

“Kik is on the planet surface, we need these supplies now!” a tiny female said from behind Wargo. 

“The Union gave the orders, and we shall stick to them, Miss.”

“Wargo we have no time for this! Contact Kik,” the tallest of the group grumbled and moved to the head of the group. Wargo rushed away heading to one of the structures in the middle of the dome. “Forgive us, Captain. We recently had an altercation with a group of rebels.”

Tiva felt her skin crawl at the mere mention of the word. Aliri’s hand was on her shoulder suddenly and when their eyes met, the voice filled her head again.

Keep yourself calm, Tiva. I will need you to focus and gather a sense of these people, I cannot determine if they are lying or not.

Tiva nodded, and turned her attention to the group. As far as she sensed, they were being truthful. The crowd inside the dome was anxious and nervous, but not for the reasons she first thought.

“What happened?” Maar said.

“A few hundred people who blame the government for the pollution on Syfark have stolen supplies from us and attacked our camps,” the tall man said. “They caused trouble at home, and felt the need to keep up with their plight here on Speego. Forgive me…I am Head Minister Calbe. If you speak with Kik on a subspace displayer, will that confirm your orders sir? We really need these supplies.”

Maar looked back at Aliri, she agreed, as did Raife. “Yes, Minister, that will suffice.”

 

Calbe and his group led the members of the Tolox crew to Wargo’s location. On the way, he explained in detail the status of the Speego colony despite the troublemakers’ attempts to sabotage them. The domes provided protection from both the Enviros, as they were known, and the moon’s atmosphere. The majority of the fighting happened outside the domes when the people searched the moon surface for water or minerals. The supplies would help the colony more than the Union realized and ensure the safety of the people.

“What of your military, don’t they protect your domes from the Enviros?” Raife said.

“They do what they can,” he said. “The majority of the army is planet side helping with the revitalization, what troops we have are holding off the threat so far. The Enviros are constantly moving. They haven’t attacked our dome for a while, but we’re sure they know you are here which means they are either waiting or moving in to attack. That is why we wanted to do this quickly…we did not mean to deceive you.”

Captain Maar nodded his head accepting the answer. The entire group knew Calbe spoke the truth. Still, they were now in more danger than previously thought. Tiva did not let her guard down. There were no people hidden in the rocks and hills around this area, yet. 

“As soon as we have confirmation we’ll hand over the supplies,” Aliri said

Wargo rushed into the room and again waved frantically for the group to follow him. Calbe led the group. Tiva stayed near the captain and allowed her concentration to divide between searching and protecting.

On a small displayer, a stocky man with the same features as Wargo, Calbe, and others of their species looked full of worry and concern. Captain Maar moved into view and Aliri studied the face on the screen. 

“Captain, many thanks for delivering the supplies to Speego, we are indebted to the Union for their continued help,” Kik spoke first.

“We are glad to help…though it seems like you could use some added security in your dome camp,” Maar said.

Kik smiled sadly. “If the Union is willing to send a force, we’d accept whole heartedly, Captain. But I think the Union has done enough for us recently, we can’t ask for more.”

“I will file a report when I return to the ship, Prime Minister. The safety of your people is a priority to the Union, I have no doubts they will send people to help.” Maar turned to Raife. “Deactivate the field.”

“Many thanks, many thanks!” Wargo said, as Raife tapped on the hover platform. The field sparkled and faded away. The natives began taking the supplies. “We do not wish to keep you, the longer you are here the worse the risk.”

“We understand.” Aliri smiled and handed over a datarecorder. “This will help you dose out the medical supplies. The food is packaged for heat and cold and will stay fresh until you open them.”

“Boon, Nassut, head to the exit and secure the perimeter,” Captain Maar said. 

“Yes, sir,” Tiva said, walking back to the dome entrance with the pilot. Her gaze darted around the outer edge of the dome and beyond. She saw no movement or shadows in the area. Raife scanned with a hand held device and shook his head as they neared. “I have not seen any activity since we landed. Do your scans show anything?”

“Nope, nothing. However, this moon isn’t made of the best material to scan through. You have empathic abilities. Can you determine if anyone is in the area?”

“I have not attempted to try, shall I?” she said.

“Might as well, can’t hurt.”

Tiva agreed and lowered her mental shield completely. She filtered through the different emotions that filled her. Separating the crew and natives was easier than expected, but as she tried to search the ground outside the dome, she felt nothing. Frowning, she shook her head, but kept her senses to remain open until the others arrived. 

Raife continued his inspection, and before either found anything, Aliri and the captain joined them at the exit.

“Any sign of the Enviros?” Aliri said.

“Nope, nothing,” Raife said. “Tiva’s concentrating on the area, might want to give her some room.”

“I am not locating any others near—” she began then paused abruptly.

“What is it?” Aliri said. 

Tiva saw the shadow far beyond the dome, near a crater the size of the Tolox. Dust cascaded into the air, and the others focused on it as her gaze moved toward it. Something or someone was out there.

“We have no time to waste, plasma guns set to incapacitate, we’re not here to kill anyone.”

The group collectively pulled out their weapons and readied them. Tiva moved to the exit before the others and turned to the captain for orders. 

“Let’s go.”

Tiva exited first, gun at her side, eye focused and searching. Aliri followed next, the rear taken by the captain and Raife. They jogged toward the vessel. Side to side she surveyed the moon’s surface, but the shadowy figure had yet to move again. In her line of vision, the transport, now covered in a thick dust, grew larger. 

Streaks of red fire filled the air without warning. Tiva jumped as a blast headed straight for the captain. Struck in the arm, she grunted, but rolled on the ground before leaping back to her feet.

“Run!” Aliri said and fired her gun in the direction of the attack. Tiva grabbed the captain’s tunic and ran with him as they both fired opposite one another. The craft came into full view through the clouds of dirt and dust rising around them. Raife tapped on his device to open the hatch doors. Aliri ran in first, followed by Raife. Tiva pushed the captain inside and turned around firing a few more rounds at the crater as the doors began to close.

“Get in!” Aliri said.

“Start the vessel!” Tiva said. Raife’s footsteps vanished from the cargo hold, and she felt an arm on her shoulder. She fired three shots from her gun before the captain forced her inside. 

“You’re injured…Caedm get a medkit.” Maar released Tiva, but gently took her forearm in his hand inspecting the wound.

“It is superficial—we must get off this moon, sir. More are coming.”

“Don’t worry, we’re fine inside this bucket of bolts,” Aliri said, as they lifted off the ground. “Sit and let me look at your wound.”

“I am fine,” Tiva said, pulling away from captain.

“Let her take a look, captain’s orders.” He grinned. “Well done, Ms. Boon, glad to have you on our team.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said to his back, and watched him head out. Turning, she winced as Aliri grabbed her arm and spun her around. 

“I thought you said it was superficial.”

“It is.”

“It doesn’t seem that way,” Aliri opened the med kit. “Take off your top.”

Tiva took the tunic off, the sleeveless undershirt was torn and bloody, but allowed Aliri access to the wound. 

“You were hit more than once…” She frowned and silently tended to the gun burn on her arm. Aliri swabbed it with a cooling gel and wrapped it in a thin clear material. Looking at the undershirt, she motioned for Tiva to lift it. Aliri gasped and took a step back. “You’re covered in scars, Tiva…what the hell happened to you?”

“This was from a spar with my cousin; this one is a gift from my friend Tespor.” Tiva twisted her torso around showing another few marks on her side and back. “This gash is from an encounter with a wild animal from Abennelp, and these three marks are from my journey in the escape module. I do not remember how I got them.”

“You’ve had it pretty rough, huh?”

“My worst scars are the ones you cannot see, Aliri.” After that, Tiva said no more.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Five
Crew commander, Jay Hill, and his negotiation team returned to the Tolox two days after the trip to Speego. The captain informed Hill of their altercation on the moon, and he was extremely unhappy. Tiva caught a sense of responsibility coming from him. It was not a feeling of mistrust toward her, rather appreciation that she was present. Yet, he seemed angry with himself for not being there for Maar. She understood, but kept it to herself. The captain ordered the Tolox to another region of space to await word from Base, and the crew was excited for another assignment.

Her wounds healed without problem, quicker then Aliri liked, but Tiva explained rapid healing was common for her people.  

While waiting for the next assignment, she studied the ship in detail and familiarized herself with the entire layout. Happy to find vegetation on the space vehicle, Tiva spent many hours in the Arboretum on the recreation level with the flowers and trees inside. The exotic plants from around the galaxy created the sweetest aroma, the perfect setting for meditating. She had last Calmed long before leaving Abennelp. The small man-made pond in the middle of the green, gold, and orange foliage was not large enough to help her situation. Perhaps they would find time to visit planet side in the future. 

Tiva kept her distance from the crew during her off duty hours. It allowed her the chance to sort out her feelings. Already, she heard the whispers and thoughts of the crew. ‘The strange girl with the changing moons is dangerous.’ Or ‘She took a hit for the captain her first time out to show off her superior skills.’ Even ‘Rumor has it she’s killed thousands of people, including children.’

She knew deep down she’d have a problem fitting in and hoped her lack of emotional displays helped her integrate more easily with the group. 

 

The Tolox’s new orders were to escort one of the Union’s Ambassadors back to the Arillo galaxy to complete the final negotiations that Hill began. They had rendezvoused with Captain Locke’s ship, the Enigma, at the edge of the sector and picked up the Ambassador. It was not Dival, as Tiva had hoped. Regardless, she did her duty and became his shadow while on board. 

During the mission, the captain, Hill, and Tiva were escorting the Ambassador to the town hall on the planet when locals attacked them. Hill and Tiva thwarted several of the enemy while Maar ensured the Ambassador’s safety.

Surprised at yet another assault, Tiva wondered if the entire universe was one fight, one struggle, one hardship after another. 

Their next assignment sent them near the Cobee galaxy to study a newly formed gaseous nebula. This brought her closer to Abennelp than she was comfortable with, but she kept her fears to herself. The project was mostly scientific in nature, so Tiva trained and meditated on a daily basis to keep from thinking about home. 

B’abot’s flirting remained constant, especially during times in the mess hall. Tiva was not his only target. He seemed interested in any female that crossed his path. It mattered very little to her; she was not interested in Jimmi. 

After the nebula, the Tolox responded to a distress call from an Iarashin trade ship on the far end of the Arillo galaxy. According to the captain of the vessel, a strange astro-energy wave dissolved their protective shields, and crippled their engines. Maar offered assistance, and they spent another month repairing the damaged ship.

 

Eight months.

To her it seemed like a lifetime. Everything she’d ever known was far beyond her reach now. She felt empty again. The faded edges of her Yantar and family painting no longer satisfied her loneliness. She forced herself to interact with the crew. Aliri continued her training of telepathy and empathy. Emerala was a fantastic listener and often sparred with Tiva in the virtual recreation room, and despite Gigs’ frustrating attempts to coach her in social interactions with alien species, she was the first to make Tiva smile. 

“You know you’ll never attract any guy if you don’t act the part.” Gigs appeared in the security office after shift, mumbling. “A bit of make-up would help too.”

“I am doing my report for Mr. Hill.”

“Relax, take a break, we’re going to be here another day or two. The warp thingy isn’t calibrated correctly on that other ship.”

“Thingy? Do you not know the proper term?”

“Of course I do, I’m just being funny.” Her form changed and she was suddenly sitting on Tiva’s desk.

“I see.”

“I’m not sure you do, but…whatever.” She shrugged and paced the length of the desk. “You know, if you can at least act like you are interested in a guy there’s a good chance he’d be putty in your hands.”

“Why would I want to have a man be putty in my hands?” Tiva glanced at her fingers.

Gigs smiled. “It’s a figure of speech...it just means you’ve got him captivated enough to make your next move.”

“Is that why B’abot is ‘flirting’ with me? To make me putty so he can make the next move? He is sorely mistaken if that is the case.”

The hologram laughed and jumped off the desk changing back to normal form. “Men are clueless about flirting, Tiva, sorta like you. They don’t know the first bit about it...they want to make the girls melt for them, but usually they just end up laughing a lot.”

“I know how to flirt,” she grumbled.

“Yeah, with Abennelpian boys. You can sense your people a hell of a lot better than human men, and besides your people seem like the upfront kind. Most males I’ve met have strange dating rituals. Just follow your feelings and you’ll figure it out.”

Tiva’s lip curled slightly. “I will endeavor to do so, Gigs.”

“Holy shit!”

“Holy what?”

“Did you just smile?”

“Slightly,” Tiva said and immediately frowned.

“No, no, no, no. Smile again, damn it!” Gigs changed form into a Tiva lookalike with a huge comic smile on her face. The real Tiva grinned before quickly covering her mouth. “Wow, twice in a row. I can’t wait to tell Aliri!”

“Gigs, wait…” Tiva’s words settled into the empty room. 

The hologram was gone. Tiva shook her head and sighed before turning back to her reports. It would prove to be an interesting week if the AI told the entire ship that Tiva Boon did in fact have feelings, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.





  
 

*
“Hill to Boon, please report to the command center.” The wrist-comm echoed through her mind. Opening her eyes, she glanced around the Arboretum and released an annoyed breath. 

“I will be there momentarily, sir.” She rose to her feet and cleaned off her uniform. Attaching the weapons into place, she walked to the exit and unlocked the door. Being security had its advantages. She found privacy even in public places, whenever she wanted. Though Tiva never abused her status, she often locked herself in the garden. It was her favorite place on the ship.

Striding down the corridor, she acknowledged a few crew as she passed. Surprisingly, a couple of them smiled back at her. After tapping for the floor, Tiva leaned against the rail wondering why they needed her. The past few days had been quiet. Many of the crew on the Tolox still felt full of pride after helping the Iarashin vessel a few months before. This crew seemed to thrive on helping people. She wasn’t much different. Her entire life was to serve and help people, but somehow it didn’t feel the same here.

Tiva exited the lift and approached Hill. He was typing something, so she glanced around. B’abot caught her gaze, smirked at her, and playfully tapped his lap. She raised an eyebrow and he shrugged.

“Ah, Ms. Boon, I have a project for you,” Hill said, gaining her attention. A grin formed on his lips. “First, the great news. We found you a team member.”

“Very good, sir,” she said.

“Well, two actually. One you may know, Leo Ranndom, from operations, and the other is from the Iarashin ship we helped, Hemko. I know you haven’t worked with any Iarashin’s before, one thing you need to know about them, Ms. Boon…”

“Yes, sir?”

“They are very stubborn and proud, and if you see their ears twitch, it usually means they are very, very angry.” He smiled. 

“I understand, sir.”

“Another thing, I want you to begin flight training with Raife, I know you have some experience, but I prefer to have the command center staff fully capable.”

“Very well,” she said with a dip of her head. 

“Good, good.” He stroked his chin, still looking at her. “The two new security personnel will start in the morning. Now, this project I have for you…The captain of the Iarashin ship was tracking a vessel through this sector of space. We believe it is a mercenary salvage ship. Normally they roam the galaxy looking for abandoned ships and bases and strip them for parts. This group of bandits however, has been attacking merchant ships and taking what they need or want, by force. I want you and Emerala to work together to try to track this ship. The Iarashin’s added their database to ours for easier access. Use the information they gathered from the mercenary ship and see if our computer can match the ships output frequencies, communications, engines, weapons, anything. If we are lucky we might be able to identify who they are before we catch them.”

“I will begin immediately.”

“You are doing a fine job, Ms. Boon.” 

“Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure,” he said, and then sat back in the captain’s chair. 

 

Tiva sifted through the various reports, opened up a smaller screen, and retrieved the records for Ranndom and Hemko. Each had combat experience and military backgrounds that would be helpful. They would know their place, she knew, but she’d have to earn their respect.

She had a long day ahead of her, so she changed the security codes around the ship, and ran sweeps first. Once they were set into motion, she sent messages to Raife and Aliri’s consoles asking for time after shift, one for obvious reasons, the other was personal. Both responded, and she felt better having part of her evening planned. She linked her computer to Emerala’s and searched the database of the Iarashin computer for the information she needed. 

Popping up on the console, Tiva studied the displayer feed of the salvage ship. Emerala glanced over and smiled, then motioned down to her displayer. Tiva saw a grid cover the ship, marking all the sections of the vessel. 

“Take those parameters and search the Union’s database of ships. I’ll do the science stuff if you want.”

“Thank you,” she said and accessed each ship in the database one by one to compare them. Her hands went cold. If the Union had images of all the ships they encountered, maybe they had one of the ship that killed her family. Tiva’s heart raced as she scrolled through the images.

Gigs appeared next to her. “You know that really is a waste of your time.”

“I have my orders.”

“All I’m saying is that I can do the search for you in half the time. Just give me access to your console.”

“I was told by Hill to do this task.”

“Hilly,” Gigs huffed, “Boony’s being all mean. I’m trying to help.”

Jay Hill turned and looked between the two. He seemed unsure what to say, but smiled at them. “Ms. Boon, feel free to use Gigs, she is, after all, part of the computer.”

“Understood, sir,” she said and tapped quickly on her console to allow the AI to interact with her station.

The captain entered and took his seat from Hill. “Status?”

“We’re on course to the last known location of the salvage ship sir, cruising speed with navigation on auto correct.” Raife said from the hub.

“Weapons on standby, protective shielding intact and at full capacity,” Jimmi B’abot said cheerfully.

Tiva watched the display on her screen move faster. It was hard to keep up with the quick flashes of images. She filtered the information to Emerala to keep her abreast.

“Science is sweeping the area sir, nothing within range that is notable,” Aliri’s voice echoed through the room.

Emerala chimed in with her report, “Twenty percent of the database has been examined, sir. No match sighted yet. Communications are clean and the ship has full power in all sections.”

“Good, good,” Hill mumbled. 

Tiva looked over and met his eyes. For a moment, she forgot the captain’s call for reports. 

“Boon,” Maar said, and she whipped her head around.

“Security codes have been changed for the week, internal sweeps on a running cycle, sir.”

“Keep your attention on all sensor readings during shift. Inform me of anything out of the ordinary,” Captain Maar announced to the crew. Everyone acknowledged him, and continued their duty.

 

Nothing strange presented itself during the entire day. When the night shift took over from the senior crew, Emerala invited Tiva to her room for dinner. Having some time before she was to meet with Raife and Aliri, she agreed and retired to her room to change. 

The Tolox had yet to stop anywhere, so her place was still barren save the few personal items she’d brought from Uucor. She missed her friend, Harai. Changing into a soft pink dress robe, Tiva sat down at her desk and activated the computer console. 

“Begin recording: Harai and Major Raku. I have settled in with the crew of the Tolox, an expedition cruiser of the Vexillum. I am doing well, but miss Uucor and your company. I hope you are both fine. I do not wish to risk much contact for fear this transmission may be traced back to me, however if you wish to respond, send the message to Ovvella Base and they will relay it to the Tolox. Keep safe and well, my friends.” Tiva finished the recording. “Gigs…”

“Yes, Boon?” the AI’s voice asked.

“Can you relay this message to Ovvella Base with instructions to send it to Major Raku on Uucor?”

“Why don’t you just send it from here, there are enough relay buoys in the area to get there.”

“I need to take precautions, Gigs. I assume you’ve accessed my record…”

“I have,” the voice said.

“So you know the danger I am presently in.”

“Well, not really…I mean I’m sorry about your family, but I don’t think those aliens are looking for you. It’s a big universe. You’re acting a bit paranoid.”

Tiva paused. Dival didn’t add the bounty hunter information to her record. “Gigs, may I see my file?”

“Sure.”

The computer blinked and her profile jumped onto the screen. Tiva scrolled through the entire entry, and sighed. 

“Something wrong?”

“Yes, but I will handle it. Can you please ensure the message is sent as per my wishes, Gigs?”

“No problem. Oh, and you haven’t checked your inbox, you have a message sitting there, still.”

“I do? From where?”

“Origin unknown, it was relayed through the base though.”

“Thank you, Gigs, I will need to take this in full privacy.” Blood rushed through her heart as it beat faster. The AI said nothing further, and despite her shaking hands, Tiva accessed the message and played it. A familiar voice rang in her ears.

“Lady Boon: I’ve attempted contact with the king’s vessel, but to no avail. The only other thought I had was to communicate through the PCD. I have tried every guardian’s device, I hope this message finds you.” There was a short pause, and then she continued. “I bring you what news I can from my position. Those loyal to the king and queen have banded together in anticipation of the guardians’ return. The Rebels have spread lies across the lands, telling the people their leader has abandoned them. We know you are only doing what is best for the Royal Family. The fight continues every day, but our Loyalists are growing stronger after seeing the tyrannical hand of the Rebels and their leaders. Tiva, please tell your family I pray for them and the king...we await his return. Your friend, Vicar Neola Riin.”

Tiva bit her lower lip holding back everything that flowed through her. The message must have reached Uucor, which may be how the bounty hunters found her. The PCD. She jumped up from the chair and found the broken device. Pulling it apart, she ripped out the wiring. She could not chance discovery. 

Neola.

The Rebels killed Neola’s husband Jex on the path to Kinchar. Tiva still held his dying words in her mind. My love, Neola, she must know, I will always be with her. Promise me you will tell her, Tiva. 

“I will…” she said softly to the memory. Tiva sat at her desk replaying Neola’s message over and over. Just hearing her friend’s voice stirred up more emotions than she was prepared for, but she continued to listen. “Gigs…”

“Yes, Boony?” The hologram appeared this time, hands on her hips smiling.

“Do you know when this message was sent?”

“I cannot pinpoint a specific date, but approximately ten months ago.”

“They might not know…” Tiva thought aloud.

“Know what?”

“That the Royal Family is dead.”

“Oh, bummer. Can I help?”

“Perhaps, first I must speak with the captain can you locate him for me?”

“Trevo is in the mess hall.”

“Thank you, Gigs.”

“Any time, Boon.”

 

Captain Maar, Raife, and Aliri were sitting at the bar talking with Vinni Venno, the Joran barkeeper. They seemed happy by their expressions, but Tiva kept her shield up, she needed her full concentration for the next several hours. As she approached the group, Aliri noticed her and smiled.

“Evening, Tiva, won’t you join us?” she said.

“Perhaps another time. If it is not an inconvenience, Captain, I wish to speak with you.”

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

“Possibly, it is…a personal matter, sir.”

Maar rose from his chair taking his drink in hand and motioned to another table. Tiva shook her head.

“We need a secure location sir, completely private.” She kept the serious look on her face and met his eyes.

“We’ll go to your office and ask Gigs to cut off monitors.” 

 

“Tell me, what’s on your mind?” Captain Maar said as he sat back on her desk.

She sat before him, carefully choosing her words before speaking, “Sir, I know you have read my personal file…but there is something missing. I was sure Dival would have mentioned it to—”

“He did.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m aware that you were attacked the day before you departed. It’s not something that needs to be in your file, however Dival thought it would be best I knew.”

“I had hoped as much, sir. Though, I was going to divulge that information to you when I felt comfortable.”

“I have no doubts, Boon. What can I help you with?”

“Captain, I wish to contact someone at home. I have been gone for almost a year now, and I know not what the situation is on my planet. I recently received an old message from a friend, Gigs said it was sent around the same time we fled Abennelp. My friend is part of a resistance group holding their ground against the Rebel faction. I need to let her know that I am alive, but I cannot risk those who are still searching for me to find out. I am still a Royal Guardian, and if there is something happening on my planet that I can help with, I must know.”

“A complicated issue, indeed. Is that all you want, just to send a message?”

“For now, sir, yes.”

“Sounds good. Some advice though…Boon.” Maar’s tone softened and he peered into her eyes. “And I only say this because I have lived it. Your planet is at war. You may strive and try your best to help resolve matters, you may even wish to give your life to the cause, so you must be prepared for the consequences. My people have fought civil wars for centuries, now our planet is dying from all the destruction. I decided when I was a child that I would make a better life for myself, and I have. This is my home; the crew is my family, my friends. Only you can decide the life you want to have, the life you want to live. Never forget where you came from, Tiva Boon, but don’t allow the past to hinder your chance for a future.”

“We are not as lucky with technology and friendships as many of the planets here. My people have no choice but to remain where they are. Abennelp has seen many years of peace, Captain, I only wish for it to return to its glory one day. If I can help, I will. For now, I wish to know what has happened since I left.” It wasn’t a complete lie. She wanted to know how strong the Loyalists group was. She wanted to know if Neola was still alive. Had any of the guardians survived the massacre at Kinchar? A thousand other questions plagued her, but she forced herself to clear her mind.

“Ready your message. I will have Gigs encrypt it and send to a friend of mine. He will ensure its safe delivery to your friend; he has advanced technology and is one of the most cunning men I know.”

Tiva pressed her fist to her heart and bowed her head deeply. “Thank you, Captain Maar.”

“No, thank you, Boon. It took great courage to come forward, I knew you would, I just thought it would take longer for you to trust me.”

“As a Royal Guardian I gave my trust to far more people than I should have, and in the end, I was the one left standing with the burden of betrayal upon my shoulders. I have since learned that sometimes, one must prove one’s loyalty to gain the trust of others. I feel I have earned yours, sir. If you trust me with your life, I would be a fool not to trust you with mine.”

“Quite true. I admire your strength and determination.”

“I do have one last request, sir.”

“And what would that be?”

“I remember quite vividly the ship that attacked us. I would like to use the Iarashin and Union databases to see if I can find the culprits.”

He snorted. “I normally don’t recommend revenge to my crew, but you’ve got that warrior spirit my people strive for.” He held up his hand before she could protest. “I know, you say you are not a warrior, but just the same…you can use anything on this ship to help your search. The only thing I ask, do not use the communications without encrypting your messages, and if something comes up, Chief, I expect you will bring it to my attention.”

“You have my word, sir.”

“Perfect. Is there anything else?”

“No, sir. Thank you.” She rose from her seat, slipped into the corridor.

“So, whatcha talkin’ ‘bout in there?”

Tiva did not turn to Jimmi’s voice. She kept walking toward the lift and said, “It is a personal matter.”

“Ah, right, well I won’t ask then, but hows ‘bout I take ya for some dinner then we can go to the VR room an’ visit that beach?”

“No, thank you.” She attempted to keep her tone calm.

“Yer one cold hearted bitch, ain’t ya?” he mumbled. 

She stopped. Her markings were darker before she turned and faced him. “I have tried my best to be polite, Mr. B’abot. Since you have met me, you have ogled at my appearance, commented several times under your breath about my personality, and made improper gestures toward me. It may be my failing for not being direct. However, I am not interested in companionship. I consider you a friend and colleague, nothing more and I will no longer keep myself contained should you continue your advances.”

B’abot blinked and his mouth fell wide open. “I…I’m real sorry, I didn’t mean to offend ya, I was just bein’ myself.”

“And I am just being myself. I prefer to be alone.”

“Whatever, yer choice. Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna bother ya no more.”

“Thank you.” But before she finished the words, Jimmi was half way down the corridor his head hung low. Tiva reached the lift composing the letter in her mind.

“You did the right thing, maybe not with the best tact, but he deserved that.” Gigs appeared when she stepped inside.

“I was direct. If he cannot deal with the truth as it hits him, then he should watch what he says. I am not cold hearted, nor some female domestic pet. I merely wish to keep to myself.”

“Sometimes too much, Boon.” Gigs covered a smile.

“I am trying, Gigs, that is all I can offer.” She tapped for her level.

“Trying is good. I’m about to send that message to Ovvella for you, did you need anything else, you still seem pretty stressed out.”

“I will be sending another message, this one to my home. The captain will have instructions for you.”

“All right, I’ll give you some privacy just call me when you’re ready.”

“I will.” 

Gigs vanished from view and Tiva exited the lift and went to her room. She trusted the AI to give her the privacy she needed. This letter was not going to be easy. Crossing the room and settling onto her bed, she activated a small datarecorder, took a deep breath, and began speaking in her language. 

“My dear friend, Neola. It has been more than a cycle since we left Abennelp to keep safe the king, however, our plan failed. The king’s ship, and all passengers save myself have been killed by an alien craft.” She paused and focused her thoughts. “For the moment I am safe. I am trying to find those responsible, but I cannot give you further information because the Rebels have people searching for me. I believe my active PCD has led them to the conclusion I am alive. Included with this message will be instructions how to send information safely back to me. Please update me on the situation of Abennelp. I am uncertain what help I can give, if any, but my heart longs to know how those loyal to the throne are faring. Keep safe, my friend. I truly miss you more than mere words can convey. Tiva.”

A tear fell to her cheek and she wiped it away quickly. The king did not abandon the people of Abennelp, but she had. She would have fought alongside the Loyalists and her friends until her dying breath had she known of the resistance. However, with no personal means of transport, and a search for her currently in progress, Tiva would never make it there alive to help.

Before dwelling on her situation further, the chime for her door echoed through the room. Walking to the door, she brushed her cheek dry and unlocked the door. 

“Where were you?” Emerala looked up, her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face.

“I am sorry, something happened and I had personal matters to attend to. Can we meet for dinner another day?”

“Sure,” she said, her features softening. “No problem, is everything okay?”

“Yes, thank you. I will explain in detail later, but I must finish this now.”

The petite girl waved. “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow then, good night.”

“Good night.” Tiva moved toward her desk and uploaded the message into the computer. After sending the translated instructions on replying and the message to Gig’s queue she met Raife to begin her flight training. 

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Six
In the morning, or what one would consider morning on a spaceship, Tiva ventured to her office to meet her new team. Ranndom and Hemko were waiting when she arrived. Together they spent hours going over protocol, shifts, duties, and all things Tiva expected from a security team.

“Our main task is to ensure the safety of the captain and his crew. Both of you have military backgrounds; I assume you share my ideals for structure, training, and discipline,” she said, they responded with a slight nod. “Very well. I have set you both on rotating schedules. I will always be available for part of each shift, so do not hesitate to contact me if needed. I look forward to working with you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ranndom bobbed his head.

“As do I.” Hemko’s black eyes twitched slightly, but his furry face was grinning. 

“Mr. Ranndom report to the command center. Everything that needs attention is in the console queue. Hemko you will take evening shift today. Any questions?”

“No, ma’am,” they said.

“You are excused.”

The two left her office, and Tiva leaned back releasing a frustrating breath of air. Aliri was still sending messages to her console about missing their meeting last night. Initially, Tiva wanted Aliri’s advice on how to deal with B’abot’s advances, she also wanted to train more with her telepathy, and strengthening her mental shields. Aliri did not like Tiva’s reason for missing their meeting, but relented when Tiva promised to meet after this shift, and left her alone.

 

With an assistant in the command center, Tiva had time to patrol the ship. She checked the levels and main sections of the ship, meeting new faces in each area. Some she had just never seen before due to the shifts status, others had come to the Tolox from the Iarashin ship, or from command.

Patrolling gave her time to think, and her thoughts were still with Aliri. The past few months Tiva noticed a change in abilities. She blocked most of the people on the ship, though her connection with Aliri grew stronger. They could be on opposite sides of the ship with several levels between them, and hear and sense each other as if they were standing side by side. 

Aliri knew Tiva was hiding something, but she never pressed for details or pressured her to reveal her past, but now that the captain knew of the bounty hunters and the risk on the ship, she deserved to know the truth. Including the ruthless killing machine Tiva became during the war. 

It was not a side of herself she understood completely. Yet the raw power she possessed was not something easily cast aside when it was unleashed, and every day she prayed to her spirits that it remained suppressed.

Ship patrols brought her back up to the command center. She checked in with Hill and Ranndom, neither had anything to report. The salvage ship still eluded the Tolox, but the effort continued. 

With her day half over, Tiva returned to the security office and searched the database for the alien attacker. By the time Hemko reported for duty, her eyes were tired and her spirit drained. She wanted to rest before meeting Aliri, knowing the evening would be another challenge. She needed to be ready.

 

Tiva rang the chime for Aliri’s room and waited impatiently for her. The door opened and Aliri called her inside. She sat on a small couch near the only porthole window.

“I’ve made us some snacks. I know you’re not a big eater, but I’m pretty sure you’re hungry.” Aliri entered holding a tray with various bowls full of fruit and candies, and two large glasses of juice.

“Thank you,” she said taking one of the glasses.

“You wanted to see me for reasons other than training. There’s something on your mind?”

“Yes, actually, and I wished to speak with you about it.”

“I’m all ears.”

Tiva raised an eyebrow, confused. “Speak what you mean.”

Aliri chuckled. “Sorry, I mean, I’m ready to listen.”

Recounting the past few days was not a problem. She mentioned her altercation with B’abot, the message from home, and worked her way up to telling Aliri about the bounty on her head. Then, as Tiva delved into her history as a guardian, she sensed the worry emanating from Aliri. 

“Maybe I have revealed too much,” Tiva said, rising from her chair. She paced the length of the floor once and turned to her friend. “It was never my wish to put anyone on this ship in danger, and that is what you think I have done…”

“No, no, Tiva. Not at all. I know all too well some of what you have gone through. I have someone after me as well. It is an ex-lover of mine, but all the same, I am in a sort of dangerous situation myself. I think many of us are, in a way. Whether we’ve come from harsh home situations, fled warring planets for a better life, or any other of a hundred various reasons, many of us here are searching, hiding, or waiting for something.”

They talked into the late night hours, trading stories from their past. Each hour strengthened their bond of friendship. She didn’t have to hide who she was, or worry the consequences of her stories. Aliri did not judge her, nor did her feelings change. She even shared a gift she possessed that most of the crew did not know. While sitting in the chair, Aliri opened her palm and glanced over to an object on the far wall. Tiva felt her focus on the object and sensed a slight change in her mind. The object shook then shot across the room and landed in her hand.

“Amazing,” Tiva said.

“Eh, it’s just something my people have the ability to do. Telekinesis, it’s probably more common on my world now, with genetic enhancements and such, but I haven’t been home in a long time.”

“I know that feeling as well…”

 

By the time early morning approached, Tiva and Aliri were laughing and joking as if old friends. 

“I have not laughed in so long,” Tiva said, a sudden serious look on her face. “Aliri, you have done so much for me, I doubt there is anything I can do to repay the debt.”

“We’re all here to help people, even you. I know that is your path in life. Whether it is here among the stars or home on your planet, you’ll always fight for what you believe in, and that is what makes you special.”

“I am not special. I am just the sum of my upbringing and training.”

“True, in part, but you took a step no one from your world has even imagined. You are co-habitating with different alien species, traveling in a starship, and exploring the universe. You will learn so much here and when you return home, you will be able to accomplish anything you put your mind to.”

“If I return home.”

“You will, I have a feeling.” Aliri grinned.

“I hope you are right, my friend.”





  
 

*
Tiva was at her post before morning shift reviewing the reports from her team. She liked their efficiency. It appeared from the rest of the crew reports the Tolox was on the trail of the salvage ship. She didn’t understand the technical information completely, but Emerala and Raife were able to trace a particle used in their engine’s power source to track them. 

While she had some time alone, she checked the status of her two messages. Neither had issues during transmission and seemed well on the way to their destinations. Praying word from her friends would lessen the troubles on her spirit, she hoped the news that returned to her was better than the deep darkness that already plagued her dreams. 

The last one she remembered was of her father. 

Kevler and Tiva stood together before the gates of Kinchar waiting for more Rebel attackers. Her mother and siblings were inside the palace and two elite guardians covered each entrance. Tiva’s sword was saturated with enemy blood, as were her clothes, hair, and skin. Every smile on the grounds faded. What once was laughter became tears. What once was joy was now sorrow. Side by side with her father, Tiva struck down and killed dozens of young men and women. She was fighting for her life, her very survival, and the safety of everyone in the palace behind her. Day and night, without rest, she fought for her land, her palace, her family, and her king. 

The dream had changed midstream to her and Harer in the ship, talking. He had something on his mind. 

“I am sorry this burden is upon you, Tiva.” He turned. “It was not my intention for such a travesty to happen.”

“Speak what you mean.”

“I lacked the strength to keep you safe, I have failed.”

“This was not your doing, Harer,” she began. “Your reign was just and peaceful. Whoever is controlling the Rebels is to blame.”

“But if the king cannot keep the peace, he should no longer remain in power.”

“That is not true!” 

“So you would follow me, even if it meant your death? What of the people on Abennelp?”

“My duty is to you.”

“Mine is to the people.”

 

Tiva shook off the invading memory-dreams and returned her attention to the security panel. Reports from around the ship filtered in. Morning had arrived. The normal crew filed in. She sensed excitement in the air. B’abot never looked her way, uneasiness emanating from him. The crew seemed ready to close the gap between the Tolox and the salvage ship. Emerala waved as she stepped off the lift, Raife entering right behind her. 

“Greetings,” Tiva said. 

“Morning, sleep well?”

“Yes, thank you,” she lied.

“Right…”

Tiva shrugged, and sent her daily summary to Hill. Without looking up from her console, she felt something between Raife and Emerala. Though the feelings were different from what she was accustomed to, she sensed that they were in love. She was surprised, slightly, but glad. After all the things she learned about the people of the Tolox, the hardships and pain they had been through, it was nice to know some had found happiness. Not wanting to intrude, she closed herself off, but was still able to sense Aliri when she neared. 

Their friendship and constant telepathic communication made her stronger than she ever thought possible. It was very hard, however, to block Aliri completely without concentrating. 

“Sleep well?” Tiva said as Aliri moved to her console.

“I did. You didn’t, I see.”

“I do not sleep much.” 

“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try.”

Before Tiva responded, Hill and Maar entered. Everyone stood a little straighter, and worked faster when they took their seats at the center of the room. Knowing she had only a few short minutes until Hill would ask for reports, she finished the secondary check on the detention cells, and sent Ranndom a message to patrol the ship when he returned to duty.

Sending all the information to Hill, Tiva turned her attention back to her work. The salvage ship’s trail was losing its density. Emerala worked frantically to get power to Aliri’s sensors. 

“I can shut down some of our back-up systems if you need more power,” Gigs’ voice said out of nowhere.

“Yes, that will help.” Emerala looked up. “All power converters not being used can reroute back-up power to the main sensor network. Aliri you can boost the frequency of the sweep with the extra energy.”

“Sounds good, I’ll start tweaking the bandwidth now,” Aliri said. 

“Sir, I’m picking up a fluctuation in the particle reading, I think the salvage ship is either leaking coolant or has another ship with them,” Raife said.

“Yeah, there’s another readin’ on my sensors. I’ll try an’ clean up the data.” Jimmi tapped on his panel working just as hard. 

For a moment, Tiva felt useless. The science aspects of their operations always left her by the wayside. She glanced over to Aliri and Emerala, both were concentrating on their displays. Gigs ran a diagnostic so her holo-form stayed offline. Raife and Jimmi were working on the secondary readings, and Captain Maar and Hill were reading reports. 

“Captain, if I am not needed here I can patrol the ship or conduct a training session with the other security detail.”

“No, Boon, I want you here for the time being. Take your sensors offline after the sweep is finished and give Teer access to your station. If we tie both types together, we might get a better reading.”

“Yes, sir.” She did as told and monitored the internal sweep, and when it was complete, connected her station to Emerala’s.

The crew worked fast for the better part of the shift. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t identify the salvage ship, or its new, suspected escort. Captain Maar ordered the Tolox to maximum speeds. If they didn’t find out whom they were chasing via identification, they’d have to tail them to their destination and ask face to face. That was the plan, anyway.

The day ended with Tiva meeting her team. She scheduled training, something beneficial for all: weapons and combat. Feeling some sense of accomplishment, she retired to her room, and enjoyed a very hot shower. It was nothing compared to Calming in a pond, but it served a purpose. The warm droplets of pressurized water relaxed her muscles and rejuvenated her spirit.

When she stepped out of the lavatory, her stomach growled. She didn’t remember the last time she ate, and she was feeling so well after her shower that she wanted to maintain a sense of wellbeing. A good meal would keep her balanced. Changing into one of Harai’s jumpsuits, Tiva braided her hair, as usual, and attached her weapons in place before heading to the mess hall. Expecting it to be crowded as shift had recently ended, she was surprised to see only a few crew members inside eating.

Vinni smiled at her as she sat at the bar and ordered a sandwich and fruit juice. 

“Good evening, Ms. Boon,” Hill appeared in the chair next to her.

“Greetings, sir.”

“Having dinner I see. What’s on the menu?”

“I do not know sir, I only ordered a sandwich.”

“Ah, have you tried the Bitaarian pie? I hear it’s excellent.”

“No, sir. I have not. I must be careful with my intake of alien foods; some things have adverse effects on me.”

“Oh, well if you just sample things you might find your tolerance grows with time.”

“Thank you, I will bear that in mind,” she said and nodded. Vinni placed the platter and canister of juice in front of her and she gathered them and rose from her seat.

“Enjoy.” He smiled as she walked away.

You need to interact more, Tiva. It is the only way you will grow. Aliri was not in the mess hall, but near.

There are only a few people here, most I do not know. If you are free, will you join me? Tiva answered, standing in the middle of the mess. 

I have company, perhaps another time. Mingle, Tiva, make a new friend.

I will try.

Someone touched her shoulder. Caught off guard due to the thoughts in her mind, she dropped her juice then grabbed the hand of the person behind her. 

“Hey, whoa!” Hill said and blanced himself as Tiva bent his wrist back and pulled his arm toward the ground. Her eyes went wide; embarrassed and no longer seeking company, she released him and stepped back.

“I’m sorry, sir, you startled me. I was speaking with Aliri and not paying attention.”

“You were what?” He glanced at her confused and searched the mess hall.

“Engaged in a telepathic conversation with Aliri…I did not mean to harm you, sir. I am not used to people walking behind me except to attack, it was a reflex.”

He grinned and rubbed his wrist again. “No, it’s my fault. I should know better than to sneak up on a member of security. I just wanted to know if you were staying in the mess.”

“I am heading to the arboretum.”

“Well have fun then.”

“Thank you.”

 

It was the middle of the night. She had just fallen asleep when the wrist-comm beeped, forcing her awake. Leaping off her bed, she waited for the voice of the caller, but nothing came. She sat, rested her hands on her lap, and watched the device. Maybe the call was a mistake, or perhaps someone was in trouble. Tiva opened her mind to the crew and ship. Unsure of how focused she was while tired, she lowered every guard. Hundreds of emotions filled her, not since her first day of guardian training with Zenid had she felt this much…the day the king spoke in her mind, the day her cousin Towt died.

Pushing aside the painful memory, Tiva focused on the crew. Many were happy, in a state of slumber or relaxation. Sensing a few negative charges, she centered on them trying to connect. As her mind sorted through the various people, her body shook, she was pushing herself too hard. She didn’t stop, honed in, and sensed someone else. She called to Aliri, Come, I need you now.

Aliri tried to respond, but Tiva blocked her out. She found the target, the one that was different from all the rest.

“Boon, what’s wrong?” Gigs voice said.

“I need Aliri.”

“She’s coming, she thought you were hurt, what’s wrong?”

“Quiet your tongue.”

“I don’t have a tongue, not really.”

“Gigabyte!” Tiva said and lost all concentration. She rose from the bed and immediately collapsed on the ground.

“Boon!”

Tiva pulled herself to a sitting position. “I am fine, I stood up too quickly.”

“What the hell is going on?” Aliri said, rushed into the room.

“She was all weird and tripping out or something and then she just fell. I think she’s sick.”

“I am not sick, Aliri, I need your strength, there is an ominous threat near,” Tiva said.

“Are you sure?”

“No, but my wrist-comm beeped a few moments ago, yet no one called. I worried someone might be in danger so I opened my mind to the crew…I sensed something, but was interrupted.”

“Don’t look at me, she told me to come here.” Gigs pointed to Aliri with fear in her eyes.

“My comm chirped too. We can search together, if it will suffice your curiosity, it was probably another malfunction,” Aliri said and sat next to Tiva on the floor. She took both her hands and held them loosely. “Close your eyes and do what you were doing, I will help when I feel you start to struggle.”

Tiva reached out again, lowering her barriers and safeguards. Probing the minds of the people around her without invading their privacy was a hard task, but she learned well. 

Guiding Aliri through the crowd of feelings, she located the one that gave her pause. Tiva pushed forward, trembled as her vulnerability was very high, but kept herself together.

Do you notice it? Tiva’s thoughts asked.

I do, but it’s not clear. It could be a dream from one of the crew.

No, it is much more than that. I am picking up deception and planning.

Tiva forced the last shield of her mind down and found the culprit. She felt a powerful pull. It was as if her mind was moving beyond the room and ship. Her body shook harder, Aliri’s grip on her hands tightened. 

Raise your shield. Aliri said.

I cannot, the draw is too strong.

You must!

Aliri released Tiva’s hands and gasped for breath.

“Ri!” Gigs rushed to her side. “Are you okay?”

Tiva’s head throbbed despite the soft carpeting she was resting upon. Everything within her view was fuzzy. She’d allowed her mind to open fully, had Aliri been a man who was courting her, they would have broken her emotional barrier and bonded their minds just by the strength of the connection they held. It was powerful and unexpected. Tiva had no idea the effect sharing the ability would have, and from the scream of Gigs, Aliri was not prepared either.

“I’m okay, I think,” Aliri said pulling herself up. “Tiva, are you hurt?”

Unsure what to say, Tiva remained silent and shook her head. Slowly she pushed off the ground and clawed her way back onto the bed. 

“I suggest you two don’t ever do that again. You don’t want me telling the captain do you?” Gigs huffed, annoyed.

“Yes, actually I do.” Aliri smirked. “Tiva and I have touched upon another ship. I think it is traveling with the mercenary salvagers…but I’m not certain. They are ahead of us, but near enough for us to be aware of them. If the captain or Hill is awake, relay the message.”

“Okay, I’ll go check,” the AI said and departed.

“Tiva, are you shielded again?”

“It is coming slowly. I have not opened my mind like that since I was a child.”

“I know,” she said. “Tiva, I’ve seen some of your memories. You really have had it tough haven’t you?”

She nodded and pulled her legs to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. Resting her head on her knees, she glanced over at Aliri. “I could have chosen another path on my seventeenth remembrance, but I thought I knew my fate, my destiny. I was mistaken, for I have neither now.”

“Nonsense, just because your life is different from what you thought it would be, doesn’t mean you don’t have a purpose. But what you did was very dangerous, Tiva, you could have damaged yourself beyond repair.”

“Yet, it was worth it.”

“The end does not justify the means, Tiva. It’s an old Earth expression.”

“A wise one, as well.” 

“You need to rest, I mean it. Don’t make me have the captain confine you to bed or the infirmary. Get some sleep.”

“I promise.”





  
 

*
Tiva did as her friend told her and rested that evening, and the next few nights thereafter. She needed to recharge. The night turned into day and day into night, never a change in the scenery, never a flicker of light in the darkness of space. Far from any planetary system, the long black trail of space held few stars. The Tolox altered course based on Aliri and Tiva’s conversation with the captain. He was adamant about finding the salvage ship. He was impressed with his staff, but ordered them not to try such an act again unless he specifically asked. 

Her flight trainings with Raife and weapons security training went well, but she knew her heart was not fully in it. Her mind was still reeling from everything that happened, and the fact that Aliri confessed she’d seen some of Tiva’s memories worried her. Jimmi kept his distance, for that she was grateful, but Emerala spent less time with the crew recently. Tiva had an idea of what was going on, but she was not one to gossip. 

The fourth day after the episode with Aliri and Gigs, Tiva stood at the command center monitoring incoming reports and once again changing the security codes around the ship. Hill and Maar entered with Raife. The three held serious expressions and each went to their seats in silence. 

“Sectors report,” Hill said. 

“We’re closing in on something, sir. I have it on the adapted sensors. I don’t get the same reading without using the security network, so I still have them joined,” Aliri said as her fingers worked the controls.

“The power is evenly distributed, sir, no issues here. Communications haven’t picked up anything in the area, no residual signatures or waves, and nothing from command,” Emerala said.

“I have both from my team patrolling levels, sir. If we head into a fight, they will be ready to assist,” Tiva said.

“Good, good. Jimmi, what’s the status of our weapons?”

“I have all laser cannons ready, and the shadow missiles are fully stocked. Our shieldin’ is in perfect condition, I’d say bring it on.”

“Don’t be hasty. We just want to find out what their intentions are, Mr. B’abot,” Captain Maar said. “Of course if they aren’t reasonable and force our hand…”

“I’ll be ready, sir.”

“Captain!” Aliri and Tiva shouted, sensing the presence at the same time.

“Ship just appeared on my sensors.” Aliri turned to Hill. 

“Maintain maximum speed, Nassut, program in some shifty flight patterns in case we need to evade an attack,” Hill said.

“Aye,” Raife said. 

“Tactical alert, B’abot, full power to our primary shielding, load all shadow missiles on my command. Teer, attempt to contact the ship, and Caedm find out how they just appeared here.”

“Yes, sir,” all three said. 

Tiva contacted Ranndom and Hemko and relayed the current situation to them. With the call for tactical alert, she initialized secure charge-fields around the most important parts of the ship. Engineering, infirmary, manual weapons control override station, and various other areas. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but Hill and Maar were both deep in thought when the main displayer flickered and went dead.

“What’s our status?” Maar growled. 

“Interference from the vessel, sir. They won’t respond to communications and now…” Emerala said from operations.

“They’re gone,” Raife said.

“What’n the hell?” Jimmi said, glancing back to Aliri.

“I don’t have anything, sir…and I don’t sense their presence close by anymore.”

“Ms. Boon?” Hill turned to her and said. 

“No, sir, nothing.”

“I think it might have been a wormhole, sir,” Raife said.

Captain Maar stood. “Remain on tactical alert until we clear this sector. I want all of your teams working on the logs and readings. I want to know exactly how that ship just appeared and vanished without a trace. Hill, you have command.”

“Aye, sir.” Hill rose and when the captain entered the lift, he sat down and let out a deep breath. He glanced at Tiva and Aliri. “Keep whatever you’re using open; if you sense anything at all, I want to know about it.” 

They both responded with a nod, and met eyes before returning to their work. It wouldn’t be hard to divide her attention, but she didn’t enjoy it. Tiva lowered her strongest guard then returned to work. The tension in the air ran deep. Everyone was nervous. No one said anything for a while, but the command center continued to beep and whirl with noise as programs and sweeps completed. 

“I have something here, sir,” Emerala said before looking up. “That ship is equipped with a device that seems to create a type of stable wormhole.”

“I was double checking those readings too, I thought it was odd for a wormhole to just appear and vanish, makes sense now,” Aliri said. “I didn’t even think it was man-made, all the readings here show it as natural.” 

“Cross referencing all logs have been completed, sir.” Gigs appeared next to the captain’s chair. “I confirmed the ship emitted a subspace frequency that caused a fissure to open in the fabric of space. They used a type of ionic pulse to stabilize the wormhole for travel. I need the device or a reading from inside to give you a better understanding.”

“I’d like to get my hands on it too,” Raife said and Jimmi chuckled.

“Well done,” Hill said. “Program the sensor to detect the anomaly again should it happen. We need to be…”

“Sir!” Jimmi said.

The main displayer’s usual blank view suddenly held a vicious looking vessel. Twice the size of the Tolox’s fighters, but thin and sleek, obviously a ship of stealth, traveled directly toward them. On the underside of the ship were two devices. One glowed red.

“They are charging weapons!”

“Teer, full power to forward shields,” Hill ordered, gripping the arms of his chair and leaning forward. “Nassut, hard to starboard thirty degrees and take us out of warp.”

The ship slowed and turned as the other vessel closed in. It fired directly at them and hit the side, rocking the entire ship. Everyone held their position, either by holding onto their console or chair. Tiva kept her attention on the screen, this was her first altercation on the Tolox and she needed to be prepared for anything. 

Again, the ship jerked hard as another volley of weapons fire collided with the hull. 

“Return fire, all laser cannons. Aim for their weapons and propulsion systems.” Hill stood up as the captain reentered.

“You betcha,” Jimmi said and pressed several times on his console. 

The rumble of the cannon was somewhat comforting. It was more powerful than anything on the king’s ship. Connecting with the enemy vessel, the glowing red device exploded into hundreds of pieces then fell from the oddly shaped craft. The Tolox circled around and Jimmi fired again, this time the target was the back of the ship where the engines most likely were. She ran scans of the ship for anything helpful, as her mind reached out to gather a sense of the enemy.

Hill and the captain spoke quietly. Maar crunched his fingers into a fist and took his chair.

“Damage on the two lower levels, medical team has been dispatched,” Emerala said.

Jimmi turned to Hill. “Shields holdin’, they lost a cannon, but engines are still online.” 

“Captain, they’ve initiated warp,” Raife said.

“Follow them!” 

“Sirs, I’m picking up…”

A bright flash of light blinded her then the main displayer flickered again. When the view cleared, the enemy ship was gone.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Seven
 “Damn it!” Raife said. 

“Sensors aren’t detecting the ship, sir,” Aliri said.

“All sectors are reporting in. Minimal damage, a few injuries,” Emerala said and glanced over at Tiva, offering a comforting smile then yelped as Gigs surfaced next to her. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“Sorry, I had a lock on that ship and have more information about that device. I thought you’d want to look at it.”

“I do, thanks.”

“Send all reports to me, and maintain present course.” Captain Maar tapped on his side console.

“It is a scout ship, sir,” Tiva said suddenly.

Everyone turned to her, including Gigs. She felt her markings lighten. Tapping quickly on her panel, she sent each station the read out from her scan.

“I did a sweep on their internal defense system. It was not complete because of the shielding, but the ship has hundreds of scanning devices and minimal weapons. I sensed only a couple dozen or so people on board, and with their ability to appear and disappear, the only logical conclusion is they are a scouting vessel.”

“Can anyone verify if it is from the same group as the salvage ship?” Captain Maar said.

“I can try to track their engine output readings,” Raife said.

“I never saw a cannon weapon like that before.” Jimmi rubbed his head. 

 “We’ll have to search more, sir, and double check readings from both ships,” Emerala said. “Aliri and I will have to streamline our data.”

“Do it, Hill come with me. Jimmi you have command. Maintain high alert, and keep weapons online.”

“You betcha, Capt’n.”

 

Jay Hill and Captain Trevo Maar were sitting across from one another when she entered the room. Surprised they called her into the office, Tiva tensed as she stood before them.

“Relax and take a seat, Boon.” Maar motioned to a chair.

“Thank you,” she said, nodded, and sat down.

“Jay and I have come up with a rather risky plan, but one that might allow us to get the information we need to find the salvage ship.” He turned to Hill who continued.

“This scout ship is obviously watching or tailing us, and we’ve devised a way to get onto it so we can access their computer database and find any information on the ship.”

“The plan is to lure them out, damage their engines and board the vessel via the docking port. You and Hill will fly one of the cargo ships, Jimmi and Emerala will fly the other. Hill will access the computer while you give him cover. We’ll have several fighters rotate as escorts during this mission so both ships will be heavily guarded.”

“I understand.”

“Good, good,” Hill said. “We don’t know how long until the ship visits again, so we’ll have to shadow the Tolox for a while. Bring provisions for a few days.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How is your security team working out?” Maar said.

“Very well, captain. Both seem to acclimate themselves quickly. I recommend Ranndom for my post while away.”

Maar smiled. “Reading my mind?”

“No, sir,” Tiva said, her eyes going wide. “I would never violate someone—”

“Easy, Boon, I was only joking,” he interrupted. She looked down at her lap. “I’ll send the details to your personal computer; ask Gigs for help if you need any. Prepare to board by shift end.”

Tiva rose from her seat. “Yes, sir.”





  
 

*
The second day on the cargo ship began with Tiva sitting at the flight controls. Nothing had happened, yet. The Tolox was closing in on the salvage ships’ readings, but they kept a steady pace to wherever they were heading. Hill stayed in constant communication with Maar, Raife, and Jimmi, coordinating strategies with the fighters, and working through ideas. She and Hill took shifts when they needed sleep, but Tiva always found herself back in the cockpit after a few restless hours. 

Hill yawned and stretched behind her. He moved to the two front seats and put his hand on the back of her chair. 

“Everything all right?” he said.

“Yes, sir. Nothing on sensors, power is within limits and we are keeping pace with the others.”

“Good, good.” He took the seat next to her and grinned. “You seem to be excelling in your duties, Ms. Boon.”

“I am trying my best, it has not been easy, but I enjoy a challenge.”

He bobbed his head, as if letting her words sink in. She dared not lower her shield to sense him; it was not worth the risk. Instead, she remained silent, watching the displayer.

“You know, Ms. Boon…”

The beeping console cut him off quickly. He glanced at her, then the station, and brought the communications online. 

“We’re getting a reading on a fissure, twenty-two degrees port side,” Aliri’s voice echoed in the cabin.

“Locked on and tracking,” Tiva said, as her hands glided over the controls. 

“Good luck,” she said, and the comm went dead.

Hill said, “Bring weapons online, and make sure our shielding is at full power. We don’t need warp power, so I will route that power to you for the shield.”

“Yes, sir.” 

 

Everything happened so quickly. The scout ship appeared behind the Tolox and fired immediately. The two cargo ships and fighters broke from the ship’s side and returned fire. Tiva watched the displayer relaying everyone’s location off screen via the sensors. The Tolox dipped below and shot at the scout ship’s underbelly. The program she entered automatically swept the ship as the weapons pattern came to life. The read out would be helpful, for the moment she needed to concentrate on the fight. 

The scout struck the Tolox; the damage seemed minimal. Captain Maar was not one to take things lightly and they watched the volley of the missile blast the bottom of the craft. Several fighters whipped around, following the ship’s lead.

Hill swung the cargo ship to the port side of the scout and released a barrage against its hull. Jimmi followed suit and ripples of mini explosions lit up the displayer. The Tolox moved in between the two cargo ships for another assault. Hill waited for this opening; he maneuvered to the starboard side of the scout. The other crafts and Tolox continued to beat down the enemy. A few more hits and they would be ready to lock onto the scout, they just needed it to stop moving. 

Jimmi’s craft flew out of view then zipped across the displayer. It circled the scout ship with a fighter in tow and another blast of weapons fire shot out. The ships continued their assault as Tiva watched. She gathered her focus and jolted slightly in her seat when Maar’s voice broke through the silence of the cabin.

“They don’t have engines, go now!”

Without responding, Hill flew toward the docking hatch of the scout ship. His precision flying is a gift from the spirits, she thought, as they were but inches from the other ship.

“Activate the clamps,” he said.

She nodded and tapped on the panel. The two ships merged with a jolt and she deactivated the hatch lock, a small smile formed on her lips.

“Ready your weapon to heavy stun, we won’t have much time to do this.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Follow my lead, I haven’t a clue what the ship's layout is, but we’re not going to be welcome.”

Hill jumped from his seat and pulled his plasma gun from his belt. Tiva followed closely behind, attached her Timbur, and gripped her gun tight. They moved to the back of the craft and neared the exit. She lowered her shield and grabbed Hill’s shoulder as he went to open the scout ship’s door.

“Several are waiting for us.” 

He scratched his neck, nodded, and then opened the hatch. Hill jumped inside, hit the floor, and fired. Tiva shot from inside first, taking down two of five people in their line of vision. Hill rolled to the side and took cover behind a control panel. Tiva leapt through the access port, firing. He pointed to the opposite side of the room, and she darted to another station. Together, they fired on all present until all were immobile.

“Good, good,” he said, his expression serious. “Guard the entrance, there’s a console here, that’s all we need. I will access the computer.”

She circumvented the room toward the only other door. The aliens lying on the floor unconscious were a breed she had never seen. Their pale green skin color, thin faces, and bodies made her wonder. They did not seem to be a race of salvagers. Those types of people would need bulk and strength to take apart ships. She secured the hallway, and checked on Hill, who was downloading the database. Somewhat satisfied that everything was going well, Tiva moved back into the room allowing the doors to close.

“Almost through, anyone heading our way?”

“They are all around us sir; I cannot gage their proximity exactly.”

“Noted.”

Tiva stepped back, keeping her gun pointed at the door and waiting for Hill to finish. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes went wide.

“Sir!” she said, twisting around, and fired at the alien behind him. He appeared out of thin air, like Gigs, but it was no hologram. The blast struck the alien in the arm as he squeezed off two rounds at Hill. She ran between the two, and caught the brunt of one of the blasts on her shoulder, the other struck Hill in the chest. She tackled him to the ground then rolled onto her back, saw the alien, raised her gun backward over her head and hit him right between the eyes. “Sir, are you all right?”

“Yes,” he said, his breath sharp and short. 

Tiva scrambled to her knees. Hill’s shaking fingers pressed the datachip into her palm. She secured her claw, helped him to his feet, and rushed to the hatch. She pulled him into the ship and set him down in a chair. Moving to the cabin, she closed the door, unlocked the clamps, and detached from the scout ship. She tapped on the console to guide the ship back toward the Tolox. Then Maar’s voice filled her air via her wrist-com.

 “Hill, Boon, what is your status?”

 “Mr. Hill is injured; send medical personnel to the fight deck. We have the information, but the aliens, sir, there is—”

 “Return to the Tolox quickly; we’ve just been boarded!”

Her heart raced. The captain was in danger. Piloting back into the hanger, she kept an eye on Hill every chance she had. He seemed to be slipping in and out of consciousness; his subtle moans and groans came and went during the short ride. The cargo ship glided into the hanger. She waited impatiently for the doors to close and the room to de-pressurize. Once safe, she dragged Hill out of the ship, helped him down the gangway, and laid him on the floor. The doctor and nurses, as the humans called them, gathered around him tending to the wound. One of the nurses moved toward her, but Tiva ran out of the room before they stopped her. No time, she thought. Bounding down the corridor, she grabbed her wrist. 

“Captain , where is the threat?”

“Levels one, two, and four, Ranndom is on two, Hemko on four.”

“I am on my way, sir. Is the command center secure?”

“I have it secure for the moment.”

Tiva jumped into the lift and slapped the console. Using the time to ready, she donned her Timbur again, and gripped her gun. The pain in her shoulder had already dulled. She’d make it through another few hours if needed. 

The lift stopped. 

She pressed against the wall as the doors opened. Sensing an array of people near, she took the time to filter through them then dove out of the lift. She searched the area quickly, tucked into a roll. Two men stood at the end of the corridor, simple. Coming out of the roll, she soared to her feet and fired her gun. One fell as the other charged. She squeezed the handle twice and crouched to her knees as the alien returned the gesture. The man ran faster. Neared. She waited for the right moment then thrust up with her Timbur and sliced his stomach. He screamed and dropped to the floor. 

Without pause, she bolted down the corridor and turned the corner. Three tall, thin men stood in her path. Her markings darkened when she spotted one trying to cut through the command center’s doors. Sprinting toward them, she raised her Timbur to attract their attention, but fired her gun. The closest man vanished and then materialized behind her. Startled, she jumped into the air and kicked the next man. He stumbled, but fired back, striking her in the leg. Grumbling, Tiva pushed aside the pain, and slashed his hand relieving him of his weapon. The final two closed in around her. One lunged, and she sidestepped then pushed him into a nearby door. Seeing her chance, she spun and fired at the third man, and when the other regained his balance, slashed him across the chest.

“Level one is secure.” She lifted her wrist to her mouth grabbing the comm. 

The Tolox shook violently. Kicking one of the groaners in the head to quiet him, she stepped through the fallen men and approached the command center. The doors opened. Three plasma guns were pointed at her as the Tolox bounced in place. Tiva steadied herself against the doorframe and met Maar, Gigs, and Aliri’s eyes. 

“Excellent work,” Maar said, lowering his weapons. “Gigs fire again, Raife move us around to pick up Jimmi and the fighters.”

“Aye, captain.”

“What of the other intruders, you must warn the crew these aliens have strange technology that makes them disappear.”

“They are teleporters, Tiva.” Aliri moved back to her post.

“Your team has secured the other levels, but the scout ship is still fighting.” Maar returned to his chair. “Caedm, have medical come up here and tend to the aliens—”

“Sir, they are gone,” she said breaking into his speech.

“What?”

“Ranndom and Hemko said they disappeared,” Gigs said. 

“Keep firing, Gigabyte.”

“I am!”

Tiva went to the door and it parted, sure enough, the three she took down were gone. She turned back, the captain growled. Instead of saying anything, she limped to her area and brought it back online.

“You’re injured,” Aliri said.

“I am fine, for now.”

“Sir, I have the others safely on board.”

“Excellent, move us away, Gigs send them a warning, if they fire again, destroy them…”

“Yes, captain.”

“…and get me a status on Hill.”

“Okie.”

“…and send Tiva to the infirmary.”

“Captain, I am fine.”

“That’s an order.”

“With respect, sir, I will remain here until the threat is over.”

Gigs crossed the room and sat in Hill’s seat. “They are ignoring my messages sir, and are on an intercept course.”

“Raife take us to warp, so they can’t follow.”

“Yes, captain,” he said. “Letting them off easy?”

“They injured Hill and Boon, I don’t consider that easy.” Captain Maar sat up straighter and rumbled.

“No, sir, just trying to ease the tension,” Raife said sheepishly.

Tiva felt the engines vibrate. They were moving away, that was a good sign. She winced as she brought up reports from her team and around the ship. In total over fifteen aliens had appeared on the ship simultaneously. The mysterious way they moved intrigued her. Aliri called them teleporters, she would research the term when there was time.

The captain seemed distraught. She would explain what happened, but first the current matter needed closure. Emerala and Jimmi entered and Tiva felt a wave of relief fill her. No one was badly injured, save Hill. Taking the datachip from her belt, she approached and smiled at Emerala. “I am glad you are unharmed.”

“Likewise, did you get the information?”

“Yes, Hill was successful.” Tiva nodded.

“Where is he?” she said.

“Infirmary, he was injured, but the doc just called, he’ll be fine,” Maar said to the crew. Everyone sighed and returned to their chairs. Tiva conducted internal security sweeps just to be safe, and Gigs went offline for a diagnostic. Things were quiet for a few hours, but the pain in her shoulder would not go away. 

Just as shift was about to end, she felt dizzy and leaned against her station for support. Perhaps she had pushed herself too far. Aliri glared at her and motioned to the door. Tiva sighed and nodded.

“Sir, permission to go to the infirmary, I believe I need attention.”

“Yes, Chief, go,” he said.

 

The last physically trying altercation she remembered was on Uucor, in the kitchen of Harai and Major Raku with the men who wished to deliver her to the bounty hunters. Though her muscles were sore, she knew constant training was necessary on this ship. It was more than merely using an advanced weapon from a distance, and whatever they were going to find with the salvagers was not friendly or easily matched. The scout ship proved as much during the fight. The Tolox lost three cannons and suffered heavy damage to its shielding. The aliens were sly adversaries with technology and abilities beyond what the Union had.

Captain Maar called a meeting with the senior staff in the morning. It allowed her enough time to stay in the infirmary for a few hours before returning to her room to rest. She had no choice. If she didn’t rest, she would not function the next day.

Admittedly, the fighting made her feel something she hadn’t felt in a long time; alive. It was not the harming or injuring of people, but the challenge. Sparring with friends was not the same. She missed the fear and rush of energy she had experienced. Her entire life had been a fight; she was accustomed to the power of it all, but did not want it to linger for much longer. Her time on the Tolox made her value time with others, relaxing, learning new things, and exploring more aspects of life. 

She continued changing, growing. Since leaving Abennelp, her entire life had evolved. She knew culinary skills and gardening thanks to Harai, she flew spacecrafts and knew what elements made up a nebula. Would her father be proud? Would he understand? She wasn’t sure she did, the path before her was still unclear, but Aliri said she’d find a purpose. Tiva hoped that her friend’s intuition was right.

After changing into her sleep clothing, she checked the status of her messages. Both had reached their destinations. Her stomach tightened. Taking in a deep breath, she calmed herself and sat on the bed. A prayer to her family and king followed a word of love to the spirits for protecting her. It was a small offering. If she were home, she’d shroud Shial’s statue with flowers. Here, however, her words had to suffice. Lying back, she closed her eyes trying to clear her mind. There was a soft knock on her door just a moment later.

“Ms. Boon, it is Hill.”

She deactivated the lock and the doors opened. Glancing up she met his eyes. “Sir.”

“I wanted to thank you for what you did.”

“Just my duty, Mr. Hill.”

“You are very quick. I saw the way you moved,” he said, as his gaze lowered then moved off to the side. “Anyway, thank you.”

“You are welcome, sir.” Tiva dipped her head trying to shield her markings. 

“There should be a manual for those purple bits, then you wouldn’t have to hide them.”

“They are tied to my emotions...others here do not always say what is on their minds, sir. Some things must remain within.”

“I suppose you’re right, Ms. Boon. Good evening.” He smiled obliquely and turned down the corridor. He glanced back then rounded the corner. 

Tiva returned to her bed, curled her legs up, and rested her head on her knees. She tried to clear her head; it was cluttered worse than before. She wanted to call Gigs, but knew the diagnostic was still running.

Slowly she breathed in and out, calming her body and emptying her mind. The thoughts floated away and her eyes grew heavy. The tired took her, thankfully, into a dreamless sleep.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Eight
The crew of the Tolox sat in the meeting room waiting for the captain to talk. Tension was elevated, though everyone felt secure enough to allow the secondary teams to handle the ship while they discussed the situation. Tiva stood by the doorway, the vantage point allowed her to see the entire room. 

Since waking in the middle of the night, she had studied the data retrieved from the scout ship, and read about the teleporting ability. Interesting topics indeed, however as she delved into the scout ship’s records, she realized the aliens possessed a natural ability to teleport. They collectively used it to teleport their vessel while simultaneously using the wormhole device. Union records of this species were limited, so the information Hill recovered proved very helpful. The captain paced the length of the room before turning to the crew.

“We have two more days to find these salvagers before we have to return to Xatlo space. A civil war is resting on the edge of a trade agreement, and the Union has called for all Vexillum negotiators and ships in the area for support. I explained our status and they granted us some time. I don’t want to leave without finding out who these insects are, so I want you all working around the clock to get this done.”

Tiva joined the group in a united nod, but kept her eyes on the captain. He paced a bit more, then finally took his seat. 

“Does anyone have anything to report?” Maar said.

“I do, sir.” Emerala grinned. “I’ve just finished research on the scout ship. I confirmed they were using a device to create wormholes. The datachip didn’t have any ship schematics, so I have no idea how they do it, but they did have instructions for creating a self-contained teleporting amplification device—the one they used to board us. I can get a working prototype, if you want.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Hill said.

“What do we need it fer?” Jimmi asked.

Raife chuckled. “It’ll give us a tactical advantage over our enemies if we can move from one spot to another at the blink of an eye just like them.”

“Agreed,” the captain said. “Get to work on it Teer, have Caedm help you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Anything else?” Maar said.

“Sir, if I may,” Aliri said. “If everyone can keep an eye on their displays, I noticed my console in the science lab acting a bit slow and Gigs said it was due to her diagnostic taking so long. I’m keeping a log just to be safe. It’s been a while since we’ve been upgraded, if I can get us a nice report going, maybe we’ll be refitted next time we get back to Ovvella.”

“Good, good,” Hill said with a grin. “I like the way you think, Aliri.”

She laughed. “Thanks.”

“All right if there isn’t anything else, let’s get to work.”

Tiva waited for everyone to leave the room. The captain stayed behind, so she acknowledged him then exited to the command center. Taking her post, she checked on Ranndom, getting his status and once satisfied, reviewed ship reports. Two days was not long enough to accomplish much in situations such as these. She knew all too well the pressure of getting things done, but this feat would be complicated and difficult. Tiva poured herself into her duties for the remainder of the day. She helped Emerala and Aliri with scans and readings. Raife asked her to take flight controls for a couple of hours when engineering asked for his help, and Hill ordered her and the security team to break up an altercation in the mess hall. 

When Tiva’s shift ended, she was exhausted. She had spent over eighteen hours on duty, and Maar ordered her to get some rest. Unwilling to argue the point, she immediately fell asleep when her head hit the pillow.

 

“Ms. Boon, report to the command center.” Hill's voice blared through her room. 

She leapt up from her bed, half-asleep and reached for her wrist-comm. “Yes, sir. I will be there momentarily.” She put the device on, rubbed her eyes, and staggered into the lavatory to ready. The display on her wall confirmed she had only been sleeping for three hours; however, it would have to suffice. 

She splashed cold water on her face and changed into a clean uniform before heading out. People were rushing back and forth in the corridor as she made her way. Once inside the lift, she called for Gigs.

“Hiya, Boony, what’s up?” her voice said.

“What is our status?”

“Emerala and Raife think they found the salvage ship.”

“I see. Can you contact Ranndom and Hemko and get them started on patrols?”

“Sure, no problem.”

Tiva entered and took her post. Most of the normal crew was present with the exception of Aliri and Hill. Reports from all around the ship came in as people prepared for another fight. Tiva filtered through and sent the information where needed while simultaneously initializing fields around the ship.

Gigs popped next to her. “I called your team. They are getting into position around the ship.”

“Thank you.”

“Welcome.”

“Status,” Captain Maar said, stiffening in his chair.

“We’re gaining on them, sir. Another few minutes and I’ll have them in range,” Raife said.

“Weapons are hot, Cap’n,” B’abot said.

“I have all sensors ready, sir. I’ve set up the station to send all readings to the appropriate sectors. Nothing on communications at the moment.” Emerala fast tapping on her console echoed.

“Security teams are patrolling the ship. We are ready.”

“Gigs, contact Hill and make sure he’s working on that dampening field.” Captain Maar began reading his display. “And inform all sections to arm themselves.”

“Okie, sir,” Gigs said and vanished from sight.

Tiva watched the main displayer as the Tolox raced through space. Her reports indicated the science teams were working on a field to deflect the teleporting aliens. No one knew if the salvage ship was from the same group of aliens as the scout, but the captain was obviously taking no chances. It was a good strategy in her mind, however she wished she had a larger force for security, and would make mention of it when the time was right. 

Aliri and Hill arrived as the Tolox came into range of the vessel. The crew worked quickly gathering data and preparing the ship for whatever was to come next. Tiva sensed the anticipation from the others, but kept her concentration on her task.

“We are in communications range, sir,” Emerala said. “And I have a visual of the ship on our extended sensors.”

The captain nodded. “Put it on the main displayer and contact them using the standard greeting.”

The screen flickered and a ship appeared. The design was similar to the scout, only it was larger and seemed more powerful. Some of the same weapons decorated the hull, which would be helpful, as they had fought a similar ship previously. Several long minutes passed. Sweeps of the ship and area continued to beep and whirl as the computer logged them. Gigs reappeared and moved toward the captain.

“Did you inform the crew to arm themselves?” he said.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I didn’t feel like it.”

The entire room went silent and all heads turned to the hologram. Tiva and Emerala exchanged a confused look as Gigs started laughing.

“I don’t find this funny, Gigabyte, do as I ordered.”

“Nah, I really don’t feel like it.”

Aliri gasped and pounded on her console. “I’m locked out.”

“So am I,” B’abot said.

“Gigs what are you doing?” Hill said with shock on his face. 

“What I was told,” she said.

“Captain, Gigs’ program has been corrupted, she has a virus,” Emerala said. “I’m trying to pinpoint…Damn it! She locked me out.”

Maar slammed on his chair console and rose from his seat. “Take her offline!”

Everyone worked furiously. Tiva glanced around to see everyone having the same bad luck getting information. Suddenly, the ship dropped speed and came to a halt. 

“Sir, I’ve lost flight controls. We’ve stopped.” Raife kicked the underside of his console.

“That’s not going to help,” Gigs said. “I control the Tolox now.”

“Why?” Hill said.

“I dunno, feels right.”

“What do you plan on doing now that you have control?”

All the panels lit up. Reports from every sector on the ship poured in. Tiva’s team contacted her via the wrist-com, and she quietly informed them of the situation, ordering them to head to the command center. She turned her attention to the AI when the entire ship jolted fiercely.

Tiva crashed into her console then fell back. Gasping for breath, she cradled her arm and moved toward Emerala to help her up.

“Thanks,” she said weakly.

“Weapons n’ shields are down!” B’abot said.

“Tactical alert!” Hill said as he pulled himself up from the floor and grabbed his wrist-com. “All crew, tactical alert, arm yourselves.”

Several aliens appeared in the command center. They weren’t exactly like the others from the scout ship, but they looked similar. Tiva was ready for them this time. She leaped over her station and attached her Timbur before she landed. Aliri, Emerala, and Raife fired on the intruders. Tiva slashed the nearest one across the chest and kicked him off to the side as she spun around, pulled her gun, and fired on another. 

An alien popped behind her and prodded her with an electrical spike; she cried out in pain and dropped to her knees.

“Tiva!” Aliri said and shot the attacker before he struck again. He slumped over and twitched uncontrollably. Tiva nodded her thanks, forced herself up, and continued to fight through the crowd of aliens that constantly filled the area. Bolts of laser fire illuminated the room, blistering the stagnant air. Striking down alien after alien, Tiva noticed the fallen ones begin to disappear.

Gigs stood in the midst of the chaos watching with a smile on her face. B’abot, Hill, and Maar continued fighting. Tiva ran toward Aliri seeing her on the floor.

“Are you injured?”

“Yes, but I’ll be fine. We have to get her offline,” she said.

“Not gonna happen,” Gigs said, floating next to them.

“Gigs, your friends are dying and getting hurt, you are allowing these aliens to take control of your ship. Do you not realize what is happening?” Tiva grunted and spit the metallic blood from her lip.

“I’m only doing what my program is telling me to do.”

“Think!” Tiva said. “We are your crew, help us.”

“I can’t, sorry.” She smirked and vanished.

We have to do something, Tiva. Aliri’s voice entered her mind.

She has control over everything, what can we do? Tiva said and ducked as another alien swung a spike at her head. She pushed Aliri back, and jumped up into the air to kick him in the shoulder. He fell back revealing another one behind him. Tiva spun mid air and clipped the side of his head with her other foot. When he hit the ground, she stabbed the first in the gut with her Timbur and shot the second in the chest.

We have to disconnect her matrix from the rest of the ship without her knowing. Get her attention, keep her busy, and I will head down to the main computer core.

Tiva paused and exchanged looks with Emerala and Hill, both obviously knew she and Aliri were communicating, and Hill approved with a slight bob of his head. 

Tell me how I can help. Emerala’s muted voice filled her mind.

Surprised, Tiva furrowed her brow and glanced over at her as Aliri exited the command center. Emerala shrugged slightly and motioned to the console. 

We must keep Gigs occupied.

 The majority of the aliens were unconscious or dead, taking in the sight, she pushed aside the encroaching feelings that stung in the back of her mind. Hill stood near the captain, taking down the last of the intruders. Raife and B’abot were already at their stations attempting to gain some sort of control. Tiva moved toward the operations console and opened the access hatch. Emerala pulled out components and wiring, she hoped it was enough to get the AI’s attention.

Emerala practically destroyed her console. Gigs reappeared. Her coloring was off, and she flickered erratically as she moved.

“What are you doing?” the hologram said.

“Trying to get operations back online,” Emerala said.

“It won’t do ya any good. I’m in control.”

“Gigabyte, I am ordering you to relinquish control of this ship back to my crew!” Captain Maar demanded.

“Sorry, no can do. And you can stop messing with my insides, it’s not going to work.” Her projection fluctuated again and she stomped toward the console. “Don’t make me hit you with a power surge, you might not survive.”

“Gigs, you will be taken off line one way or another, you’re infected, you aren’t yourself,” Hill said.

“Captain, the ship is firing at us again,” B’abot said.

The crew braced themselves as the ship rocked, Gigs laughed and when everything went silent, Tiva turned to see the hologram’s eyes widen in horror.

“What is it?”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to…No, tell Ri to stop…” Her form fizzled and dissipated into nothingness.

 






 
   



  
 

Chapter Twenty Nine
Aliri’s voice echoed through the captain’s wrist-com. “I’ve deactivated her from the computer core, the virus is still permeating through the computer systems we don’t have much time to flush it.”

Tiva ran to her post, Emerala put her console back together as the others attempted to get back in working order. The ship shuddered again. The aliens were not giving up, they seemed to have the advantage in every area, but like her crewmates, Tiva wasn’t about to admit defeat.

Ranndom and Hemko reported in. They were making their way toward the command center doing a level-by-level search with a few volunteers, checking for any intruders. The few remaining began to stir again. Tiva rotated the shielding around the command center and accessed some of her controls. She unlocked the weapons cabinet under her console and pulled out a pair of fully charged guns.

“Captain,” she said. When he turned, she tossed him one and motioned to the alien. He caught the weapon and fired, stunning him back to unconsciousness. After replacing her own depleted gun with a fresh one, she attempted to bring the security scans online and blinked as they came to life on her console. “Sir, I have partial access to sensors. I will run an internal sweep now.”

“Good, good,” Hill said a weight lifting off his shoulders as he slouched back in his chair. “Is anyone injured?”

Several of the crew had injuries, but no one spoke up. The situation was dire, and everyone remained at stations. Tiva ignored the throbbing pain at the base of her neck and continued to work on her console. The sweeps were running slowly, but it was a good sign that they were working at all. 

Hill leaned close to the captain, whispering something. 

“I have flight controls back!” Raife said, excited.

“Take us out of here,” Maar said.

The Tolox began to move, sluggishly at first, but slowly gained momentum. On the displayer, the salvage ship turned, its large cannon pointing at them head on. B’abot cursed under his breath as his hands sped up and down the length of his console. Shields and weapons were still down. Emerala continued repairs, and Tiva watched helplessly as the cannon glowed.

“They are charging weapons, captain.” B’abot hit his console. “And I don’t have shields.”

“Nassut, initiate warp.”

“I can’t, sir. It’s still rebooting.” 

Maar and Hill exchanged looks. Aliri rushed into the room, covered in cuts and bruises. She staggered to her station without saying a word.

“Are you okay?” Emerala asked.

“I’ve been better. The virus should be flushed now, some systems might have to be reset, but engineering has everyone working.”

“Good, good.” Hill rubbed his cheek. “But we’ve got bigger problems now. What is the status of the dampening field?”

“I can access it. Maybe fifty percent effective, why?” Aliri moved to her console.

“We don’t have shields yet, and the alien ship is preparing to fire.” Maar turned. 

“Oh.” She frowned. Glancing between the captain and Hill, her eyes went wide. “Behind you!”

One of the aliens was awake and on his feet. 

Tiva noticed it at the same time and before Maar or Hill turned, she was on top of her station and soaring through the air over their heads. Tiva landed next to B’abot directly in front of the intruder. She blocked the first attack and kicked him in the stomach sending him flying back. Pulling the gun from her side, she squeezed the trigger, sending a shot across the command center, hitting him squarely in the chest. Without warning, a loud rumble reverberated inside her head. The tactical console exploded and everything around her went black. 





  
 

*
Tiva jolted awake ready to fight again. Lifting her hand up, she noticed she was not wearing her uniform. She was no longer at her post. When the room came into focus, she sighed and tried to sit up.

“No, no you don’t!” an unfamiliar voice said. “You have about another week of recovery time, Ms. Boon. Doctor’s orders.” 

“What happened?” she said.

“There was an explosion, you are lucky to be alive.” The Joran doctor crossed the infirmary and handed her a glass. He was more ashen then the other Joran’s she had met and had a comforting expression on his young features. “Drink up, it’s a protein shake. You haven’t had anything to eat in a few days, you’ve been unconscious.”

“Was anyone else hurt?”

“We suffered a few casualties and many injuries,” he said as he ran a hand through his long black hair. “Mr. Hill asked me to notify him when you awoke. I’m sure he will bring you up to date.”

Tiva sipped the drink; it was a pleasant smooth taste, surprisingly. “Thank you, Doctor…”

“Hino.” He bowed slightly. “I’ve done extensive scans on you Ms. Boon, you have quite a unique physiology. Half of the bruises you came in here with are healing already, but I’m afraid you’ll have a scar on your stomach. You were struck by a large piece of shrapnel and my dermal healing strips only work on cuts, not gashes. But I did the best I could patching you up again.”

“I understand.”

“Finish as much of the shake as you can, it’ll help you regain your strength.”

“I am fine, Doctor Hino.”

“Hardly, you might have extraordinary healing abilities, but you are not fine. I used a mild painkiller on you, that’s why you think you feel fine. But if you feel worse, you’ll have to inform one of the nurses. You will remain here until I say so. That comes straight from Captain Maar.”

“Very well.”

 

Hours passed. Tiva occupied her time with various reports the doctor allowed her to read. The protein shake satisfied her hunger, but her mind still felt foggy due to the medication. Unable to do much with the doctors and nurses constantly moving about the room, she closed her eyes to rest, and wondered what had happened in the past few days while she’d been out of commission. 

She felt another person near. It wasn’t any of the infirmary staff, she had already memorized them; it was someone else. Hearing whispering in the distance, Tiva opened her senses and reached out. A small smiled formed on her lips, but she kept her eyes closed. A strong, but warm hand touched her arm.

“Ms. Boon?”

“Greetings, sir,” she said before opening her eyes. 

Hill laughed. 

“The doctor mentioned you would be visiting.”

“Yes, yes…I’m afraid I don’t have much time. We’re only a few hours from Ovvella Base, and I’m needed on another negotiation team.”

“I understand, sir. Thank you for coming,” she said, slowly sitting up. “How are the rest of the crew and my security team? What of Gigs and the salvage ship? Dr. Hino refused to give me any information.” 

“Easy, easy…” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder. He kept his hand there lowering his head, sighing. “I’m afraid I have bad news, Ms. Boon.”

“What is it?”

“Jimmi is dead.”

Tiva stared at him in disbelief. She felt her markings darken as she balled her hands up and pounded on the sides of the bed. She cursed in Abennelpian then closed her eyes trying to regain her composure.

“You almost died, too, but you saved the captain and me from the alien, we owe you a great deal, Tiva.” 

Hearing him say her name caused her to open her eyes. “What was the cause of the explosion?”

“Internal malfunction during their last assault, no one could have known.”

“Gigs could,” she said dejectedly. 

“Possibly, but her program is still offline, we’re not sure we can bring her back.” He removed his hand from her shoulder and rubbed the back of his neck. “Once we arrive at the base they will run a diagnostic to see what the damage is, but for now I want you to rest and regain your strength. The salvagers got away, but we have a better understanding of them and their technology now. We have hundreds of scans and logs to go through. Don’t worry, we’ll find them again.”

“And my security teams?”

“Ranndom and Hemko are fine and covering your duties well. We’re picking up four more recruits at the base.”

“I am sorry, sir. It was not my intention to have others do my work. I will be happy to do what I can from here.”

“You’ve gone above and beyond. You need a break; we are going to need your strength after this negotiation is over.”

“Very well, sir.”

He smiled and patted her shoulder. “Now that you are awake, I’m sure the others will come see you. The captain sends his thanks and get well wishes also.”

“I appreciate that.” She nodded. 

“All right, Ms. Boon, time for a check up.” Dr. Hino entered the room with a portable scanner in his hand. “You’ll have to excuse us, Mr. Hill.”

“Uh, right…no problem,” he stammered then smiled at her. “Take care, Ms. Boon.”

“Thank you, sir.” 

 

The Tolox docked at Ovvella Base during the night. When Tiva woke the next morning, Aliri and Emerala were there to visit. They enjoyed a short conversation about general topics, keeping away from the obvious pain of losing a crew member. 

Toward the end of the day, Dr. Hino allowed Tiva to take a short walk around the infirmary. Admittedly, she felt weaker than she realized and allowed her body time to adjust. After another dinner of protein shakes, Tiva asked to clean up. 

The steaming hot shower loosened her muscles and helped to ease some of the pain in her shoulder and stomach. Not only did she have a new scar on her stomach, but also a few small nicks and scrapes covered her back. She was lucky, indeed, but felt the loss of B’abot as she gently washed her wounds. He was a good man, honest and hardworking. His attitude toward courting and relationships might not have been appropriate, but she knew the crew would miss him. She would as well, in spite of their past altercations.

When she returned to her bed, a small brightly decorated box was on her pillow. Tiva searched the area for the gift giver, but found no one other than the infirmary staff. Curious, she sat and studied the box. Dr. Hino stood in the doorway and chuckled.

“It’s not going to bite.”

“Doctor, it is a box,” she said.

He chuckled. “I mean, it is not going to harm you. One of your friends left it.”

“Do you know who?”

“The science girl….”

“Yes, Aliri.” She nodded. “Thank you.”

“Certainly.” He grinned. “Tomorrow, you can take a walk on the base if you wish. You are healing well. How do you feel?”

“I still have some pain in my shoulder, but I do not like the medication. It makes me feel strange. I prefer not to take anything.”

“Tough girl.” Hino laughed and shrugged. “If that’s what you want. So, open your present and then get some rest. I will see you in the morning.”

“Good evening, Doctor.” Tiva picked up the box and waited for him to leave before opening it. Inside was a small amethyst crystal hanging on the end of a chain. She lifted it up holding the gemstone against her palm. She felt energy and power from it, and wondered exactly what it was. 

A curious feeling rose inside her, it was as if she had seen this gift somewhere else before. Deep inside her mind, something stirred, but the memory would not come to her no matter how hard she tried to force it. She shook off the thoughts and rubbed her temple. 

She placed the gift back in the box and put it on the table next to her bed. She smiled and curled up under the covers. With the dose of medication releasing her from the fogginess, Tiva reached out to her friend.

Thank you, Aliri, it is a wonderful gift. What is the occasion? she asked and waited for a response.

It was your birthday the last week, wasn’t it? Aliri answered soon after.

Birthday? Oh, you are speaking of my Remembrance, I had forgotten. How did you know?

Your records, Tiva. I make it a habit to know everyone’s birthday. Aliri projected a picture of a cake. 

Tiva chuckled and smiled. She did not celebrate her last Remembrance on Uucor. Though, as she glanced at the gift, she missed the joy celebrating used to bring. 

When you are well, put it on, and it will protect you. Twenty-two, what a fun age that was. Anyway, I’m sure you’ve already sensed it, but the crystal I gave you is no ordinary gem. It is from my home world, and is very old. It is a natural energy source. It will help keep your mind and body balanced.

Thank you, my friend. I will treasure it always.

I know, now get some sleep. I’ll visit you in the morning.

Tiva settled back against the pillow and let her mind drift and her body relax. Having friends, who happened to be alien to her, was still a blessing of the spirits. As a child, she wondered what the stars held and now she knew the truth. The universe, like her world, was full of people on both ends of the spectrum. Luckily, Tiva found the right group, a collection of people with similar goals and beliefs. The people of the Union wanted to explore and maintain peace. 

Until she heard from Neola, she could set no plans for her future. It was the key to her very existence. While her path as a Royal Guardian was still unknown, Tiva knew she was welcome here as a member of the Union. She had proven herself once more by remaining loyal to those she served with. A natural progression, but forming solid friendships was something she never considered among people of difference races.

Her eyelids grew heavy, and she pushed aside the sadness at the loss of life the others on the ship were feeling. She knew loss. Her heart and mind carried the burden, but here among the people of the universe, Tiva knew somehow she’d find peace, and she prayed that peace would make its way back home.

 






 
   



  
 

Acknowledgements
Jenn would like to thank her family and friends for always believing. She’d also like to thank everyone in the Liberty States Fiction Writers group who has been vital in their support. A special thank you to all the authors and the team at Crushing Hearts and Black Butterfly Publishing, especially SJ Davis, Elizabeth Lance, and Riley Steel for their amazing work and dedication to this project. Most of all, Jenn would like to thank the members of ECF who more than helped bring Tiva alive, and without them, this story would not be possible. 

 



  
 cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





