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Epigraph

 

One as deformed and horrible as myself, could not deny herself to me. My companion must be of the same species, and have the same defects... With whom I can live in the interchange of those sympathies necessary for my being...

--- The Monster, Frankenstein By Mary Shelley  




Chapter 1. Coming Of The Overman

 

I give you power to create life out of lifelessness. From the Earth's clay, manufacture a woman, she who shall be Eve to a new humanity, and become mother of Stormangels!

--- Iblis Jinn, The Shaitan

 

 

[November 9, 2030. Dukedom Of Saxe-Coburg Germany]

A grand command chair rested on a central platform -- a throne! From the forward part of the circular operations deck, she shouted orders in a dialect she had never heard before, a language that hinted at being influenced by both German and Sanskrit, though it contained guttural “K's” and “T's”, sounds that were not heard in any known human language. Those in the work pit of the vessel who managed the helm and other systems of the monstrous predatory golden bird-serpent starship obeyed her and set a course toward her selected targets. 

Over in a corkscrew rolled the large vessel, a smooth elegant rotation that swooped around in the vast dimensions of deep wide-open space, unencumbered by right, left or up and down to bring its weapons to bear upon its prey.

In golden armor she had been dressed, intricate links of ring-mail attached to plate-armor with angular upward swept shoulder plates. Draped over her shoulder hung a rich green cloak. On the bridge of her warship she stood, right hand on a sword hilt with an advanced gun strapped to her thigh. She was Doom incarnate, a War-Queen to be feared.

“Railkir!” She shouted to her gunner hidden in the darkness.

A shadowed red world came into view, covered with lighted cities that flickered and gray seas which crashed ashore. The bird-serpent let a ball of hot fire out from its belly to absolutely flatten a city below.

The vision shifted.

On a vast rusted desert, she discovered herself. She pushed her eyesight outward beyond the horizon where she witnessed a flash. An eerie green light burst out from the sand and coalesced into a column which became a winged armored figure. A deep cowl obscured the face. The figure stood with her on the rust strewn track. The warrior gripped a sword hilt in a gauntleted hand. It appeared to be a shattered blade for there was but a single spike left of the cutting edge. Three notches curved into the spine of the fractured weapon.

Blood rushed from cracks in the desert to form three rivers at the figure's claw boots which began to overtake the desert. In a deluge, a river of sanguine liquid ascended around her. Gauntleted hand raised the winged hooded one held out its bladeless hilt from which came a gleam of light...

 

Frederika Gisela von Gotha woke in a jolted cry. She gazed outside at her sprawling snow covered estate. Since her birth, the same dream had haunted Frederika, her eidetic memory never allowed her to forget the bird-reptile ship, or the winged hooded figure. Five-foot, eight-inches, statuesque, and honey-blonde Frederika got up, strode across her bedroom in a gracious stride for her balcony. She pushed aside a strand of hair, stared out toward the line of old dark forest, whitened by early morning frost. The synthetic girl rubbed the back of her neck, fingers grazed a tattoo: Two equilateral triangles' apex to apex, a stylized hourglass, or as some might observe, a double helix.

Dawn beckoned to her on the day of her twentieth birthday. Despite her illustrious surname, Frederika did not know her royal parents. If they could even really be deemed such, given her extraordinary origins. Though, in many ways she in fact resembled the haughty woman who once had been Duchess of Saxe-Coburg, and mistress of this estate, on who she also had been modeled, and whose 'daughter' she was been meant to be. Not at all surprising, given the precision which the engineer who designed Frederika's molecular construct had for his art in replication of the former Duchess. For that considerable effort the engineer charged a hefty sum to use his miraculous skills to create one of his unique lifeforms known as Morningstars. In any event, even the threadbare mimicry of a genetic connection permitted Frederika to be decreed Duke Magnus and Duchess Gisela von Gotha's heir. A reality that provided the synthetic girl this duchy, and along with it Grenadier Firearms, the weapons manufacturer which furnished Frederika a generous income. 

Back into her room Frederika went, glanced for a heartbeat at her reflection in an etched silver vanity mirror: Contoured emerald 'panther eyes' peered back from a heart shaped face, slight Asian characteristics could be recognized among those of the Teutonic. A small button nose and a single freckle beneath her left eye, the solitary flaw on her otherwise perfectly symmetrical features. The blemish placed there due to some quirk of the engineer who designed her. Full and pink lush lips fashioned to make any male go weak in the knees were made to exude sexuality. Frederika knew she had been built to be exquisite, but her sexuality was also a weapon intended to be wielded for the seduction of those in power, a sexual aura enhanced by potent pheromones.

Frederika threw aside her slinky-silk mint green nightgown and headed for the shower. Her early morning workout would soon begin, and she wanted to watch the launch of the foldship, DSV Excalibur this afternoon.

 

 

[Falcanian Khanate, Bay Of Bengal]

Crescent shaped Vanguard Island shot coral-white out of the monsoon-driven ocean. Built on a superstructure of steel lattice, the wave barriers protected the artificial structure from the assault of the raging sea. Amphitheater in shape, one whole side housed rooms and a construction area. Huge conifer trees grew on an insular island. At Vorkrür’s center, a metropolis of towered and pyramid style buildings arose. They glistened in the sunlight, a blended high-tech and feudal design, cast in majestic steel-glass architecture. 

The Narshin Thryak palace complex overlooked the central Falcanian city from atop a great stone foundation. Domed in gold, the black citadel perched inside the curvature of Vanguard’s famed metallic tiled road. The palace, pyramid in structure had clear Moghul influences to be seen in its construction as witnessed by the arched doorways and golden capped minarets at its four corners. 

Protected in the inner curve of the island, joined to it by a short causeway rested a medium sized round building crowned with a gold and bronze dome. In three directions enormous mammalian-winged and armored statues stood sentinel, they raised single-edged claw-blades upward at guard over the tri-cameran of the Falcanian Khanate. A blood-red banner adorned the arch of the Dreikatha's hall. A bird-serpent, ambiguous, neither avian nor reptile held watch over the ruling constituents of the Khanate. 

“T'Saar!” Chancellor Trakan gave the claw-on-fist salute, took in the silence that came over the hall as the members of the tri-cameran waited for his report to the Shotar.

Lord Sharr Khan Mingh Drakonis, keeper of the Phoenix Heart and Falcanian Shotar sat in shadows, his face concealed under a black cowl, his gloved fist clenched the armrest of the Claw-Throne. The Shotar leaned against the angular backrest of his chair. Burgundy fabric embroidered with gold threads cushioned his back and great talon feet supported the chair. 

“JR Giovanni demands you journey to his capital, and that you speak to him personally,” the lanky bearded Chancellor reported, aware such a response wasn’t going to be regarded very well by Sharr Khan.

Under his cowl Sharr frowned at Chancellor Trakan. “The Imperator thinks too much of himself, he harbors these Budjah Monks, uses them to seed chaos.” Although the Shotar spoke in a low voice, each of the nine members of the Dreikatha heard him clear enough. 

And the threat in his tone.

“We dare not anger the Imperium. Romulus’s wrath scourged the Americas and conquered much of the globe. He’d have little reservation cutting us down,” remarked a hooded figure off to the left of Shreik Trakan.

“Perhaps not Nadia?” The Shotar pulled his cloak closer, and stepped off the platform. Each footfall of his tri-claw boots clacked on the black stone floor. Sharr glanced under the velvet royal blue hood of the Valküri Sisterhood’s Reverend Mother Superior, who also happened to be his mate.

“Romulus has achieved much since The Burn,” Nadia murmured. “He made his country a force to be feared. Raised his Legion from the Wastelands...”

Drakonis nodded. “Imperator Romulus shall be dealt with soon enough.” Sharr placed a hand on Nadia's cloaked arm. “Nor shall we permit these monks to further transgress against us.” 

“I have confidence in your decisions,” Nadia said. 

“Sharr Khan, the Budjah must be tackled, destroyed!” Implored the blue hooded Vorjah, keeper of the holy lamplight. “They threaten our path of Tarik.” Zoar Jangsiin understood Falcania’s own, as well as Sharr Khan’s very own responsibility with regard to the scarlet robed monks. The Shotar had his reasons to handle them with care, and yet Zoar himself held little tolerance for them.

Sharr hummed to himself. “No more than any other religion or philosophy Zoar. We’ve our debates with Heathens and Hindu alike. It’s less shocking that we have conflicts with this new ‘Christian’ sect.” He turned to the head of his Tahru caste. “The Budjah crime lay in a presumption to force their faith on those at Aren-Zülar.”

“My caste does what’s needed to bring our species to the stars.” Sharr did not miss the clipped response of the Guilthari leader. “We mine hrisanar on the red planet at great risk –”

“Drakorian are always there for your protection.” Atar Kran, the white tonsured Shrai-Bashir, Commander of the Imperial Drakorian Guard interrupted. “I’ve tripled the brigades stationed at Aren-Zülar. Your workers shall not be troubled by anyone ever again!”

“We thank you for that, my Lord. But that is not my point.” The Guilthari Lord inched away from the Drakorian leader who hulked over him. “The Budjah harass everyone, daily trying to convert us.”

“That’s why I ordered the attack,” Atar growled. 

“They claim their faith brought Earth back from the brink,” The Shotar did not disguise his ironic tone while he walked the circle and glanced at each of the cloaked caste representatives. “Not the advent of genetic engineering and nanotechnology. This notion is harnessed, bolstered by Imperator Romulus to expand his own power.”

“My Lord,” Atar once more growled, he wanted to at long last be rid of these monks.  “Budjah are wherever the Imperium annex territory and seed the ground for the Centurions to enter. We really should take a harder line where they show up.” 

Sharr nodded. “That is true, but we will not engage in religious persecution, Atar. Even of Erik’s little band of high-tech monks. They are an irritation, but one we can accept for now.” The Shotar’s display of restraint with the Budjah matter wasn’t popular, but the Dreikatha abided by it nonetheless. 

A bell chimed, a call from Vanguard Island's command center. 

“My Shotar, the DSV Excalibur's launch countdown is under way.” There came a pause from the C & C officer. “And your daughter's ship just docked.” 

Nadia gripped Sharr's gauntlet encased hand, smiled at mention of her child. “Good. We can watch the launch together.” 

At last one of their twin daughters had returned home.

 

 

“As many know, the DSV Excalibur is a joint mission between the British Imperial Commonwealth and the North American Imperium,” explained the BBC reporter. An expert on the new physics of FTL theory sat beside the reporter and thoughtfully nodded.

In her living room Frederika sat, legs crossed in a most ladylike manner on a plush gold embroidered chair decorated in the style of the German Empire. Coats-of-arms hung on the walls. Swords and armor lined the stucco decorated room, offering a militant flair beside that of the mahogany furniture. 

Frederika watched the DSV Excalibur leave its berth on her holograph viewer. It broke loose from the moorings and crawled out of the well-lit orbital space dock. She was impressed by the space battleship. The forward bridge pod reminded her of an axe head. Sensor rods reached from the cockpit and on a turret below the command pod were mounted the ships main energy cannon which pivoted into alignment. Aft huge steel-gray VASMIR rockets charged with blue flame. Supported by three pylons, like a halo, studded with six oval pods, an induction ring that would fold space shined in the Sun’s rays.

“In the last two decades, Dr. Erasmus Chang utilized the unique gravitational properties of Quantum-X which allowed him to develop his Gravitic Fold-Engine.” Pictures of Chang in front of his FTL engine schematics passed on a screen behind the reporter.

“Remember J.M.,” Dr. Ian Hawkins said to the reporter. “Q-X has many properties. Not only do we have gravitic foldspace stardrives, but also the ability to make null-fields. None of this would have been possible without Dr. Zuleika Mathew’s discovery of Abraxas energy in 2012. Her findings heralded in ‘The Singularity’ and our new age of machine-man technology.”

The reporter nodded in agreement. “Dr. Mathews shared her discovery, which brought Earth free clean unlimited power with TransCorp International and Dr. Chang. It has been said the minute she turned on her Abraxas Coil a domino effect overtook the globe.” The reporter paused and glanced at his notes. “Like a blitzkrieg, the Technological Singularity, The Techno-Rapture struck – that mass acceleration of scientific development which gave birth to a Neo-human renaissance. Many strange and original technologies have come to be. Similar to a phoenix ascending from its ashes, we rose out of a global cataclysm amidst a sudden and unpredictable upsurge in technology that swept across the planet to reformat it.” The reporter met Dr. Hawkins leveled gaze. “The phenomenon has been estimated to be nearly as destructive in its reach as the war which preceded it.”

“My theory is that the last World War and The Singularity were connected. One cleared the way for the other. Of course, all this was capped off by the ratification of the Armageddon Accords,” Dr. Hawkins said. “The phoenix is an apt metaphor.” 

“I understand Dr. Chang based his Gravitic Fold-Engine on Miguel Alcubierre's theoretical ‘warp’ calculations.” J.M. Strathmore turned once more to his notes.

“He did. Among special relativity theorists Alcubierre created quite a stir! Till then, subverting the light barrier seemed hogwash,” explained Hawkins. “Even now, some cannot accept the idea of a Gravitic Fold-Drive. Of course the ship itself isn't moving any faster than its main rockets, space expands behind and collapses in front of the ship to cause the effect of faster then light travel.” A computer graphic of the foldsphere appeared on a holoviewer between the doctor and the reporter. It expanded and collapsed, pushing along a model ship built as a reference for the DSV Excalibur across a starfield that had gone into red shift. “Fold travel is controlled entropy. An oxymoron perhaps, but true nonetheless.” 

Strathmore returned to his data on Erasmus Chang. “Dr. Chang constructed the first foldship probe, Yu Kun in 2012 and inaugurated the age of stars.”

“Yu Kun, the ‘Jade Universe’ piloted and co-developed by Chronos, an AI furnished for Dr. Chang by TransCorp International,” Dr. Hawkins said quickly. Human bias always pushed away Chronos's help in the project. The line between machine and man had become quite blurred which terrified some. “Without Chronos, there would be no space travel as we are coming to know it.”

“Machine and man both now traverse the stars.” Hawkins narrowed his eyes at Strathmore's disdain. “Not only has the Imperium started a foldspace program, but a number of smaller nations have as well. To my knowledge, even the Budjah have FTL ships… Outside of the Imperium’s influence.” Dr. Hawkins coughed. “As a scientific discovery Erasmus Chang ensured that his concepts would be available in the public domain. He feared wars would be waged in attempts to learn the knowledge of space-folding. The AI Chronos agreed.” Dr. Hawkin’s shook his head. “Chang's good intentions did not however avert the conflict he’d hoped...” 

“There’s a legend,” stated the reporter. “That not long after they released the information to the public, Chang and his companion AI vanished in a black hole. Both machine and man went missing in the vast cosmos that the scientist and AI opened up for exploration.”

“I like to think he’s out there exploring.” Dr. Hawkins bowed his head in reverence. “It’s to his unconventional nature that we owe this new age, this renaissance of the stars. The DSV Excalibur is the light of mankind in its entry onto the galactic arena.” 

“Captain Cole Braden has become keeper of Chang's flame.” A biographical file of the English Captain came up on the screen behind the reporter. “He and his First Officer Guillaume LaSalle are doing final system checks right now.”

“T-minus four and counting until space-fold,” Guillaume LaSalle said as the audio switched to the inside of the cockpit. “Engines fully spun up.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Captain Braden replied from his central command chair.

Clicks and chirps sounded when each of the bridge's main stations checked-in.

In front of the holoscreen, Frederika leaned close to examine DSV Excalibur. Not that her Morningstar-eyes weren’t enough to pick up every tiny nuance of the vessel from her chair. She waited for the ship to space-fold in profound interest.

“Rika, do not stand so close to the holo!” 

Frederika narrowed her eyes. Only one person in all Saxe-Coburg would dare address her as if she were a child. 

Oberon Werner von Kreis entered the room, outfitted in the jet-black silver trimmed uniform of his fellow Blackeagle Knights, the personal army sworn to the service of the Gotha family. He held a spiked helmet under his right arm.

At her guardian’s gruff voice Frederika smiled, and turned to look on the crusty elderly graying blond man. Her gaze softened at his scarred cheek, which Oberon had earned in the course of his dueling school years. “Önkel, guten morgan.” she greeted warmly. 

Very doubtful of course that Oberon genetically was related to her, but Frederika always addressed him as uncle since he had raised and trained her in all she knew. In his sixties, Oberon was a veteran of the final world conflict. He lost his eye during one of the many battles he’d engaged in and which had brought forth the sovereign Dukedom of Saxe-Coburg. From the Junker-class; the zu Kreis were members of the Uradel. Oberon could trace his ancestry back to the Migration Period. His Prussian family were infamous as mercenary cutthroats before they became landed nobility, such ruthlessness coursed still inside Oberon’s blood.

“The British, und the Imperium make their first moves toward deep space.” Oberon nodded at the holoviewer. “This action is a threat to our sovereignty. Smaller nations will soon be put under their boot. We must nullify that advantage.”

Frederika frowned. She didn't care to discuss geopolitical threats on her birthday, and she was also annoyed that Oberon had yet to acknowledge today she turned twenty.

Oberon noticed the frown, and let a brutish grin appear under his long beard. “Und, happy birthday to you Lady Gotha.” He smiled proud and fatherly.

“Danke!” Frederika blushed.

“I do have a gift for you, though we shall have to wait until your return to give it to you.” Oberon explained. “The Nemesis is ready.” He had designed a very special ship for Frederika, a kind of space plane-fighter, a prototype intended to counter the Imperium’s expansion and reach across the globe.

“Return?” Frederika wondered.

Before Oberon could explain himself further, the holo news reminded them that the launch of the DSV Excalibur was only moments away. They both turned their attention toward the screen. Frederika and Oberon watched the Excalibur engage her fold-engine. A fold-sphere erupted from the induction ring, bent space-time around the newly launched Destroyer. Moments later the ship seemed to turn to a globe of light and vanish from sight.

“If the Imperium und British become a space based power, our Reich will fall,” Oberon sighed. “Britain ran over France easily, und they would not hesitate to do the same with Saxe-Coburg. Even if you’re Odin’s cousin, he’d have little problem adding this state to his empire.”

“Und here I thought England’s expansionist polices were Lord Blud’s work.” Frederika cocked a brow. “You’ve always told me Archibald Blud used my cousin for his pawn.”

“After the decimation of the USA by the Eastern Alliance Prime Minster Blud capitalized on his citizen’s fear of reprisal, reignited Britain’s fever for empire. Odin is like you, a Morningstar, constructed to rule this planet.” That notion actually thrilled Colonel Kreis. Long had his family cherished the idea of Morningstar rule over the Earth as an ideal worthy of advancement. “He’ll act on the side of strength.”

“I understand that perfectly, Önkel.” Not that she held much affection for her cousin, born of the same artificial womb as she, and made of similar material. “Not all us Morningstars are power mad. Regular humans have done more than their share of damage to the world.” 

“Jawohl, girl! Very perceptive.” Colonel Kreis grinned as he put a CD into the holoviewer's drive. “This incident occurred three weeks ago on Mars.” 

She dropped back into her chair and gasped. A black-winged figure dressed in red armor hung in the skies of Mars where it launched a volley of magnetically charged slugs from a sidearm toward a settlement bellow. Budjah monks ran in all directions, to flee for their lives while flame hailed down on them. The dragon-winged figure soared over the mission, circled like a bird-of-prey on the hunt, intent to rip rabbits from a field. The Falcanian's long armored tails shot bolts of plasma from between the bone claw. At one point an armored “Dragonmen” swooped and gashed at the vitals of a scarlet-robed monk with a tri-claw boot and tore off the monk's arm. The claw appeared to be most dexterous and maneuverable, resembling a velociraptor talons. Perhaps the boots were part of some kind of cybernetic armor? 

“What are they?” Frederika asked, still shocked her dream had manifested before her. Her emerald eyes did not veer from the hologram, and the graceful swoops of the many winged figures.

“Falcanian,” Oberon said. “Products of genetic engineering.”

“Are those wings real or some kind of jet pack?” Frederika leaned in for a better look. She noticed what appeared to be afterburners at mid-torso on the winged Dragonman's back. “They're hovering.”

“We're not sure.” Colonel Kreis shared her awe. “Not much is known about Falcanian physiology. They keep to themselves und are very selective about whom they deal with. What we do know is they live on an island in the Indian Ocean called Vanguard. Our spy satellites are unable to cleanly penetrate the islands' sensor shields. All we get are distorted readings. No clear biosigns, und aside from the expected Abraxas-energy signature the island produces, there’s an unknown reading.” Oberon settled himself in a chair opposite Frederika. “We want to know everything they're hiding. The Colonel changed the image with a remote. “This is Hawk Drakonis.” The Prussian's single-eye gazed hard at the new image. A man of clear Anglo decent appeared on the holoviewer, arms folded across his chest in a domineering manner. Behind him loomed a feudal Japanese style structure as a backdrop to frame his striking bearing. Long umber hair draped over his shoulders. A red-brown goatee worn with no mustache framed his bird-of-prey face. His ears were pointed elf-like. The black high-collared uniform Hawk wore had three golden triangular buttons which fastened up the front and under his neck. An off-white wool embellishment trimmed the high collar. The uniform's angular plated shoulders gave a sense of armor to the heavy fabric. If this man had wings or a tail, they were concealed under a majestic black duster cloak. “Not much is known of Hawk before the war,” Oberon explained. “We estimate that he was born in the seventies, around about 1975 or six.” 

Frederika couldn't rend her eyes away from the viewer. This Hawk carried himself as if he were a king. “How old is that picture?” 

“Recent. Taken in Osaka, Japan a year ago. Hawk was visiting his friend Zataki Tokugawa, the Shogun.”

Indeed the old Shogun stood beside Hawk, and leaned his small frail form on a cane.

“He looks no more than thirty.” Indeed for a man who would be in his sixties himself Hawk appeared very well preserved. She glanced at Oberon doubtfully. “This Hawk couldn't have been born in the seventies. He'd be your age, Önkel.”

Oberon gave her a curt nod as his eye rested upon his charge and changed the picture. Frederika's emerald eyes widened in wonderment. This time Hawk stood beside a much younger Tokugawa from just around the time that the Techno-Samurai had made himself Shogun. Drakonis was dressed in the same style uniform and appeared no different from the newer photo, aside from his shorter spiked frosted blond hair, clearly not its natural color.

“Some time before the war Hawk founded a religion called D’Har Tarik. It's a philosophy which believes in honing instinct, und takes genetics as a religious devotion,” Oberon told her. “The members of the Falcanian Khanate aimed to alter themselves as well as their offspring into beings of flight. To what extent these people did change their biology, or how radical they have is unknown. We though are certain that the Falcanians have been engaging in cutting edge genetics for many years now.”

Frederika flinched in surprise. “Oh! Und I thought I was the zenith of genetic manipulation?”

“You are,” Oberon affirmed. “However the Falcanians have made genetic engineering a spiritual imperative, und if our Intel is correct made a fabulous discovery.” 

Once more the image flipped: A gorgeous, dark-haired woman materialized on the screen. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, perhaps of a European and Persian mix were one to judge by her graceful almond shaped eyes. Those eyes were the first thing Frederika noticed, a resplendent blue which pulled her into their depths and intelligence. Kohl makeup accentuated the angled outline which made her cobalt gaze all the more mesmerizing. Curvy and voluptuous, the woman indeed enchanted those with her exotic looks. Brown hair fell in loose curls around her creamy cinnamon skin. Hoop shaped gold earrings adorned delicate ears. A purple diamond bindi marked her third eye.

“This is Hawk's long time companion.” Oberon uncomfortably shifted in his seat. “Doktor Nadezhda, ‘Nadia’ Shriya Korelia.” 

The Morningstar girl found herself captivated by Nadia’s awe inspiring bright-blue eyes. She felt a chill run down her spine. Some place in the back of her mind, Frederika felt that Nadia seemed familiar to her. However, the blonde was sure she’d never met the woman before, yet something in Nadia's intense gaze touched a far off, latent memory. Had it simply been Oberon's apparent distrust of Nadia which caused Frederika to react so? 

“Born August 12, 1980, Nadia has largely been responsible for the Falcanian genetic design,” Oberon said in a low voice. 

“You seem to know a great deal about this woman,” Frederika said, hoping to get Oberon to offer her more so she could pin down the familiarity she felt toward Nadia.

“She's a geneticist. There’s a paper trail to follow, und we as a nation have made it a point to know where those such as she, are.” Genetic engineers were now among any nation's arsenal of weapons to be used. “A child prodigy, Nadia graduated from Yale medical school at twenty, she then went on to do groundbreaking work before the war.” Oberon took a moment, considered if he actually wanted to tell the girl the rest. Eventually Frederika would learn the information on her own. “Nadia helped develop the genome for what would become the T-12 drug, the cure for cancer.” 

Frederika sat up straight. “GenKon INC., invented the T-12 drug.” She grew tired of these evasive answers and wanted Oberon to tell her more. Being born of an artificial womb caused her to yearn for a concrete sense of where she had come from. “This woman worked for your – “

“Jahwol.”

Lady Gotha gasped, suddenly what her tutor and guardian had told her about these Falcanians became personal. “Did GenKon fund the creation of these Falcanian?” The genetics company had its hands in a diverse number of programs, many of which were illegal, construction of a new species would not have been beyond them.

Oberon shook his head, and resisted the urge to smile. “The Falcanians were an independent group.”

“Und what fantastic discovery has this Nadia made now?” 

“A drug called Amrita,” Oberon said. “Supposedly it’s youth extending, und a PSI enhancement. The Counsel of Blackeagle Knights wishes for you to learn the secrets.” 

Frederika tensed in her chair. As always she found herself caught up in the secretive ambitions of her Blackeagle Knights, in theory she should be their mistress, but in practice Frederika knew herself to be the Blackeagle’s tool. There was no escape from that truth. But would this genetic espionage help her learn more about who she was? 

“This story of a genetically fashioned elixir of youth could very well be nothing more than a cover for a greater plan,” Oberon said irritably.

Right now Frederika wasn’t so sure. Hawk clearly should be more than in his thirties, if he in fact had been born in the 1970’s. “So I'll take the Nemesis und covertly go to Vanguard Island –”

“Not possible. Falcanians are very insular, und only deal with their allies in the Shogunate, or those on the subcontinent. Only selected outsiders are permitted to walk among them.” The Colonel cleared his throat. “A more direct route must be taken for you to accomplish this mission, one that calls upon your thespian talents.” 

Frederika smiled. To gain Intel from foreign governments she often posed in the role of the girlfriend of a high official, after all, she had been designed to be the ideal honeypot. The ingénue her preferred role, Frederika’s theatrical skills made this all come very natural to her. Once she had stolen a computer processor disguised as a Techatron, hard to take on that cold robotic persona, not an experience she’d care to go through ever again. 

The Colonel pulled out a handful of papers, and she took them from him. “What's this?”

Oberon swallowed. He did not care to explain this part of the mission to his ward. Despite the fact he understood her more than able, Kreis couldn't help but see Frederika as fragile. “Every three months. The Shogun arranges for a group of selected young women – exotic dancers to be brought before Hawk… He has one weakness we are aware of.” Oberon paused, intently looked at his ward, and then said: “Women.”

Frederika nodded slowly. “I see.”

“You are to be one of those dancers.” Oberon gestured at the contract in her hands. “I suggest you thoroughly look that over. Basically, it says you will be paid for your services und what is expected from you during your stay on Vanguard Island.” His face became grim. “While there, you will be subject to Falcanian custom und law.” 

Frederika glanced over the contract and found much of it to be acceptable. She was trained in various arts of pleasure and ways to manipulate males, including exotic dancing. The contract never outright said, but it did hint sexual favors were encouraged.

“By way of Japan, you shall be brought to Vanguard Island. Find the Amrita, or whatever it is that the Falcanians are building. Learn as much about their biology as possible.” The Falcanians he knew too well had done a great deal to conceal the true nature of their physiology from the outside world. And Colonel Kreis gleefully thought: At last, I shall take what is rightfully mine! 

 

 

Frustrated, she watched the DSV Excalibur become a ball of light and catapult across the stars on the large oval viewer. Sitara 'Tara' Padma Drakonis frowned, while her tail twitched in controlled anger. As she stalked Vanguard Island's Command and Control center. Princess Sitara wore the female version of the Falcanian Armada's uniform, a tight black midriff baring creation composed of a zip-up vest with the traditional upswept shoulders and off-white fur collar. On the highcollar of her jacket a three-pointed golden star noted her rank as a Commander of the Armada. Black trousers hugged her curves and completed the uniform. On a thick belt, buckled with a burnished Phoenix emblem were her weapons: Kraris, vajra and coilgun. Each rested easily on the Commander’s hips.

Sitara possessed her mother's exotic Persian features, which were touched by her father's razor-sharp bird-of-prey looks. Like Nadia, she had almond eyes, yet Sitara's were violet, the edges decorated with metallic eyeliner. Her pointed ears peeked out from under nut-brown hair, which she wore loosely down her back. The hairstyle added delicateness to an otherwise predatory and dangerous appearance. 

Sitara turned to her father who sat at the center of the command chamber. “That vessel’s not nearly as maneuverable as our FS-9 Raptors,” she proudly declared. “The Imperium may seek to claim the right to speak for all of Earth, yet we to shall also soon have an armada to be feared! And I am now ready to begin work on the FX-24 capital ships.”

Sharr stroked his goatee. He glanced at his mate, who waited close by and then over at his daughter. “This threat from the Imperium will be combated,” he assured. “The FS-9 Raptors serve us well as shall those new space battleships you plan to build.” Sharr Khan spoke with fatherly pride. “Your designs are excellent, Tara. Production goes well.”

“I’ve made refinements to the FS-Vor Kiral Kra.” Sitara said, urgency in her voice. “I should go to Nippon to oversee the upgrades.”  

“That won't be necessary.” Sharr was pleased by his child's display of dedication to her people. “Simply send the upgrades to Yamabushi by an armed courier; they’ll include them in the next line of ships."

Again Sitara sighed. “Provided we can mine enough hrisanar to construct the foldspace generators –”

“We hope to somehow exploit an organic solution to the hrisanar problem,” Nadia said, a hint of caution at the prospect in her voice. Nadia’s organic attempt to replicate the elusive mineral though well founded, as yet had eluded even her genius. Hints were there that tantalized her with a grander secret, but she hadn’t yet cracked that puzzle.

“Indeed, my ladies!” Urksa Vorskrai bowed as he entered the Command Center concealed in his gray cloak. “An organic source of hrisanar would prove most welcome.” A touch of sarcasm under laid the Guilthari’s tone. “We know of only one such organic source – “

“Urksa,” Nadia understood that the prospect of a biological means to gather hrisanar could greatly upset the Guilthari power base. “As you know, there are certain unknown factors in regard to that reservoir of hrisanar. Countless moral issues to consider…”

“The moral arguments are indeed of profound interest,” Sharr agreed with his mate. “My love, I trust in your brilliance to solve the problem as to how we shall capitalize on that gift without crossing any ethical line.”

Nadia blushed and batted her remarkable blue eyes at him.

“I should like to inspect the facilities on Mars soon. If it’s no trouble of course?” Asked the Guilthari Lord. 

Though his face remained hidden, Sitara knew underneath his hood Urksa eyed her with lust. He always looked upon the Princess as if he would one day have her as his own. The Guilthari Lord already had two wives. To make Sitara his third would be his crowning achievement. That alone was reason enough for Sitara to reject him. She was a Princess and would not make herself a junior wife to Urksa or allow the Guilthari to advance his agenda through her.

Urksa pulled back his hood to reveal a young face. A second generation Falcanian, complete with the angled eyes, golden in his case. His complexion white-bronze and within the normal range of his generation. Like all Falcanian men, he wore a beard trimmed to fit his Eurasian features. His traditionally bound long hair, flaxen-brown and held in a golden ring that proclaimed his discipline to the Road of Tarik. 

“Tara will be more than happy to transport you to Aren-Zülar Urksa.” Sharr stood, and deliberately placed himself between the Guilthari and his daughter. Though he liked and respected the young man, he could sympathize with his circumstances. Sharr knew full well Sitara wanted nothing to do with him. He was aware his daughter had a pack of possible suitors who would gladly mate with her when she became ready to bind herself in wedlock. Never mind there were a number of candidates he also had in mind for his daughter. “I myself have considered inspecting our base,” the Shotar announced. “After the recent occurrences it seems prudent.”

Sitara grinned at her father. Perhaps Urksa would behave himself if he knew his Shotar would go on the trip?

Sharr turned to his daughter. “Sitara, please see to scheduling our journey.”

“Of course,” Sitara beamed and gave an imperious sideways glance at Urksa, to then turn her shoulder at him. “I shall see to it right away. Though I'm sure we will not be able to make the voyage for some weeks. The FS-Vor Kiral Kra is scheduled for routine upgrades.” She paused for a moment. “There is also the festival coming up, to say nothing of your birthday.” Sitara told her father, though she intended for Urksa to take the hint that his advancements were not wanted, which she was almost certain he would ignore.

“At the first free opportunity then, my swan.” 

“You and mother are still coming to my apartments for dinner tonight?” asked the Princess. It had been months since she had eaten a meal with her mother or father, not since her and Ariel’s birthday in September.

Nadia smiled. “We wouldn't miss it.”

“I must attend a debriefing with Grand Admiral Krag.” Sitara nodded to her parents. “I'll see you both later.”

As she departed the C&C Sitara purposely ignored Urksa. Few Falcanians could get away with such disregard toward a member of the Dreikatha. Being Sharr and Nadia's child had more than a few advantages.

Nadia looked up at Sharr and gave him a grin. She leaned against his shoulder, fully aware as to why he'd yet to speak about what clearly went through his mind while Lord Vorskrai still stood with them.

“I shall take my leave, my Shotar,” the Guilthari said as if he sensed that his presence no longer was desired. “Maharani T’Kara.” Urksa added with a bow and left the couple to their personal discussions.

Sharr motioned in the direction of Urksa. “Sitara encourages such displays.” 

“There's a reason,” Nadia reminded her mate. “Valküri battle armor doesn't obstruct the female form --”

“Because sexuality is a potent weapon.” Sharr answered.

“Urksa Vorskrai desires only to add her to his collection of wives. He knows to gain her as a mate will make the offspring your heirs. That would be advantageous for the Guilthari.” A slight frown suddenly touched Nadia's full lips. “We should talk to her about mating. Sitara and Ariel are a year away from their majority after all. Mating our daughters to the right men could settle a multitude of loose ends.”

Sharr placed his arm around her bare waist. “I agree.” 

“Speaking of which, I’ve not seen Kulcarin in a few days? Do you know of his location?” Nadia asked.

“He attends to an issue for me.” He did not explain further about the whereabouts of young Kulcarin Aranskrai.

“Leave it to me to be matchmaker.” Nadia regarded her mate seriously. “In that respect, we shouldn’t be remiss to think beyond Vorkrür’s shores for such prospects. There are certain suitors worth our consideration not yet Falcanians. Darius Noorani comes to mind. He would make a good ally. That is the feudal way, by means of blood or steel. It is how Imperial lines thrive.”

Sharr restrained a laugh, yet Nadia caught the slight grin he attempted to hide.

“What?” Her kohl accented eyes became blue slits.

The look on her face caused him to grin even more. “It's just –” 

“What?” Nadia leaned closer; her generous breasts almost touched his chest.

Sharr Khan inhaled deeply, and savored the sweet aroma of his mate. Her perfume seemed to be laced with almonds and cinnamon scents. Nadia’s oil treated hair, conditioned in a weekly regime passed down by her upper caste Bengali forebears ensured that her rich dark locks would keep their beautiful sheen. The jasmine smell of her hair reminded Sharr of the flowers which grew around the Falcanian stronghold at Kuras, located near the foot of the Himalayas. The fragrances always caused Sharr to go weak and think only about things of pleasure when he breathed Nadia's sweet aroma. 

“My T'Kara,” he took her in his arms. 

 For a moment, Nadia cringed at her mate's use of her Falcanian name. Not that she did not like it. T'Kara, a beautiful word to be sure, yet also a literal translation of the name which her father had bestowed upon her, carried with it an intentional irony which Nadia's superstitious side shied away from.

“You sounded so much like your mother.” Sharr watched the hard expression on Nadia's face soften. “I imagine Ambika Sen made a similar remark to Turhan Korelia concerning our bonding. Your mother’s a weaver of fates.”

The Queen
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