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Chapter 1

I hurried to the RTF Stalwart’s galley for our next mission briefing, but I stopped when I saw Olav and Leith coming from the other end of the starship’s passageway. The berserker locked eyes with me and ran a finger across his throat. Then the slayer drummed on the runic dagger at his waist before both knights entered the galley.

“Ready?” Neville asked, and I whirled around to see him standing with the twins, Richard and Nathan.

“Yeah,” I said with a forced smile. Those two knights were waiting for the right moment to pay me back for my treachery, so these three squires were welcome company. I doubted Olav and Leith would try anything while I was with friends.

We entered the galley to join the rest of the crew. Artillerymen, yeomen, enchanters, and knights were all seated at rectangular tables laden with beer, and they waited for Captain Cross to begin the mission briefing.

I took a seat beside Moses, and he pushed a stein filled with a dark ale toward me.

“Good to see the naysayers haven’t scared you off.” The shield knight smiled as he tied his thick dreadlocks into a ponytail.

I glanced across the room at Olav and Leith and breathed a little easier when they weren’t looking at me. Although the knights were wearing black velvet fatigues with thin blue lines running down the seams, they still cast imposing figures. Where Olav bulged with muscle like a strongman, Leith’s slender frame indicated a man who slipped in and out of combat like a jewel thief. Or a man who could strike a deadly blow without you ever noticing it coming.

The pair still wanted me thrown off the ship, and they’d made as much known to me in the last twenty-four hours. Leith had been waiting outside the squire quarters when I awoke, and he gave me a devilish grin promising some kind of evil. When I returned to my quarters after lifting weights, a note was lying on my pillow with the words, “Payback is coming.”

Now, the other squires sat across from me inside the galley. They were all grinning like fools as they grabbed mugs of ale from a female yeoman. After the success of our battle the day before, mugs of beer were permanently glued to the hands of Richard and Nathan. Neville had even joined in the celebrations, and I got the feeling he wasn’t the same man I’d met when I’d first been assigned to the so-called worst ship in the Caledonian Kingdom’s fleet.

The chatter died down as everyone faced Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds in the center of the room. The captain waved his hand, and a holo materialized from the map table, showing a gas giant orbiting a red dwarf. The giant was comprised of bluish hues, and slight shifts in color represented electrical storms.

“Ecoma,” the captain said. “It’s home to three sovereign states sharing a tenuous alliance. The prime minister of the Den Ark has agreed to provide the crew with lodgings while we get a little R&R.”

After the mess of our last mission on Tachion, I was glad for something a little easier. When the captain mentioned Ecoma as our destination yesterday, Commander Reynolds had seemed taken aback. I’d done a little digging but only found a few short lines of description in the Caledonian database. It was an inconsequential planet in a far-off star system with little to offer a kingdom, and there was no registered Grendel activity.

“I want you all to get some much-needed rest,” Captain Cross said. “But you’ll need to be cautious around the natives. The humans on Ecoma have a particular gift for reading minds.”

“Like diviners, sir?” Moses asked.

“Not exactly,” the captain answered. “Heightened emotion gives a diviner a gateway into your mind, but the Ecomese can’t actually see what you’re thinking. They read emotions, and from that, they can gather a fair approximation of our thoughts. We call them empaths.”

The Academy never taught us much about diviners, and I figured the omission was intentional because the mind-readers were the unseen enforcers of the Caledonian law. No one wanted to break a law if a warrant was all it took for their darkest secrets to come to light.

My limited experience with diviners confirmed the commander’s words. Three times a mind-reading mutant had used their powers on me, and on every occasion I was in a highly emotional state.

“I never liked diviners much,” Olav grunted. “Can’t say I’m going to be too fond of these empaths neither.”

“Olav, the captain said R&R. Eat, drink, and be merry!” Flanagan raised his beer and smiled.

“I’m always eating, drinking, and merrying,” the berserker said as he chomped on a hunk of meat. “I just don’t like people prying into my mind.”

“You worry needlessly, friend,” the herald said. “The only things the empaths will learn from reading your emotions is how much you love your axes and killing.”

“They don’t need to read my mind to learn that,” Olav responded. “I tell everyone I meet how much I love my axes.”

“What about the killing?”

“I save that for the second time we meet,” Olav said with a sage-like nod. “I want to leave a little mystery. So I don’t tell them everything all at once.”

Captain Cross folded his massive arms over his blue coat. “You two done?”

The knights nodded in unison. “Yes, Captain.”

“Good. Commander Reynolds, why don’t you explain the mission objectives to the crew?”

The short-haired woman stepped forward with her hands folded behind her back. “While on Ecoma, we will try to gain access to their technology. One device in particular, which makes a person’s thoughts invisible to diviners. The captain and I believe some of our objectives became known to our enemies, which is why those pirates attacked us after we left Bratton.”

After graduating as a squire on the floating fortress known as Bratton, Duke Barnes assigned me to the Stalwart. I had barely boarded the starship and travelled through a long-range portal before a fleet of arrow-ships swarmed us. I’d thought the pirates had assaulted our starship simply for our Dust stores, but if they knew about the king’s armor, then our mission to retrieve all the pieces was severely compromised.

“Preventing future information leaks require these implants,” Commander Reynolds continued. “We want to avoid doing anything to antagonize the natives while we’re there, so they will feel more comfortable handing them over.”

“We’ll be good as long as this prime minister doesn’t have a beautiful daughter or wife,” Leith said, and the rest of the knights turned to Flanagan.

“Hey, that was only one time!” Flanagan raised his hands in defense.

“Aye,” Moses said. “But we caught you behind the press galley with both the daughter and the wife.” The shield knight pushed out his lower lip in thought. “Maybe Leith is right. Perhaps we should leave Flanagan on the ship?”

“Gentlemen, and lady,” Flanagan said as he nodded to Commander Reynolds. “I assure you I can keep my desires to myself, even when challenged by the most alluring women. You can trust me this time.”

“This time?” Commander Reynolds asked, and I could have sworn her mouth curled up a tiny bit. It almost looked like a smile.

“So I swear,” Flanagan said as he struck his chest. “On the queen.”

The rest of the crew seemed content with the promise, and I wondered how anyone could have thought these men insurrectionists. I’d never seen people take an oath to the throne so seriously.

“You won’t have to worry about wives or daughters anyway, Leith,” Captain Cross said. “The Prime Minister is an old friend of ours. Treyin.”

The crew mumbled among themselves, and I couldn’t hear anything except a few muttered snippets. The prime minister must have had a complicated history with the crew because the reactions to the news were mixed.

The captain cleared his throat to silence the whispering. “While on Ecoma, you’re to keep your knowledge of the implants to yourself. Only the upper crust have access to them. Their religion states that holy citizens can hide their emotions completely. Most people do not even know of the existence of emotion-hiding technology. Revealing our knowledge of the implants would cause quite a stir if the wrong person found out. Understood?” The crew nodded. “Any questions?”

“What about the fallout from destroying the sorcerer’s Cachalot?” Leith asked. “We expecting some friendlies to come after us?”

“Polgar’s fleet will have learned of the Bulwark’s demise, but they’ll have no evidence to prove we did it,” Commander Reynolds said. “Even if the kingdom should learn of our involvement, who would believe we defeated a Cachalot? The Stalwart is regarded as the worst ship in the fleet, and we were on a humanitarian mission. It doesn’t make sense for Polgar to be in that system, or for him to engage us, or for him to lose and die. That is a lot of logical leaps for anyone to make.”

Captain Cross nodded. “We won’t know for sure what is going on in the Caledonian Kingdom until we return, but I feel confident that we will not be blamed for the destruction of the RTF Bulwark. In the meantime, we’ll be lying low while on Ecoma. Take the opportunity to relax while you have the chance, crew. For those of you with personal vendettas, it will be an opportunity to iron them out.” He fixed his eyes on Olav and Leith, and I shuddered as they glared at me.

“You have twenty-eight days before we’ll travel to a neighboring planet with minor portal activity,” the captain continued. “We’ll be testing Squire Lyons’ abilities there. In the meantime, get some rest. One last thing.” He waved his hand in front of the projection. The holo of Ecoma vanished, replaced by a spinning terrestrial planet. “This is the Dax homeworld, Vokan.”

All four knights grumbled in unison.

“Fucking Dax,” Olav muttered. “What do they have to do with Ecoma?”

“I could use a few more Dax scalps,” Leith said. “When can we start killing them?”

“We won’t be fighting the Dax, Leith,” Commander Reynolds scolded in a schoolmaster’s tone. “The Dax’s history with the Ecomese is tense, and they’ll likely wonder why we’re there. They have emissaries on Ecoma. Technically, the Triumvirate Kingdoms have no alliance with the Dax, so let’s avoid any of them we see. No meddling in their affairs. We don’t want a repeat of Tachion.”

The commander’s gaze turned on me, and her frown indicated that she blamed me for the troubles on our last mission. I was still feeling guilty about all the innocents who’d been killed at the hands of the Rutheni and the Aquitanians. I knew it wasn’t my fault, but I could have saved more lives had I been a better fighter.

“Be ready for deployment in 72 hours,” Captain Cross said. “The Stalwart will remain within the Den Ark’s docks. I want the knights and squires to mingle with the natives, have a little fun, but don’t get into trouble. Everyone else will stay inside the ship and focus on preparing for our next mission.”

Before the captain dismissed the crew, everyone raised their beer steins.

“For the queen!” Cross said.

“For the queen!” the crew echoed before draining their mugs.

I swallowed the dregs from the bottom of my glass. By the time the fizzy beer was no longer stinging my eyes, Moses had left the table and was talking with Flanagan.

“This mission sounds like fun,” Richard said from in front of me. “I could use a little rest and recreation.”

“I think we all could,” I said as I glanced around the room. I couldn’t find Casey among the crew members, and I guessed she was still recovering in the enchantry.

Before I could stand completely, a strong hand clamped my shoulder and shoved me back onto the stool.

“Hello, Squire,” Olav said with a grin as he sat beside me.

Leith came along the other side and took a seat. My stomach dropped, and I wished I’d decided to leave a few seconds earlier. Both knights smelled of ale, and I could see from their glazed eyeballs that they had been drinking for some time. I could understand their desire to drink themselves silly since we’d all come a millimeter from dying yesterday, but I was worried what intoxication might do to their self-control.

“Olav, sir. Leith, sir.” I nodded to both knights.

Nathan gave me a nervous glance but didn’t say anything. The two other squires seemed equally anxious about the knights at our table.

“You’re probably wondering what we’re doing here,” Leith said. “You probably reckon we think you’re a traitor.”

I tilted my head in confusion. “You don’t think I’m a traitor?”

“Of course we do,” Olav said. “You sold us out to the sorcerer.”

“I made a mistake. I already apologized.” I cleared my throat before I spoke, but my voice cracked a little. These knights obviously shared a vendetta against me, and it seemed saving our starship wasn’t enough for them to forgive me.

“Unfortunately, the captain ordered us not to throw you out of the airlock,” the berserker continued after taking a sip of the beer in front of Nathan.

Leith shook his head in disappointment. “A pity, isn’t it, Olav?”

“Sure is. The captain knows how much I love discarding traitors into the black. There’s something about the way their eyeballs freeze like little ice cubes.”

Leith looked up at the overhead with a smile. “Ah, that truly is something.” He sighed and then returned his focus to me. “Olav and I were talking earlier, and we figured we need to get to know the new squire a bit better. So, we came up with this brilliant idea.” The slayer’s eyes glistened like sapphires, and his hands hugged his stein glass.

“What do you have in mind, sirs?” I asked with trepidation. I didn’t have the slightest clue what these two knights had planned, but they were grinning like two cats who’d cornered a mouse, so I figured it wasn’t good.

The other squires stared at Olav and Leith, and they seemed as confused as me by the knights’ somewhat amiable demeanors.

The slayer sipped from his mug, and the beer’s foam left a frothy mustache over his real one. “How about a little scuffle in the battle room?”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that, Nick,” Nathan whispered to me. “I think they’re planning on kicking your ass.”

Both of the knights were more skilled than me, but I figured my chances were best against Leith. It was a complete guess, but I’d witnessed Olav fight a few more times than the slayer, and I knew for certain I wouldn’t win a fight against the berserker.

I didn’t want to show any sign of fear, so I swallowed my tongue and nodded. “I’ll fight you, Leith.”

Olav shook his head with feigned pity. “You’ll need to win against us both.”

“One after the other?” I knew the answer to my question before I’d even asked it.

“At the same time,” Leith said as he drained the last of Nathan’s mug. “I’m sure that’ll be an easy task for a Hero of Tyranus.”

“Or did you get your cadet cohort killed?” Olav snarled. “Rat them out to the Grendels, eh?”

Leith shot a warning glance to Olav as though he thought the berserker’s accusation went too far. I couldn’t exactly tell because my vision washed red. My jaw muscles tightened, and I clenched the edges of the table until the metal protested beneath my fingertips.

“I am not a traitor, sir,” I said with an effort.

Olav grunted. “Save your anger for the battle room, Squire.”

“We’ll fight with him,” Neville cut in from across the table.

“You are knights, so you’re honorable,” Nathan said. “It’s not fair to fight a squire two-on-one.”

I cringed a little when he questioned the knights’ honor. It was a good way to get them to fight fair, but it wouldn’t earn him any respect.

“Good point, Squire,” Olav agreed, and I saw Nathan’s eyes widen with surprise. I was equally startled by the berserker’s reaction, but my stomach soon clenched with dread.

Whatever he was planning couldn’t be good.

Nathan tilted his head in confusion. “Uhh… sir?”

“You made a good point,” Leith said with an evil grin. “We’ll fight the lot of you. Two knights against four squires. Those sound like fair odds to you?” The way the slayer asked the question made it apparent what he expected Nathan’s answer to be.

“Yes, sir,” Nathan agreed after a long pause.

“Good!” Olav said as he pushed off the table to stand. “Meet us in the battle room at 18:00.”

“We’ll have no trouble crushing you,” Richard chided, and Olav shot him a death stare. “Sir,” the squire added after a swallow.

After Leith and Olav left the galley, the squires let out all the air in their lungs.

“We don’t stand a chance,” Neville said. His hair had grown to a dark shadow, and I noticed for the first time that it was the color of steel. I couldn’t think of anyone in the kingdom with hair like that, so I wondered if he wasn’t a Core World noble, but belonged to one of the kingdom’s aristocratic constituents.

Richard grabbed a nearby mug, rubbed the outer rim on his squire tunic, and took a long swallow. “I’d say we have a chance. Numbers matter you know. Four is almost three times two.”

“Two times two,” Nathan corrected. He stared at his brother through narrow eyes as Richard drained another mug of beer.

“Right,” the other twin said, his words a little slurred. “So we have twice the chance of winning.”

Nathan snatched the stein from his brother. “No more drinking for you. We need to sober up before the fight.”

After frowning at the lost mug, Richard sighed. “I’ll get us some water, then?”

We nodded, and the squire ventured over to the bar.

“I have some things I want to sort out beforehand. I’ll meet you in the battle room,” I said to Neville and Nathan as I stood. Before I took more than a few steps, I turned back to the squires. “I almost forgot to thank you guys for offering to fight with me. At least now I might stand a chance.”

Neville dismissed me with a wave. “It’s not a problem. You did save our ship after all.”

“I wasn’t alone,” I said.

Every single crew member worked their asses off to defend the Stalwart, and I’d only completed the rune which destroyed the enemy vessel because Casey had primed the prot-field cannon.

Now, I needed to make sure she was doing okay.

I left the galley and headed for the enchantry at the end of the passageway on Deck 2. When the doors opened, I stepped into the workshop, and Joseph Roman glanced up from the semi-circular bench. Sparks flew from the Dust-drill in his hands, and the tool powered off as I made my way over to him.

The enchanter lifted his goggles to sneer at me before fixing them back over his eyes. “Bugger off,” he said as the drill buzzed again. “She doesn’t want to see you.”

Joseph was working on King Justinian’s gloves, carefully tracing over the runes with a fine-toothed tool. I figured the enchanters had gathered the required Arcane Dust to repair the rune, and I wondered again why the captain was so intent on collecting the late king’s armor pieces.

My thoughts were discarded when I heard a groan from the back room. Casey stumbled through the doorway, and my eyes focused on the metal brace wrapped around her leg. Massive screws extended from the device, and I winced at thinking how much pain she must be in. The enchantress held crutches underneath her arms, but she smiled when she saw me.

I made a move to help the injured woman, but Joseph snarled at me and I stopped in my tracks.

“Don’t you dare,” the old enchanter said. “You’re the reason why she’s injured in the first place.”

He threw his drill onto the workbench with a clang and helped Casey sit on a stool. The enchantress laid a placating hand on her grandfather’s chest.

“It’s alright Grandpa Jo,” she said. “I can handle myself. Mind giving me a few minutes alone with Nick?”

The old enchanter hugged Casey’s head to his chest and kissed her bright red hair. Then he gave me one last scowl before storming out of the workshop.

Casey winced as she reached down to massage her leg. Her fingers pried at the bolts along the side of her brace, but she seemed unable to loosen them sufficiently. I knelt in front of her and tweaked the bolts she indicated.

“Ugh . . . this thing hurts like hell,” she said as she leaned back. Sweat patches marked her white singlet, and I wondered the extent of pain she was in.

“Can’t you take some of those painkillers you tried to give me?” I asked.

“We’re all out,” Casey said with a sigh.

“Can we get some more? Surely there’s a station somewhere along the way to Ecoma.”

The enchantress shook her head. “Not really. The captain doesn’t want anyone knowing where the Stalwart has gone, and he’s in a rush to get to our destination.”

“It’s not safe traveling without sufficient medicine,” I said. Even though I was happy to be a member of the ship now, I still didn’t like the flippancy of its operations.

“You worry too much, Nick.” Casey laughed, grimaced a little, and coughed. “I’ll be fine. There are some stronger painkillers I can take, but they dull my mind. I need to be sharp so I can keep working on those gauntlets.” She gestured toward the items.

I followed her pale and slender fingers and looked at the late king’s burnished gold items, but I didn’t allow myself to ponder their mystery for too long. The captain had promised I would know more in time, and I didn’t want to risk his good graces by prying.

“Dr. Lenkov’s going to pick up some medical supplies on Ecoma,” Casey said. “I can endure until then.”

“Maybe I can have a word with the doctor about getting you something. Surely she has some emergency supplies,” I said. The sight of the beautiful enchantress in so much agony disturbed me. “Dr. Lenkov seems to like me.”

Casey arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Ha, yeah.” I smiled awkwardly after I realized how the red-haired woman might have taken my words.

“Well, sucking up to her won’t do me any good. Even if she really, really likes you. The list for our ship’s regeneration chamber is a mile long. Almost everyone has an injury of some sort. Mine is bad, but there are half a dozen crew members whose wounds are life-threatening. I’ll be okay,” she said with a groan as she shifted her braced leg.

“So, I take it your grandpa is one of the crew who hasn’t forgiven me?” I asked.

She gave me a little smile as she reached down to massage her thigh muscles. “Yeah.”

“And what do you think?”

“I think you were only trying to do the right thing,” she said. “I’m a pretty good judge of character. It’s a rare gift.” She gave me a stern frown, and I got the feeling she didn’t think highly of my judgment.

She was probably right. After all, I’d been suckered into taking the mission from Duke Barnes to spy on the Stalwart’s crew. I didn’t regret it, though, since I wouldn’t have befriended Casey or any of my other friends on the ship if I hadn’t accepted the duke’s request.

“How are things with the other crew members?” Casey asked me. “I heard you have a few grudges to sort out.”

I nodded. “Leith and Olav have challenged me to a fight.”

The enchantress’ face paled, her freckles brown specks on a bone-white canvas. “Bad idea, Nick. They’ll beat you to a pulp.”

Casey’s doubt in my abilities hurt my pride, and I couldn’t help squaring my shoulders a little. “The other squires are fighting with me.”

“Then they’ll get their asses kicked, too. Leith and Olav aren’t against playing dirty. You’re a crew member so they won’t kill you, but that doesn’t mean they can’t do some serious damage. The regeneration chamber can heal you, but like I said before, the list is long. The healing process is also incredibly painful.”

“Do you doubt me? I fixed up your cannon, didn’t I? And I managed to take down Polgar’s warship with it. I’m a resourceful guy, Casey.” I winked at the enchantress.

She rolled her eyes at me. “You did a good job, Nick. But this is different. You step into the battle room, it’ll be your own fault.”

“I can’t exactly back down now,” I said.

“You don’t have to fight them. No one is forcing you.”

“If we beat them, they might back off.”

“I doubt that.” Casey’s tone dripped with skepticism as she shook her head, and I could almost read her thoughts. She figured the whole notion was ridiculous. I shared her opinion, but I couldn’t allow the knights to think me weak.

At least I wouldn’t be alone. My three friends would be by my side.

“What makes you think you can beat them?” Casey asked me.

“I’m an Outlander.” I grinned at the enchantress, but my stomach stirred with anxiety. We’d beaten the two Aquitanian knights on Tachion, so I hoped this sparring session would be more of the same.

“And?” the enchantress insisted.

“We always keep a few tricks up our sleeves.”

“Hmm.” Casey raised an eyebrow and shook her head. It was clear she didn’t believe me.

“What’s the worst that can happen? I’ll be laid up for a few days with some bruises,” I answered my own question with a shrug.

“If there isn’t an accident,” she said.

“Accident?”

“Like the kind where Leith and Olav get reprimanded, but you get dead.”

“You just said they wouldn’t kill me.”

“Yeah,” Casey sighed. “I hope I’m right.”
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Chapter 2

After I left Casey in the enchantry, I decided to visit Elle. After the space battle against the RTF Bulwark, she had been impossible to catch, and I was eager to trade the items I’d gathered on the Tachion mission.

I went to my quarters, equipped my current gear, and gathered the items I wanted to sell. Feeling like a walking armory, I took an elevator to Deck 1 and found Elle behind her desk in the Stalwart’s cargo hold.

The point clerk’s office was positioned between four battle tanks. The square space was cramped, musty, dark, and a little noisy with the constant yelling and clanking machinery from elsewhere in the hold.

A strange black substance swirled around Elle’s head like serpents made of shadows, and the sight gave me the jitters. Each individual thread seemed to have a life of its own. One of the shadow fingers slipped free from the computer terminal and turned toward me as though it was now watching me.

The shadows vanished as Elle inhaled, and she smiled. “Nicholas!”

“I figured you’d be here,” I said.

“Didn’t go to my quarters first, did you?” The raven-haired woman gave me a knowing smile.

The last time I’d visited Elle’s quarters, I opened her door and stumbled upon her after showering. My mind filled with the delightful memory of Elle’s naked body in all its perfection, and I suddenly lost my ability to speak. “Uhh . . .”

“I’ve been rather busy while you were on Tachion,” the point clerk answered.

I swallowed and peered over her shoulder to look at the computer. “With what?”

“Nothing!” She quickly powered off the screen and whirled around. “Nothing at all.”

“So you’ve been busy doing nothing?”

Elle let out a long sigh. “I’ve been looking into the Stalwart.”

“Bad idea, Elle. The captain told me what they’re doing under the guise of humanitarian missions.” I paused for a second and questioned whether telling her about the crew’s true mission was a good idea. I considered the point clerk a friend, and she might stop digging around if she knew why the Stalwart seemed unusual. “They’re clearing portals for King Justinian’s armor.”

“I discovered as much while you were causing havoc on the last mission.” The point clerk gave me a playful smirk. I should have known she already knew what had taken me so long to find out.

“So, what are you researching now?” I asked her.

“This ship’s history. Remember when I told you that it was constructed with the various parts of missing starships?”

I gave her a nod. Even though I knew we should be keeping our questions under the radar until all the crew came to trust me again, I was intrigued.

“Well, I’ve been trying to work out where the crew found the ship. The knights suddenly appeared in the same manner as the ship did. Out of nowhere. I can’t find any record of them older than five years, except Moses.”

“It doesn’t matter where they came from,” I said, arguing with myself as well as Elle.

“There are other knights assigned to this ship, Nicholas. Where are they? There’s no record of their mission, so what are they doing?”

I’d only ever heard one reference to other knights on the Stalwart, a passing comment Moses made while we were at Salenum’s palace.

“I trust the captain now,” I said. “Whatever the other knights are doing is unimportant. We need to earn the crew’s trust. They already don’t trust you because you’re a point clerk. And I’m a newly reformed traitor.”

The words stung my mouth, and waves of shame rolled over me.

“You might not be a traitor,” Elle said. “But you are a gullible idiot.”

My mouth dropped open at the woman’s honesty, and then a chuckle burst from deep within my gut.

“Why are you laughing? I was telling the truth.” The point clerk frowned at me as if she couldn’t determine the cause of my mirth. The deeper her frown, the louder my laughter became.

Soon, she was giggling along with me, and it was a full minute before we caught our breath.

“I needed that,” I said as I stared into the beautiful woman’s brown eyes. “I’ll try not to be a gullible idiot anymore.”

“You should not make promises you cannot keep.” She shot me a small smile, and my stomach fluttered.

“I’ll keep it if you promise not to do any more digging.”

“Nicholas, you must understand how intriguing this all is. I cannot simply shut off my brain when--”

“Elle. Seriously. Leave it alone for a bit.”

“Okay,” she said, her shoulders slumping a little. “Only for as long as we’re on Ecoma.”

“Great.” I grinned broadly at her.

The golden PC coat was unbuttoned at her waist, and the black shirt she wore underneath pulled against her breasts. A triangular slit reached down from her collar, and I could see the beginning of her cleavage. The olive skin on her neck suddenly spotted with red blotches, and I quickly glanced up at her face.

Elle gave me a cool stare, and I guessed she’d seen me admiring her. “Did you come to my office for any purpose besides letting your eyes roam all over me?”

I fought against my own blush and felt a little guilty for my wandering eyes. “Uhh . . . I actually need to sell you some items and purchase new gear.” I pulled the items from my bag and laid them on her desk, and I was glad when they took the point clerk’s attention away from me.

There was the poleaxe, the two-handed axe, the ring, and the prot-belt. The last article in the bag was the Overlord’s Heart, an amulet which allowed me to use an item two levels above my class. It was the most powerful piece of equipment I’d ever wielded.

Still, there was something about the amulet that raised the hackles on my neck. I grabbed the chain and dangled the obsidian jewel in front of Elle.

“You ever see something like this before?” I asked her.

The point clerk gasped softly and reached for the item, but I pulled it back so she couldn’t grab it.

“Nuh uh,” I said. “This one isn’t for sale.”

“At least let me scan it,” she said. “Do you notice how it seems to absorb the light in here? Strange.”

Every time I held the amulet, it swallowed light like a black hole. The more I stared at it, the less I wanted Elle to look at it. I slipped the necklace over my head, and the jewel warmed my skin.

“You’re not going to let me scan it?” The raven-haired woman’s mouth was agape, and she seemed genuinely offended. “You do know I am meant to register all items retrieved from RTF missions?”

“I know, but I’d rather keep this one off the books for a little longer.” I couldn’t pinpoint exactly why I didn’t want her adding the amulet to the database, and my reticence unsettled me. Even so, it wasn’t enough for me to hand over the item for inspection.

“Hmm . . . you are peculiar, Nicholas Lyons. I’ll give you a few weeks, and then I will need to have a closer look at the amulet.” She looked down at the other items I’d laid out on the desk. “I’ll scan these through and let you know how many KPs I can give you for them.”

I nodded as she scanned the equipment. While Elle was entering my items into her system, I examined the stats of each piece again from my prot-belt.

Weapon type: War Axe of the Deranged

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight (Any Specialist)

Weapon effect: War - Gains 10% attack damage for every 20% loss in durability.

Runes inscribed: Derange

Rune class: Knight (unknown)

Rune effects: An armor-piercing strike causes an enemy to become deranged. Effect lasts for five seconds.

Weapon type: The Eidolon’s Bardiche

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight (Summoner)

Weapon effect: Damage dealt with weapon increased by 10% if a summoned creature has struck the enemy first.

Runes inscribed: Offering

Rune class: Knight (Summoner)

Rune effects: Offering increases the strength and vitality of a summoned creature by 15%. Effect lasts while the weapon is in use.

Item type: Vampiric Band

Runes inscribed: Siphon

Rune class: Knight (unknown)

Rune effect: Grants the use of the siphon spell.

Siphon (spell) - leeches life essence from enemy. Life essence can be used to enhance runes.

Item type: Reliquary Belt

Power class: Knight (Any Specialist)

Item effect: Contains 2x runic batteries for the storage of life essences.

I didn’t want to give any of the items over, but I needed the KPs so I could take the knighthood examination.

Elle’s face paled. “The kingdom database doesn’t have a specialist role registered for the Vampiric Band. The closest related item belongs to the Lich class. Where did you get it?”

“That’s a long story,” I said, remembering my multiple bouts with the Aquitanian knight, Emeric. “Can you accept it?”

“I can’t give you as much as they’re worth because I can’t register the sale of Lich items on the kingdom’s database. I’ll have to use my local funds, but I’ll give you a good deal.”

“I’ll take them back,” I said as I reached for the items. I didn’t want her to buy them if it meant using her own money.

Elle placed her hand on my arm and shook her head. “I’ll buy them. I hear the lich role can really consume a knight, and I wouldn’t want that to happen to you. Besides, I can break them down into parts and scrape the runes for Dust.”

“Can I have a second to think about it?” I asked Elle.

She nodded and sat behind her desk. When I was sure she wasn’t paying attention to me, I brought up the statistics for the necklace I’d taken from Emeric.

Item type: Overlord’s Heart

Runes inscribed: Mastery (+2)

Rune class: Uncapped

Rune effect: Wearer can use any item 2 levels above their class for a duration of 10 seconds. Requires repairing after a single usage.

I sighed in resignation as I stared at the powerful equipment this amulet allowed me to use. The rune needed constant repairing, so I wouldn’t get more than limited use of the Knight class items. Summoning the Bane Bears proved useful on Tachion, and the poleaxe’s weapon effect also made my Lightning Sprites stronger.

For now, I needed Squire class equipment, so I decided to sell the axe, the belt, and the ring.

“I’ll keep the poleaxe,” I said to Elle, and she looked at me in confusion. She didn’t know my amulet’s rune effect, so she couldn’t know I wasn’t restricted to Squire class items. “For when I become a specialist,” I quickly added. “I’m thinking about the summoner role.”

“Your knighthood could be some time away,” she advised. “You can’t use the item now, so why not sell it? It’s not particularly powerful, and you would be better off using the KPs now.”

The Overlord’s Heart felt like a millstone around my neck, but I didn’t want to explain the item’s rune effect to the point clerk. If her database somehow registered it as Lich class, she’d never let me keep it. And I wouldn’t use it unless the situation called for it, so I didn’t feel too guilty about withholding the information.

“I think I’d prefer to keep the poleaxe,” I said with a forced smile.

Elle shrugged. “The choice is yours to make. Let me make sure I have the transaction right. You want to sell the War Axe of the Deranged, the Vampiric Band, and the Reliquary Belt?”

After I nodded, the point clerk slid her finger across the device’s screen and then thrust it in front of me. “How does this figure sound?”

I peered at the screen in her palm, and my stomach somersaulted when I saw the numbers: 12,500 KPs. All the moisture drained from my mouth, and the shock silenced me.

“I’m afraid it’s the best I can do,” Elle said. “The Lich equipment is unusable, but I can scrape the Arcane Dust from it. The other items are good, but I’m not sure--”

I grabbed Elle around the shoulders and pulled her toward me. Before I could stop myself, I was squeezing her in a bear hug.

After I released her, she brushed down her coat with delicate hands. “So you’re happy with it then?”

“It’s amazing! I’m almost a third of the way to taking the knighthood examination.”

“I’ll transfer the funds now.” Elle connected her device to my prot-belt, and my balance updated after a few seconds.

Current Kingdom Balance: 13,895

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 15,500

I looked up from my prot-belt with a grin that almost split my face. I was far from being rich, but I was excited to transfer a lump sum to Mom and leave her a video message.

“What equipment are you looking to buy?” the point clerk asked after I helped her sort and store the items she purchased from me.

I took a moment to examine my current gear. My Novice level strength-enhancing rerebrace, spaulders, and gauntlets, could be kept for now. My longsword, lightning mace, and summoning poleaxe were sufficient weapons. But I could use a new helmet since I was using the standard one the Academy had given me.

“Do you have any Squire class helmets?” I asked Elle.

She shook her head. “The inventory the kingdom gave me wasn’t exactly complete. Sorry.”

“It’s alright.” I figured it was probably for the best anyway because the delicate gadgetry, complicated software, and refined runes made helmets more expensive than most weapons.

“How about your chest armor?” Elle suggested. “A Common class chest piece is practically useless against an unchecked attack from a Grendel.”

“Okay,” I said with a smile. “Let’s start with that.”

“I’ll take a look.” Elle spun to the cabinets where all her equipment was kept. She moved among the items with ease, and before long, there were two chest pieces on the desk.

I picked up the silver chest armor. It was reasonably light in my hands, and I guessed it couldn’t weigh more than fifteen kilos. The area around the abdomen was reinforced with a royal blue synthetic plating, and a rune circle in the shape of a golden Grendel skull glistened on the center of the chest.

“It looks nice,” I commented.

“Wait until you read the statistics,” Elle said.

Armor type: Regalia of Regeneration

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Enhance

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Added ionic prot-field recharge rate of 15%

The item was very similar to the cuirass I’d purchased from the enchanter Max in Bratton. Like my previous chest armor, the increased prot-field regeneration was handy for whenever I used my longsword’s Forcewave rune. My old cuirass had worked perfectly so this armor piece would be a safe bet. Still, I was excited to see the stats for the other item Elle had picked out for me.

I grabbed the second piece of chest armor in one hand and almost dropped it. The hefty item was at least forty kilos, and I wondered how I’d ever run around in something so heavy. Royal blue Caledonian colors highlighted the edges of the metal plating and the fabric in the grooves. A lengthy tabard extended from beneath the gilded collarbones, and it was dyed a matching blue with an embossed trident symbol. It was almost too beautiful to be a squire piece. I figured the other squires might laugh at me if I wore such an elaborately decorated item. My first guess was that it was a purely ceremonial garb designed for some civilian noble, but the stats on my prot-belt suggested otherwise.

Armor type: Voidwalker’s Breastplate

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Might’s Aura

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 5%. Permanently active.

Runes inscribed: Shadow Self

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Summons two prot-field generated duplicates of wearer for a duration of 3 seconds. Consumes prot-field energy.

The Might’s Aura rune seemed self-explanatory and was similar to the one inscribed on the brigandine inside the enchantry on Bratton. Although the Voidwalker’s Breastplate’s rune was less powerful, it was permanent. The strength enhancement would help with wearing such a heavy item as well.

“I’d like to try the Shadow Self rune,” I said to Elle after reading the breastplate’s second rune.

“I thought it would catch your eye,” she said. “I’m not sure I can handle three of you though, even for three seconds.”

I chuckled at her joke and slipped the breastplate over my head. The weight was a firm and constricting presence on my shoulder. Elle came behind me to help tighten the side straps. Her hands tucked them beneath the armor, and her fingers brushed against my bare skin for a moment when my tunic hiked up. She withdrew her hands with all the speed of lightning, and then she stepped back.

“Let’s see what you can do,” she said after shaking her head a little.

I linked the breastplate to my prot-belt and then keyed an activation of the Shadow Self rune. Immediately, the air to my right shimmered, and then I was looking at two near-perfect duplicates of myself. The first one stood in a boxing stance and threw two left jabs followed by a right hook. The other doppelganger delivered a flurry of high kicks to an imaginary opponent.

“The rune assesses your current equipment and has the doppelganger perform an appropriate attack,” Elle explained as both shadow selves delivered roundhouse kicks before vanishing.

“Are they holos?” I asked.

The point clerk shook her head. “Unlike a holo, these have limited tangibility. Their attacks are not very powerful, but they will provide an obstacle for your opponents. All the rules of summoning apply to them.”

“Neat,” I said. Memories of summoning the Lightning Sprite and the Bane Bear on Tachion flooded my mind, and my lips spread into a grin.

“Would you like to buy anything else?” Elle offered.

My boots and leg armor enabled my speed sequence, but I could always get an upgrade since it was one of my favorite maneuvers. “Do you have any boots and leg armor with a kinetic battery and Speed and Agility runes?”

Elle fished out two items from her cabinets and laid them out for me to inspect. I grabbed the leg armor and turned them over in my hands and pried open the control panels.

The cavities and internal wiring which enhanced my running speed and collected my body sweat were all connected correctly, and I closed the panels again. I ran through this routine with all the equipment I bought; part of the sometimes tedious training I’d received at the Academy.

The leg armor was almost identical to my Novice items with their hardened steel casing and blocky design. The insignias on the knees, however, were a little different. An image of the late King Justinian marked the right kneecap, so I guessed they were at least fifteen years old. I entered them into my prot-belt.

Armor type: Hermes Pants

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Agility (+1)

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases limberness in wearer’s limbs. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 10%).

In the past, I used the lower tier Agility rune in concert with a Speed rune to create my speed sequence maneuver. The higher tier rune would make me even more agile so I could avoid the injuries that often afflicted those who used Speed runes.

Then I examined the boots. They were constructed from a lightweight synthetic material and included wiring and magneton fasteners to connect with my leg armor.

Armor type: Squire’s Boots

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: None

Rune class: None

Rune effects: None

“Sorry, I couldn’t find anything with a Speed rune,” Elle said, and I guessed she’d noticed my disappointment after I’d read the boots’ stats. “Maybe Casey can help you out? I’m guessing she’d have no trouble drawing the rune for you.”

I almost dropped the boots in shock. “You’re honestly suggesting I ask Casey for help? I thought you didn’t like her.”

“I didn’t at first, but we became friends while you were all on Tachion. She’s actually a nice person.” Elle seemed surprised by the revelation, and I smirked at her.

“I tried to tell you that before.” I was glad the point clerk and the enchantress were getting along, and I wondered whether my attraction to them would cause conflict. I hadn’t made any obvious passes at either one, and I wasn’t sure how successful I would be. Sure, they were both friendly towards me, but neither Elle nor Casey had made their interest plainly known.

Until then, I’d stay friends with them both.

I gestured at the two chest pieces lying on the table. “How much are these?”

“The Voidwalker’s Breastplate is 3,500 KPs, and the Regalia of Regeneration is 2,750 KPs.”

I gasped at the figures. They were more expensive than any of the items I’d purchased so far. Even my lightning hammer had only cost 1,700 KPs.

“You’re surprised?” Elle asked me.

“They’re more expensive than I thought they would be.”

“Good quality Runetech isn’t cheap. There’s not much I can do to alter the prices,” she said. “I’m still very much under the kingdom’s thumb, sorry. Which one will it be?”

I chewed my lip in thought. Although the Regalia of Regeneration synergized better with my longsword, the Voidwalker’s Breastplate would be the one I’d purchase today because of its Shadow Self rune. I couldn’t refuse the breastplate, not after how much I’d enjoyed summoning on Tachion.

“The regalia,” I said.

“The Shadow Self rune is a powerful sigil circle, so you’ll need to repair it often.”

I sighed. “You better add five repair kits to the bill.”

Elle handed me five kits and then held out her device for me to read.

Voidwalker’s Breastplate: 3,500

Hermes Pants: 1,250

Squire’s Boots: 250

5x Basic Rune Repair Kits: 500

Total: 5,500

“Is that everything?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. After Elle finalized the transaction, my new balance registered on my belt.

Current Kingdom Balance: 8,395

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 15,500

Even though my Kingdom Balance had taken a hit, I was moving toward the 50,000 total KPs earned that were required to take the knighthood examination.

The only Novice gear I would equip from now on would be my arm set and my helmet, but I was happy to leave them for the moment. The minor enhancements they provided me were more than sufficient, and I preferred testing only a few new items at a time. After Max’s longsword had broken down, I was hesitant to equip items without testing them on the field.

Unlike the regular military, squires and knights weren’t given a standard set of equipment. Our status among the RTF afforded us the luxury of wielding Runetech. We could choose our own weapons and armor, but not having a standard set meant the squires and knights needed to train with new gear constantly. A week remained until our ship arrived in Ecoma, so I could give my new items a workout in the battle rooms.

The thought of the battle room made my spine tingle, and I glanced at the time. I would be fighting the knights in under an hour. Even though I wielded new equipment and my friends were alongside me, sparring with Leith and Olav would be difficult. Casey’s warning had only made me more anxious, but I didn’t want to be late.

“I better get going,” I said to Elle.

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

“Uh . . .” I considered telling her the truth, but I didn’t want to get into an argument with her. “I’m sparring with the other squires. I’d said I’d be there at 18:00. Now you mention it, I should probably gear up.”

Elle studied me while I equipped myself with my new items. I figured she could tell I wasn’t telling the whole truth, but I didn’t want her to worry about me like Casey.

“Can you have the rest of my gear sent to my room?” I asked when I was done. “I don’t have time to go back there.”

“Okay,” she said, her dark eyes still scrutinizing me.

“Thanks, Elle,” I said. “Promise me you’ll stay out of trouble?”

“Yes, Nicholas,” she said with a nod. “But I cannot promise it won’t find me.”

I knew I wouldn’t get a better answer from the point clerk, so I nodded goodbye and turned to leave. Then a crazy idea came to my mind, and I spun back to Elle.

“How about we grab a drink in the galley sometime?” I forced a smile to my lips even though I was a bit nervous about asking her. I was developing feelings for both Elle and Casey, and I wanted to spend more time with each of them.

“A drink?” Elle asked as she fought off a smile.

I nodded. “An alcoholic beverage?” I smirked at her, and she chuckled when she realized I was asking her on a date.

“Do they serve anything except for beer in the galley?” she asked.

“I’m sure there’s something you can drink. Besides, the beer isn’t too bad here.”

“Alright. How about tomorrow night?” She couldn’t fight the smile anymore, and it spread across her full lips like a sunrise.

I was about to give her a firm yes when I remembered the sparring session. Elle must have noticed my hesitation because her smile turned into a frown.

“Tomorrow night is good,” I said. “So, I’ll see you then at, say, 20:00?”

Elle nodded vigorously, and I turned to walk through the cargo hold.

There was a spring in my step as I made my way to Deck 5. I recalled where I was heading, and my excitement slowly drained the closer I came to the battle room.

I hoped the knights didn’t give us too much of a beating, or I’d be in no condition for a date with the Stalwart’s beautiful point clerk.
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Chapter 3

When I arrived on Deck 5, the squires were gathered in the passageway outside the battle room. They nodded at me as I approached, and I shot them a quick smile. All three were equipped with Runetech armor like I was, but they wore uneasy expressions, and their weapons rested against the bulkhead like discarded refuse.

“Thanks for waiting for me.” I eyed their weapons and hesitated before asking them a question. “Are we heading in now?”

“I regret everything,” Richard said with a gulp. Dark rings encircled his blue eyes, and knots riddled his shoulder-length blond hair. He looked terrible.

We had all needed rest after the battle with Polgar’s warship, and drinking through the night only left the squires more exhausted. Richard would be lucky if he managed to stay conscious during the sparring session. He’d seemed so confident in the galley, but I figured his confidence had faded when the alcohol wore off.

“You guys should get some rest,” I said. “I’ll spar with the knights by myself.”

“You can’t fight them,” Nathan said.

Richard hiccupped. “I should have talked you out of sparring with Olav and Leith, not roped us all in with you. I was drunk.”

“You’re still drunk,” I said with a shrug.

“We’re your friends,” Richard said. “We’re not going to let those knights kill you.”

“So, you all showed up to the battle room in Runetech and carrying weapons, just to talk me out of going in there?” I nodded at the battle room.

The three squires grumbled, and I chuckled at their sorry state. The knights were going to slaughter us in there, but at least I’d have my friends by my side.

I turned to Neville. “What do you think?”

“I believe you’re not a coward so you’ll fight the knights, even if it means every bone in your body is broken.”

I grinned. “You know me so well.”

“And if you won’t back down, then we’re all going in there with you.” Neville grabbed his rapier, examined the narrow blade, and set his eyes on me. “The Poison rune needs repairing.”

“Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to fix it up.” I’d used the other squire’s weapon on Tachion where I witnessed firsthand the power of its rune effect. Unfortunately, I had returned the item to Neville without repairing the rune. “I doubt we’ll be activating our runes today. This will probably be a friendly match between crew members. I suspect we’ll be unarmed.”

“You squires scared you’re gonna get hurt?” Olav’s voice filtered in from the battle room. “I know you’re hiding out there. Come on in, so we can kick your asses already. I have beer to drink.”

“They’re saying their prayers,” Leith yelled. “Asking the gods for forgiveness before we send them into the underworld.”

The two knights burst into laughter, and the sound echoed into the passageway. Neville exhaled loudly, and the twins shared anxious glances.

I wondered whether we should all leave now rather than risk serious injury. I didn’t desire a long wait for the regeneration chamber with an array of crippling wounds, nor did I want my friends to get beaten up on my behalf.

But these knights thought I was a traitor. I didn’t want to add coward to their list of grievances against me. So I pushed past the squires and marched into the battle room.

On the deck was a circle, ten meters in diameter, glowing a neon green. The unbroken line of lights indicated the legal area for a sparring match. Projectors were bolted to the corners of the room, and I’d used the devices a few times to summon intangible practice enemies.

The enemies today wouldn’t be practice holos, but two Space Knights.

My breath caught in my throat when I saw Olav and Leith. The berserker had traded his customary twin hatchets for a two-handed battle-axe, and he was swinging the weapon to and fro, displaying the powerful musculature in his arms and shoulders. Leith squatted in the center of the square-shaped room while he spun twin dirks between his fingers. Each blade burst with crimson light as the slayer triggered the magical sigils.

The knights weren’t equipped with the power armor I’d seen them wear on Tachion, but sleek light suits. The armored plates gleamed silver, and the connecting joints shone a royal blue. They were expensive pieces of equipment, and I wondered what else lay within the mysterious histories of the Stalwart’s knights. I had chided Elle for looking into it, so I forced myself not to even consider the situation.

Besides, knowing about the pasts of these two men wouldn’t help me in a sparring match. They fixed their eyes on me as though I was some kind of prey animal on which they were about to feast. I wished I was wearing my old Novice leg armor and boots, not these new ones I’d just bought from Elle. The new boots didn’t have the Speed rune so I wouldn’t be able to activate my sequence for a burst of quickness. The new leg armor was inscribed with an advanced Agility rune, but it wasn’t enough to perform my customary maneuvers.

They would have to do.

“Your friends desert you, did they?” Leith said as he juggled his dirks. The lights in the overhead caught the blade and flared.

“We’re here,” Neville said as he stepped into the battle room. Richard and Nathan followed hesitantly, and they both held their shields up as though the knights might attack them at a moment’s notice.

“We’ve fought knights before,” I hissed at the twins. “You don’t need to be so afraid of these two.”

“Yes, you do,” Olav said with a maniacal grin.

“Fear is the beginning of wisdom.” Leith flicked his dagger toward us, and the glowing blade shot through the gap between the twins before burying into a bulkhead with a thunk. “Or so I’m told,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve actually never been afraid before.”

I could almost feel the trepidation emanating from the twins. Neville seemed confident, and I was struck by how much he’d changed since I’d first met him.

“Shall we get started?” Leith asked after turning to Olav. “This shouldn’t take very long.”

“You’ve set this up to teach me a lesson, right?” I asked. “I made a mistake. I honestly thought Duke Barnes was--”

“Did you come here to spar, or to blabber?” Olav barked as he spun the massive axe in his hands. “Because I have a keg of beer waiting for me in the galley.”

“How about we make this interesting, Olav?” Leith winked at the berserker.

“What do you have in mind, friend?”

“We can fight these whelps unarmed.”

I shared a surprised look with the squires, and I wondered whether we might actually stand a chance now.

“Sounds like fun.” Olav gave me a wicked grin and laid his axe on a rack. “We won’t need to use our weapons. We’ll beat these squires barehanded.”

“We can’t use our weapons while you are unarmed,” I stated. Even though I thought we might win if the knights were without weapons, it didn’t seem like a fair fight. “You both will get hurt, and I don’t want to be responsible for hurting officers.”

“Will you shut the hell up and fight?” the berserker growled. “You whine more than a dog without his favorite bone.”

Leith cackled like a madman. “We’ll even let you activate the runes on your gear.”

Olav entwined his gauntleted fingers and pulled them back until they cracked. Then he did the same to his neck and arms.

“I’m ready.” Olav reached for a water drum, raised it to his lips, and then scowled immediately. “Shit. I’m out of beer.”

Leith nodded at Olav’s side, and the berserker glanced at a smaller drum attached to his belt.

“Good catch!” He grinned as he drained its contents in three long gulps. “Ah!”

Neither knight seemed the least bit concerned about fighting unarmed, so I guessed they were going to pulverize us. I half-expected my friends to back down. Instead, they shot me reassuring nods.

Leith glanced up at the overhead. “System, begin sparring simulation RE451.”

“RE451 commencing in 60 seconds,” an electronic voice announced.

Olav and Leith exchanged devious smiles, and I wondered exactly how much damage they could get away with.

I took measured breaths to calm myself as I removed the poleaxe from my magnetons and rested it against a bulkhead. The weapon was useless to me since I hadn’t repaired the Overlord’s Heart’s rune yet, but my longsword and lightning hammer could be used without it.

When I stepped into the ring with the squires, we each planted our right feet on the glowing outer edge in preparation for the match. There were no places for cover, only a ten-meter distance between the four of us and the knights.

“We can do this,” I reassured the squires. “We defeated those knights on Tachion.”

“Those guys weren’t Leith and Olav,” Nathan said, his voice quavering a little.

He was right, but I couldn’t let my doubts show.

“Visors on,” I said with forced confidence.

My visor slid over my face, and I activated my Runetech equipment. I drew my longsword from over my shoulder, and the weapon rippled waves of azure light as my palm rune connected with the sigils on the hilt.

“I’m going to throw a forcewave at them,” I whispered to the squires. “They may not expect it. Even if they do, you’re all going to harry them with your blades as soon as my forcewave releases. We only need to push them outside of the ring, and we win.”

The other three squires looked at me like I’d grown a dick on my head.

“I’m sure the knights won’t be predicting such an attack,” Neville said sarcastically. “Although I don’t have any other ideas, so I say we give it a try.”

I glanced at Olav, and he smiled at me like he was seconds away from getting a kill.

“Dr. Lenkov will need to put you knights on the top of the list for the regeneration chamber,” Richard mocked. Unlike his twin brother, he didn’t seem to be scared of the two knights. I didn’t know whether he was incredibly brave or plain stupid.

“When we are done with you four, there won’t be anything left for Dr. Lenkov to put in the regeneration chamber,” Leith said.

Olav’s face tightened into a sneer. “Time to teach you all a lesson you’ll never forget.”

We were in trouble.

“Begin!” the system’s voice blared.

The knights charged toward us, and I swung my longsword in a wide arc that ended with a twist. My forcewave flung forward, but the berserker ducked and rolled beneath it. The edge of my forcefield clipped Leith’s shoulder, and the slayer spun away. His feet grazed the outer rim of the circle, but he stayed upright and remained inside the ring.

With shields ready and short swords poised for attack, Richard and Nathan bounded after Leith. Olav stood five meters away from Neville and me, and he hadn’t moved after getting to his feet.

“That’s a fancy sword,” Olav said to me as I slashed the weapon.

Another forcewave hurled out from the blade, but the berserker moved aside to dodge the attack with incredible speed. I didn’t need my prot-field to absorb enemy projectiles or deflect laser fire, so I activated the Shadow Self rune. When a doppelganger appeared in front of me, Olav charged into the creature comprised of my prot-field, and it dissipated into a spray of blue sparkles.

In a second, the berserker was on my left side, and his powerful fist struck me in the kidney. My armor would have protected me against almost any other opponent, but the full force of the blow penetrated my breastplate’s rear plating. I grunted as I gripped the longsword in both hands and twisted my hips to sweep my opponent.

Olav’s form shimmered for a moment, and then he was on my right. Before I could turn, he kicked my knee, and I felt the joint pop where my new armor crumpled.

I screamed, and my vision flashed white as I staggered from a blow to my side. Only my training kept me from releasing my sword and clutching my broken leg. I gritted my teeth and raised my blade to keep Olav from coming at me again, but Neville had jumped between us and was attacking the berserker. The needle-point rapiers in the squire’s hands couldn’t keep up with Olav’s speed, and my friend roared as the berserker cackled at the futility of the attacks.

“Did you steal those needles from your grandmother, Squire Holloway? Did she teach you how to fight also?” Olav shot as he weaved around Neville’s strikes as though he knew where they would be a second before they came. It didn’t even look like the berserker was exerting himself.

I tried to move and help Neville, but pain lanced up my leg. Any weight on the limb produced intense waves of agony. My helmet wasn’t equipped with organic monitoring, but I didn’t need it to know my knee was completely shattered.

Olav and Neville were too close together for me to throw a forcewave, and I didn’t want to risk sending the other squire out of the ring since it would leave me alone with the berserker. Then I’d have to weather his blows with a broken knee while trying to throw him outside the ring. I needed Neville’s help, and it looked like the knight would overcome him at any moment. His form shimmered and blurred, my eyes barely able to register his movements because they were so fast.

While Olav was distracted by Neville, I flipped open my belt pouch and removed a medkit. I shouldn’t have needed to use the enchanted patch during a fight between crew members, but this was no ordinary sparring session. As soon as the basic runes on the medkit activated, I returned my attention to dealing with the knights.

My prot-field wouldn’t help me against Olav’s fists, so I used the remaining energy to summon two more Shadow Self entities. I hoped the berserker would at least be distracted by the doppelgangers so Neville could score a hit, but our opponent simply tore through them like he’d done with the first one.

I shot a glance to the twins and saw Leith darting around them like this was a game of goblins and maidens. Neither squire could tag the slayer with their swords, and he cackled with glee at their misses.

“Alright,” Olav called out in a sing-song voice. “Time to end this!”

Neville thrust his glowing rapier, and Olav caught the blade in his gauntlets. The squire’s other weapon launched forward in an underhanded strike, but the berserker snatched it out of the air with his other hand. With both blades clenched in his fists, Olav grunted and the metal bent like cheap steel.

Neville’s eyes widened, and then our opponent drove a knee into my friend’s chin. The strike sent the squire pinwheeling through the air, and he slammed against the deck well outside the ring.

“Squire N. Holloway, eliminated,” the system called when it registered Neville’s prot-belt was no longer in the sparring circle.

The knight roared with laughter before turning toward me. “Now, let’s see if I can’t give you a few more injuries to take with you to the regeneration chamber.”

I heard another yell and saw Leith deliver a flying kick to Richard’s chest, sending him beyond the ring’s perimeter.

“Squire R. Culbert, eliminated.”

I tossed my longsword to the ground and removed the lightning hammer from my belt. I had seen madness lurking behind Olav’s eyes, so I wouldn’t hold back. I’d also seen him evade my forcewaves and Neville’s rapiers as though he could see into the future.

My hands tightened around my hammer in fury as I stared at my opponent. He’d broken my knee, and then he’d nearly killed Neville with his attack. The knights wanted to punish me for being a traitor, but Captain Cross had already squared things with me.

They didn’t need to respect me, but I wasn’t going to let them beat me or my friends within a fraction of our lives.

The hammer sparked with arcane energy as I raised it above my head. I slammed the weapon onto the deck with two hands, and lightning streaked down from the overhead. A Lightning Sprite slipped through the summoned arcane gateway, and it turned its head to acknowledge me. I channeled my desire to take out the knights and transferred it to the sprite. The blue creature pinwheeled through the air as it descended upon Olav.

I saw Leith duck under Nathan’s sword swing, grab the squire by the breastplate, and toss him like he weighed nothing. The squire crashed into a bulkhead outside the sparring circle with a crunching sound.

“Squire N. Culbert, eliminated.”

I spun back to Olav and saw him leap into the air and grab my sprite. He gripped the creature’s wings and tore them apart with glee as if he was opening a holiday present. The sprite screeched as it rolled on the ground, but then Olav crushed its skull with a boot.

“Got any more of them?” Olav grinned at me as he charged.

My knee still hadn’t fully healed, so I was planted to the spot while the berserker closed the distance. My hammer came for him in a wide swing aimed for his unarmored head. Olav ducked a split second before my weapon would have crushed his skull, and then a massive blow slammed into my stomach. I was thrown backward, and the air exploded from my lungs.

My swimming vision identified Leith as he stepped outside the ring.

“Space Knight L. Manzo, eliminated,” the electronic voice said.

“He’s all yours, Olav,” the slayer said as he folded his arms and leaned back on a bulkhead.

I tried to stand, but the berserker heaved himself on top of me. He tore the hammer from my hand, and I grunted as the weapon’s connection to the rune on my palm was severed painfully.

The weight of the knight and his armor almost crushed me, and his gauntleted fists pounded into my helmet. My reinforced visor cracked like an eggshell and then shattered with another punch. Olav’s hands gripped the top of my helmet and then tore it from my head.

All it would take to hospitalize me was one unprotected punch, so I put all my remaining energy into shoving his knee. When the berserker lost his balance, I used the single moment of his freefall to perform a roll that put me on top of him. I pressed my thighs against his chest, and pain jolted up my injured leg. I screamed in agony while I slammed my armored forearms and elbows into Olav’s unprotected face.

Bone shattered and flesh pulped in three strikes. Then the berserker’s powerful legs wrapped around my waist, and he twisted my body so I was beneath him. His arm snaked across my neck in a rear choke hold. My vision peppered with black as his biceps restricted blood to my brain. I tilted my neck slightly and saw Leith grinning at me from outside the ring.

I fumbled to grip Olav’s right boot, and I planted my elbow into his shin and pulled up. I heard the berserker cry out as I yanked. His ankle would snap at any moment, but then my arms weakened, and I couldn’t apply any more pressure.

Then the black swallowed me up.

I didn’t know how long it was before I woke, but my head was light as I forced myself upright. Although I didn’t feel any pain, my whole body tingled with the aftereffects of runic magic.

“Stay down,” a female voice said. “You have spent three hours in the regeneration chamber. Long enough to heal your wounds.”

I blinked a few times, and then Dr. Lenkov materialized in front of me as my vision returned.

“Uhh . . . I feel terrible,” I said. Someone had removed my armor, and all I had on was a hospital gown.

The Stalwart’s medical officer thrust a glass into my hand. “Drink this. It will take the edge off the healing runes. The regeneration chamber can heal almost anything. There were others who needed the healing more, but I owed the knights a favor, so I put you squires in first. You are lucky Olav and Leith did not kill you.”

I touched my face as I recalled Olav striking me, but I didn’t feel even the slightest cut, bruise, or scar. It was a testament to the power of the Stalwart’s regeneration chamber. I knew healing runes were only effective if they were applied to the injury immediately, but even the best rune circles couldn’t heal so quickly. It was another reason the Stalwart was far more than her crew members let on.

“You gave Olav a few serious wounds,” Dr. Lenkov said with a hint of admiration. “I am surprised and a little impressed.”

“He’s not going to let me get away with that.” I was more concerned with the knight’s vengeance than how well I had fought against him.

“No, he will not. But I do not think the knights will be beating you up anymore. They will likely think of more subtle ways to make your life miserable in the future. They risked too much by sparring with you. The captain could have easily found out, and they’re not above punishment.”

“How long can this go on?” I groaned. I wanted to move on with my assignment aboard the ship, and I didn’t want to be watching my back every moment while a member of the crew. It seemed like this game Leith and Olav were playing could go on endlessly.

“It will take a very long time for them to see you as anything more than a traitor. They have been burned in the past, and they have never forgotten it.” The doctor smiled at me. “Do not worry, I think you are loyal to the Stalwart and her crew.”

Right now, she looked like an angel with a halo encircling her head. Dark brown hair framed her delicate facial features, and my attention was drawn to her plump lips. They were curled into a calming smile, and I imagined what they would taste like. The white coat she wore over her dress shone like a heavenly light, and I guessed the healing wards were somehow playing tricks on my mind.

“I need to replenish the ship’s medical supplies while on Ecoma. Would you like to accompany me, Squire Lyons?” she asked me.

I still had a little trouble breathing, and the smirk the doctor gave me made me forget how to form words, so I nodded. I didn’t know whether it was the aftermath of the regeneration chamber, but her expression seemed to imply something a little more than accompanying her on a supply mission.

But that was stupid. The doctor was at least ten years older than me. She wouldn’t be interested any sort of romance.

But I was really interested in her.

“What is it?” Dr. Lenkov asked. “You were laughing.”

“Oh . . . Nothing. Just happy to be alive.” I hadn’t realized I’d laughed aloud, so I tried not to say or do anything awkward again.

“I’m glad, too.” The beautiful woman touched my hand lightly, and I wasn’t sure whether it was the caring caress a doctor gave a patient or something a little more.

She fluttered out of the room, leaving behind a floral scent that set my heart aflame.

When I returned to the squire quarters, my equipment was cleaned and inside my trunk. None of them were repaired, so I figured I’d use the repair kits I’d bought from Elle on the items that wouldn’t need an enchanter’s attention. When I finished retracing the rune on each item, I sent Mom 5,000 KPs and watched my balance update.

Current Kingdom Balance: 3,395

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 15,500

Then I recorded a video message for Mom. She would be surprised at the amount of currency I transferred to her, so I lied about our last mission. I told her that it was mostly boring humanitarian aid work which paid very well. I ended the recording and scheduled the attachment for when we passed our next rune beacon. Lying to my mom didn’t feel bad because she would only become distraught if she knew how eventful my assignment had been thus far.

By the time I’d finished assigning the message to Mom’s address coordinates, I was tired and hungry. My exhaustion won in the end, and I passed out on my bed.

For the next week, while Matthias jumped us from one rune beacon to the next, I tried to keep out of the way of Olav and Leith. Thankfully, that wasn’t too hard because I either spent long hours repairing my gear or sparring inside the battle room with the other squires.

The ease with which the knights had dispensed with us increased the tempo of our training. Even the twins exchanged mugs of beer for swords and shields. After they turned in their loot from the previous mission for new upgrades, we tested them in practice matches.

Casey finished her time in the regeneration chamber, and she repaired the rest of my gear from the damage it had taken during the bout with the knights. My helmet’s visor caused her some difficulty, but she managed to find a similar model from the armory and transferred the retractable screen. The enchantress then inscribed a Speed rune onto my new boots for a small fee. I tried to give her more currency, but she refused it.

Elle and I shared drinks a few times in the galley, and I was slowly getting to know her. Underneath her prim and proper veneer, there was a playful and flirtatious woman. That side of her personality hardly came out, and it was only after a few drinks.

The night before we arrived on Ecoma, the crew celebrated in the galley. Beer flowed, music blared, and laughter burst from every mouth. Olav and Leith weren’t glaring at me anymore, but they refused to acknowledge my existence. I figured they still despised me, and my loss in the battle room had only made them think less of me.

I was glad to still be part of the crew, so I didn’t care about their opinion.

Although Captain Cross had said the mission was mostly R&R, I felt like trouble tended to follow the Stalwart and her crew. So I wasn’t sure what to expect on Ecoma when I went to bed that night, merry from the beer and laughter.

The next morning, I donned my formal squire attire comprised of a blue coat, shirt, and trousers. My hangover wasn’t very severe, so I figured I was finally getting used to the incredible amount of alcohol the crew members seemed to drink.

The other squires changed into their formal uniforms and anchored themselves in the stations inside our quarters. I took position beside Neville and secured myself with the belts.

After Richard activated a small view screen beside the bathroom door, we watched the Stalwart’s thrusters propel our starship across the blackness of space toward the gas giant.

The Caledonian database’s entry on Ecoma was sparse, but I learned that their civilization had managed to flourish on a planet uninhabitable to regular humans. A planetary body with deadly electrical storms would make terraforming nearly impossible, so I wondered the extent of the peculiarities to the empath’s biological structure and how they managed to survive on a gas giant.

Living on Dobuni my whole life, I’d rarely seen humans who lived outside the Triumvirate Kingdoms. A combination of fear and excitement stirred my stomach as I watched the Stalwart descend into the planet’s atmosphere.
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Chapter 4

The view screen inside the squires’ quarters showed purple and orange hued gas clouds swirling around the Stalwart after the planet’s atmosphere engulfed our ship. Lightning streaked from one side of the screen to the next, and I hoped our rickety starship would survive a strike if we were unlucky enough to catch one. Even though I’d seen it withstand an attack from dozens of pirate vessels and a Cachalot warship’s vast array of weapons, I still couldn’t dismiss my fear. I could face powerful enemies in battle, but an atmospheric entry sapped all of my courage.

My past reared its head whenever I was inside a ship headed planetside. Dad had died during a planetary descent, so I much preferred deployment portals. I remembered little of him, but Mom always said he was one of the greatest knights. Whether or not that was true didn’t matter because he’d cared and protected my mom and me until his dying breath. His missions were all off-the-books, so I couldn’t trace any of his RTF history except for his first assignment as well as his time and place of death: my third birthday, and an unregistered planet.

I shuddered as I thought about suffering the same fate as Dad. I imagined a series of lightning bolts striking the Stalwart’s hull, and then the starship falling through the planet’s atmospheres before crashing into its rocky core.

“Don’t worry,” Neville said from beside me. “The command team know what they’re doing. The shielders will keep the storms from damaging the hull.” He must have noticed me tensing up, and his words calmed my nerves a little.

Awe melted away my fear when a giant creature appeared on the view screen. Transparent fins glided its hulking abdomen through the storms. The Stalwart moved toward the monstrous creature, and when we got closer, I realized it wasn’t entirely organic. It reminded me of Matthias since most of its organic body parts seemed to have been replaced with artificial ones, but its husk was that of a once living creature.

Our starship looked like a gnat approaching a giant whale. One of the creature’s many eye sockets flickered open, and the Stalwart moved into its skull via an airlock tunnel. I guessed the eyes served as docking stations. The area outside our ship vanished, in its place was Captain Cross standing in the Stalwart’s bridge.

“We’ve arrived on the Den Ark,” he said. “Remember you’re representing Queen Catrina on this planet, so be respectful.”

The squires and I unclipped ourselves from the anchoring stations and made our way to the hangar. The knights were waiting inside, and I approached Moses.

“You ready to see some crazy shit, Nick?” he asked me.

“Yes, sir!”

“Let’s hope we don’t have any trouble like the last mission, eh?”

“I’m not keeping any more secrets,” I said.

“I know.” He nodded at me kindly, and for some inexplicable reason of his own, I knew he trusted me.

Led by Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds, the crew exited the starship. I immediately shivered from the frigid temperatures and pulled my blue squire coat closed around my chest. I wasn’t wearing my Runetech armor, so it was only simple woven fabric keeping me from freezing entirely.

“Holy shit,” Nathan said with an exhale. He craned his neck to gaze up at the vast docking station, and I did the same.

The chamber was at least fifty meters high, and catwalks comprised of a mixture of bone and some sort of pinkish substance crisscrossed above us. I’d seen dozens of eye sockets earlier, and they’d looked tiny, which meant this creature was bigger than any ship in the RTF’s fleet. Maybe even bigger than Bratton Fortress.

“Is this thing alive?” Richard asked, and he gestured behind us. “It looks like it’s breathing.” The bulkheads were covered in a pink membrane, and they retracted and expanded like they were inhaling and exhaling.

I was too awed by this Ark creature to answer the squire. None of the knights seemed concerned by the strangeness of the place, and I figured they’d been here before.

Drones buzzed above us like insects on a mission, and their sensors scanned each crew member with a neon light. All the machines bore specks of rust and scuff marks that suggested they were old and in need of a mechanic’s attention. They seemed to be the only artificial objects inside this living chamber, and I guessed they were remnants of a trade deal with another planet.

“What do you think the Ecomese will look like?” Neville asked. “They’re evolved humans, so they might be completely different to us.”

“Please don’t let them be ugly.” Nathan stared upward and held his hands together in a mock prayer.

A shiver crept down my back as I thought about meeting the Ecomese. If they were anything like the strange vessel housing them, they would be unusual and unnerving.

Captain Cross chuckled dryly at the squire’s remark. “Prime Minister Treyin will greet us shortly,” he stated with a puff of frosty air.

After a few minutes shivering and breathing on my hands to stop them from freezing, three figures descended from a catwalk to meet us. Sheer white gowns draped over their slight frames, and I could easily tell the one in the center was a female and the two escorting her were males.

Dull grey skin pulled against angular facial features while three narrow incisions I guessed served as gills ran down their cheeks. I could see blue blood pumping through the veins beneath their skin, and every so often, a light in their bloodstream would spark for half a second before going out. The trio barely looked human, but there was elegance to their forms.

The two males stopped about five meters away from us and hit the floor with their diamond-tipped staves. The female continued walking, and she stopped in front of the captain to raise a hand and bow her head. Her silver hair was finely braided along her scalp, and her eyes were tiny slits below an elongated forehead. She was incredibly beautiful in an otherworldly way, and I was frozen as she opened her blue-lipped mouth to speak.

“Greetings, men and women of the Royal Trident Forces. I am Prime Minister Treyin of the Den Ark. Welcome to Ecoma, and to our beloved Ark.”

“It’s been some time, Treyin!” Captain Cross marched to the woman and embraced her. The men at her side stiffened, and a placating hand from the minister caused them to stand at ease and return their staves to rest on the floor.

“You forget I’m not the same person you met all those years ago,” she said to the captain. “You must remember propriety.”

“Of course,” he said. “I told my crew the same. But it’s been so long since I’ve seen you. Are you well?”

“Very well,” the woman said with a regal nod. “Although I haven’t heard from you in at least two decades. Strangely, you don’t appear to have aged a day.”

The captain smiled. “I owe that to low-stress levels. Commander Reynolds has been keeping my crew in working order for me.”

Prime Minister Treyin peered over the captain’s shoulder, and her narrow eyes seemed to grow three times larger. “Vanessa!”

For the first time, I saw Commander Reynolds grin broadly, and there might have even been a little wetness in her eyes.

“Treyin,” she said. “Are you enjoying your return to your homeland?”

“Very much so,” the minister said. “My days of adventuring have come to a close. Now, I mostly sit in the throne room and watch the storms.”

“So there’s peace among the Arks?” Captain Cross asked.

“A relative peace, yes. They don’t trouble us as long as we remain within our agreed boundaries.”

Commander Reynolds smirked. “So you’re bored?”

“Not at all! There is plenty here to keep me occupied.” The knights approached the prime minister, and they exchanged a few words. They were all acquainted with her, except for Moses.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Treyin,” the shield knight said after the other knights had spoken with the woman. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Only good things I hope?” the empath asked.

Moses smirked. “Mostly.”

She gave him a playful grin in return, and then she addressed the rest of the crew. “Come, let me show you to your quarters.”

The minister and her armed attendants escorted us out of the docking station. Lumbering robots covered in a gleaming gold alloy carried shipping crates in their arms and transferred them through the twenty-meter wide organic passageways. They seemed to serve the same purpose as our servitors, and I wondered what level of intelligence they exhibited and how the Ecomese controlled them.

“What the hell do you think this place is?” Richard opened his arms and gestured at our surroundings. He seemed increasingly nervous the further we ventured into the creature, and I couldn’t blame him. If I wasn’t so curious, I might have turned tail and ran back inside the Stalwart.

“She is an Ark,” one of the men who escorted the prime minister said. He smiled proudly as he walked beside us. “She was once a being known as a behemoth. After certain technological modifications, she now serves as our home and protectress against the planet’s electrical storms. We need the energy to survive, but too much and we become volatile.”

“Like a bomb?” Nathan asked as he shot a wary glance at the male.

“Exactly,” he replied, and then he fixed his slitted eyes at me. “Every evolved human on the Ark could become explosive should we absorb too much storm energy.” I watched the grey skin on his temples flicker to an auburn hue. “I sense this makes you nervous.”

“A semi-organic creature filled with explosive creatures?” I said. “Nah, I’m totally fine with that.”

The Ecomese male smiled at me, and I saw cascading rows of needle-pointed teeth. I might not have believed his explanation if I wasn’t walking beside a man who seemed more alien than human. A race of humans who absorbed energy to the point of self-combustion wasn’t much stranger than a civilization living inside an organic creature larger than most Leviathan class carriers.

Nathan suddenly whirled around, and I had to grab him before he wandered in the opposite direction. “Where are you going?” I asked.

“Back to the ship. I’d rather be in there than with a whole bunch of human bombs.”

“There is no need to flee. We have measures to prevent such mishaps,” the man said before he set his eyes on me again. “I sense fear in the others, but there is no fear in you. Only anxiousness.”

“I’m nervous because I know technology can fail. Yet I’m not afraid because I also know this Ark wouldn’t be standing if every Ecomese person was seconds away from detonating. I think you came up with a way to control your biology so you could build a society.”

And what a society it was. I hardly believed these people could live among each other when they all read emotions like status readouts. Captain Cross had said only the social elites owned the implants capable of masking emotions, so I wondered whether this man also possessed one.

“You are intelligent,” the male said. “It is true, we now control our volatile states. We spend a few weeks in the upper regions of the ark every season, and that is enough for us to absorb the requisite energy required to sustain our lives but not become volatile.”

Now I understood how these humans had evolved on a gas giant with intense electrical storms. They used the extreme weather for sustenance.

“How do you know Caledonian?” I asked. “Do all of you learn the language?”

“Prime Minister Treyin has a great respect for your kingdom. She taught me and a few others the language of your people, and we taught others in turn,” he answered. “There are many among the Den Ark who speak Caledonian.”

Led by Treyin and her attendants, the crew walked through the breathing passageways, passing other Ecomese males and females. There weren’t any children, so I guessed this was what served for the military section of the Ark.

We all entered a teardrop-shaped elevator and ascended hundreds of meters to arrive at a deck with a similar organic structure. This deck’s warm temperature didn’t make me feel like my blood would freeze. The glistening sweat streaming down the Ecomese man’s angular face made me think his people didn’t appreciate the heat as much as I did.

“You are free to roam the Ark as you please,” Prime Minister Treyin said as she dabbed her large forehead with a cloth. “The storms penetrate the Ark’s higher levels, so I would suggest staying away from them unless you’re wearing containment suits. You must also control your emotions. A heightened emotional state will trouble my people.” The female minister gave us all a forced smile, and I imagined troubling her people would earn her ire.

“A few more minutes and you’ll each be escorted to your lodgings,” she continued. “We shall wait here until then.”

The knights began to talk amongst each other, and the squires were enthralled by the chromium tapestries hanging from the living walls. The artwork seemed to have been first etched in lines and then filled with a glowing metal. They depicted the evolutionary cycle of an embryo in stasis that eventually became an Ecomese empath. The final image showed a flaring explosion, and I guessed it represented the death of one who absorbed too much storm energy.

“So you told me you came to Ecoma so your crew can recuperate,” I heard Treyin say to the captain. “Is that all you wish to gain from your visit?”

I was interested in hearing the captain’s answer to the question. I felt a little guilty about eavesdropping, but I stifled the feeling and shuffled a little closer to them while looking at another piece of artwork.

“I wanted to see an old friend,” Captain Cross answered.

“You cannot hide the existence of other motives, Atticus. I know you too well. There is another purpose for your presence here, and it does not involve reconnecting with your past.”

Captain Cross sighed. “Is it possible to hide anything from empaths?”

“I’m afraid not,” Treyin said.

“What about if I had implants?” The captain’s voice was barely above a whisper, and I almost didn’t hear him.

The Ecomese minister gasped, and the gills along her cheeks fluttered. “How do you know about them?”

Captain Cross smiled, and the minister’s eyes bulged.

“You’ve come here to request the implants?” she asked incredulously. “I cannot give them to you. This mission will fail, Atticus.”

“I know you won’t at the moment, but I’m hoping to convince you otherwise.”

“Even you cannot persuade me to give over our sacred technology.”

“Is that a challenge?” Captain Cross grinned. “We’ll be here for twenty-eight Caledonian days. More than enough time for you to see the light.”

The prime minister folded her arms and frowned. “I will remain stalwart, like the ship I once served on.”

“Yet you were not stalwart enough to remain with us.” The captain wore a satisfied smile beneath his peppered beard. “Is there anything the crew needs to know while they’re on your Ark? I’ve already informed them about the Dax.”

“The Dax aren’t much trouble anymore. It’s mostly my people who cause trouble now. The Dax have an embassy which orbits the planet, and they only visit our Ark infrequently for supplies and things. Your people should have no problems with them. Now, I believe it’s time your crew was taken to their quarters.”

Ecomese attendants in sheer gowns filtered into the chamber. They spoke with the knights for a bit before a tall female escorted the squires and me to a large room.

“My name is Alin,” she said as she stood in the doorway. “You will remain in this room until you’re granted approval to leave.”

“Approval from whom?” Neville asked. “Didn’t your prime minister say we were free to go as we please?”

“That is correct. My overseer received a request from two Caledonian knights, and it is my duty to fulfill it.”

“Which knights?” I asked even though I already knew the answer.

“I saw my overseer communicating with a very angry knight with vermillion-colored hair. He was accompanied by another knight who I felt takes great pleasure in death.”

This empath must have read the emotions of Leith and Olav. We couldn’t disobey their orders, so we’d be stuck here.

“Do you know when we’re allowed to leave?” I asked in frustration.

“Yes,” Alin said.

“Can you tell us?”

“No.”

It seemed the knights were going to do the best to make my life difficult.

“So you were assigned to help us?” Nathan asked the woman, and she nodded. “I wouldn’t want to be rude to such a beautiful woman, but you’re not being very helpful.”

“I am sorry,” she said. “I have been given orders. If you wish for anything, please signal for me with this.” The empath held out a palm device, and Neville took it from her.

“Anything except leaving this room, right?” he asked.

“Almost.” Alin bowed her head at us before leaving, and the doorway closed like two intertwining hands.

“Can you believe those knights?” I asked, and I squeezed my fists in anger. “How much longer can they hold a grudge against me?”

“I’d guess somewhere between forever and infinity,” Richard said with a frown.

I glanced down at my prot-belt and brought up the menu. The comms link between the rest of the crew was down. “I can’t contact the captain either.”

I plopped onto a mattress and considered our options. The only thing stopping me from storming out from the room immediately was the knights’ orders. We could always say we hadn’t received them, but that might get our assigned empath, Alin, into trouble.

“And I was looking forward to chasing down a few Ecomese girls,” Nathan said. “Did you get a look at their prime minister? Bend me over and fuck me sideways with a battle-axe; she was gorgeous.”

Richard pressed a hand to the living wall, and the sticky membrane closed over one of his fingers. His eyes bulged in surprise, and he cried out. The wall emitted a pop, and the squire freed himself.

Neville snorted. “I would advise against getting too close to any of the females here. They’ve evolved beyond us. For all we know, they might devour their mates.”

“Oh . . .” Nathan shuddered.

My skin had heated up, and I wiped a layer of sweat from my neck. “Did it just get really hot in here?”

Richard’s face was now flaring crimson, and his shoulder-length hair was soaking wet. “Bugger those knights. I say we leave here. I’m not going to stay here while we get cooked.”

He marched over to the doorway, but there were no sensors or buttons to command the door to open.

“Open door,” Richard commanded. The door remained closed, and the squire gave it a punch. Again, the behemoth attempted to swallow his hand, and he heaved his arm away with a concerted effort.

I searched the living walls for some kind of control panel to adjust the heating but couldn’t find one. The only inorganic objects in the room were the beds and the trunks beside them. It was like being inside a giant’s mouth who’d swallowed the contents of a bedroom.

And it was getting hotter, almost as if we were standing inside an oven.

The scorching heat made thinking difficult, and my brain felt like it was broiling inside my skull. The sweat pouring from my body almost instantly evaporated before more liquid leaked from my pores.

I searched the living walls for something resembling a thermostat, and I found a box made from a bone-like material to the right of the door. I slipped my fingers beneath the casing, gritted my teeth, and tore the box from the wall. Something squealed, and I guessed I’d somehow hurt the Ark.

“Hurry, man!” Nathan yelled. “I think I’m going to melt!”

Inside the box were a bunch of wires and cables that looked like veins and arteries. I wasn’t sure whether tearing them out would kill the heat. It could even make it much worse, but we didn’t really have a choice. If I didn’t do something soon, we would all be dead.

I figured the knights were playing a sick game on us, but I couldn’t be sure they’d end it before we came to harm.

I thrust my hand into the box and started yanking out the cables. Blue liquid burst from the severed wires, and the room shuddered. The squealing started again, and this time it was so loud my ears numbed in agony.

Then it silenced, and the air in the room suddenly cooled. In a few seconds, it was freezing, and my puffing produced dozens of little steam clouds. My clothes were soaked with sweat, and my throat was harsh and dry.

The doors peeled open, and our assigned attendant stepped inside.

Richard leapt at Alin, and Neville and Nathan grabbed his arms to hold him back. “You almost killed us!”

She clutched her hands to her chest, and her eyes widened. “I simply did as the knights requested. I did not know the heat might kill you. I thought the old race enjoyed warm temperatures.”

“We like it warm, not scorching! I was almost completely roasted and ready to eat!” Richard tugged against the other squires, and I could see him strangling the empath if they let him go. She seemed terrified by his rage, and I felt sorry for the woman.

“It’s Olav and Leith we need to be angry with, not Alin,” I said to the others before turning to her. “Can we get some water?” I croaked.

The empath nodded and returned a few minutes later with one of the giant robots. The machine entered the room with a forty-liter drum of water.

“Will this be sufficient?” Alin asked.

The robot let down the drum, and we all rushed over to it. Nathan pulled the tube from the top, pushed on the valve, and water filled his mouth. After some desperate fighting to get a taste of the precious liquid, we took it in turns to replenish our fluids.

Richard splashed water over his face. “Those bloody knights! They almost killed us!”

“I do not understand,” Alin said. “Did you not sweat out your idiocy?” She paused, and her temples glowed a little. “I sense betrayal. Am I misunderstanding the situation?”

“The knights who spoke to your overseer were playing a trick on us,” I said. A trick didn’t precisely describe what they’d ordered, but I figured this empath would be able to read my emotions well enough.

Alin bowed and then clutched her slender head in her hands. “I am sorry.”

“It’s alright,” I said. “You don’t need to hurt yourself. We’re okay now.”

“I would have prepared water here for you, but I am not accustomed to the hydration needs of humans outside Ecoma. We may have evolved from humans, but our biologies are vastly different, so I did not know. We don’t get many of the old race coming to Ecoma. Those who do come don’t stay for long, and they almost never leave their ships.”

Nathan sauntered over to the female. “What can you tell me about your mating habits? Do you devour your lovers?”

The woman’s face turned blue, and I guessed she was blushing.

“You don’t have to answer him,” I said as I shoved the squire away from her.

“It is no trouble. I merely felt his lust for me along with the question. We Ecomese are not so open with our emotions.”

Nathan frowned. “So you know exactly how I’m feeling?”

Alin nodded, and it was the squire’s turn to blush.

“You may leave us now, Alin,” I said. “Thank you for your help.”

She smiled at me. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Can you tell me where the two knights who spoke to your overseer are staying?” I asked.

“They are two doors down from you in the direction of the main chamber. Do you wish for me to let them know you will be visiting them?”

“No,” I said. “I plan on surprising them.”

“I shall leave your door unlocked then. Please do not leave unless it is absolutely necessary. I do not wish to receive punishment from my overseer.” Alin bowed and left the room.

“If I advised you against seeing the knights, would you listen?” Neville asked me.

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m going to confront them. They can’t be doing this to us while we’re on Ecoma. We’re meant to be keeping our emotions in check and continuously hazing us will make controlling them impossible.”

“Alright,” Neville said. “But let’s wait until morning. Once our anger has cooled off, visiting them now will only stir up a storm. Let’s obey their orders to stay here until the morning. For now, we should get some rest.”

I knew the squires would try to talk me out of going there in the morning, but I agreed with a nod. We’d been awake for over twenty-four hours in preparation for the Stalwart’s descent into Ecoma, so it didn’t take long for the three other squires to fall asleep.

I slipped out of my bed and exited the room. Alin would be punished if her overseer learned I’d left, and I liked the female, but I couldn’t let the knights go unchallenged. After crossing the first doorway, I came to the second and found it open.

Olav was lying on a mattress while he viewed a holo sports projection. The players bounded through the air as they chased a ball. The berserker glanced up and noticed me, and the holo game vanished. “What are you doing outside of your room, Lyons?”

“You tried to kill us.” I had a little trouble keeping the anger out of my voice.

He scoffed. “Don’t be daft. Leith and me just wanted you to feel nice and comfortable in your lodgings. We told the Ecomese overseer to make the temperature unbearable, not kill you.”

“You can’t keep punishing me for what I did, and you definitely can’t punish the other squires.”

“I’ll do what I like.” Olav sneered at me, and I could see his patience quickly running out. Reason told me to leave before I angered the knight further, but my heart wouldn’t let me.

“Sir, please listen. I am not a traitor. I took the mission from the duke because it was either come to the Stalwart to sniff out insurrection or be assigned to the Deira Sector Outpost. I needed the KPs for my mom. She lives in the Dobuni tenements, and I really wanted to--”

“Save your breath,” Olav cut me off. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You know nothing about what it means to be a crew member. I once trusted a scumbag like you after they gave a similar sob story. Then they went and betrayed me again. Once a traitor, always a traitor.”

“I thought I was serving the queen. When I found out you were hunting portals on Tachion and not committing insurrection, I vowed to tell the captain everything. I didn’t know Polgar would come after the Stalwart when he did.”

“I don’t want to hear it, Lyons. I won’t bother you and your friends anymore, but you’re to stay out of my way. Captain Cross seems to think you might be useful to us, but I reckon you’re one good deal away from selling the crew out again. We were fine clearing portals before you showed up. We don’t need you.”

The knight’s words crushed something inside of me, and I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

I walked back along the membranous passageway to my quarters with my chin planted to my chest. I knew I didn’t need Olav’s approval or respect to be a member of the Stalwart; the captain and my friends had forgiven me, but I hated the berserker thinking I was a traitor when I wasn’t.

I only took the duke’s mission because I didn’t want to be stuck on the Deira Sector Outpost, and I’d honestly believed the crew were insurrectionists. As soon as I learned otherwise, I had tried to make things right.

Now, the better half of the crew branded me a traitor despite the captain’s absolution and assurance I was on their side.

“Squire Lyons!” a female voice called out to me, and I peered up at Dr. Lenkov. I’d never seen the doctor out of uniform, and I had to do a double-take. She had traded her medical uniform for a white silk blouse tucked into tight black pants. The outfit was simple, but it accentuated every beautiful curve.

“I am glad I found you,” she said. “I will be traveling into the city tomorrow. Did you still wish to accompany me?”

I tilted my head at the doctor, confused for a second until I remembered she’d wanted me to escort her into the city to replenish the Stalwart’s medical supplies. “Oh, sure.” My thoughts of Olav vanished as I grinned at the stunning doctor. She smiled back at me, and my body buzzed with anticipation.

“Wonderful,” she said. “Shall I meet you outside your quarters at 08:00 CUT?”

I could hardly believe my luck, and my mouth wouldn’t move. So I nodded, and the doctor spun away after giving me a sparkling smile.

Even if Olav and Leith would never forgive me, I still had my friends. I wasn’t going to let the berserker’s words bring me down, so I’d make the best of a bad situation.

Tomorrow was a new day, and I was going to spend it with a beautiful woman who didn’t think I was a traitor.
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Chapter 5

The next morning, an Ecomese robot delivered our belongings to the squire lodgings. Excited to spend the day with Dr. Lenkov, I donned my Runetech armor and secured my longsword to my new breastplate’s magnetons. Accompanying the doctor into the city probably wouldn’t lead to any trouble, but I didn’t want to be without my gear after our last mission. I decided against taking all of my weapons since it might needlessly intimidate or scare the natives.

The other squires watched me get ready, and Richard secured the last of my fasteners.

“Don’t you look positively handsome?” he said with a smirk.

“Good luck, Nick,” Neville said.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Nathan commented.

Richard grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Which means do everything.”

“I’m just escorting the doctor to get medical supplies,” I said. “There’s no need to make a big deal out of it.”

“We’ll make sure we’re not around when you get back,” Nathan said. “I’ll even let you use my mattress.”

I chuckled after playfully shoving the other squire, and I stepped into the passageway. The organic door sealed behind me, and I found the beautiful doctor waiting. Her dark brown hair hung loosely to her shoulders, and her floral perfume replaced the salty scent that seemed to be everywhere on this behemoth. She was wearing a skintight grey containment suit which showcased every curve of her flawless figure.

The squires hadn’t believed the doctor wanted me to accompany her into the city alone, and I hardly believed it myself. Then they’d suggested it was a date. I didn’t agree with them but seeing the angelic doctor now made me wish it was.

“You are punctual,” the doctor said. “I admire that.”

“I try not to keep pretty ladies waiting,” I quipped, and my own words surprised me. I might have said something similar to Elle or Casey, but the doctor was much older than me, and, in all honesty, far beyond my ability to woo.

That didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.

She chuckled. “And it seems you are also quite charming. Now, is there anything else I need to know about you before we leave, Squire Lyons?”

I shook my head and wondered if she was talking about my mutations. “That’s all, Dr. Lenkov.”

“‘Natali, please,” she corrected before starting to walk down the passageway toward the main chamber.

“And you may call me ‘Nick’.” I held out my left arm, and the doctor took it.

We passed the quarters where Leith and Olav were staying, and I saw them both look up from inside the room as we passed. A chill ran down my spine as the berserker growled at me, and I quickened my pace a little, so we were out of their eyeshot.

“Is there a problem?” Natali asked. “You are walking very quickly.”

“Ha, I’m excited to see the Den Ark’s city!” It wasn’t a complete lie since I didn’t have the slightest clue what a city would look like inside this behemoth.

When the doctor and I entered the elevator, she entered a key sequence on the control panel and we ascended to a higher level. I activated my visor so I could regulate the temperature inside my armor, and Natali did the same with her helmet. Her headgear wasn’t designed for war and seemed almost fashionably delicate. The fiberglass bathed her face in pinkish hues, and I could see her full lips pull into a smile.

The door opened, and we both stepped onto a lookout. My eyes were drawn to hundreds of skyscrapers formed from a bone-like material. A spinning orb of energy crackled in an artificial sky, casting everything in a blue light. Together with the reddish glow emanating from the membranous walls of the city’s outer edges, the metal and organic material reflected a full range of blues, purples, and reds.

The sight was startling, and the gasp Dr. Lenkov let out told me she felt the same way. The air buzzed with energy, and goosebumps rippled across my skin even beneath my armor. The scent of ozone filled my nostrils as I inhaled, and I watched a smattering of flying vehicles weave around the tallest buildings in the section of the city furthest from us.

I could just make out the distant chatter from a sparse group of natives eating at an outdoor restaurant below. Even so, this place seemed strangely quiet for what should have been a bustling city. I suspected the population had once been far greater than its current state, but I had no reason for that assumption other than the absence of noise and movement.

Natali withdrew a tablet from the pocket on her left hip. “Do you notice anything peculiar about this place, Nick?”

“It seems empty. There are people, but not enough to account for all these buildings.”

“I thought the same thing. The atmospheric readings suggest there are some anomalies in the area.” She frowned as she swiped at the tablet’s screen. “It will take at least a half hour to produce an accurate summary, so we should retrieve the medical supplies in the meantime. The attendant assigned to me gave me directions to a place which sells basic medkits. They are not Caledonian-made, but the enchanters will still be able to draw runes on them.”

I stood beside Natali as a spiral escalator carried us to the ground level. This place reminded me of the Outlander areas in Bratton’s Business Spire because it was an enclosed city. Apart from that, it was completely different. The populace was entirely homogenous; only the grey-skinned Ecomese wandered the streets, but even down here, the place felt nearly deserted.

“It should only be one kilometer from here,” Natali said as she consulted her tablet.

We walked together, and the few Ecomese we encountered stopped to stare at us. I remembered they were all empaths, so I did my best to control my emotions. I didn’t care whether they detected my feelings of awe at their city or attraction to the doctor, but the whole idea of them reading my emotions seemed invasive.

“Exactly how large is the Den Ark?” I asked the doctor after five minutes of awed silence as we absorbed the sights of the strange city. It seemed incredibly large, and we’d only covered a short distance through it. The skyscrapers looked even taller from the ground level, and I found myself wondering whether they were residential or business. So few of the towering bone-like buildings showed signs of activity, and I wondered again what purpose they served if no one lived inside them.

“It is over twenty-five kilometers long, twice as wide, and incalculably heavy,” Natali said with no shortage of admiration. “I do not understand how technology keeps it both alive and afloat while a civilization lives within it. There are two other Arks on Ecoma, and they all function the same way. The power needed would be incredible.”

“Could magic be involved?” I asked. “Were there ever Grendel portals on Ecoma?” The captain had said there weren’t any at present, but I figured there could have been portals in the past.

I didn’t expect the doctor to know the answer, so my eyebrows lifted in surprise when she shook her head. “No portals.”

“Are there any elsewhere in this star system?”

Natali nodded as we passed a smaller building. A few items of clothing dangled over a balcony on the third floor, but all the other apartments were devoid of personal belongings.

“The Dax have access to Grendel portals on the planetary bodies elsewhere in this system,” she said. “They once ruled Ecoma, and they were responsible for converting the behemoths into the composite creatures they are today. They also created the Ecomese.”

“So why aren’t the Dax still occupying the planet?” I asked as we walked by a food stall. My helmet wasn’t filtering the air, so I could smell the heavy and heady aroma of gamey meat. I guessed it had been grown in a lab, and it didn’t smell at all appetizing. The seller sat on a chair with his feet resting on the stall, and it looked like we were his first potential customers for the day. Either his food was terrible, or there weren’t enough people in the city to take his business.

“There are still a few emissaries who live within an orbiting embassy.” Natali’s nose crinkled in disgust after we moved past the food stall. “There is much antagonism between the two peoples, as you can imagine. The Ecomese were enslaved by the Dax for centuries until they won their freedom.”

“I thought the Dax was a powerful kingdom, and the Ecomese don’t seem like the kind of people who could win an uprising.”

“The Dax modified their DNA so they could live outside the Ark, but their evolution was far more advanced and rapid than the Dax anticipated. Hence, the war. The Ecomese humans might look tame, but they are formidable warriors. The gifts they possess are much like your mutation, Nick.”

My heart plummeted as I realized the true reason why Dr. Lenkov had invited me with her today. This wasn’t a date at all. It wasn’t even an outing among friends. She wanted to ask me about my mutation and conduct a medical interview of some sort. I was a bit disappointed, but then Natali grabbed my arm.

“We do not need to talk about it if the subject is too difficult for you,” she said. “I understand your mutation event caused the portal on Tyranus to upgrade, and that your fellow cadets were killed as a result.” There was no accusation in her words, only a deep sorrow.

“I don’t mind,” I said. “I need to learn more about my mutation, anyway. Captain Cross wants me to use it to help them find the portals for--” I stopped, not knowing how much the doctor knew concerning the crew’s true mission.

“For the late king’s armor?” Natali smirked at me. “Yes, I am privy to the captain’s quest. I was actually aboard the ship when he first received it.”

Excitement filled my chest, and I thought to ask the doctor when the captain had been given the quest and from whom. Then I remembered I’d told Elle not to dig for information while we were on Ecoma. I had made the point clerk promise to stay out of trouble, and I would be betraying our friendship by asking Natali any probing questions.

I stifled my curiosity as the doctor stopped outside a skyscraper. It looked much the same as all the others, except there were at least five people inside the lobby.

“This is the place,” she said. “Would you mind waiting outside with my tablet? It needs a little longer to complete the reading.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go in there with you?” The building seemed unimposing in its uniformity with the rest of the skyscrapers. Still, I wanted to ensure the doctor didn’t find herself on the wrong side of the natives.

Natali held out the tablet and smiled. “I can handle myself, Nick.” She dropped the device into my hand and walked into the skyscraper before I could say anything else to her.

For the next half hour, I watched the grey-skinned people filter in and out of the bone buildings. The evolved humans seemed to move with a somberness, and I wondered how they liked living inside here rather than on a planet’s surface. None of them seemed physically strong, so I had difficulty confirming the doctor’s words about them being powerful warriors. I guessed the strongest among them must live elsewhere on the Ark.

A group of Ecomese teenagers passed me, each walking a few meters apart. Their expressions were grave, and I wondered why they seemed so depressed. Maybe it was a result of their mutant abilities. I could imagine the difficulties inferring thoughts from emotions might pose to their social lives. The teenagers glanced over their shoulders a few times, but I couldn’t determine what was catching their interest.

After thirty seconds, I saw a man in power armor come from the direction. The equipment was painted matte black, and his head was marked with runic tattoos. He looked like a knight, except I’d never seen knights with totemic items jutting from all over their gear. Grendel skulls encased either shoulder, and a bone-white spear crossed his back.

As he approached, four more soldiers trailed behind him. Their armor didn’t bear any Grendel skulls or totemic items, but it was painted in the same matte black as the knight. Swords dangled from their prot-belts, and the shining metal glistened against their dark armor. Larger than usual gauntlets wrapped around their left forearms, and I guessed they were used to summon energy shields.

I reached over my shoulder and gripped my longsword handle. I figured I could hit them all with a forcewave before they got too close, but then I’d be attacking a bunch of random warriors without cause. The Tachion mission had made me anxious about foreign knights, and I tried to calm my nerves.

But I would trust my instincts. If this armored knight turned out to be bad news like Emeric had been, I would go down fighting. For now, I’d keep my wits about me and assess the situation.

“Hail!” the man said as he walked toward me. “It is unusual to see a Caledonian squire on Ecoma.” He gave me a friendly smile, and I returned it.

“Which kingdom are you from?” I asked, even though I had already guessed the answer.

“We are Dax,” he said.

I remembered Captain Cross had ordered us to avoid the Dax while we were on the planet. Although I was curious, I didn’t want to disobey a direct order. And I also didn’t want things to turn ugly. After all, Emeric the Aquitanian knight had seemed amiable and polite when I first met him. Then he tried to kill me. Three times.

“I really should be going,” I said as I turned toward the skyscraper behind me. I kept my eyes fixed on the Dax, and I was prepared to wield my longsword at a moment’s notice. I figured the big man in power armor was the Dax equivalent of a knight, and the soldiers wearing lighter armor and less powerful looking weapons were the equivalent of squires.

“Nonsense,” the man in power armor said. “You were waiting out here, and I’m guessing you’re hanging in the street while a companion does some shopping.”

I didn’t respond to the man, nor did I walk away. I couldn’t exactly leave Dr. Lenkov while these foreign soldiers were outside the skyscraper, so I let down my hand.

“I haven’t spoken to anyone from Caledonia for some time,” the man said. “Tell me, how fares your queen?”

His smile was disarming me, and I was starting to wonder whether my worries were for nothing. As long as I didn’t cause any trouble, I wouldn’t be disobeying the captain’s orders outright. I didn’t want a repeat of Tachion, but this Dax seemed genuinely likable. I could sense no real threat coming from him, so I decided a conversation wouldn’t hurt while I waited for the doctor.

“Queen Catrina is in good health and still reigns from her golden throne in Castle Stirling,” I said.

“Very good,” he said. “I often envy the Caledonian monarchy. There is much to be said for hereditary succession.”

“Sir Uram,” an armored Dax woman addressed the knight. Then her words became unintellible to me.

The armored knight responded to the soldier before opening his mouth and roaring with laughter. “She wishes for me to return to the embassy. Yet she does not realize I am her superior. The Star Spears do not bow to the wills of their initiates.”

“Star Spear?” I asked. “You’re not a knight?”

“Ah, yes, we are the equivalent of your Space Knights. This rabble behind me wishes to one day join our ranks.” He gestured at the soldiers in unadorned armor. “They were sent to Ecoma because they were deemed troublesome. It’s my mission to iron them all out so they can ascend to--”

Something slammed into the side of Sir Uram’s head, cutting him off mid-sentence. He lifted a gauntleted hand to his head and wiped the remains of what looked like a rotten fruit.

Thee female initiate behind him cried out, and the other four soldiers drew their swords and scanned the area. I was a little surprised they were arming themselves after someone had thrown rotten fruit, but I joined in the search for the culprit.

An initiate yelled in a foreign language as he thrust a finger toward the entrance of a skyscraper. The Ecomese teenagers I’d seen earlier were hiding in the undercover area of the building, and they scattered when their location became known.

An Ecomese teenager sprinted across the road, and I saw hatred spark in an initiate’s eyes as she drew her sword. The armored woman then sprinted toward the teenager like a panther chasing down her prey.

I didn’t wait a second to activate my speed sequence. The improved runes sent power surging through my limbs, and I bounded across the road, reached over my shoulder, and pulled my longsword from my breastplate’s magnetons. I got to the Ecomese teenager before the initiate did, and I raised my blade as the soldier’s sword came down. Metal clanged against metal, and the Dax’s eyes widened as she realized her weapon hadn’t ended the teenager’s life.

“You can’t kill him,” I said. “You don’t know whether he was the one who threw the fruit. Even if he did, he doesn’t deserve to die.”

Sir Uram approached, and he barked an order at the woman. The initiate exhaled and slipped her sword into its scabbard. She responded with a series of harsh words before storming away to join the other Dax initiates.

“They have much to learn,” Sir Uram said to me. “They don’t understand how their forefathers enslaved the Ecomese people. Those kids who threw the fruit probably hear all about how terrible we Dax are from their parents. And they’re half-right. There aren’t many good Dax around.”

The Star Spear’s gaze shifted over my shoulder. “Here come the enforcers. Looks like they captured the kid.”

I turned to see four Ecomese men with staves running toward us. They were hauling the teenager the initiate had almost killed.

“Ah, a Caledonian,” the enforcer said to me as he pushed the teenager toward us. The young man’s hands and feet were bound, and it looked like the enforcers had thrown in a few punches for good measure. “Was this the one who caused it?”

The soldier seemed to be making a point of not addressing Sir Uram, and I guessed he wasn’t too fond of the Dax Star Spear.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I believe he was involved,” Sir Uram answered. He didn’t seem as hesitant to condemn the teenager to punishment, and I wondered how truthful his comments about the enslavement of the Ecomese had been.

Without looking at the Star Spear, the enforcer removed an electronic device from his robe and scanned the teenager with it. He beckoned the other enforcers over and held out the device for them to read it. The others raised their eyebrows, conversed among themselves, and then hauled the bound teenager away.

“We apologize for this,” the enforcer said to me. “He will be dealt with.”

“I don’t know for certain whether he threw the fruit,” I protested. “Maybe you should let him--”

“We will conduct the appropriate punishment,” the enforcer said.

“What was that device for?” I asked.

The Ecomese man gave me a forced smile. “What device?”

“The one you used to scan the teenager with.”

“We were simply checking his health. Farewell.” The enforcer left us and followed his comrades.

“They weren’t checking his health,” Sir Unam said to me when the Ecomese enforcers were out of earshot.

“I figured,” I said. “Do you know what they were doing?”

The Star Spear shook his head. “But I understand the Ecomese language well enough after fifteen years on this planet. The enforcer leader said that the kid got past the testing and was one of the ripest he’d ever seen. Don’t ask me what he meant by that, but it can’t be good.”

The old warrior glanced to either side, and then he slapped his forehead with his palm. “Blast! Those initiates have abandoned me. They’re no end of trouble. Nice to share a conversation with you . . .” He held out his hand.

“Nicholas Lyons,” I said, and I shook the man’s hand.

“Sir Nugan Uram,” he said. “I’m the senior Dax emissary to Ecoma. I wouldn’t mind knocking back a few brews with you Caledonian lot, but I think these initiates will keep me too busy. Speaking of, I better go after them.”

I nodded goodbye as the Star Spear left. As soon as he’d turned and walked away, I cracked my neck and then rolled my shoulders. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been talking with the Dax warrior, but I was glad nothing bad had come of it.

The doctor wasn’t back yet, so I considered the translated words of the enforcer while I waited outside the building she’d entered. I wasn’t sure of the meaning of ‘ripest’, but I didn’t have much time to ponder it because Natali exited the skyscraper.

“All done!” she exclaimed. “I have organized a delivery of Ecomese medkits to the Stalwart. We should have more than enough for the next few missions. Has the tablet finalized the reading?”

I removed her device from my belt and noticed the red light had changed to green. The doctor snatched it out of my hands with eagerness before I could read the device.

The beautiful doctor’s eyebrows tightened, and her dark eyes narrowed in thought. “Peculiar. There are incredible power spikes in this city. I suppose it might be worth having a look at.”

“Could it be because the Ecomese store the energy from the atmosphere in their bodies like batteries?” I asked.

The doctor tilted her head at me, and a curious smile spread her lips. “How did you know that?”

“One of the prime minister’s guards told me the Ecomese humans absorb the storm’s energies outside the Ark. The higher the level, the more they soak up. Apparently, they explode if they take in too much.”

“Fascinating!” Dr. Lenkov’s eyes widened as she looked at her tablet. “Even so, this energy spike seems to be coming from a single location. I doubt the people are generating it.”

“Maybe it’s the energy globe?” I motioned to the giant ball of writhing blue sparks in the artificial sky.

“It could be. I wonder if we can take a closer look at the globe. I would like to know how it functions. Do you have time? I do not wish to keep you from your plans.”

“My only plan today was getting to know you better,” I said. Even though it was apparent Natali had only invited me on the errand to question me, I still wanted to flirt with her.

“Excellent!” The doctor placed her arm in mine. “Shall we?”

I smiled at Natali as she touched me. I was about to tell her about my experience with the Dax, but then I stopped myself. Why ruin a good thing? She didn’t need to know about it, and it would probably dampen an otherwise pleasant day.

We walked through the streets, and I was taken aback again by the lack of people. So many of the skyscrapers seemed deserted, and those with signs of life had most of their windows shuttered.

The doctor spoke to me about her childhood as a Rutheni, and how she’d transferred citizenship into the Caledonian Kingdom so she could attend medical school. The Rutheni’s strict rules dictated which social classes could enter higher institutions, and Natali had been able to contravene those social norms by becoming a Caledonian. It was only after her time in school that she learned to love and respect Queen Catrina, and it was her devotion to the crown that made her join the Stalwart.

I felt a little bad hearing this because I originally thought the crew members were insurrectionists. I hadn’t known then that they were unparalleled in their devotion to both the queen and her late father, King Justinian.

After my conversation with the doctor turned to more mundane things, I noticed all the Ecomese were either traveling toward or leaving from a domed building made entirely of a silver metal. Natali must have noticed, too, because she stopped walking.

I glanced at the artificial sky and realized we were almost directly beneath the ball of energy functioning like a sun. The doctor didn’t seem interested how the sun functioned anymore, since her eyes were fixed on the silver building.

“What do you think the building might be?” she asked.

“An important place,” I answered with a shrug.

Natali removed her tablet from her pocket. “There are strange readings coming from the direction of that building. An energy flux of some kind.”

“Want to check it out?” I asked.

“Yes!” The doctor jumped up and down like a little girl, but her breasts moved beneath her skin tight suit hypnotically. I was surprised by the sudden excited outburst, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. Natali regained composure and then grabbed my arm again.

My armor prevented me from truly feeling her touch, but I imagined for a moment what it might be like to have her soft skin slide against my own. In a blink of an eye, my mind conjured a scene of the doctor leading me back to her quarters and to her bed.

All I cared about now was the lovely woman whose arm was wrapped around mine. The only Rutheni I’d met before were the knights and soldiers I’d fought on Tachion, so I didn’t know whether this kind of physical contact was indicative of attraction or something else.

I hoped it was attraction. At least I would feel less awkward about my thoughts if I knew the doctor was interested in me. I was glad there weren’t any Ecomese close to us because they would have known my incredible desire for her instantly.

We arrived outside the silver building, and the light from the energy sun bounced off its many sides in an array of colors. Ecomese people wearing orange hazmat suits entered the building through two giant doors.

“Yes,” Natali said as she looked at her tablet. “The energy flux is definitely coming from this building. The readings are incredibly high. I’ve never seen anything quite like this.”

“I think we should go inside,” I said, and the doctor squeezed my arm with joy.

Rainbows danced over the domed rooftop as the doctor and I approached two sentries stationed on either side of the building’s giant entrance doors.

“I am Dr. Natali Lenkov of the RTF Stalwart,” she said, and the sentries either didn’t recognize the ship’s name or they didn’t care. The reaction was strange since the enforcer leader had treated me with reverence. “This is Squire Nicholas Lyons.”

The guards looked me up and down, and I saw their grips on their staves tighten a little. I wasn’t surprised by their reaction since I was equipped with full armor and my longsword was attached to my back.

“You may not enter,” the left sentry said.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Why is everyone coming and going from this building? The doctor here is getting strange energy readings.”

“No entry to non-Ecomese,” the right sentry barked. “Our prime minister has spoken. If you continue to bother us, we’ll have you escorted back to your ship.”

Dr. Lenkov’s lips tightened into a frown. “Your prime minister has granted us access to the entirety of the Ark.” I could tell she wasn’t used to being refused, and her skin blossomed with anger.

“Not inside here,” the left sentry said, and he lifted his head to look past us. Both men resumed their stations and acted as though we weren’t there.

The doctor scowled at the man before walking in the direction we’d come. I stared at the guard for a second, wondering why they were so determined to not let us inside. The order must have come from higher up, but why? What were they hiding?

I caught up to Natali, and she shook her head in fury. I thought about offering her some consolation but decided against it because I’d never seen her so angry. When we were on the other side of the street, she stopped to stare up at the domed building. The reflection painted rainbows over her helmet and suit. No words came out of her mouth, but her mind was clearly ticking.

“Why do you think we’re forbidden to enter?” I asked after she had seemed to have calmed down. “I guess it could be something reasonable, like safety. But I have this weird feeling about that building.”

“Do you suspect something amiss?” she said as she stared into my eyes.

“There’s definitely something peculiar about this city, and I don’t think I’m being paranoid.”

Natali gazed longingly at the shiny artifice. “I would like to see what those sentries are so concerned about us seeing.”

If I could see a video feed of an area inside the building, I could use my mutant ability. Without an accurate mental image of the location I wanted to teleport to, I might inadvertently transport the doctor and I into solid matter. I wasn’t certain that would happen, but it was too great a risk just to please Natali.

But maybe I wouldn’t have to teleport.

“Why don’t we see if there’s another way inside?” I doubted we’d find one, but I still wanted to impress the doctor.

“I’m not sure it’s wise to do that, Nick,” she said.

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” I said. I normally obeyed all the rules, but the beautiful Rutheni woman’s allure made me disregard the tendency. She wanted to see the inside of the building, and I wanted to impress her.

Natali exhaled. “I don’t see the harm in having a look, I suppose.” I walked down the stairs, but not before seeing a slight smile on the doctor’s face.

We crossed the road and skirted around the guarded front entrance so we would keep out of the sentries’ line of sight. There was a small alley which looked like it headed back toward the mysterious building, and we walked down it until it curved around to the rear end of the silver structure. Giant robots and containers filled with minerals surrounded a small doorway with signs plastered above it. The area looked like it was midway through construction, but there were no workers, and the project appeared to have been abandoned some time ago.

There was a guardhouse beside it with single sentry sitting behind the glass. I gave the man a wave and a friendly smile.

“What are you doing, Nick?” Dr. Lenkov hissed at me. “He’s not going to let us inside.”

“Trust me,” I whispered back to her.

I’d already formulated a plan, but I wasn’t sure it would work. Still, I didn’t let my doubts show. Confidence was everything.

“We need help,” I said into the microphone on the outside of the guardhouse. I kept my distance from the empath since I didn’t want him reading my emotions. I wasn’t sure the range of his powers, but I figured a metal wall, reinforced glass, and a good three meters would be sufficient.

“You’re Caledonian,” he said with a thick accent. “Nothing for you to see here. If you need assistance, see the empath assigned to you.”

“There’s been a fight with the Dax!” I yelled with false desperation.

The sentry’s eyes bulged, and he shot to his feet. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, a bunch of kids threw rotten fruit at the Dax Star Spear. I think it was Sir Nugan Uram. He seemed like a pretty big deal. The Star Spear’s initiates got involved, and then a brawl started inside one of the buildings.”

I embellished the story a little, but the sentry seemed terrified, and I figured I’d just given him the shock of his life.

“When?” the Ecomese sentry asked.

“Only a few minutes ago. I didn’t really know who to tell, so I came here.”

“Which building?”

“I don’t remember the exact one. It was really big.” I almost laughed to myself at the vagueness, and I could see the doctor tilt her head at me in confusion.

The man spoke into his radio device, and there were a few tense minutes while he exchanged words with the person on the other end.

“The enforcers said there was trouble between the Dax and some teenagers earlier today, so it must have become worse,” the sentry said to me after the call finished. “Those Dax could really do some damage. The enforcers will need all the help they can get if there’s a riot.”

The sentry turned his head, and I could see him looking at a spear resting on the wall behind him. He sighed, grabbed the weapon, then exited the guardhouse. He didn’t even spare us a second glance as he moved toward the location I’d provided him.

“Impressive, Nick,” Natali said. “You are quite the talker.”

“Talking isn’t all my tongue is good for.” As soon as the words left my lips, I slammed my mouth shut. My heart raced while my face reddened in embarrassment. Had I really said that? I was forward with the doctor because I didn’t think I stood a chance with her. She didn’t seem to mind though, and she slapped my arm.

“Very funny,” she said. “But what do we do now?”

“The sentry will be back as soon as the enforcers realize nothing is going on inside the skyscraper. I don’t know what their surveillance is like so it could be any second now.”

I peered into the guardhouse window and saw a few yellow hazmat suits hanging from a clothes rack. They were identical to the suits worn by the technicians I’d seen entering the building earlier. If the doctor and I were wearing them, we could walk through the facility without anyone bothering us. The empaths might be able to read our emotions, but I figured Natali would be satisfied with a little peek inside the plant so we wouldn’t have to stay long.

I checked for anyone in the area, but we were alone. I couldn’t see any cameras either, so I rushed over to the gatehouse entrance. Before I opened the door, I turned to the doctor with my arm held out. “Ladies first.”

“I shouldn’t,” Natali said. “I am the Stalwart’s senior medical officer. If I’m caught--”

I opened the guardhouse door and urged the doctor in by waving my hand. She reluctantly entered, but I could see a little smile spread her lips. I followed after her, and she stopped at a monitor screen showing a layout of the building. It was much larger than it appeared from the outside, and the passageways extended beneath the surface of this level.

“It’s a power plant,” Natali said with a hint of disappointment.

“That explains the energy readings,” I said.

She pulled out her tablet, glanced at it, and then back at the monitor. “Maybe not. These spikes are highly unusual. Not the sort you would see at a plant harvesting storm energy.”

“So you still want to go inside?”

“Certainly!” The beautiful doctor spun toward me, and I gave her a grin.

“Great,” I said as I removed a small-sized hazmat suit from the rack. “Will this fit you?”

“I’m already wearing a containment suit,” she said.

“This one will keep the Ecomese from noticing that you’re not one of them,” I said.

“Very smart, Nick.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Now try it on.”

Natali took the hazmat suit from me, held it against her body, and then she smiled broadly. “Nicholas Lyons, I cannot believe what I am about to do,” the doctor said as she slipped the hazmat suit over her skin tight containment suit. I almost wished she would have needed to remove her outer layer before donning the new garment, but I figured this wasn’t the place.

Maybe another time.

I found the largest suit and tried to put it on over my armor. Even with the doctor’s assistance, I couldn’t get it above my waist because of my bulky equipment.

“Damn,” I said as I stepped out from the hazmat suit’s legs. I considered removing my armor, but that thought lasted a millisecond. My equipment was too valuable to me to leave behind, and I might even need it inside the plant.

Tachion had taught me to always be prepared for trouble, even in the unlikeliest of places.

I double-checked the sizes of the other suits, but they were all too small. I glanced outside the window and didn’t see any sign of the sentry who’d left. He could return at any minute, and I was almost ready to give up and quit trying to impress the doctor.

“Maybe we could use this?” Natali gestured at a three-meter-long trolley with a canvas tarp covering it. “You could lie on the lower shelf,” she suggested with a shrug.

I grinned at her, and exhilaration jolted through my body. I couldn’t believe what I was doing, but before I could even consider the consequences, I was sitting inside the trolley with my legs hugged to my chest.

“You gonna push me inside, Doctor?” I asked.

“Yes, that sounds like fun.” She gripped the trolley’s handle and then bit her lip. I couldn’t tell whether her words carried a hidden meaning, but the thought that she might have just made a pass at me made me grin.

Soon, I was moving as the doctor pushed the trolley out from the guardhouse and through the narrow doorway. While we were inside the facility, I kept the canvas layered around me shut tight so I wouldn’t be seen. It meant I couldn’t look at the surroundings, but I preferred blindness to getting caught. Our pace didn’t let up, and I was thankful none of the Ecomese noticed the two emotional readings coming from the single person hauling the trolley.

We stopped suddenly, and Natali lifted the canvas. I crept outside and stretched. We’d stopped on a narrow catwalk, and I turned to see Natali staring down at the chamber fifty feet beneath us.

“Gods!” Natali covered her gaping mouth with her hand.

When I saw what she was looking at, my heart seized in my chest. Below us were at least a thousand naked Ecomese males and females arrayed in rows of ten. I didn’t know how their aging process worked exactly, but they appeared to be in prime health. Every one of them stood within a rune circle while the magic around them glowed faintly and their torsos blared with a bright blue light. At least a dozen rune circles bore degenerated sigils, and there were no Ecomese people standing inside them.

A woman four rows down and two columns to my right suddenly screamed. Her entire body flared like a nova, and then she exploded. Her atoms disintegrated, and the rune circle flickered before glowing too brightly for me to look at. Lines in the ground illuminated from the now empty rune circle and traveled to a giant runic battery at the far end of the chamber.

We had found the source of the Den Ark’s power.

Conflicting emotions stirred in my stomach, and I was frozen in the spot as I looked at the hundreds of people who would soon become fuel. The process reminded me a little of the jump spheres inside our starship’s arcane chamber when Matthias had become a glowing blue light and his magical energy transferred to the runic batteries. There was a serious difference between the machina’s display and what I was seeing now. The ritual these Ecomese people were engaged in ended in death.

It was horrifying.

I realized now what the enforcer had meant about the teenager being ‘ripe.’ The young man was probably at the stage where he could be harvested in this ritual. My insides churned together as I thought about what could have forced this level of depravity. Why did the prime minister sanction this? Surely she knew about it, but why did they need to harvest energy like this?

“I think we’ve been found out.” Natali nodded at a technician on the other side of the catwalk. The man pointed in our direction, and a trio of guards filtered onto the metal bridge.

“Shit,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”

I grabbed the doctor’s hand and sprinted out of the chamber. With Natali calling out directions, we maneuvered around men and women wearing hazmat suits. I lifted the doctor into my arms, and my armor made her weigh next to nothing. The corridor was obstructed by a cart filled with electrical devices, and I leaped over it. My heart slammed into my chest as the memory of those dying Ecomese flickered in front of my eyes.

We exited through the narrow door, and it was still a good ten minutes of sprinting through the city before we came to the escalator and then the elevator. The whole time, I was expecting a group of enforcers to intercept us, but they seemed more concerned with attending to the apparent threat posed by the troublesome Ecomese teenagers and the Dax. The commotion the soldiers provided in their search for the culprits also meant our heightened emotional states were ignored by the natives.

At least my lie had bought us some time.

My chest was heaving as I punched the elevator, and the doors curled open. When I let Natali down, her face was bone-white, and her pupils danced from one corner of the compartment to the other.

“Nick . . . I don’t believe what we saw. Tell me that my eyes were lying. Please.”

“I saw it, too, Natali.” My quivering hand entered the code for the level where the Stalwart’s crew were staying. Many questions echoed in my mind, and I couldn’t keep all of them to myself.

“Why are the Ecomese using their own people to fuel the Ark?” I asked. “Wouldn’t the storms be more than sufficient?” I was having trouble keeping my voice steady. I’d never seen anything like that before. It was worse than any battlefield.

“Not if they have incredible power requirements. The Ecomese humans are practically living batteries. Plus, the storms are incredibly difficult to extract power from. Even so, how long can they survive murdering their own people? Something must have happened recently to cause them to resort to such terrible measures.” The doctor’s words came out in a jumble, and her pupils darted about like she was on the verge of a breakdown.

I didn’t feel too good either. I had only wanted to impress the doctor by sneaking into the power plant, and now the images of those Ecomese people awaiting their deaths was seared into my mind.

We wouldn’t be able to keep the secret for long while in the presence of empaths either. Not until the shock wore off at least, and I doubted that would be any time soon.

Natali’s shoulders dropped, and her face crumpled in pain.

I wished I could have consoled the doctor by telling her we would find a way to help these people, but it sounded like they were already desperate and out of answers. The Caledonian Kingdom wasn’t exactly poor, but they weren’t likely to assist a planet so far from the kingdom’s reach. Ecoma had little to offer without Grendel portals, and they didn’t seem to possess any natural resources or manufacturing capabilities.

We deactivated our helmets when the elevator stopped at our level. Then we exited and sprinted toward the chamber leading to our assigned lodgings. I kept looking over my shoulder, wondering when we’d be reprimanded for trespassing inside the power plant. The doctor and I had discovered a terrible secret, and I was sure the prime minister would find some way of punishing us.

“We need to speak with the captain,” I said. “He’ll know what to do next.”

“Excellent idea,” Natali said as we entered the chamber connected to the corridor where the crew was staying. “But I will--”

Her voice was cut off by the overwhelming noise inside the room. It was like the height of a summer festival inside, and I wasn’t ready for the roar of celebration. Ecomese people and the Stalwart’s crew mingled together, yelling and laughing. They all stood with drinks in their hands while they watched a giant holo projected into the center of the room.

“I shall go find the captain!” Dr. Lenkov yelled in my ear. “It’s probably best you don’t come with me. I’ll return here if you are needed.”

“Are you sure?” I yelled back over the crowd. “Wouldn’t it be better if we both went?”

“I would like to avoid telling the captain that you snuck into the power plant with me. After your history on the ship, it’s probably for the best.”

“I can’t let you do that, Natali. It was my idea to go through the side entrance. I lied to the sentry. I’m the one to blame.”

“That is part of the reason you should not be there!” she yelled in my ear as the crowd roared again. She said something else, but all I heard was: “--you must stay here. I will return as soon as I can.”

I sighed. “Okay. But I’ll be keeping a lookout for any of the enforcers. If they come here, I’m going straight to the captain’s quarters.”

“A good plan! You are a smart man, Nicholas Lyons, if a little foolish.” Natali moved her lips away from my ear, touched my face, and caused my entire body to tingle. Then she turned and left through the corridor leading to the crew’s assigned quarters.

I searched among the crowd for my friends and spotted them in the far right corner of the room.

“Hey, Nick!” Nathan waved his arm, and all three squires moved through the crowd to get to me.

“How did your little date with Dr. Lenkov go?” Richard asked me as he wiggled his eyebrows. His eyes were half-closed, and I guessed that the beer in his right hand was probably his twelfth.

My stomach turned and spun as I tried to find the words to answer my friend. I couldn’t keep this secret from them. I’d just seen a woman die while almost another thousand people prepared to give their lives as fuel.

“You guys won’t believe what I saw,” I blurted out. I probably should have waited until Natali came back, but these were my friends and I needed to speak to someone about the horror I’d witnessed. “The Ecomese are killing their own for energy.”

My words were lost among noise as the entire crowd cheered. None of my friends had heard me, and they all turned their heads to face the holo in room’s center.

My mouth dropped open, and my lungs clenched when I saw holos of Moses and Flanagan fighting two Grendel Elite holos. The pair of lizardmen wore armor unlike anything I’d seen and wielded serrated spears. The knights were equipped in mechanical suits, but I could see their faces in the windowed helmets.

I shook my head, unable to believe my eyes. This couldn’t be happening. Why were the knights fighting Grendels? Why were the lizard-men on Ecoma? The captain had said there weren’t any portals on this planet.

“What’s going on?” I asked my friends, my voice hoarse. “Why are the knights fighting Grendels? And why are you all watching?”

The squires laughed at me, and their beer sloshed out of their mugs. “It’s only a simulation, Nick,” Nathan said. “No need to be all worked up about it.”

“Moses and Flanagan are over there.” Neville nodded toward a nook in the wall where the two knights were strapped into pod chairs, wearing what looked like old-fashioned armets on their heads. Neon lights blared from the metal helmets, and microchips glistened on their temples.

I exhaled in relief and then glanced back at the chamber’s entrance. I expected to see a dozen enforcers charging into the room. Instead, the doorway was empty. But for how long? Surely they’d come after the doctor and me, eventually. Hopefully it wouldn’t be before Natali had a chance to explain everything to the captain.

Captain Cross would smooth things over with the prime minister, and then he would want answers. I’d disobeyed orders on Tachion, and now I’d entered a forbidden area on Ecoma. My desire for the doctor had made me do something stupid, and I really regretted it now.

But I couldn’t spend my time watching a simulated game while everyone was drunk around me. I spotted a dark corner and figured I’d wait there until Natali came back from the captain. Keeping an eye on the doorway would be easy from that position, and I could sneak away if any enforcers came looking for me.

I turned back to the squires to continue telling them about the power plant. But I was stopped short when I caught a glimpse of Olav walking toward me.

The crowd parted before the massive berserker, and he screamed as he approached. “You’re next, squires!”

Leith followed behind the bear of a man, and both knights held the largest mugs of ale I’d ever seen. After our conversation last night, I’d thought I wouldn’t have to worry about the two knights anymore.

I should have known otherwise.

“You’ll be joining us in one of those matches,” Leith said, and the other squires beside me grinned with joy.

“I don’t have time,” I said.

“Come on, Nick, it’ll be a blast,” Richard said.

“I’m not playing this game,” I said. “Not when there are people dying.”

“Gods, Nick! It’s only a game.” Nathan seemed infuriated by my apparent lack of understanding, but he was the one who didn’t understand.

I shook my head in frustration and went to leave, but before I could make a move, the two knights each took one of my arms. I struggled against their grips, but they were too strong for me. I could have activated my Runetech and wrestled the unarmored men from me, but I didn’t want to anger them. They smelled like they had been swimming in a pool of ale, and I knew neither of them possessed rational faculties at the moment. In fact, every person in the chamber seemed far too drunk to hear me out.

“The Ecomese are killing themselves!” I yelled, too desperate to care who heard me. But those who could see me laughed at the knights and me as if they were wrestling with me for fun.

“Shut it, Squire,” Olav spat. “You’re gonna sit your ass in one of those chairs, shove the helmet over your head, and play this game.”

“It’s time for some fun,” Leith said as they dragged me into one of the chairs bolted to the walls. They shoved me into the seat and then clamped my arms to the sides so I couldn’t move.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I screamed at them as I tried to pull away.

“It’s alright, Nick,” Nathan said as he sat beside me. His words were slurred, and he seemed almost as drunk as every other person in the room. “No need to be so angry about it.”

Olav and Leith strapped themselves into the chairs on my right while Richard and Neville took the seats to my left. The empath who’d been assigned to the squires approached us.

“Alin, can you explain the game to Nick?” Richard asked the woman. “I think he’s a little nervous.”

I was too angry to speak, and the others were too intoxicated to listen to me. The empath probably detected my rage because she placed a calming hand on my shoulder and squeezed lightly.

“It’s a virtual game we Ecomese play,” she explained. “It allows for friendly competition among the Three Arks on our planet. It also provides relief from our empathic abilities. Inside the World of Yamyra, we cannot know what our companions are feeling.”

“Is it dangerous?” Neville asked her.

“Are you afraid we’ll kick your asses again like we did in our ship’s battle room?” Leith grinned. “I don’t blame you. It was quite the ass-kicking.”

Alin shot the knights a poisonous glare and then smiled at the squires. “You will not die. But you can still feel pain. And lots of it.”

“But no broken bones when we’re done, right?” Olav asked Alin. “No signs of bruising?”

“Can’t have the captain finding out,” Leith said with a nod. “Smart thinking, Olav, my friend.”

The berserker grinned proudly. “I’m a smart guy, ask anyone.”

“The simulation is completely mental. There will be no physical signs shown on a player’s body, no matter how terrible the trauma inside the virtual arena,” Alin confirmed. “It is otherwise a most immersive experience. It is the pride of Ecoma’s cyber alchemists.”

“Excellent,” Leith said as he shot me a deadly grin. “I’m looking forward to this!”
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Chapter 6

After a few minutes strapped inside the chair, I realized I wouldn’t be going anywhere until I finished this virtual contest.

“Ready for an ass-kicking, traitor?” Olav snarled from beside me.

I clenched my hands into fists and tried to ignore the berserker.

“The virtual world is an arena where two teams compete against each other,” Alin explained. The squires and knights had watched the previous match, so I figured the empath was explaining the rules for my benefit. “You four will compete on the Blue Team,” she said to us. “The two knights will be on the Red Team.”

The empath reached over me and pulled the helmet down. She stopped before it was completely over my head and then whispered in my ear. “I can feel your anxiousness. There is no need to worry. Yes, you will feel pain, but you cannot die. It is only a game.”

The woman obviously interpreted my emotions incorrectly since I wasn’t worried about this game at all. The exploding Ecomese I’d seen inside the rune circles occupied my mind, and I wondered how many would die in the time it took me to get this over with.

I forced those thoughts away and concentrated on the game. I was still in shock, so at least this simulation might take my mind off the horror for a bit. If this game could make a man feel pain, then I was going to give Olav and Leith their fair share. For now, I’d forget what happened inside the power plant and concentrate on killing these two knights.

Even if it was merely a game.

“The cyber alchemists have configured a number of playable kingdoms and classes,” Alin explained as she pulled the helmet over my face and I couldn’t see anymore.

I’d never really played any of the Caledonian Kingdom’s virtual games since I never had the spare cash as a kid. Even at the Academy, I was in my dorm room studying or in the battle chambers. I’d always envied the rich nobles who didn’t need to study or fight well in order to pass classes or complete missions successfully.

Now, I was about to participate in a pastime Core World children enjoyed. Outlander youths and others too poor to afford the luxuries of the aristocracy looked upon the virtual games with envy, and I grinned in anticipation.

My vision flickered for a moment, and the helmet’s visor displayed an introduction screen.

Welcome to the World of Yamyra.

Please prepare for infusion.

I felt my palms grow slick, and my heartbeat kicked up a notch.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe this would actually be fun.

I soon forgot the power plant, and my mind was filled with anticipation of what I was about to experience.

Suddenly, something jabbed my temples, and pained seared through my head. I guessed it was a neural link required to interface the virtual world the helmet created.

A menu displayed in front of my eyes, and I entered my full name with a mental command.

Squire Nicholas Lyons - Blue Team

An interface in green neon text appeared.

1. Race

2. Class

3. Scenario

“If we’re playing this silly game, then we knights get to choose our race first,” Olav’s voice entered through my helmet.

A line of text appeared on my visor.

Red Team has selected Race: Human (Caledonian Kingdom)

“You squires can play dress-up,” Olav said. “But we’ll stay human.”

“What do we choose?” Neville asked me and the twins.

I concentrated on the Race option, and a proliferation of races dropped down. One immediately caught my eye.

“I say we select Grendels,” I said.

“Yes,” Leith said. “Do that. It’ll make me feel less bad for killing you all.”

“You weren’t going to feel bad about killing them,” Olav said.

“You speak truly, friend. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to be nice since they’re gonna be in a world of pain when we’re done.”

“Sounds delightful,” the berserker said, and I could tell he was grinning beneath his helmet. “I kind of want to tape this to Lyons’ head now so he can’t ever take it off.”

“So you guys don’t mind choosing Grendel?” I ignored the knights and asked my friends. No one objected, so I confirmed the selection.

The options for Class opened on my visor.

Grunt

Warrior (Limited to 1)

Elite (Limited to 1)

I’d fought against all three Gendel types, so I knew which one I wanted to pick, but I figured I’d let the others choose first.

“Richard and I will be Grunts,” Nathan said.

“I’ll take the Warrior spot,” Neville said. “You can be an Elite, Nick.”

I selected and confirmed the Elite class and tried to keep my excitement to a minimum. In a few minutes, I would control a Grendel avatar.

“Red Team has fewer numbers, so they will select the scenario,” Alin said. I could hear a slight tremor in her voice, and I realized it was eagerness. She sounded like an excited child, and I shared her enthusiasm.

Scenario: Capture the Flag

Sub-condition: Prot-fields disabled

I was a little surprised Olav and Leith chose Capture the Flag. It would mean we would have the advantage with our numbers. They were probably trying to show off. It didn’t seem like a disadvantage at all since the knights would also be without prot-fields to protect them against projectiles and laser fire.

“This should be interesting,” the slayer said. “Let’s see how the Grendels fair without prot-fields.”

A countdown floated in front of my eyes, and I watched the numbers tick away in anticipation. When it hit zero, I was thrown from the Ecomese chamber and into an old temple.

A minimap in the corner of my vision showed the map’s layout. It was a multi-leveled building with a staircase along the eastern wall. A square atrium gaped in the center, and the hole was about five meters on each side. A balustrade with detailed metalwork skirted around it, and I could see the ground floor by peering over the edge. The drop was about twenty meters, and the minimap indicated the Blue Team’s base was on the ground level.

Behind me, a blue flag hung from a pole on a raised platform. It was the prize the knights would try to steal from us and the object we needed to defend.

The fog of war on the minimap obscured everything except the lifeforms in a five-meter circumference around me. I noticed a pulsing blue dot and turned to see a Grendel Warrior beside me. My combat instincts sent my hand to my prot-belt, but then I realized I wasn’t wearing a prot-belt, and my hands were scaled monstrosities. The Warrior grinned and gave me a thumbs up with a claw.

“Weapons are behind us,” the creature said in a hissing voice. I could understand Neville clearly although he spoke in a language I didn’t know. The virtual systems replicated Grendel speech patterns accurately, but I guessed it wasn’t the actual language of the lizard-men since they didn’t quite communicate like humans.

My senses were much stronger than a human's, and I could feel the vibrations beneath my feet as Neville moved toward the equipment rack. The items were all variations of Grendel weapons and armor. I’d studied most of them while at the Academy, but I would have never thought the information would be useful to me like it was now.

I took a pair of gauntlets with spiked knuckles and fitted them over my massive hands. My middle fingers had the longest claws, and I noticed a glistening substance on their ends. I guessed they were infused with poison.

Neville donned a breastplate and strapped it to bulky shoulder armor. They were made of a lightweight black metal that absorbed kinetic energy to redirect through a propulsive firearm. I found a broad-barrelled cannon on the weapon rack and handed it to Neville. I explained to him how the gun synergized with his chest armor.

“You really know your stuff,” he said.

I shrugged. “I studied hard at the Academy.”

Neville grinned at me, and I quickly turned away. I couldn’t look at him for more than a few seconds without the terror of true Grendels flashing before me. During the fervor of battle, I never really examined the lizard-men closely. Now, I was speaking with one, and I couldn’t help but stare at the razor teeth and bladed claws. Rationally, I knew the scaled creature beside me was Neville, but the primal fear of snakes all humans shared still set my teeth on edge.

I noticed another chest piece, and my eyes flickered strangely. Grendels had multiple eyelids, so I guessed the involuntary reaction served for surprise. When I picked up the item and inspected it, I realized my disbelief had been justified.

This particular chest piece was one of the most powerful Grendel items in the Caledonian Kingdom’s database. Its hardened exterior would withstand almost any bullets and continue stopping them for a good while. The alloy’s composition was unknown to the explored regions of the universe, and it was never used for Runetech. The RTF didn’t employ the metal since bonding runes to the surface was impossible, and prot-fields rendered its ability to stop bullets redundant.

But in this particular scenario, it would be a very valuable item. I considered leaving it here since I thought it might be cheating, but I really wanted to beat the knights at this game. Olav and Leith had kicked our asses in the sparring match, and then they’d almost cooked us inside our quarters on the Ark. I knew why they wanted to punish me, but I also wanted some revenge for their chiding.

So I chose to equip the chest piece into my selection of armor and weapons. The armor seemed to mold over my scaled form, and then pieces of it extended over my arms and legs as though it were alive. As I reached for a double-barrelled plasma rifle, I saw my scaled hands again. I was having trouble feeling like this was a simulation because it seemed so real. I raised my nose and caught a musky scent like a wild animal on heat.

“There you guys are,” someone said in the strange language. I turned to see two Grunts, no taller than my lizard waist. Ten legs scuttled along the bricks, and I guessed these two Grendels were Nathan and Richard.

“You need to choose some gear quickly,” the one on the left said, and I guessed he was Richard from the way he spoke. “The scenario begins in thirty seconds.”

I turned back to the equipment shelf and grabbed the plasma rifle. The weapon felt like nothing in my clawed hands. My nose itched, and suddenly a barbed tongue flashed from my maw to scratch the spot.

“Neat,” Richard said. “Do I have one of those?” He poked his tongue out from behind needle teeth, and his golden eyes went cross-eyed as he tried to inspect the forked appendage drooping down from his scaled chin.

“I’m guessing I have a cloaking ability since I’m an Elite,” I said as I searched my armor for some way to activate it.

“I think you found it.” Neville’s tear-drop shaped skull peeled back into a fanged grin.

I glanced at my body and realized it had almost completely disappeared. All I could see was a shimmering form that reminded me of the cloaked Elites I’d fought on Tyranus. I shuddered a little as I gripped the plasma rifle, a weapon identical to the one that had murdered Alice Jones.

I scanned the minimap to form a plan, and then a siren blared.

“Capture the Flag has begun,” a robotic voice announced inside my helmet.

“Grunts scout ahead,” I ordered Richard and Nathan. “See if you can draw the knights here.”

“Won’t that make it easier for them to get our flag?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah, but I figure they’re going to storm us anyway, so we want to lead them into a trap.” I glanced over the twins’ small forms. They were basically dog-lizards, so the knights would probably dispatch them with ease. The Grunts wouldn't be completely useless since their little legs could move fast. “You won’t be much good in a fight, but you’ll be much faster than our opponents. Take the flag while Neville and I provide you with suppressive fire.”

The twins clicked together, and I stifled a smile. They seemed almost ridiculous in the form of Grunts.

There were rows of sarcophagi on the raised platform, behind the Blue Team’s flag. Neville and I could take cover behind those and fire at the knights for as long as we needed to keep the Red Team’s flag at our base.

From that position, we stood the best chance. I wasn’t sure whether this game had a respawn feature, but if we killed Leith and Olav, the Grunts would be fast enough to retrieve the Red Team’s flag and bring it back to our base before the knights respawned.

“Think you can do that?” I asked the Grunts.

“We do have ten legs,” Richard said as he lifted five of them. I tried not to show my disgust, and I half-wondered what a Grendel’s repulsed expression would look like.

The twins made a clicking noise I guessed was agreement and shuffled out of our base on their insect-like legs. Neville and I followed behind them, and we moved from one pillar to the next, careful not to walk in each other’s line of fire. The knights weren’t idiots, so they’d probably know we’d be covering the Grunts. I just hoped my reformulated plan might throw them and we’d nail a victory.

“The knights are about ten minutes ahead of us in another chamber,” Richard said on the Grendel comms. “They’re wearing massive suits. I think we can get past them, but we’ll need some help.”

“Got it,” I said as I spun out from behind a pillar and moved toward the two blue dots on the minimap that represented the Grunts’ locations.

After Neville and I took cover behind a wall, I checked over the plasma rifle and calculated whether my weapon’s accuracy would be affected by the distance to the chamber. It was about fifty meters away, the top-end of decent accuracy for a plasma rifle of this type. I’d probably have to wait for the knights to get a little closer before I revealed my position to them.

It wasn’t ideal, but surprising them was the only way we were going to win.

“We’re ready to go,” I said. “Grunts, make a run for the chamber in 3 . . . 2 . . .”

I heard Olav roar, and something stirred in my chest, causing an involuntary hiss to burst from my mouth. My reaction startled me, and I realized it came from a primal hatred. Grendels despised humans, and all it took for me to react to the presence of one was hearing the berserker's voice. I feared what would become of my humanity when I actually saw a human.

“Shit!” Nathan yelled. “They spotted us!”

Heavy gunfire filled my ears, followed by the death shrieks of my companions.

Space Knight Olav Kjeldsen - Warsuit killed Squire Nathan Culbert - Grunt.

Space Knight Leith Manzo - Warsuit killed Squire Richard Culbert - Grunt.

I wanted to sprint free from cover and blast the shit out of the knights with my plasma rifle. I could sense Neville desired to do the same, but I cautioned him by raising a clawed hand.

“We’ll wait for them to come to us,” I said. I didn’t know what a warsuit was, but I figured from its name that it possessed enough firepower to take us Grendels down easily.

“You feel that?” Neville asked me, and then a series of tremors rippled beneath my feet.

“I think we’re about to have a visit from the knights.”

With a mental command, I activated my cloaking ability, and my body shimmered into invisibility. My exhalations hissed from my maw, and I could feel a dual thrumming in my ears as I waited for the knights to show up. Twin lizard hearts pumped green blood through my veins at a pace of at least two hundred beats per minute.

A crashing sound came from two meters to my right, and the bricks beside me exploded in a cloud of dust. I rolled away from the debris and saw a bipedal mechanical giant burst through the hole in the wall. I lifted my plasma rifle and let off a burst of fiery balls at the giant armored suit painted crimson. The enemy whirled around to face me, and it raised a giant shield to absorb my fire.

“Why are you hiding from me, Lyons?” Olav’s voice boomed out from the mech.

A heavy laser cannon jutted out from one mechanical arm, and a rotary machine gun was attached to the other. Lasers zapped and bullets burst from the twin firearms, and I twisted away from them. They struck the wall with explosive force, showering me in brick and dust.

I’d made the mistake of firing on the knight too soon, and now he knew my location. I sprinted away even as the powerful weapons seared and peppered the ground behind me. I didn’t know whether the knights had some way of tracking me even when I was cloaked, but it didn’t matter because I suddenly flickered into view.

“There you are!” Olav roared, and I jumped toward the raised platform. I twisted in the air when a bullet nicked my ribs and then rolled on the floor as I landed. Pain seared through my chest, and I felt rage bubble over.

I wanted to tear apart the mech like a tin can and find the human inside. Then I would drive my claws into his guts and feast on his entrails.

“Nick!” Neville screamed, throwing me out of my Grendel rage. Green blood glistened on Neville’s lizard body, and I wondered how long it’d be before the knights obtained our flag. The Warrior was firing on the twin mechs, and they were taking cover behind a pair of stone pillars.

“I’m almost out of ammo,” Neville said. “We have seconds until they get our flag. Do you have any ideas?”

“Do you think Richard and Nathan will respawn?”

“Not in time to help us,” he replied.

“They can’t obtain our flag if it’s not here.” The conditions of the match hadn’t said anything about removing your own flag from its base. The way things were going, we were going to lose anyway, so I decided to risk it.

Neville’s plasma rifle provided me with suppressive fire, and a series of whomps echoed through the base as kinetic energy pounded into the knights.

My lizard body vaulted up the staircase in a single leap, and I was gliding toward the flag in seconds. I heard Neville yell, and his cover fire ceased while he reloaded. After the knights sprung from behind the concrete walls, their weapons flared and battered the surrounding area. Olav’s machine gun spat out hundreds of bullets, and Leith's cannon added to the metal rain.

Without a prot-field, dozens of the projectiles hit me, and my body rocked back and forth with the impact. I crouched behind a pedestal and allowed the stone to take the fire. Bits of rock flicked over my face as bullets struck the bricks.

Luckily, my armor protected me from any fatal wounds, but I knew it couldn’t take much more hits without crumpling. Then I’d feel the full force of the knights’ weapons.

I rolled out from cover and used my tail to spring onto my feet. The long appendage responded to my mental command instantly, and I smiled at the usefulness of it. Bullets slammed into my armor, each one throwing me off my course. I leaped onto the raised platform, and my razor-claws cut the Blue Team’s flagpole in half. I clenched the part of the pole with the flag between my teeth and spun to fire my rifle at the knights.

Orange balls of plasma rocketed toward the knights, and they jumped behind a trio of giant statues for cover. The fiery substance melted the face of one monument and bore a hole through the chest of another.

Desperate, I cast a look down the atrium. I could leap from this level and allow gravity to take me all the way to the bottom. I’d already seen how my lizard legs could handle a fall, so I figured I could weather the impact of a twenty-meter drop.

I heard Neville snarl, and a deafening roar ejected from his mouth. I turned to see Leith drive a three-meter-long sword into the squire’s lizard abdomen. From point blank range, Olav let his machine gun sing. The bullets tore apart Neville’s scaled skull, shredding it like paper. Green ichor and grey brain matter sprayed all over the statues in the chamber.

Without another thought, I jumped free of the platform and over the balustrade. The Blue Team’s flag flapped around my face as I fell, and I brushed it aside as my feet hit the ground level. I winced as pain ricocheted up my legs, but the heavy fire from above meant I couldn’t wait around.

Space Knight Leith Manzo - Warsuit killed Squire Neville Holloway - Warrior.

I glanced around the lower chamber and found the Red Team’s flag on an elevated platform. I started sprinting toward it when I heard two booms from behind me. A quick look over my shoulder confirmed both knights had landed on the ground level.

Their mechanical armor jerked and hissed as they lurched toward me. Each footfall of their metal feet cracked the marble, and I fired a few bolts in their direction. Olav raised an arm, and the plasma balls disintegrated on the burnished metal rather than his mechanical skull.

I guessed they were out of ammo since they weren’t firing at me, so I ran for their flag. The Blue flagpole was still clamped between my fangs, and I tossed my head to stop the waving cloth from blinding me.

I reached the raised platform and snatched the Red Team’s flag. The fabric tore from the pole, and I clenched it in my lizard hands like every thread was composed of Alpha Dust.

“Thirty seconds to return flags to bases,” a robotic voice resounded through the temple.

A countdown timer appeared on the left-hand corner of my vision, and I didn’t need any more incentive to run from the platform. I was about to escape into the doorway leading to the staircase when Leith jumped in front of me. His armored form was like an upright tank, and he lifted a laser cannon toward me.

“Let’s see how your armor fares against this!” the slayer screamed.

A millisecond before the weapon fired, my tail lashed out and wrapped around his lower right leg. With a screech, I threw Leith from his feet. I remembered how the Grendel Elite had performed this trick on me on Tyranus, and I used all my strength slamming Leith into a stone pillar. The bricks around the pillar crumbled, burying the knight in a mountain of rubble.

Squire Nicholas Lyons - Elite killed Space Knight Leith Manzo - Warsuit

The ceiling lurched, and I feared it would collapse on top of me. I jumped out of the way as a massive stone almost crushed me. Another boulder almost struck my head, but a quick flash of my tail crushed it into a shower of pebbles.

“That’s quite the trick,” Olav said from the safety of the exit corridor. “Too bad your tail can’t get you out of here now. Tell me, traitor, do you enjoy being inside a Grendel’s body?” The berserker was blocking the staircase leading to the upper levels, so I decided to try something a little risky.

I knew Grendels were expert climbers, so I jumped onto the wall. I used my claws to find purchase in the gaps between the bricks, and the talons on my feet were able to grip as well. My muscular limbs took my weight, and I used my tail to push against the wall and propel me upward to the next block.

“Come back here, Lyons!” Olav roared.

I glanced down and saw the berserker take a running start. He zigzagged to avoid the falling rubble, and he jumped at the end of his sprint. His mechanical legs vaulted him into the air, and his empowered gauntlets punched into the stone wall. Olav continued slamming his fists into the brick as he scaled the wall toward me like an expert climber, and I rushed upward as fast as my claws and talons would take me.

I had fifteen seconds to get to the top level, or I would automatically lose. I couldn’t allow Olav to slow me down for even a second. My desperation made my lizard body surge with energy, and I ascended the wall like a scaled chimpanzee.

I pulled myself over the lip with a grunt, and then I felt a pressure around my ankle when Olav grabbed my left foot in his empowered gauntlets. Knowing he was about to pull me over the edge, I kicked with my other foot, and my talons slashed two rivulets into his metal skull. I hissed like a cobra when his fist tightened around my ankle and crushed my bones, and our Blue Team’s flagpole dropped from my mouth. The standard clattered to the ground, and I saw it about to roll off the precipice.

I noticed two flashes of light above me, but I couldn’t place what they were. They looked like the flares of a rifle firing, but I was too concerned with the flag about to tumble to the bottom level.

Suddenly, a Grendel Grunt snatched the Blue Flag before it could fall.

“I’ll be taking this,” Richard’s voice snapped from the lizard’s mouth.

“Toss me the Red Team’s flag!” Nathan screamed, and I realized the two flashes had been the squire twins respawning.

With Olav pulling me away, I balled the flag in my fist and pitched it toward the Grunt. Nathan caught it in his mouth like a dog's bone, and then he whirled around.

The countdown was at two when the berserker tore me from my feet and threw me into the open air. My arms and legs flailed as I plummeted, and I couldn’t get my feet beneath me in time. My back struck the ground first, and my spine snapped in a sudden slice of pain. After a second that seemed like hours, excruciating agony finally gave way to a terrifying numbness. My back was broken, and I could feel nothing except a tingling sensation. My legs and arms wouldn’t respond, and terror seized my heart.

Rubble from the ceiling pounded into my body. Chunks of bricks the size of cable carts pulverized my Grendel bones. The only mercy was that I couldn’t feel any pain.

As I was buried alive beneath the rocks, I could only think one thing: the game should be over now. I should be back in my human body, sitting in the large chamber on the Den Ark.

My vision peppered with black, and then the announcer’s voice echoed through the collapsing temple.

“The Blue Team have successfully captured the Red Team’s flag. Congratulations!”

Then I was back on the Den Ark.

Alin removed the helmet from my head, and I filled my lungs with air. I ran my hands over my human flesh, and it felt strangely soft. In the short time I’d been inside the Grendel’s body, I’d grown accustomed to my tough skin. My senses were also dull, as though I was seeing through smudged lenses and my nostrils couldn’t quite catch particular scents.

I knew now why the Grendels were such formidable enemies. They were stronger than humans in almost every way. I wondered how the Ecomese cyber alchemists had programmed the software. Was it an accurate portrayal of the aliens known as Grendels? How could it be if the Ecomese had never interacted with them? Even the Caledonian Kingdom knew little about the lizard-men because they never survived capture for long.

Despite the likely inaccuracies of the software, it was still a lot of fun.

“Not bad, squires,” Leith said as he stood from his bone-seat.

“I wouldn’t exactly say that,” Olav said. “It was four against two.”

“Don’t be a spoilsport,” the other knight snapped. He then turned to me and thrust out his hand. “You did well, Squire Lyons.”

“Uhh . . . thanks?” I wasn’t sure what else to say, but I took the slayer’s hand and shook it.

Olav glared at me, and I got the feeling he still didn’t trust me at all.

When we’d all removed our helmets and stood, the chamber broke out in applause. The giant monitor showed a highlight reel from the match, and I saw my Grendel form in all its monstrous power.

A delicate hand touched my shoulder, and I turned to see Dr. Lenkov.

“Nick,” she said. “I spoke to the captain. He wants to meet with you now.”

Everything I’d seen inside the power plant suddenly rushed back to me, and my stomach almost launched through my mouth. “It felt like so long since we saw . . .” I stopped and looked at Alin beside me. I didn’t want her to know we’d been inside the power plant.

“The World of Yamyra is like that,” the empath female said. “You can be inside the virtual world for days, but only hours pass in the real world.”

“Who is this?” Natali asked as she gestured at Alin. I got the feeling the doctor was a little suspicious of the other woman. I wasn’t sure whether it was because we’d uncovered the secret to how the Ark generated power, or whether the doctor was jealous of the beautiful empath who’d seemed to have taken a liking to me.

“This is Alin,” I said. “She’s the empath assigned to the squires.”

Alin tilted her head at Natali. “I sense such strong emotions from you.” The empath glanced from the doctor to me and back again. “Oh . . . Do not worry. I have no feelings beyond basic human sexual urges for this man. I am more than capable of controlling them. I assure you I am no competition--”

“Come, Nick,” Natali said as she grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the empath. “We must speak with the captain right away. I told him our news, but he wants to talk to you.”

“Why me? Didn’t you tell him everything?”

“He has questions for you,” Natali answered as we marched toward the captain’s quarters. “He thinks I often overemphasize the gravity of situations. He is mostly right, but a doctor must be especially cautious.”

“And you want me to confirm what we saw?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Lenkov said. “The data won’t be sufficient to convince him. The captain is a man of heart, not numbers and statistics. But I think he will listen if you recount what you saw inside the power plant.”

“You said you didn’t want me to speak to him at first because of my past. He’s not going to believe me either.”

“Yes, he will. He trusts you.”

“Why?”

Dr. Lenkov sighed. “I will let him tell you when the time is right. Now, let us see whether his ears will be open to our news.”

“I still cannot believe what we saw.”

“I wish it weren’t true,” the doctor replied. “But I have finished some tests, and it is much worse than I thought. Did you notice how the city was under populated?”

“It did seem a little quiet.”

“I found a particularly helpful empath. He told me only five thousand Ecomese remain on this Ark. You saw there were at least a thousand in the power plant waiting for the explosion.”

“I still don’t understand why they need so much power. Shouldn’t we be trying to find that out?” I asked in frustration.

The question had been plaguing me ever since I’d found out the harvesting’s purpose. Whatever required so much power had to be more important than the lives of their people. A civilization couldn’t continue if it slaughtered its people in so great a number.

The doctor sighed and stopped walking so she could look me in the eyes. “I doubt the prime minister will tell us.”

“Doesn’t it seem strange to you that they would kill themselves? They must have a pretty good reason for such extreme measures.”

“I am sure they do,” Natali said. “What matters now is the ticking clock. We are running out of time. I needed to double-check my conclusions, so I spoke with the point clerk. She not only confirmed my theory, but she was able to determine the exact amount of power generated from one explosive empath. I do not know how she did it, but Elle then accessed the Den Ark’s system and determined the total number of empath explosions required to keep this Ark afloat.”

“And?” I asked. My mouth went dry, and I dreaded hearing the doctor’s conclusion.

“There are only enough empaths to fuel the behemoth for five more weeks.”
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Chapter 7

“If the Den Ark is using too much power, why are they using it on things like virtual games?” I asked Dr. Lenkov as we made our way to the captain's lodgings.

“They know they only have a few more weeks to live. A game here and there won’t grant them much more time, and they probably need something to take their minds off their fates.”

I shook my head, troubled by the sheer despair they must all feel.

If the Den Ark was using its own citizens to fuel itself, then it sounded like something Captain Cross would want to know immediately. I hadn’t known him very long, but he seemed like an honorable man who would care about the impending doom of the Ark’s people.

We turned into the captain’s room where Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds were seated in plush chairs while drinking bourbon from tumblers. Both officers had removed their blue coats, and they glanced up as the doctor and I entered.

“So you’ve returned with Mr. Lyons?” Commander Reynolds asked the doctor as she walked to us. “We won’t need to hear from him. I’ll send the knights to the power plant in the morning. They can investigate the doctor’s report.” The commander held her hand over the control panel as if to shut the door in our faces. Her sharp facial features angled into a scowl as her eyes landed on me. She might have been attractive once, but it seemed a tough past had ground all the beauty away.

I looked over her shoulder at the captain, hoping he would listen where she would not. His eyes were half-open, and I couldn’t tell whether he was exhausted or drunk. Then again, he always seemed at ease, as though nothing seemed to phase him.

“We can’t wait,” I said, but the commander scoffed before I could continue.

“Knights will be sent to inspect the power plant in the morning,” she snapped. “You will leave us now, Mr. Lyons. Enjoy your evening.”

“Let the squire speak, Commander.” The captain put an emphasis on ‘squire’, as though he was displeased with the commander not referring to me as such. I got the feeling he wasn’t pleased with the interruption but would still hear us out.

“The Ecomese are killing themselves in large numbers,” I said. “They will run out. And soon.”

The commander and the captain exchanged glances, and I could tell the woman was skeptical. Like Olav and Leith, I hadn’t managed to regain her trust, if I ever had it to begin with.

“This doesn’t add up,” Captain Cross said as he stood and walked to a painting depicting the outside of the Den Ark. “Why would they be killing their own?”

“It is as I explained earlier; the harvesting produces far more power than the inefficient process of extracting energy from atmospheric storms,” Dr. Lenkov said.

“That still doesn’t answer the captain’s question.” Commander Reynolds stepped away from the door’s control panel, but she still sounded skeptical. “Why do they need such large amounts of power?”

There was silence in the room as we all contemplated the question. The captain continued gazing at the painting as though he might discover the answers if he looked at the artistic rendition for long enough.

“They can’t have been using themselves for power for long,” Captain Cross said after some time. “Otherwise, there’d be no one left.”

“The rune circles inside the plant didn’t look new,” I said. “Some were breaking down, so I suspect they’re quite old, Captain.”

“Probably a remnant from the Dax,” he said. “But why have they resumed its use? Prime Minister Treyin should have informed me if they were doing something so abhorrent.”

“She was never completely honest with you, Captain,” the commander said.

“True.” Captain Cross sighed as he placed his tumbler on the table beside him. “Alright, Squire Lyons. I’ll confront the prime minister about this. Maybe there’s something we can do to help.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Dr. Lenkov said. “I only wish to assist these people in their plight. It is why I drew it to your attention. Thank you both for your time.” The doctor saluted the two officers.

Captain Cross stopped me from finishing my salute. “I want you to accompany me to see the Prime Minister, Squire Lyons,” he said as he slipped his coat on. The striking blue garment flowed halfway down his legs, and the cuffs and shoulders bore golden sigils.

“Yes, sir,” I said as the captain tied his silver hair into a ponytail.

“I would like to be present at the meeting, Captain,” Natali said.

The broad-shouldered man sighed. “It’s probably best for Squire Lyons to come alone. Treyin isn’t the most comfortable around other women.”

When the doctor started to press the issue, Captain Cross raised a hand, and she stopped speaking. The beautiful woman stared at the man for a few moments, and I could see she was debating her next action. With a rushed salute, Natali left the room.

The commander was still frowning, and I could tell she was displeased with the sudden liking the captain had taken to me.

“Commander, inform the prime minister that I will meet with her immediately,” he said. “Let’s see what she has to say for herself.”

The commander shot me a glare as the captain and I exited the room. I walked alongside the man as we traveled through the corridor and into the main chamber. The crew was still playing the virtual game, and this time Moses and Leith were competing against a trio of Ecomese males. The captain walked at a half-run, so I barely had a chance to see Moses in the form of a Grendel Elite take down a Rutheni shield knight.

The captain and I stepped into the egg-shaped elevator. He uttered a phrase in the Ecomese tongue to command the lift, and then he smiled at me as we descended.

“You’re surprised I know Ecomese, eh?” he asked.

“A little. This planet is so far from any of the Caledonian systems. Did you live here once?”

“For a time,” he said. “It takes a little getting used to. The Ecomese don’t exactly share our social norms. It’s a good place, though, and I’m glad Treyin now leads the Den Ark.”

“Was she once a member of the crew?” I asked.

“A long time ago.” The captain clenched and released his fists as though recalling a painful memory. Then he cracked his neck and sighed. I understood that the past he shared with Prime Minister Treyin wasn’t for my ears.

The elevator rattled and lurched. I thought we had arrived, but then the container started moving horizontally. The membranous walls flickered, and we plunged deeper into the behemoth’s inner core. The container traveled slower than any of the elevators I’d been inside, and I presumed its speed was affected by its quasi-organic structure.

“I hear you were communicating with Silvester Polgar via a rune-empowered communicator,” Captain Cross said. “Squire Holloway told me of the item’s existence the day after he first saw it in your possession.”

I remembered Neville threatening to tell the captain about the device, but I hadn’t actually expected him to follow through. It seemed he was more loyal to the crew than I’d first assumed.

“Long-range communicators are powerful pieces of enchanted technology,” the captain continued. “I’ve only seen a few in my time. The moment I heard you possessed one, I almost ordered it to be confiscated from you. But I figured I’d let you keep the device for a while. See how you played your hand.”

“So you knew I was spying on the crew the whole time?” I asked.

“I knew as soon as you were assigned to the ship. Duke Barnes and I have never been friends. He thinks his motives are hidden from me, but I am no fool.”

“Why didn’t you have me put in the cells?” I figured being arrested would have avoided Polgar’s attack on the ship, as well as the casualties from the space fight. But then I wouldn’t have had the chance to prove my loyalty, nor would I have never befriended so many of the crew members.

“Because I wanted to give you a chance,” he said. “I know Duke Barnes can be convincing, and I don’t doubt his sorcerer lackey did his own share of manipulation so you would follow orders.”

“He threatened my mom,” I said, and a shiver rippled down my back. If Polgar hadn’t died in the space fight, he would have followed through on his threat, and Mom would be on Dobuni’s streets.

Captain Cross nodded. “That’s exactly the kind of man Duke Barnes keeps in his employ. And you were the perfect candidate for manipulation. If not you, then some other squire fresh from the Academy would have joined our crew. I know your history, Squire Lyons. I know why you accepted the assignment. You wanted a way out of your Outlander poverty, and you took the best of your options. You thought you were serving Queen Catrina against insurrectionists. I would have done the same thing in your shoes.”

I tried to speak, but my mouth couldn’t form any words. He knew all my motivations, but I had discerned none of a diviner’s touch in my mind. I’d never met a non-diviner who could read my thoughts so easily, and I was overwhelmed with respect for the captain.

Gratitude followed as I realized I had him to thank for my new home. He’d given me more of a chance than anyone else I’d ever known.

I was glad to serve under such a man.

Captain Cross studied me as the elevator tilted and started to descend again. The man’s hair was silver, but it wasn’t the lifeless gray of the elderly. Nor did his skin bear many wrinkles, so I couldn’t quite place his age. He seemed ancient if only for the wisdom behind his icy blue eyes and the weary expression he always wore.

“This comms device the sorcerer gave you, do you still have it?” he asked.

I nodded. “Would you like me to destroy it?”

“That won’t be necessary. Polgar is dead so it cannot be used to determine our whereabouts or to spy on us.” The captain paused and stroked his thick beard in thought. “It might even be useful,” he said softly as though to himself. “There are a few folks not too far from here I wouldn’t mind contacting if we can get it working.” He glanced at me like he hadn’t meant to speak his thoughts aloud.

The captain obviously didn’t want me to know who he wished to contact with the device. It seemed like a bad idea to press the issue, so I waited in silence until the elevator lurched to a stop.

Captain Cross pressed the implant on his temple, and a helmet shifted over his face, piece by piece. Black gauze hid his eyes, and the item’s jaw ended in two sharp points. He touched the button on his chest, and a silver breastplate suddenly assembled over his torso and matching armor covered his legs.

“Best you turn your helmet on,” he said. “The prime minister’s floor isn’t exactly friendly to non-Ecomese humans.”

“Yes, sir.” When I activated my own helmet, the visor shifted over my face and the rear plating formed over my cranium.

The elevator doors slid open, and we exited onto a dazzling chamber. The walls were made of a similar membrane as the upper levels, but instead of a fleshy pink color like a human lung, it was pulsing blue. Delicately crafted statues in the same blue color dotted the vast area, and I saw an elevated throne at the far end of the chamber. Rune circles surrounded each statue, and the largest group of sigils encircled the throne.

“They call it ‘hemomancy,’” Captain Cross said as we approached the empty throne and the two male guards standing beside it. “The Dax learned how to manipulate this behemoth, and that’s how they crafted this place out of its body. Both the Ecomese and the Dax have since lost the art, but the Ark remains.”

“The prime minister will be with you shortly,” the guard to the left said.

A second later, the beautiful Ecomese woman entered the chamber through a rear curtain. Her sheer gown seemed to float on her supple skin as she sat on the throne, and my eyes were drawn to the sharp curves of her body. She seemed even more stunning than the day before, and I forced my gaping mouth closed.

“I thought you were a prime minister, not a queen,” Captain Cross said in jest as she sat on the throne. His cordial tone surprised me, but I figured he was trying to keep the prime minister off-guard. In response, I relaxed my shoulders a little and tried not to look like we planned on confronting her about the power plant.

Prime Minister Treyin smiled broadly. “There is little difference on Ecoma.”

“It’s a big change,” he said.

“Time changes everyone. Now, why have you visited me tonight? I assume you have not entered the depths of the Den Ark to rekindle an old flame.”

Captain Cross bristled. “No, I haven’t.”

“Who is your friend?” the woman said as she held out a long-fingered hand toward me.

“Squire Nicholas Lyons,” the captain said. “We spoke about him earlier.”

My chest swelled upon hearing that I’d been the subject of a conversation between these two.

“Ah, yes, the one who saved your starship.” The prime minister set her eyes on me. “Hello, Nicholas,” she said with a lilting accent, and I felt a presence glance against my skin, caressing it with ephemeral hands. It didn’t quite reach into my mind like a diviner’s touch, but I could tell the woman was discerning my emotions.

I tried to relax, and then the prime minister’s smile deepened.

“A superb effort,” she said. “This one might learn how to stave off an empath’s touch yet.”

“He won’t need to learn,” the captain said, “because you’re going to give me a hundred implants.”

“Don’t be silly,” Treyin said with a dismissive wave, still watching me with her narrow eyes. “I will do no such thing. Is that why you came here tonight? To offer me this handsome young man as a conjugal gift?” The prime minister’s gaze became hungry, and I could see her imagination peel off my armor and the clothes beneath it.

Prime Minister Treyin sighed, placed both hands on the skeletal arms of her throne, and pushed herself to her feet. With the elegance of a dancer, she moved down the stairs. Each step caused her breasts and hips to sway, and her lips turned up as she glanced at me.

Then I remembered she could feel everything I was feeling, and my neck burned as I forced myself to look away.

The guards beside the throne chuckled, and the prime minister let out her own mirthful giggle.

“Enough, Treyin,” Captain Cross said. “Leave the lad alone.”

“You are simply no fun anymore, Atticus,” she said as she traced a finger over my chest. I couldn’t feel her touch because of my armor, but my body responded with a groan. “Nicholas, did you know the most powerful empaths among us can influence the emotions of another person?”

Her tongue slipped out from her mouth. It was glistening wet and tinged blue as though she’d eaten a handful of blueberries. She traced a line around her lips, and I exerted all of my will into stopping myself from groaning with desire.

“Enough!” Captain Cross yelled, and the guards immediately slanted their staves toward him.

Treyin lifted her hand, and the men lowered their weapons after hesitating for a second. My desire for the woman faded, leaving only a throbbing unfulfilled promise.

The captain and the prime minister engaged in a staring match, neither willing to concede. Whatever history they shared made me feel like I was standing in the middle of a marital argument. One was a formidable warrior and leader of the most powerful knights I’d ever witnessed. The other was the political leader of mutated humans capable of discerning emotions telepathically.

I felt like a speck of dirt in their presence. Knowing that the minister and her two guards could detect my emotions right now only made my awkwardness increase.

“You are killing your own people,” the captain cut the air with the accusation.

Treyin frowned, and then she narrowed her eyes. “That is ridiculous. I always thought you would turn senile one day, Atticus, but this is far beyond even the imaginations of a decrepit old man.”

Captain Cross chuckled, but it carried no mirth. His eyes narrowed at the woman, and he inhaled loudly as though he were trying to control his anger.

I stared at the beautiful empath, and her eyes met mine. Her gaze made me nervous, and I could feel her playing with my emotions like they were the strings of a marionette. She wanted me to say that I must have been mistaken and deny what I had seen.

I opened my mouth to speak and then forced it shut when the captain laid a hand on my back.

“Tell the prime minister what you saw, lad,” Captain Cross said. The man’s touch snapped me out of the prime minister’s charm.

We needed to know why she was sending her own people to their deaths. If anyone could help them, it would be the Stalwart’s crew. So I swallowed deeply and started recounting my venture into the silver domed building.

“I entered the power plant inside your city,” I said. “I saw the rune circles and a thousand Ecomese inside--.”

“It is a religious ritual,” Prime Minister Treyin explained. “You Caledonians would not understand.”

“Do not interrupt the squire,” Captain Cross shot, and the prime minister gasped at the threat in his voice. “Go on, Nick.”

“A man exploded within a rune circle, and I saw the energy transfer into a runic battery.”

“Utter foolishness,” she said. “How can you believe this young man’s lies, Atticus?”

“He does not lie,” he responded.

“Have you seen the power plant with your own eyes?” the minister asked.

“I do not need to see it. He is a squire on the RTF Stalwart, and he has earned my trust.”

The prime minister glared at us both, and she seemed to sink within her throne. We had trapped a woman who was accustomed to bending others to her will and getting her way.

Captain Cross folded his arms over his broad chest. “Now you cannot deny it, Treyin. Why did you not come to me? More importantly, why do you need to do this? Are the storms insufficient to power your Ark? What need could be so great that would require the lives of the people who serve under you? What are you hiding?”

“I hide only a great sadness.” The woman frowned, and I could feel her misery like an aura. Sorrow filled me in the same way she had ignited my heart with desire.

“You are trying to manipulate my emotions, Treyin,” Captain Cross snarled. “I will not allow you to dishonor me. Try it again, and you will regret it.”

The guards at either side of the throne stepped forward and pointed their staves at the captain. The tips flared with arcane energy, and the captain placed his right hand on his sword hilt. My own hand reached over my shoulder, and I palmed my longsword.

We couldn’t possibly fight these three and get out of the Ark alive, so I knew the captain was merely making a show of strength. Maybe he did intend on bringing this conversation to blows, and the hardness in his weary face made me think his honor might require it.

The prime minister stared at the captain for a moment, and they seemed to engage in an invisible battle of minds. Then she sighed and shook her head. “A few of our power plant's generators were damaged. We haven’t been able to repair them since they require knowledge of rune magic. When we defeated the Dax, they took that knowledge with them. Some of our cyber alchemists have tried to repair the enchanted machines, but every attempt has failed.”

“And you have requested no help from any other kingdoms?” the captain asked.

“Any we bring here would try to take our home from us. We were enslaved to the Dax once, and we will not be shackled again. Even if I somehow convinced the Senate to allow another kingdom to help us, their ships would need to breach Ecoma’s atmosphere. The other Arks' blood-ships would take them down as soon as they tried. It was an incredibly difficult task convincing them to allow the Stalwart to enter. They would never accept an entire fleet of humanitarian ships.”

I wanted to help her, and I figured I’d suggest something.

“Can your people go to one of the other Arks? There are two more on Ecoma; surely one would allow five thousand of your people there?” I figured the other behemoths were as large as the Den Ark, so five thousand refugees would barely be a drop in an ocean.

“I have already requested the other Arks for assistance, but they will not grant it to me. My predecessor failed to maintain a good relationship with them.” She paused for a moment. “No, that is simply me being far too diplomatic. He was engaged in war with the Gor Ark, and once the treaty was signed, they vowed not to assist us. The Bix Ark felt we should be punished, so they would not help either. I was left to pick up the pieces. My people are alone in this.”

“We can fix your generators,” I said, and the captain and the prime minister stared at me in confusion. “The Stalwart has the best enchanters in the Caledonian Kingdom.” I nodded at Captain Cross, and his eyes constricted as he gave me a proud smile.

“Good thinking, Squire Lyons,” he said before turning back to the prime minister. “Our enchanters will repair your equipment.”

“Under what condition, Atticus? Do you wish to trade their services for my implants? Because I will not give them to you.”

“You would rather see your people die than hand over some of your technology? I know you’ve changed, but that’s cruel, Treyin.”

The prime minister’s jaw tightened. “It is sacred to us. I cannot expect you to understand the ways of my people. You never did.”

There was a moment of silence where neither spoke. I could almost feel the tension, and it slowly eased as Captain Cross’ expression softened into defeat.

“I will put no requirement on the service of my enchanters,” he said. “We have been friends a long time, Treyin, and I will not stand by while your people die.” The captain gazed into the woman’s eyes, and she flinched a little under his unwavering stare. The man had just promised his help without condition, and I felt honored to serve under him. In this way, he showed his loyalty to the queen and to her mercy.

Prime Minister Treyin’s lips flatlined, and she seemed to be expending a lot of energy to keep them from trembling. I saw a tear glisten in her right eye, and she let it trail down her cheek.

“I am sorry I cannot give you what you desire, but I appreciate your offer of assistance. I’m sure there is something we can provide you in return,” she said.

“There’s no need,” Captain Cross said. “Unless you have a cook and a few attendants who’d be willing to work as yeomen aboard the Stalwart?”

“Yes, I have a few people in mind. I will send you their details. In the meantime, how soon can your enchanters begin their work?”

“Right away,” Captain Cross said. “I’ll send word for them to leave the Stalwart immediately.”

“I’ll have a squad of enforcers escort them from the docks.”

“That won’t be necessary,” he said.

“I insist. It would be unfortunate if they found themselves lost on the Ark before they have a chance to repair the generators.” Prime Minister Treyin bowed her head at us both before leaving the throne room through the rear door. Her two guards remained as still and expressionless as the blue-colored statues while the captain marched out of the throne room.

“Squire Lyons, I need you to escort the enchanters into this power plant,” Captain Cross whispered to me after I marched in step with him. “Keep an eye out for anything unusual. I suspect the prime minister hasn’t been completely honest with us.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“I’ll have word sent to the enchanters right away. Let’s pray they recognize the runes and can repair them. Otherwise, we will leave the Den Ark a floating necropolis.”
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Chapter 8

After we arrived at the crew's assigned level inside the Den Ark, Captain Cross had sent a message to the enchanters to inform them about the current situation and their assigned task inside the city’s power plant. Then he told me to wait near the elevator while he left to go speak to Commander Reynolds.

After a few minutes, Alin appeared at the other end of the corridor, trailed by four enforcers. The prime minister had insisted on armed men accompanying us into the power plant, but I was surprised to see the empath woman with them.

She bowed her head to me as she approached. “Hello, Squire Lyons.”

I heard a mechanical noise and turned to see one of the Stalwart’s servitors coming toward us. An Arcane Dust container sat within its loader, and the robot paused a meter away from me. It was followed by the Stalwart’s four enchanters: Dominic, Brad, Joseph, and Casey. They were wearing the silver enchanter uniform, the fabric glistening like glitter as they walked.

Dominic and Brad swiveled their heads from side to side, their eyes wide like startled animals. All the enchanters remained inside our starship while the squires and knights took lodgings inside the Ark, so their uncertainty was unsurprising. My experience had been similar when I first walked through the behemoth serving as a home for the evolved Ecomese humans. I still couldn’t quite believe we were all inside a living organism, but I suspended my disbelief because my senses couldn’t lie.

When I looked at Casey, her eyes were also wide, but there was no fear in them. She seemed overwhelmed by her surroundings, and she barely acknowledged me.

Casey’s grandfather, Joseph, didn’t appear phased by the strange location. Instead, all his attention was focused on me as the enchanters halted beside the servitor.

“What have you gone and done now, Lyons?” he growled at me.

“The captain should have briefed you on the mission,” I said. “The enchanters will be heading--”

“Now, where’s this power plant?” Joseph interjected as he spun to face the female empath. I had only been a second away from telling him the location before he cut me off, and I bit back my tongue so I wouldn’t say anything untoward in front of Casey. The old enchanter angered me almost as much as Ludas Barnes at the RTF Academy, but I’d learned how to control my frustration.

“I sense the tension between you two,” Alin said as she looked Joseph to me. “You should try to resolve it. It is unhealthy for a starship crew to feel like this toward one another.”

The grizzled enchanter grunted. “Thanks for the advice, love, but it’s unsolicited and unnecessary. The tension will resolve as soon as this traitorous squire jumps ship. Until then, I’m not changing my mind about him.” Joseph beckoned the servitor forward with a remote, and it came to a stop a few inches from the elevator doors. “Let’s see this power plant.”

Alin blinked a few times at the man before motioning with her hand for the elevator to open. After the servitor trudged into the compartment, the four enforcers stepped inside and stood at each corner. Joseph and the other two male enchanters followed, and I entered after them with Casey and Alin.

“We were briefed on the situation,” Casey said as the empath woman commanded the elevator to take us to the city. “I can’t believe it,” she whispered to me. “How can the Ecomese kill their own people?”

“It was only the criminals at first,” Alin explained as though the question had been asked of her. “When there were no lawbreakers left, innocent people volunteered. It is sad, but there is no other way. The people are required to fuel our Ark. If we do not make the sacrifices, then they will overpower us.”

“They?” I asked. “Do you mean the other Arks?”

The enforcers shuffled on their feet, and I noticed the one standing to my left grip his staff a little tighter.

“Ah, yes,” the empath answered after swallowing. “The other Arks are a constant threat. If we show any sign of weakness, they will ally themselves and conquer us.”

I’d seen no indication the Arks were at war with each other, but I did remember Treyin's explanation of Ecoma's history and Captain Cross saying there was a tenuous alliance during the mission briefing. If all it took was a visible weakness for a full-scale war to break out, repairing those runes inside the power plant was incredibly important. No wonder the prime minister had seemed so grateful for the captain’s offer of assistance.

“Well, it’ll all be sorted in no time,” Casey said. “We won’t have any trouble fixing up your generators. If it’s a rune, we can repair it.” The enchantress smiled at the empath.

“Some of us are more useful to the Stalwart than others,” Joseph said from behind me, and I turned to see his glower. The other enchanters beside him offered me sympathetic smiles, and I returned my focus frontward to the elevator doors.

Finding out I’d been responsible for sending Polgar after the crew had only made Joseph dislike me more. What was originally distaste because he assumed I was after his granddaughter seemed to have evolved into outright hatred. He blamed me for Casey’s leg injury, and although it was now healed, I doubted he would forgive me anytime soon. Somehow, I’d have to win him over.

Not to mention Olav and the other half of the crew also didn’t trust me. I wasn’t sure I’d live long enough to earn a spot in their good graces.

“I don’t understand how killing people can fuel the Ark. Does it run on blood or something?” Casey shuddered.

“The evolved humans are like living batteries, and they explode when they’ve absorbed too much power,” I told her while I tried to ignore her grandfather's constant glaring. “The explosion event produces a large amount of power, and that’s what they harvest. Apparently, the Ark takes a lot to stay afloat.”

“Our power requirements are vast,” Alin said, and it sounded like she was trying to convince us rather than offer an explanation. The captain must have been right about the prime minister hiding something, and I was certain that this empath woman and the enforcers were here to ensure we didn’t uncover it.

“That’s weird,” Casey said. “The captain didn’t say anything about exploding people.”

“Does anything about this place strike you as normal, Casey?” Joseph asked. “I suppose you fit in pretty well, eh, Lyons?”

“Leave Nick alone, Grandpa.” The enchantress stared at him, and he scoffed but didn’t say anything else. I offered her a grateful smile, and she returned it with her own.

The elevator stopped, the doors opened, and we entered the city. The giant energy ball in the artificial sky had dimmed, approximating a moon’s evening glow. The streets were even more deserted than I remembered them as Alin and the enforcers led us toward the power plant. The skyscrapers glowed white with the reflection of the energy ball, and the enchanters craned their necks as we passed.

If the enchanters managed to fix the generators, then we would be saving the lives of every person inside the Den Ark. I was glad to be helping them, and I was glad our help wouldn’t come with a high price like it had on the Tachion mission.

When we arrived at the power plant, we were greeted by the two enforcers who’d refused entry to me and Dr. Lenkov. A third enforcer stepped out from the guardhouse: the one I’d lied to about the Dax fighting with the teenagers.

The man frowned deeply at me, and I got the feeling he was debating whether to strike me with his staff. “I almost lost my job because of you,” he spat.

“Uhh . . . sorry about that,” I said.

He grunted. “And now the prime minister ordered me to allow you old-racers into the plant. It is not how things should be.”

“We’re only here to help,” I said.

The man gave me a calculating gaze filled with skepticism. “I was told there was only one group coming to the plant.”

“There are others here?” Casey asked.

“A woman wearing a golden coat,” he said, and I guessed he was talking about Elle. I doubted the captain had approved the point clerk to enter the domed building, so she must have heard about our mission somehow. Knowing her penchant for uncovering secrets, I wasn’t surprised. I just hoped she hadn’t done anything stupid.

“Show us where these faulty runes are,” Joseph said as he marched through the doorway, and the servitor trailed behind him like a giant mechanical dog.

“Don’t mind him,” I whispered to Alin. “He doesn’t like me.”

The empath nodded, and Casey turned away from us.

The Ecomese engineers and technicians parted as we walked through the vast entrance chamber. We were all given hazmat suits, but I already knew I wouldn’t fit any of them with my armor on, so I kindly refused. I saw the room with the rows of Ecomese awaiting their explosive ends, and we all paused to stare through the windows.

My eyes were drawn to the pained expressions on the faces of the men and women inside the rune circles. They seemed to be enduring an intense agony, and I wondered exactly what the process felt like. I couldn’t imagine it was pleasant.

Suddenly an explosion flared three rows down, and an evolved man breathed his last.

“Whoa,” Casey said as the light flickered over her freckled face.

“That’s something you don’t see every day,” Joseph commented, and I was surprised to hear the awe in his voice.

The scorched area where the man had vaporized pulsed as energy traveled from the rune circle into a battery twenty meters away.

“The generator room is this way.” Alin gestured to the corridor angling to our left.

“Let’s get these machines fixed up,” I said to the enchanters who were all still captivated by what lay on the other side of the windows. “Maybe we can save a few lives.”

“How about you wait here and fiddle with your thumbs while we go do all the work?” Joseph shot at me as he turned. “That’s a good squire.”

I clenched my teeth and wondered how Casey could possibly be related to this exasperating man. Only her placating touch on my arm prevented me from chewing half my cheek off in anger.

I waited a bit for the enchanters to go ahead, and then I followed them down the corridor. Elle was leaning on the wall outside the generator room as Alin led the enchanters inside.

“We got this, Point Clerk,” Joseph said to her as he removed a Dust-drill from his tool belt and turned it on. The chuck spun to life while he and the enchanters surrounded one of the cylindrical runic generators. He pressed the bit against the faded rune while the other enchanters took their drills and started working on another side of the generator.

Elle folded her arms over her chest and frowned. “I really don’t like that enchanter.”

“That makes two of us,” I said. “So, any reason why you decided to visit the power plant today?”

The raven-haired woman smirked at me. “Probably the same reason why you’re here.”

“You’re not carrying any Dust-drills,” I said.

“You don’t have any either.”

“Touché.” I couldn’t help but feel a strong attraction to Elle, and I pushed it aside for the moment. “How did you manage to get inside the plant?”

“I have my ways,” Elle said, and the sexy smile she now wore brought me back to the time on our starship when I’d seen her naked. I was glad she didn’t share the empath’s abilities to feel emotions because she probably would have slapped me right then and there.

I put aside the mental image of her nude body and lowered my voice so the enforcers standing behind us wouldn’t overhear. “The captain told me to keep an eye out for anything strange. He thinks there might be some hidden reason as to why they need so much power.”

“Which would explain our armed escorts,” Elle said as she glared at the enforcers.

I nodded. “Have you noticed anything?”

“Other than the room filled with exploding empaths? No.”

“Those rune circles the Ecomese were standing in looked the same as the ones surrounding the jump spheres in our starship’s arcane chamber,” I said.

“They’re not identical, but very similar,” she countered. “Like a jump sphere’s runes, they increase the energy generated through magical powers. It filters into the batteries, and then they’re taken to the generators inside this room. It’s strange these people wouldn’t have any enchanters among them to fix them.”

“The Dax built the Ark,” I explained. “When they relinquished ownership of Ecoma, they took the knowledge of runes with them.”

Rune magic was highly coveted, and enchanters swore oaths to keep their knowledge secret. Even as an apprentice enchanter, I’d only known the bare minimum. To fully understand the intricacies of runes and their empowerment required an induction into what was almost a holy order.

"You sound like you've been doing a lot of learning while--" Elle was interrupted as an explosion boomed as another Ecomese human’s life ended.

Even with a chunk of metal and dozens of meters separating us from the other chamber, the floor rumbled beneath my feet. Elle hugged her arms and shivered, and I felt similarly affected by the sudden end of a person’s existence. There were not any guards keeping the people inside the rune circles, so I knew that most of these people freely chose to give up their lives to fuel the Ark.

“The Ark shouldn’t need to use so much power,” Elle said with a shake of her head. “The amount harvested from the storms should be more than sufficient to keep this thing in the air.”

“It’s bloody huge,” Joseph called from within the chamber. “What’s there not to understand, lass?”

Elle quivered a little at the old enchanter’s comment before consulting her tablet. “Dr. Lenkov had me estimate the power requirements on the Ark, and it didn’t appear out of the ordinary at first. But I did some more calculations, and it’s using far more than required to sustain itself. I can see where the power is going, and the expenditure is incredible.”

“Can you determine the exact location?” I asked. I predicted it would be somewhere in this power plant, but if I knew where then I could ditch Alin and the enforcers and take a closer look.

I didn’t get an answer from the point clerk because Casey spoke up. “That one’s fixed,” she said as she slipped her Dust-drill into her prot-belt. She wasn’t meant to be wearing Runetech since she was only an enchantress, but I didn’t begrudge her breaking the rules after the pirate attack on the Stalwart.

“Used almost all our Dust, though.” Joseph stood and stared out at the dozens of broken runic generators further down the chamber. “I don’t know whether we’ll have enough to complete the job.”

Alin frowned at the enchanter and then wandered down the corridor to speak with an enforcer. I couldn’t understand their exchange since it was in Ecomese, but it ended with the man nodding and running down the corridor.

“The surge of power is coming from the upper levels of this power plant,” Elle whispered to me. “Want to take a look?”

Before I could respond, a siren blared from the ceiling, and I flinched in surprise. A voice declared something in Ecomese that sounded a lot like an emergency announcement. In response, the enforcers who’d escorted us into the power plant sprinted down the corridor.

Alin gasped, and the skin on her face was no longer grey, but a bold blue color. “You all must leave the power plant!” she pleaded.

Another declaration blared from the intercom, and I didn’t need to understand Ecomese to know the person on the other end was desperate.

“What’s going on?” Elle asked.

Something terrible had happened, and the empath seemed like she was a second away from a nervous breakdown.

“Is the Den Ark under attack?” I asked the empath. “Is it the other Arks?”

Alin shook her head, and I opened my mouth to ask her again, another round of deafening alarms sounded. The enchanters put down their tools to stare at the empath.

“Nick, we should go,” Casey shouted. “We can get answers later.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Joseph said. “We’ve been given a job to do, and we’ll bloody well do it.”

“It is not safe,” Alin said. “You must leave.” The whimsical woman had vanished, and her personality was now one of a commanding official. She flagged down a passing enforcer, and he rushed over to her. She issued a command in Ecomese and then turned to the enchanters. “You will all accompany Yerik to the emergency area.”

Joseph growled under his breath, but he and the other enchanters followed after the enforcer. I remained behind as did Elle and Casey.

“You cannot stay here!” Alin said to me as she grabbed a tablet from a wall mount and ran her fingers over the screen.

The frantic atmosphere made me consider teleporting us all out of the power plant. I hadn’t used my ability since the fight with Polgar’s warship, but if we were in danger, then I could transport us out of the power plant faster than we could run. I’d never performed a teleport with more than one living passenger, but I would attempt it if necessary.

Except I couldn’t leave Alin and the other Ecomese citizens in here. Not when there could be something we could do to help.

“You two go to the emergency zone,” I said to Elle and Casey.

“I’m not leaving,” Elle said.

Casey sighed. “Neither am I.”

“It’s too late,” Alin said as she looked up from her tablet. “They’ve already conquered the fourth ring.”

“Who?” I asked. “What fourth ring?”

Alin grabbed my arm, and fear gathered in her eyes. “You must all go to the emergency area.” Her grip on my arm tightened, and she tried to tug me up the corridor.

“Tell me what the announcement said,” I ordered the empath as I pulled my arm back so she would release me. “Translate it for me. Word for word.” My tone was demanding, and my grip was firm on her arm. I didn’t want to hurt the woman, but I was done asking nicely.

“The Watchtower requires reinforcements,” she said, barely above a whisper.

“Reinforcements for what?” I asked.

Alin closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She’d obviously been commanded not to say anything, and I figured she’d be in a bunch of trouble if she answered truthfully. But the sirens were growing louder, and I needed to know what kind of mess we were in.

“Alin, if something bad is happening, you need to tell me,” I screamed above the sirens. “We can help.”

The woman trembled beneath my gaze, and I didn’t look away. Finally, she swallowed. “An enchanter might be needed. I will take this one to the Watchtower.” She nodded at Casey.

Movement caught my eye as one of the giant robots I’d seen inside the docking station moved toward us. A tall cylinder was attached to the magnetons on its back, and my heart slammed in my chest as I realized what was inside.

There had to be at least thirty kilos of Dust within the container.

Alin must have ordered the robot to bring the arcane material when she’d heard Joseph say their supply had run out.

“By the gods,” Elle said. “I’ve never seen so much Dust in one place.”

At first, I didn’t know where the Ecomese had gathered so much Dust, but my stomach dropped when I considered the possibilities. They might have traded for the substance, but the blaring noise ringing an alarm forced me to realize the truth: there were Grendel portals on this planet. Waves of nausea rolled over me, and the muscles in my limbs twitched.

“Alin!” I shouted to the empath above the sirens. “Are there any Grendel portals on Ecoma?”

She shook her head immediately. “No. None at all.” Her answer came too quickly. “We do not have time to talk. We must get to the emergency area.”

“Then where did you get all this Dust?” Elle asked, seeming as interested as I was despite the alarms. “Did the Dax provide you with it?”

“No,” Alin said, and then she shook her head. “Yes. Well, not quite.” She ran her hands over her silver hair. “We cannot stay here! Please, you must get to the emergency zone! Before the Gren--” The empath stopped, and her face burst with blue like a giant blueberry.

Then I knew for sure that Grendel portals existed on Ecoma. It was the only explanation for the massive amount of Dust the robot had just brought us.

It might also explain why they were using so much power. They were charging weapons to fight against the alien lizard-warriors.

And I was here, on this Ark, with a mutation that could cause the portals to become more powerful.

“I think there are Grendel portals on Ecoma,” I hissed to Elle and the enchanters as fear sprang into my chest. “Every second I am here puts the citizens here in danger. I need to get off the planet.”

Elle’s pupils dilated, and I could almost taste her fear. She knew all about my mutation and how it affected the level of Grendel portals.

Pain suddenly shot through my temple, and my eyes peppered with white. I stumbled into Elle’s arms, and Alin came to support my weight.

“Uhh . . . Nick? What the fuck is going on?” Casey yelled.

I forced myself to stand upright, and I leaned onto the wall as a quivering feeling rocked my stomach. “There’s a portal nearby. And I think I increased its level.”
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Chapter 9

“What should we do, Nick?” Casey yelled above the wailing sirens.

I was torn because I wanted to help the citizens with the Grendel portal, but I was also risking affecting the gateway further with every second I spent in proximity to it.

“I can’t stay here to help,” I answered. “I’ve already increased the portal’s level once. What if I do it again?”

“You explained to me what happened every time you were near one,” Elle said as a squad of enforcers charged past her. “They only upgraded a single time. Is that correct?”

“Yeah. The last two times it increased in level initially and then stayed at that level.”

“So this portal won’t change further.” The point clerk seemed so certain, but I had difficulty accepting her words. Two experiences with my mutation weren’t positive proof the gateway wouldn’t upgrade again.

“We don’t know for sure,” I said.

“We’ll have to risk it,” Casey said. “You might be the only chance these people have of stopping the Grendels.”

“This is what you trained for,” Elle said to me. “To slay Grendels.”

They were right. I was fully equipped for battle, so I could help the natives hold back the enemy forces. I was only one man, but there was no one else.

Except for the Stalwart’s crew.

It would take them some time to get here, but I could report the situation to Captain Cross immediately. My heart pounded while I opened my prot-belt menu and selected the captain’s channel. My equipment barked an error, and the link couldn’t be established. I searched the other crew members’ frequencies and cursed when they failed to connect.

A light flickered on my belt’s holo menu, and a channel opened to Neville. I secured the link, but when I tried to speak, there was only static.

“Damn it!” I said. “The portal’s too close for my comms to work.” I closed my prot-belt’s menu, and another announcement echoed into the passageway. I didn’t need to understand Ecomese to know the person on the other end was desperate.

Things were heating up, and I still didn’t know exactly where the portal was situated.

“How close is the portal?” I questioned Alin. I figured it would be nearby since my mutant ability had triggered an upgrade in its level.

She sighed before answering reluctantly. “It is inside a fortress adjacent to the Watchtower.”

The siren suddenly changed to a low-pitched moan, and its warbles increased in frequency.

“What’s with the new siren?” I asked the empath.

“The power plant has been sealed,” she said. “No one can exit. The Grendels have reached the third ring.” The empath’s eyes were vacant, as though the battle had already ended, and her people were defeated.

Frustration burned like acid in my stomach as I considered my next move. I wanted to slay the Grendels, but I would need backup. With my comms down, I had one other option that wouldn’t take forever: I could attempt a teleport to the captain to inform him of the situation personally.

The last time I’d used my ability was during the RTF Bulwark’s assault, and all it had taken for me to teleport was thinking on the likely deaths of my friends. I brought those same thoughts to mind and added the impending carnage the Grendels would unleash on the five thousand remaining Ecomese on the Ark. As I felt magical energy coursing through my body, I pulled back. It took substantial willpower to banish the negative considerations from my mind, and I exhaled as the energy receded.

I had stopped because I didn’t know how my ability would interact with an active Grendel portal nearby. Jump mages couldn’t summon their own portals under such conditions because of the potential for deadly malfunction, and I thought my mutation might suffer from the same limitations.

Even though it was a great risk, I needed to get a message to the captain. I could attempt to teleport to him, but the Grendels might take the power plant before I ever got back here. Then my friends would be locked inside this place with a horde of angry lizard-warriors.

I wasn’t sure if I could teleport twice in a row, and I didn’t want Elle and Casey to die because I couldn’t instantly return.

“Alin,” I said. “Is it possible to get a message to Captain Cross? He needs to be informed there are Grendels here. We’ll need every artilleryman, squire, and knight to defeat them.”

“The Grendel portal is has disrupted all communication devices,” she said as she consulted her handheld device. “Even this tablet can only make use of a limited local network. And the power plant cannot be exited now that it is sealed.”

“What about the entrance around the western side?” I asked as I recalled the door Dr. Lenkov and I had used to sneak into the plant.

Alin’s eyes widened, and then she grabbed a passing enforcer. They shared a rapid-fire conversation before the man left. “I sent him to leave via the western entrance. He will send word to Captain Cross has soon as he is a sufficient distance from the portal for a comms device to function.”

I hoped it wouldn’t be too late. In the meantime, I would do my best to hold off the enemy waves. I’d made an oath to my queen to battle Grendel foes wherever they might be found, and that included planets outside the Caledonian Kingdom’s dominion.

But now my friends could escape the area. The area the enforcer had run toward could be their salvation while I remained here to fight the enemy.

“You two should leave the power plant through the western entrance,” I advised Casey and Elle. “Go somewhere else on the Ark. Preferably as far away from here as possible.”

“They might need enchanters,” Casey said.

“And I can probably utilize their computer systems,” Elle added.

I preferred for my friends to be safe, but they each had a point. While they could both be incredibly useful to defending this place, I didn’t want them in harm’s way needlessly.

I took a few seconds to look from the beautiful redheaded enchantress to the stunning raven-haired point clerk. Losing either of them to the hated enemies of humankind would be an atrocity. But they could be crucial to the Watchtower’s defense so I couldn’t force them to leave. I doubted they would even listen if I tried.

“Alright,” I said to them. “But you’ll need to obey everything I say. If I tell you to run, then you run.”

The two women nodded, and I saw Alin talking with a group of enforcers. Now was probably the best time to move in the same direction everyone else inside the building was going, so I entered the power plant’s main chamber. Soldiers and technicians were all rushing up the catwalks to a doorway at the very top of the room, and I turned to make sure the two beautiful women were following me.

“Do we go up there?” Elle asked, and then her attention was drawn to something behind me.

I turned to see Alin sprint toward us, and she stopped to catch her breath. “You must not go inside the Watchtower!” she managed to say. “Please, wait for your crew to arrive.”

“Will you call the enforcers to stop me?” I challenged. “Because they seem too preoccupied at the moment.” I was annoyed the woman had lied to me about the situation, but I was more concerned with the portal and the Grendels which would be coming out of it.

“No.”The empath shook her head.

“Then you need to come help us save your people.” I sprinted up the stairs to the catwalk with Elle, Casey, and Alin trailing me. After bounding up crisscrossing sloped metal platforms, we entered a corridor stretching twenty meters ahead.

This section of the power plant was organic, and the flesh-colored walls ebbed and flowed like a respiratory system. Armed enforcers and technicians in hazmat suits rushed through the complex while they yelled at each other in Ecomese. The place felt like an anthill that had just been stepped on, and I hoped there was sufficient manpower with weaponry capable of keeping the Grendels at bay.

We stopped at a sealed door guarded by two enforcers. Alin flashed an identification marking on her wrist, and the guards allowed her to pass. I figured she was granted high-level access since she worked for the prime minister. The enforcers didn’t seem too pleased with the presence of ‘old race’ humans, but they didn’t vocalize their disagreement.

The door opened to a server room, and lights danced across the computer systems as we weaved our way around the stalls. Wherever we were going was meant to be hidden even from the technicians who worked in the plant. We stopped at a terminal with a dead monitor screen. It didn’t appear to be functional until Alin lifted her wrist marking to a scanner on the computer console. The entire wall shifted, and we entered the secret doorway.

“This is the Watchtower,” the empath said as we entered a chamber with a dozen control consoles in its center. The systems weren’t like those in the server room; these were all constructed of the same organic material elsewhere in the Ark. An empath sat behind each one, and they were all wearing virtual reality helmets identical to the one I’d worn while playing the virtual game earlier today.

Three-meter-tall cages rested against the wall behind me. The lattices on their sides were too narrow for me to see what was inside, but the cages looked like they might contain vehicles or heavy weapons of some kind. At the far end of the room was a ten-meter-wide monitor screen displaying a horde of Grendel Grunts engaged in battle with a dozen warsuits.

“The alarm was sounded because of a virtual reality game?” I asked Alin to make sense of what I was seeing. Then I realized the meaning of the people wearing the VR helmets and the battle on the monitor. “Are these Grendels real? This monitor isn’t showing a game, is it?”

“The cyber alchemists are using the helmets to control the warsuits,” Alin admitted.

“Can twelve of these mechs take on that many Grendels?” Casey asked.

“I doubt it,” Elle said with a shake of her head.

I stared at the monitor as a group of Grendel Grunts surged over a warsuit. Their sheer numbers overpowered it, and then a Warrior carved it in two with its serrated sword. A cyber alchemist screamed and shuddered like he was having a seizure. Alin rushed over to him, and I followed behind her. She removed the alchemist’s helmet, and I saw blue blood leaking from his lifeless eyes and oozing from his mouth and nostrils.

I now knew the true purpose of the virtual world I’d entered earlier. It was a training ground for when the empaths needed to use the warsuits to fight against real lizard-men. No wonder their programming was so good; they had probably witnessed lots of Grendel activity while using the helmets.

My insides coiled and clenched, and I could barely speak above a hoarse whisper. “Where is the portal?”

The empath didn’t seem to hear me because she was busy reading a computer terminal. The screen displayed a flashing block of letters, but I couldn’t understand any of it.

I gripped my longsword’s handle from over my shoulder and released the weapon from my breastplate’s magnetons. “I will help your men fight,” I yelled at Alin.

A squad of enforcers ran to her, and she issued them commands before they bowed their heads and then marched out of the chamber. The woman was too busy organizing the Ecomese forces to hear me, and my anger boiled over.

“Alin!” I shouted. “Show me where the enemy lies!”

I ached to kill the Grendels. Every induction class in the Academy drilled in me an unstoppable hatred of the lizard aliens, and I felt those conditioning sessions come back to me as I watched enemies on the monitor screen.

A swarm of Grendel Grunts rolled over the warsuit like a scaled wave. The dog-like lizards toppled the machine, and then they slashed its armor with their talons. The first dozen Grunts were unable to penetrate the mech's outer casing, but more kept coming until the warsuit’s armor was shredded like cheap metal. Another alchemist screamed before dying.

“They have taken the primary rune-turret,” Alin muttered as she consulted her tablet. “Any Grendel wanting to get here needs to pass through the turret chamber. Without its main weapon, they will surely overwhelm us.”

“We can repair the rune-turret,” Casey said.

“It’s too dangerous,” the grey-skinned woman countered.

“I will escort her,” I said. While I agreed it was dangerous, we were all sitting ducks until the captain and the others arrived. If we were going to hold off the Grendels, the turret needed to be working.

“What do you need?” I asked Casey.

“More Arcane Dust,” the enchantress said.

“I will send an enforcer to bring three containers of Dust here,” Alin said.

Casey's face hardened in determination. “I’ll grab the other enchanters.”

“Hurry,” I said. “We don’t have much time.” The Tyranius mission had taught me how quickly a powerful Grendel force could overwhelm an unprepared enemy.

Alin relayed the information to an enforcer, and he left the room to retrieve more Dust. I was surprised by how well she commanded these enforcers, and I realized she was far more than an attendant for guests. The ignorant and whimsical persona she’d shown earlier must have been an act. The prime minister had probably assigned her best people to the Stalwart’s crew because she was suspicious of our intentions. It was a smart move considering the captain’s desire to obtain the Ecomese implants.

Regardless, I was glad to have Alin with me now.

“Can you provide me with the location of the turrets?” I asked her.

The empath brought up a map of the Watchtower on her tablet. She then zoomed out, so it displayed a circular facility attached to this one. A series of narrow corridors surrounded the innermost circle, and I guessed it was the location of the Grendel portal.

I had lots of questions about this place, including how the Ecomese managed to determine the exact location of a portal with sufficient time to build a fortress around it. Even the Triumvirate Kingdoms hadn’t developed technology capable of that level of accuracy and foresight. But the fortress seemed ancient, so I guessed the Den Ark had been subjected to alien gateways at this exact location for many years.

I cast aside the questions as Alin highlighted a chamber on the second most outer ring with an antechamber connected to it. By my estimations, we were about fifty meters away from the highlighted location on the empath's tablet.

“The primary turret is inside the second ring.” The empath pointed at the doorway connecting the turret chamber to the antechamber. “This has been sealed to prevent the Grendels from getting closer to the power plant. They have already conquered the first three inner rings. We might have held them off, but something happened in the last hour. We suspect the portal has grown much stronger.”

“It’s now a Level Eight,” Elle confirmed.

My pulse screamed against my chest. “Are you sure?”

“I’m a point clerk,” she answered as she tapped the metallic implants on her temples.

A Level Eight was one level higher than the portal we’d faced on Tachion. Even the Stalwart’s knights had struggled to kill the Ogres it spewed out, so I doubted we would fare well without them now.

“Any chance of a video feed from the turret chamber?” Elle asked the empath from over my shoulder.

Alin drew her fingers across the tablet’s screen and then selected a menu with text in the Ecomese language. After a few more swipes, I was looking at a room with at least fifty Grendel Grunts squashed inside it like canned sardines. The outer line of lizard-dogs pounded against the sealed door but couldn’t get through.

“The door on the other side of the turret chamber has also been sealed,” Alin said. “Those Grendels are locked inside for now. Until one of the doors are breached, at least. The Ark has organic weapons throughout the fortress. Unfortunately, those are mostly ineffective against higher level enemies. Our systems are incapable of showing the weapons' statuses, but I suspect they have been destroyed.”

I’d already seen a Grendel Warrior, so I knew there were higher level enemies than Grunts coming through the gateway. Eventually, they would traverse the fortress and breach the door. Before that happened, the turrets needed to come online. I could barely see the mounted weapons beneath the sea of scaled monsters, but they sparked and smoked from the damage the enemies had done to them. These Grunts had used sheer force of numbers to take out the weapons so they might do the same again.

Still, there wasn’t really another option. It was either bring the turrets back online and pray they could hold back the wave in time for the Stalwart’s crew to get here, or hope no stronger enemies would come and break the sealed door. I could probably deal with a dozen or more Grunts by myself. Fifty would be almost impossible. Luckily, the antechamber provided a bottleneck. Alin could open the door separating the antechamber and the turret room so I could take on a few enemies at a time.

“By the queen!” Joseph Roman uttered as he entered the Watchtower. Brad and Dominic shook their heads in disbelief after gazing up at the monitor. A giant Ecomese robot followed them into the room with three Dust containers attached to its back.

We possessed everything we needed to fix the weapon. Now we just needed to risk our lives to get inside the turret chamber.

“I’ve explained everything to the others,” Casey said. “We’re prepared.”

“Good,” I said before turning to Alin. “Can you close and open the doors inside the fortress remotely?”

“Yes,” she said. “I will monitor your progress through the first and second circles from the internal cameras.”

“When we’re inside the antechamber, I’ll signal you with my longsword,” I said. “Then you can open the door to the turret chamber.”

Alin simply nodded as the door to my left slid open, and three dozen enforcers entered the room. They were all carrying glowing staves, and fear was barely hidden behind their eyes. Alin gave them a sympathetic look, and I guessed she could feel their terror like it was her own.

“I have notified the Stalwart’s captain,” the leader said to me with a quavering voice.

“Thank you,” I said. “How soon will he be here?” I knew we were running out of time to repair the turret, but a specific ETA on the crew would help me know exactly how desperate the situation was.

“At least twenty more minutes,” the enforcer responded. “There is no fast route to the Watchtower. They must go through the city and then the power plant.”

Hearing the crew wouldn’t be here for twenty minutes was like a blow to the chin. I suspected the Watchtower had been purposefully designed so that the rest of the Ark was separated from it.

Alin spoke to the soldiers and then turned to me. “These enforcers will accompany you Caledonians into the Watchtower while you repair the turrets. When the weapon is back online, you must return here and await the arrival of the rest of your crew.”

I nodded at the empath before facing the enchanters. “Are you all wearing prot-belts?” They nodded. I wasn’t surprised. The items were meant to be restricted to combat roles within the RTF, but the Stalwart’s crew did things their own way.

“Lead the way, Squire,” Joseph said to me, and I got the feeling he was only polite because I would be the first in the path of any Grendels we might encounter.

I activated my longsword’s runes from my prot-belt, then I triggered my prot-field. My forcefield hummed to life, and the air around me crackled with energy.

“Activate prot-fields,” I ordered the enchanters, and they obeyed. The enforcers didn’t move, so I guessed they weren’t wearing prot-belts. If we encountered Grendels with rifles, these men would be dead in seconds.

“Stay safe,” Elle said.

I’d seen the point clerk fight and knew she could handle her own, but I was glad she hadn’t asked to accompany us. She would be just another person I had to protect, and I needed to keep Casey and the enchanters from coming to harm.

“I’ll make sure no one dies,” I said to Elle. The promise sounded flat on my tongue, and I prayed I could keep it as we turned to face the entrance to the fortress.

The giant doors hissed open, and the locks clanked as they unwound. The curving corridors inside the fortress were about two meters wide, so the prot-field surrounding my body would absorb any enemy fire before it hit the enforcers behind me. We traveled in the direction of the antechamber Alin had pointed out while I watched for any sign of movement. The thought that there might be Grendel Elites capable of cloaking themselves crossed my mind, but I pushed the worry aside. The closest enemies were the Grunts locked within the turret chamber. The Grendels wouldn't have penetrated the outer rings yet, so the enchanters would be safe until we reached the antechamber.

“It’s just through here,” I said as we turned into the second ring. The map Alin had shown me was seared into my brain, so I knew the antechamber was thirty meters away.

Our steps echoed in the empty corridor, and I heard the steady trickle of water. I glanced up and didn’t see a metal pipe, just the reddish color of the behemoth’s flesh. It looked like an enemy had torn an organic weapon of some kind from its mount on the ceiling. The area was bruised and broken, and a bluish fluid leaked from what appeared to be a wound.

“The Grendels have come through here!” I yelled as I lifted my longsword to prepare for an attack. Somehow, the enemy had gotten past the chamber filled with Grunts, and they’d stripped the organic weapons from the passageways.

A scream seared my eardrums, and I spun around to see the enchanter, Dominic, on the ground. Blood and entrails cascaded from his stomach as a Grendel Elite shimmered into view.

Shit.

“Run back to the main chamber!” I screamed as I moved to attack the Elite.

The lizard-man jumped from the dying enchanter and turned its talons on me. My sword struck the claws and bounced off, but I leaned into the creature and slammed my head onto its skull. My helmet cracked bone, and then I thrust my blade all the way into the monster’s armored stomach before pulling it free of its squishy guts.

While the enchanters had already fled, the enforcers remained. They were engaged in combat with a trio of Elites, and the lizards were winning. I hurled myself at the enemy without a care for my own safety. My sword found a lizard-heart beneath thick armor and skewered it like a piece of meat.

I heard a dozen boom sounds as the enforcers thrust their staves into the abdomen of the last Elite. The force pulverized the lizard-man’s armor, mashed the flesh beneath, and a spray of green ichor coated the hallway.

When I glanced back down the corridor where the enchanters had gone, I saw the Ecomese robot on the ground. Two Elites tore the Dust canisters from its back, and they hacked them with their curved swords. One cylinder exploded into a cloud of golden particles, and I charged toward them as I flung a forcewave.

The air rippled as the forcefield plowed into them, and they pinwheeled through the air. I activated my speed sequence and sprinted after the enemies. Before the first could get to its feet, I severed its head with an arcing slice. The second Elite slashed its serrated sword at me, but I jumped above the swing and sliced down with my sword. The blade sunk between its eyes before plunging into its brain.

I grunted as I removed my weapon. The enforcers had taken down their share of Elites at great cost. Out of the thirty-six soldiers who had entered the fortress with me, only twenty remained. The others now decorated the floor alongside lizard corpses.

“Keep your eye out for any more enemies,” I said as I examined the giant robot. The cables in its artificial limbs were severed, and two of the three canisters were broken. The Dust lay scattered along the ground, intermingled with the blue blood of Ecomese humans and green Grendel ichor. I followed a trail of crimson to the corpse of the Stalwart’s enchanter, Dominic.

I should have been more cautious. I was responsible for this man's death.

“We need to get inside the turret chamber,” Casey said, and my head shot up to see her on the far side of the corridor with Joseph and Brad.

“What are you still doing here? There could be more Elites!” I couldn’t allow the enchanters to stay here. None of us could remain when there were Grendel Elites that could hide from my thermal recognition, but we couldn't move further into the Watchtower without the knights.

“We’re not going back,” Casey said. “This turret might be the only thing that buys the Ark Den time while the others get here.”

Although I didn’t want to endanger the enchanters, I couldn’t argue with her reasoning.

I entered the narrow antechamber and walked toward the door. The turret chamber was on the other side, and the echoing sound of scratching filled my ears. The Grunts were attempting to penetrate the door in front of me with their talons, and I shuddered at the fear inspiring noise.

I lifted my glowing sword at the camera in the corner of the antechamber. Alin must have noticed my signal because I heard a slow wheeze as the door in front of me started to open. At the same time, the one behind me shut, and the locks triggered.

I just hoped my plan would work. There was now no easy way to change my mind. It was either kill the Grunt horde in the turret chamber, or risk the deaths of the people behind me.

When the door leading to the turret room opened to a gap of about thirty centimeters, the lizard-men’s clicks echoed into the hallway. The scaled monsters pushed and squeezed as they attempted to get through the narrow slit. I shoved my sword into the skull of a Grunt. Its brain popped, and I removed the blade before striking another lizard.

The creatures gnashed their teeth and scrambled over one another to get to me. Alin had been smart enough to open the door only slightly, so the enemies were hard-pressed to get more than a few through at a time.

Lucky for me, my sword encountered no difficulty finding its mark.

A thrust of my blade into the gap and the point slipped through one lizard’s eyeball before skewering the neck of another. I pressed my right foot against the wall beside the door and heaved my weapon free. The blade slid out from the Grunts with a wet sound.

I was huffing from the effort, and my lungs struggled to suck in enough air. I stepped aside for a moment, and three enforcers took my place. They blasted the Grendels with their staves, and each boom signaled the death of a dog-lizard. After at least two dozen deafening blasts, I returned to the doorway. Saliva dripped from the aliens’ fang-filled maws, and they growled in desperation even as my longsword ended them. I wondered whether they possessed any rational capabilities since they didn’t seem to care about their dead comrades lining the floor beneath them.

After the corpses piled so high that the doorway was completely obstructed, I took another moment to breathe. My arms were aching, and green blood drenched my equipment.

“Is that the last of them?” I heard Joseph ask from behind me.

I listened for any clicks or growls that would suggest more Grendels lay within the turret chamber, but there was silence. I planted both hands on the mound of corpses and pushed them aside. Grendel bodies tumbled into the turret room, and I climbed over them.

“One second,” I said to the enchanters. “I’ll make sure there isn’t any more hiding in here.”

My eyes swept over the dozens of dead enemies felled by the turret in the center of the room. The giant weapon wasn’t a cannon like I’d assumed, but a melee turret with giant axes attached to a swiveling mount. If extended, the blades would have reached to the far ends of the room, and I could see their handiwork scattered across the ground and painting the walls. Anything intending to cross from this chamber to the antechamber behind us would have encountered the fine edges of the axes. It was the perfect automated weapon against Grendels since prot-fields wouldn’t be able to absorb its attacks. The sheer amount of enemies that had flooded the room must have been unanticipated, leading to the turret’s malfunction.

I couldn’t see any movement, so I guessed the bodies which were still somewhat whole were no longer breathing. I heard something click from behind, and I whirled around to see a Grunt launch itself toward me. I carved it in two with a swipe of my blade, and the halves joined the ensemble of Grendel body parts on the floor.

“I think that’s the last of them,” I called out. “Let’s get this turret repaired and get out of here.”

While the enchanters entered the chamber, I kept an eye on the closed door on the other side of the room. There were indentations on its metal surface from a great force, and a sudden series of thumps told me a shit ton of Grendels were trying to get through.

The door wouldn’t sustain many hits for long.

Brad removed a toolkit from his belt and then siphoned Dust from the container into a drill. Joseph grabbed the tool from the other enchanter and set to work on the runes on the turret. Soon, all three enchanters wielded replenished Dust-drills, and they each took a side of the weapon to retrace its magical sigils.

The heavy thudding from the door grew louder, and the metal started to buckle inward.

“How much longer do you need?” I asked the enchanters.

“Almost done,” Casey said as she sealed a sigil atop the right axe-blade. The rune circle burst with blue light and then dulled to a soft glow.

“That’ll give the Grendels something to worry about,” Joseph said as he stood.

“Let’s get out of here.” I eyed the door as it rippled with the impact from the other side, and the enchanters filtered out from the turret chamber.

The door suddenly burst open, and Grendel Grunts swarmed into the room. The turret immediately activated with a high-pitched squeal, and a rune-empowered axe extended from the spinning top. The glowing blade diced the lizards like a giant blender, and green gore splashed against my back as I turned and sprinted after the enchanters.

The turret’s squealing was joined by the clicking from the Grunts. The two sounds filled my ears as I passed Dominic’s corpse. I halted and glanced over my shoulder. The weapon inside the turret chamber was dealing with the enemies, and none of them could make it past the spinning blades without being torn to shreds.

I knelt and lifted Dominic’s bloody body into my arms. The man’s lifeless eyes stared up at me like they were accusing me of his death, and I tried to ignore them as I caught up to the others. After sprinting down the remaining corridors, we came to the Watchtower and the entry door opened and then sealed behind us.

“The knights should be here any minute,” Elle said, and her face paled when she saw the dead man I was carrying.

I’d failed to keep the promise I’d made to her. I carried Dominic beyond the rows of alchemists with their VR helmets and laid him on the floor next to a metal cage. I pulled down his eyelids and then glanced up to see Joseph Roman approach.

The old enchanter gave me a somber frown as he looked at Dominic’s form. “He shouldn’t have died.”

“I made a mistake,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I’m so sorry, Joseph. I should have detected the enemies sooner.”

Joseph clapped me on the shoulder, and I almost leaped back at the touch. It seemed almost affectionate, and I didn't know how to respond.

“Dominic now lives within the furthest star,” he said. “If it wasn’t for you, we might all have died. You risked your life for us and these Ecomese when you don’t owe them a damned thing.”

“I only did what was right,” I said, and the man nodded at me. His blue eyes sparkled with unshed tears, and I wondered if I’d finally earned his respect. I should have been pissed that it had taken the death of a crew member, but all I felt was rage at the Grendels.

Maybe it was my Academy conditioning, but I didn’t care. Our universe was home to humankind, not those alien scum. Every one of them deserved to die.

“Squire Lyons,” Alin said, and I turned around. “The monitor is now showing a video-feed of the turret room. I believe you should see it.”

I turned and looked up at the monitor. There were almost a hundred Grunts inside, and they scattered as a huge figure pushed past them. I groaned at the sight, and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

It was a Grendel Ogre.
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Chapter 10

The Ogre’s thick muscles rippled as it charged past the Grunts. The massive club in its hands descended from above its head and came crashing on the rune-turret. Metal crinkled from the sheer force of the blow, and a half second later an explosion erupted and covered the entire monitor in black smoke. When the camera cleared, the weapon sparked and jerked as it failed to swing the axe-blades at the remaining Grendel Grunts. I searched the screen for any sign of the Ogre, but it was no longer inside the turret chamber.

“The giant has crossed into the first ring!” Alin confirmed as we all watched in silence. “There is nothing we can do from here,” she said in frustration. “The door to this room is sealed. We must pray it lasts until the Stalwart’s crew arrives.”

More Grunts stormed into the turret room in the wake of the Ogre’s attack. The weapon attempted to slice them, but its mangled axles could only manage a futile lurch toward the enemies. The Grunts leaped over the broken machine and surged into the antechamber beyond. They were followed by a trio of Elites with plasma rifles. Their muscled limbs sprung out from beneath carapace armor molded to their scaled forms.

The new arrivals twisted their heads toward the camera inside the turret chamber. One of the lizard-men pointed his firearm at it, and a ball of plasma engulfed the screen I was looking at. The video-feed went offline, and everyone in the Watchtower gasped in unison.

Alin cursed as she consulted her tablet, and the monitor flickered a few times as each video-feed she selected registered as offline. “The Grendels must have brought something with them to kill all our surveillance systems at once. I have never seen anything like it,” the empath said.

That was because she had never faced a portal with this level before. The aliens we were dealing with must possess advanced tech, and now we were completely in the dark.

I turned to Joseph and Brad. “You guys need to get out of here.”

Both enchanters looked up at the monitor even though it was offline. I could imagine their minds trying to convince them that what their eyes had seen wasn’t real. They’d have heard about Grendels but they’d probably never gone to a portal zone before. Confronting the real thing was very different from hearing stories.

Joseph’s hand trembled as he gripped my hand. “Good luck,” he said before turning and approaching Casey. They shared a whispered conversation that lasted only a few seconds, and I expected the enchantress to follow her grandfather and Brad out from the Watchtower. Much to my chagrin, she stayed behind with Elle.

I walked through the booths with the cyber alchemists and confronted them both.

“You two should leave,” I said. “It’s not safe for you here.”

Elle removed a curved dagger from beneath her golden coat. The weapon’s runes and the jewel on the hilt glowed a bright pink. “I am not leaving,” she said.

I shook my head. “You’ve never fought a Grendel before, let alone an Ogre.”

The point clerk touched her prot-belt, and a lightweight armor shifted over her body beneath her coat. The metal plates hugged her form, and I saw the flicker of rune magic sparkle in the center of her breastplate.

“I went to the Academy like you, and I also trained to fight Grendels.” The dark-haired woman smiled at me.

“Yeah, but this isn’t just a few Grunts,” I said. “It is an Ogre. It would kill most knights. I want you to leave.”

“No,” she said. “You aren’t a knight yet, Nick. You can’t order me around. I’m going to help you with this.”

“You are so damn stubborn,” I growled with frustration.

“I am,” she said with a barked laugh. “But look at my armor. It is something I purchased from a seller on Tachion. His name was Hirsch, I believe. He told me it once lined the Salenum king’s treasury. It is powerful.”

I’d been inside the treasury, so I didn’t doubt Elle’s words. Even wearing powerful equipment, I didn’t think she was ready to face an Ogre. I opened my mouth to express my disagreement, but she silenced me with a gloved finger.

“I’m not waiting around here while you two have all the fun,” Casey said before grabbing an enforcer on the shoulder. He whirled around, and she offered him a smile. “Can I borrow one of your weapons?”

“They are not for the uninitiated,” the man responded in a thick accent.

“I’m sure I’ll manage,” she said as she held out an open palm. “Hand it over.”

The guard looked at the enchantress like she was crazy, but he placed the staff into her hand all the same. The weapon looked like an upgraded version of the staves used by the normal enforcers. At its tips was a crystal housed inside a four-pronged claw. The weapon ebbed and flowed with energy as the enchantress inspected it before smiling at the man.

“Uninitiated? It’s a simple point and shoot.” Casey glanced at me. “Looks like we know where Max got the idea for the Forcewave rune. It’s not as effective as his version because it uses the crystal’s energy rather than a prot-field, but it’ll do the job. I can shoot the Ogre and give you cover.”

Elle activated her prot-field, and the surrounding air shimmered. “My dagger has a few tricks that will prove useful as well.”

I was about to argue the point further when more reinforcements of staff-wielding enforcers entered the Watchtower. Some carried old-fashioned rifles, the kind which would barely put a dent in a Grendel’s armor. While the firearms might have limited effectiveness against Grunts, we were now facing an Ogre.

Even with the newcomers, the total number of Ecomese soldiers inside this room couldn’t number more than fifty. I’d seen the Elites take out their comrades with ease, so their presence didn’t fill me with confidence. They would just be more fodder for the enemies, more kills to add to their growing tally.

I imagined the Den Ark had relied on the warsuits and weapons like the rune-turret to deal with Grendels in the past. They probably never needed an army of substantial size, so this meager number of enforcers was all they could muster. Or maybe their military had been much larger once, but the troops were sacrificed to fuel the Ark and its fortress. Either way, we were short on manpower and now Ogres had joined the party.

Alin approached the enforcer she’d ordered to send the captain a message. While they conversed in their native tongue, I crouched and took stock of my gear. Nothing required immediate repairing, but I needed something to do with my shaking hands while I awaited the arrival of Captain Cross and the others. My fingers trembled as I removed the portable Dust-drill from my belt pouch, laid my longsword in my lap, and retraced the runes along the blade’s edge.

“The knights are on their way,” Alin said to me after she finished speaking with the enforcer.

“Our jump mages won’t be able to open portals, so they’ll have to trek through the city and ascend the power plant before getting here,” I said.

“Until they arrive, we must ensure the giant does not harm the alchemists,” the empath said.

It had taken me about fifteen minutes to reach the turret chamber from this location. The Ogre moved with a much larger gait, so it could probably get here in about ten.

Alin faced the squad of enforcers and addressed them in Ecomese while I resumed examining my gear. Everything was in order, and my prot-field was completely recharged. Elle and Casey were standing behind the alchemists, and I peered up at them. Neither woman met my gaze, and I guessed they must have avoided it because they knew I still wanted them to leave the Watchtower.

Once Alin finished speaking to the enforcers, they all looked at me. The lightly armored soldiers were clearly afraid, and I doubted any of them had ever faced real Grendels. Maybe they had battled them inside the VR world, but a computer game was a far cry from a real confrontation.

“I have placed them under your command,” Alin said to me, and my heart stopped. “If the Ogre breaches the door to the Watchtower, then my men will give their lives to kill it.”

I tried not to grimace as the warriors looked at me expectantly. I wasn’t sure why the empath had given me authority over them, but I soon found my answer when Alin sat behind a vacant console.

The empath pulled the helmet above her over her head, and then she went silent. I heard a noise behind me as the door to one of the cages swung open, and a warsuit stepped out from it. The giant mechanical combatant was painted red and had a plasma cannon jutted from one arm and a flamethrower from the other. It lurched across the room and came to a halt in front of the door leading to the fortress’ first ring.

If we lived through the day, I was going to ask the Ecomese woman some serious questions. Like who the hell she was and why she’d been assigned to the squires like some kind of servant.

For now, I turned to the enforcers under my command. I knew they could all feel my emotions, so I tried to squash my fear. I could barely keep my hands steady, so I was failing miserably. The soldiers seemed more terrified than I was, but it wasn’t exactly a mercy or encouraging.

The last time I’d fought an Ogre, it had been with four knights and three squires by my side. If we faced the monster now, I would be commanding these men to their deaths.

But what else could we do except fight?

I squared my shoulders as I stared at the ranks of the Ecomese warriors. An Ogre would pulverize them, but this was their Ark and their home, so they deserved to give their lives in defense of it. Who was I to take such an honor away from them?

Nothing mattered now except preparing these soldiers for battle. We probably had a few minutes before the Ogre led the horde of aliens to the door. I’d seen the strength of high-level Grendels, and a sealed door wouldn’t hold them back for long.

If they entered the power plant, they would kill everyone. And then the city would be vulnerable, along with the rest of the Ark.

The knights still weren’t here, and I couldn’t imagine the enemies waiting for them to arrive before attacking the Watchtower door.

Maybe stalling was an option?

Then an idea came to me. It was stupid and risky, but it was all I had.

“I’ve fought Ogres before,” I said to the enforcers. “They’re not particularly fast. I will enter the fortress and lead the Ogre away from the Watchtower. The distraction might only work for a little while, but it should give us enough time to stall until the Stalwart’s crew get here.” I spoke with far more confidence than I felt, and I prayed the enforcers were producing too much of their own fear to feel mine. The plan would allow these men to maintain their honor while also keeping them from harm’s way.

“Sir,” the lead enforcer said, “are you sure this is a reasonable plan?”

“I don’t have anything else,” I admitted. “I want you to open the door on my command. Can you do that?”

The enforcer searched my eyes, and I could tell he was also examining my emotions. Despite my doubts about the plan, the man nodded before approaching the door’s control box.

I glanced at Elle and Casey, and they shot me smiles that suggested they were ready for the battle. Neither woman seemed to realize the severity of the situation, but I didn’t plan on taking them too far into the first ring. I’d find some way of keeping them away from the Ogre. My speed sequence would leave the pair far behind, and I could lure the giant monster away from this chamber without the enchantress and the point clerk coming into contact with it.

“Alright. Get ready. Open the door on my signal,” I commanded the enforcer standing in front of the control panel.

Before I could make a move, the walls rattled, and the lights above flickered before going out. The emergency lighting came on a second later, and a screeching sound filled my ears. I stared at the door in horror as the metal edges peeled back, curling inward like a conch shell. The organic layer on top of the metal cracked like ancient skin as an Ogre peered into the room with its massive head. A single eye looked with glee at the terrified people inside.

“What do we do?” Casey asked me, her voice trembling. All her confidence had fled with the arrival of this enemy.

“Get back!” I screamed.

The enchantress and the point clerk obeyed as the warsuit Alin was controlling trudged forward and faced the Ogre. The mech's right hand jerked up before letting loose with the plasma cannon. The muzzle flared as the projectile tore free from the weapon and slammed into the Grendel. With a deafening roar, the monster launched toward the warsuit. The machine wasn’t ready for the sudden attack, and the giant's powerful muscles brought the warsuit to the ground.

“Wait!” I screamed as the enforcers rushed forward to defend the fallen warsuit.

The men paid no heed to my cry as they surrounded the monster. I only carried my longsword, and I couldn’t use its Forcewave rune while the Ecomese soldiers were in the way.

The ends of the enforcers’ staves boomed with concussive force as they harried the monster. With our enemy's attention elsewhere, Alin’s warsuit struggled to its feet and took cover behind a console. Whatever automated repair functions the machine possessed kicked into gear, and I returned my focus to the Ogre. No longer surprised by the sudden fury of the enforcers, the giant ignored the blows and bashed the men aside with its huge club. They were flung through the air and skittered along the ground like pebbles across a lake.

I sent a forcewave at the monster, and it glanced against its scaled abdomen like a soft breeze. I hadn’t tilted my wrist enough, so too little power had infused the attack. The giant lurched toward the alchemists, and I flung a more powerful forcewave into the creature. The ball of energy struck the Ogre in the right shoulder, and the monster shifted its club into its left hand, so I assumed the attack had injured its right arm.

Prot-field: 22% flashed across my visor. Before I could charge my foe, Alin’s warsuit came alongside me, and it let its plasma cannon rain balls of molten heat. The fiery sludge enveloped the Grendel’s club, but the weapon seemed invulnerable to the plasma. The club's surface ignited, and then the Ogre came at me with a flaming hunk of iron. I dashed aside as the weapon crashed down, and then I activated my speed sequence with a flurry of key presses on my prot-belt.

Power surged through my limbs, and my pulse soared upward. I sprinted around the Ogre, drawing its attention away from the alchemists so they could continue to control the warsuits fighting elsewhere in the fortress. I kept the Grendel facing the destroyed doorway, and I leaped aside as it tried to clobber me with its blazing weapon.

The enforcers who hadn’t been killed got to their feet, and they jabbed the monster’s back with energy blasts from their weapons. The thing spun around while it used a downward strike of its club to pulverize an enforcer. The Ogre pulled its weapon from the mashed corpse as I swung my longsword in an overhead cut. The blade’s keen edge slashed the giant’s right thigh but didn't penetrate its armored skin. The monster howled and spun its massive form to face me.

“Get behind me!” I screamed to the enforcers. “Keep it away from the alchemists!”

As I danced between the Ogre’s heavy-handed blows, I searched the chamber for Elle and Casey. I found them both attending to the injured enforcers, and I thanked the gods they had sense enough to stay out of the giant's warpath.

My eyes caught flashes of orange light, and I turned to see Alin’s warsuit pepper the Ogre with plasma. The giant held its forearms up to protect its hideous face and charged the machine with a growl that shook the walls. The warsuit pointed its flamethrower toward the Grendel, but it was too late. The Ogre crashed into the machine with a resounding boom and took it to the ground.

I knew Alin would die if the machine sustained enough damage, so I couldn’t allow our powerful enemy to get the upper hand.

“All at once!” I yelled at the enforcers.

They fell behind me as I hacked the Grendel with my sword. Green blood splashed over my visor and armor, and the concussive blasts from the enforcers’ staves pounded into the Ogre’s soft underbelly. The creature released the warsuit from its grip and attempted to snatch me, but I leaped back to avoid its arm. The enforcers weren’t quick enough, and the monster used its other arm to swat them with its club. The men crashed into the side wall, and not one of them moved afterward.

The warsuit seemed to have lost power, and I didn’t want to think about what that might mean for Alin. The Ogre set its eyes on me, and its wide mouth split into a giant smile, and teeth poked out from its lips like a crocodile’s grin. The wounds we’d given it dribbled blood, but the Ogre ignored them. The evil glare in its eyes spoke of its intense hatred and thirst to kill humans. I met it with an equally ferocious glare, but I doubted the giant shared my terror.

My prot-field was regenerated slightly, so I activated my Shadow Self rune. Two doppelgangers appeared on the right side of the Ogre and captured its attention. I launched a forcewave toward the creature, but I hadn’t counted how much the previous rune effect had cost to cast. The weak prot-field dissipated on the monster’s scaled flesh, and my doppelgangers vanished.

The Ogre charged at me while I bolted to meet it. I recalled the last time we’d killed a creature like this and calculated the exact distance I would need to drive my longsword into the nape of its neck. As the giant closed in, I jumped to my left and planted my right foot on an empty computer console. When my left boot came down, I leaped again, spun through the air, and slashed the Ogre’s neck. Blood spurted from the laceration, and the creature roared in agony.

I saw a pinkish object shoot through the air before burying itself in the monster’s back. It screamed a second time as the jeweled hilt glowed. Pink lines expanded from the fresh wound and crawled along the Ogre’s skin like fissures in the earth.

“Got it!” I heard Elle cry out.

Our giant opponent attempted to lift itself upright, but whatever rune effect Elle’s dagger possessed had weakened it.

I cut a horizontal line through the air and prayed my blade would pierce the creature’s armored hide. My longsword did cut, stopping midway through the giant’s neck before embedding itself into bone. The shock wave rippling up my arm startled me, but the rune on my palm prevented my sword from being ripped from my hand.

My eyes widened as the Ogre reached for me.

I tried to yank my blade free of the monster’s neck, but its right fist slammed into my stomach with the impact of a heavy tank. The breastplate dispersed most of the force, but the air was still torn from my lungs. My hands still gripped the longsword’s blade, and I ducked as the second fist flew toward me. With what remained of my strength, I tore the blade free, stumbled backward, and then raised my arms to attack again.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Alin’s warsuit struggle to stand. The mech couldn’t get completely upright, but it aimed its flamethrower toward the Ogre. Fire jetted out from the weapon, and the giant was engulfed in flame. The sickly smell of burned flesh filled my nostrils for a second until my filtering systems went online.

After the flames died down, all that remained of the Grendel Ogre was a charred corpse.

I scanned the area and found only a dozen or so enforcers still alive. The giant had earned more than thirty kills, and my stomach dropped at the surrounding carnage.

I found the enforcer who’d opened the door and helped him to his feet. A nasty gash ran from his forehead down to his left cheek, and blood poured down his face.

“Is there a way to seal this door again?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he said. “The organic outer layer should repair itself. We only need a minute.”

But we didn’t have a minute.

A deafening chorus of clicks entered the chamber. Numerous Grunts crawled through the doorway and split into two scaled swarms. They forked across the walls and up the ceiling. Their tiny legs found purchase wherever there was an empty surface, and soon the entire control room was flooded with glistening green scales and gnashing needle-teeth.

We had already fought an Ogre. Now, we were thirty men down and facing a veritable army of Grunts. I could take on a few of them at a time while in a narrow corridor, but this was an open area. And there were at least a hundred of the creatures.

To put it plainly, we were fucked.
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Chapter 11

The Grunts did nothing except stare at us with their beady eyes and ooze saliva from their mouths.

“Why aren’t they attacking?” Elle asked from the side of her mouth.

The dog-lizards seemed to be all looking at me, and for some strange reason I got the feeling they were somehow waiting for me to say something.

“Attack!” I screamed as I launched a forcewave at the monsters on the ceiling above me. My energy blast hit a trio of them like a whip, and their crushed corpses dropped from above me like dead flies.

Casey launched a concussive blast from her staff to hit a wave of enemies, and lizard limbs exploded in a cloud of green blood, and we all surrounded the alchemists to protect them from the charging Grunts.

I sent forcewave after forcewave at the lizards until my prot-field was completely depleted. The remaining enforcers added their firepower to the fray, and for a few minutes, it looked like we were forcing the Grendels back. Then a horde of forty Warriors pushed through the door, and I groaned.

I ducked behind a terminal for cover, but a plasma ball tagged my left shoulder. My armor doused the flames with a squelching agent, but my visor registered a critical hit. I sucked in air as I heard the terrified screams of the enforcers. My prot-field was slowly replenishing, but without my old cuirass that increased its regeneration, it was far too slow.

I glanced up and saw a Grunt peering over the console at me. Its tear-dropped skull opened wide, and hot saliva seeped from its mouth to fall on the sensor keys. I drove my longsword upward and skewered the lizard-dog beneath its jaw. Then I tore my blade away and tumbled out from behind the terminal as a squad of Grunts rolled over the console right behind me.

A quick survey of the Watchtower was all it took to realize we were completely overwhelmed. I couldn't see any of the enforcers attacking with their energy staves, and a scan of the area told me they were all dead. Casey and Elle had their backs to each other while they tried to protect the alchemists from the relentless enemy forces, and I knew they only had a few moments before they were overwhelmed.

This was it. Our last stand. I didn’t think it would end this way, but I knew for damn sure that none of these Grendel were going to kill my two friends while I was still alive. I spotted a line through the crowd of fighting lizards that would take me to the women and plowed through it.

Green blood sprayed through the air with each of my sword's swings, but there were too many enemies, and I felt arms wrap around my legs.

And teeth close around the armor of my shoulder.

Suddenly, a flash of metal skewered the Grendel Warrior who had bitten me. It was a long spear, and the lizard-man choked out a death scream as it fell away from me.

When I turned, I expected to see Moses Monroe in his power armor. Instead, it was the Dax Star Spear, Sir Nugan Uram. He was arrayed in the matte black power armor from earlier, but now it shone with an arcane brilliance. Waves of bluish green light rippled from the totems on his equipment. Even unarmed, he carved a path through the Grendels. His massive fists were like sledgehammers pulverizing the lizards. A Grunt made the mistake of leaping at him, and he caught the beast in his hands and tore it apart like a hunk of meat.

I heard a battle cry and turned to see Dax initiates charge into the Watchtower from the rear door. They hacked the Grendels with their glowing swords, and the creatures climbed over each other to flee the carnage.

“You’re probably wondering how I got in here, eh?” Sir Uram said to me as he retrieved his spear and then eviscerated a Grendel Warrior.

“End of an alley. An entrance under construction,” I said after slamming the bottom of my boot into the chest of a Grunt. I searched the chaos for my two friends, and I found them encircled by a squad of Warriors. They were struggling to keep them at bay, and I knew they wouldn’t last much longer.

“How did you know?” The Star Spear stepped back for a second before grinning. “You’re a sneaky one, Squire.”

I pushed a lizard-man back with my forearm before splitting its skull with my weapon’s pommel. Another four took the place of their fallen comrade, and a female scream set my teeth on edge. I looked to Casey and saw a nasty gash on her left arm. A Warrior shot toward the enchantress, but Elle jumped in front of the monster, sidestepped its wild swing, and burst open its gut with a deep thrust of her dagger.

The two women were close to being overwhelmed, and a tide of enemies prevented me from saving them. A quick mash of my prot-belt activated my speed sequence, and I dashed between the four Grendel Warriors in front me. They were too slow to fend off my sword strokes, and they dropped dead before they could attempt a counterattack.

The Dax fell behind me, and together we fragmented the enemy lines. Every slash and swing brought death to my foes until I was standing in front of my two friends. Grendel blood caked Casey’s silver enchanter uniform and Elle’s curved dagger. The aliens had killed two of the cyber alchemists, but a few survivors remained inside the booths.

A runesong’s powerful melody entered my ears, and my limbs revitalized with renewed vigor. There was only one herald knight on this planet that could play the enchanted music, so I knew Flanagan and the others had finally come to the Watchtower.

A smile touched my lips as Elle planted her dagger into a Warrior’s chest, and I finished with a two-handed sweep. The point clerk rushed to retrieve her blade before attacking again. I had been wrong to underestimate her martial skills, and even Casey was proving effective with her enforcer staff.

We weren’t losing anymore.

The sweet taste of potential victory made me smile as I came to blows with a lizard-man. I leaped forward and backward as the Grendel attempted to cut me down with its overcompensating attacks. I saw its tail uncoil to my right, and I twisted aside as it attempted to wrap around my sword. I’d failed to realize the potency of a tail-attack before, but not this time. With a downward slash of my blade, I severed the lizard-man’s tail. The Grendel’s agonized screeching was cut short as I spun back and lopped off its head.

“For the queen!” a chorus roared from behind me.

Moses exploded into the room, his tower shield mowing down the Grendels like a bulldozer. Twin axes flew past me and burrowed into the back of a lizard-man before bursting into flames. The Grendel dropped, and Olav sprinted to it before tearing his smoking weapons free from the enemy. A blurred form rushed past the berserker, and it materialized behind a lizard-man. Leith plunged his daggers into either side of a Grendel and cackled as green blood sprayed over his exposed face.

The chiming I’d heard earlier grew louder as Flanagan Reeves entered the Watchtower. He jumped atop a console and strummed his axe-harp. His face was split in a grin of pure glee, and his golden hair swayed.

I re-entered the fray with passion, glad to fight alongside the Stalwart's Space Knights. We forced the Grendels back until we were only fighting as many as could squeeze through the doorway.

“Looks like you’ve been having fun,” Nathan said, and I saw all three squires had joined the battle.

I shoved my longsword into a narrow gap and struck something I couldn’t see. “What took you guys so long?” I pulled the weapon back, and the blade was soaked to the hilt in Grendel blood.

Richard stepped aside as a Grunt burst through the doorway, and he cracked its skull with the edge of his shield. “Kinda hard to run when you have a belly full of beer.”

The chiming music kept coming from Flanagan’s axe-harp, and the runesong strengthened us with arcane power. The herald only paused his playing to strike down any Grendels that dared ascend the computer console.

Moses had replaced the spear he’d lost on our last mission with a naginata. The one-meter-long blade pursued the Grendels as though it was equipped with a homing mechanism. Olav and Leith fought like they were in a competition, each knight more concerned with their number of kills than their own safety.

By the time all the Grendels were slain, my longsword felt like it weighed a hundred kilos, and everyone looked as though they’d taken a bath in a tub filled with green ink. There was complete silence for a full minute as we took in the incredible number of enemies we had killed. Piles and piles of scaled corpses rose up from around the Watchtower.

The knights started moving through the dead enemies to finish any survivors. I joined in with the other squires, careful not to get snagged by any of the aliens still living. A blade through a lizard-skull fixed that problem, and guilt tugged at my heart for killing prisoners of war. While the Academy training had made me think of them as monsters, and I had seen firsthand their savagery, there was something about taking the life of a helpless creature that struck me as wrong.

Even so, I didn’t hesitate to use my sword when a Grendel Warrior struggled to lift itself up from beneath a mound of the dead. With one sweep, I decapitated the creature, and its head tumbled down.

With the Watchtower clear and all the Grendels confirmed dead, Moses cast a wary glance at the Dax. Then the knights moved swiftly to surround Sir Uram and his initiates.

“You Dax have anything to do with this?” Olav thrust his bearded hatchet toward the Star Spear.

“We only came to assist in the fighting of Grendels,” he answered as he wiped the blood from his spear. The Star Spear lifted the polearm, and the knights angled their weapons toward him at once. I could feel the tension like a thick mist, and I didn’t want the knights to butcher the man who’d come to my aid.

“He speaks truly,” I said.

“Oh, of course he does.” Olav sneered. “Just like you never meant for that fucking sorcerer to attack the Stalwart.”

“Easy, Olav.” Moses touched the berserker’s arm lightly, but Olav shoved the other man away.

“Lyons is cooking up some scheme with the Dax. This portal business has to be his fault.”

“Why would he stay and fight? Seems to me the lad is risking his life for these people,” Leith said, and I was thankful to have won him over earlier.

“Probably found himself stuck in this place along with his Dax mates,” the berserker said as he glared at me.

“Is this man insane?” Sir Uram asked Moses after the berserker threw himself into a new crowd of Grendel Warriors attempting to invade the room.

“Yes,” Moses said. “We have a Grendel portal to clear! Knights! Forward behind Ola--”

“Better make sure Lyons and the Dax don’t get in the way of my blades!” Olav screamed over the sounds of battle. He was cutting a path of corpses away from us with his axes, and it looked like flames were beginning to appear around the edges of the blades.

“Nick, what can you tell us about the situation?” Moses asked.

I watched Olav finish killing the Grendels while I relayed what had happened so far. I stopped before recounting how my mutation increased the portal’s level. I didn’t want the Dax to learn about my ability, nor did I think the captain would appreciate me revealing it to a foreign kingdom.

“The same thing that happened on Tachion happened here,” I said to the shield knight. He nodded, immediately understanding the hidden meaning in my words.

“And these?” Moses gestured at the alchemists behind the consoles.

“They control real warsuits through the helmets,” I said.

“And they’re still operating them?”

“I think so. They’re probably somewhere inside the fortress.” I motioned toward the doorway.

“Do you have access to a layout?” the shield knight asked me.

“I can get one,” I confirmed before moving to the console where Alin was plugged in.

The empath was still wearing the VR helmet, but its surface was charred black. A tiny trail of blue blood stained her right cheek, and I slowly lifted the helmet. Her eyes were wide and unmoving, and I wasn’t surprised to see her dead. Her warsuit had sustained far too much damage. She had given her life to kill the Ogre and save her people.

“Go with honor, my friend,” I said as I pulled her eyelids down.

I had barely known Alin, but she fought valiantly against the Grendel hordes. Although she appeared to me as a simple attendant, the battle had proved her far more. Without her controlling the warsuit, the Ogre might have killed us all.

With a heavy heart, I took the tablet from her lap. I couldn’t read any of the details, but thankfully I didn’t need to go elsewhere because the map of the fortress was already open. I handed the tablet to the shield knight.

Moses scanned the layout on the screen and then nodded after a second. “Alright, crew. Looks like we should have an easy time clearing this portal. There are five narrow, curving corridors until we reach the center.” He glanced at the Star Spear and his initiates. “I guess you Dax can fall in behind us knights.”

“Behind us?” Olav questioned. “They’ll bloody stab us in the back!”

“They won’t do anything,” Moses said as he gave Sir Uram a threatening stare.

“Yeah,” Leith said as he inspected the edge of his dirk. “They try it, and they’ll be dead before they blink.”

Sir Uram chuckled. “You Caledonians are quite humorous. A welcome change from these initiates.” The lightly armored Dax surrounding the warrior glared at him, and I guessed they weren’t too pleased to be serving under the man.

Olav growled a little before turning to Moses. “If they come with us, there will be less kills for me.”

“You’re already too far behind to catch up,” Leith said. “I’m at least fifteen ahead of you.”

Laughter boomed from Sir Uram’s mouth. “You Caledonians have a thirst for battle. I like it!”

“Let’s get this portal cleared,” Moses said with a slight smile. “Squires, you remain here and get this place cleaned up.”

The knights went through the doorway first, followed by Sir Uram and the Dax initiates. I crossed my arms and watched the doorway while the warriors vanished behind the corner. I was annoyed they hadn’t asked the squires to accompany them into the fortress. We could be genuinely useful in there rather than inside the Watchtower among the dead.

“I think I’m going to head to the safety zone,” Casey said to me. “I figure Grandpa Jo would want some company.” Her voice trembled a little, and I guessed her first confrontation with the hated enemies of humankind had rattled her.

I put my hand on her shoulder, and suddenly she buried her face in my chest. I held the back of her head and felt the slight tremor of crying through my armor’s sensors. I hugged her for a few moments, but she eventually sighed and then stepped away.

“Thanks, Nick,” she said after sniffing.

“You did well. The first battle is never easy.”

The enchantress offered me a forced smile. As she left the Watchtower, I wondered how the battle might scar her. Enchanters weren’t meant for the field unless they underwent special training, so it was no wonder she had been so affected. Even those with Academy schooling struggled after seeing the deaths of allies and facing the terror of Grendels.

“You should go with Casey,” I said to Elle. “It isn’t safe here.”

“I can handle myself,” she said. “And I can help with the door security if more Grendel push past the knights.”

“I don’t know, Elle,” I said. “I would prefer if you left the Watchtower.” I’d seen Elle’s Medusa-link do some unbelievable things with computers, but she’d already risked her life by being here when the Ogre got through the door. I didn’t want to bet on the luck goddess twice.

“You don’t need to worry about me, Nicholas,” she said as though reading my thoughts. “I am a point clerk. We train to be present during portal clearing, and I’ve already proven that I can fight.”

“Yes. You did well.” I said to her. I knew the raven-haired woman wouldn't budge, so I turned to Neville. I could barely offer him a smile after seeing so much carnage. All the enforcers were dead, and their grey corpses stuck out among the horde of dead Grendels.

“Where’s the captain?” I asked the squire.

“He and the prime minister are preoccupied,” Neville answered as he finished cleaning his rapiers and then attached them to his prot-belt.

"Preoccupied?" I raised an eyebrow, and the squire shook his head to tell me it wasn’t like I was thinking.

“They are on a call with the leaders of the other Arks,” he answered.

I guessed they were requeseting refuge in case we hadn’t been able to repair the runic generators. Now, we knew there were much bigger problems on the Den Ark than faulty runes.

Richard and Nathan plopped themselves down, deactivated their helmets, and rested their backs against a wall. They no longer seemed to care that the organic substance shifted and moved. Their chins dropped to their chests in either exhaustion, drunkenness, or a combination of both. Their sorry state made me realize why the knights hadn’t invited us inside the fortress. These squires were yet to develop an incredible tolerance to alcohol like the knights. The call to arms had probably come when they were midway through a glass of ale. I might have thought it negligence if this mission’s purpose wasn’t R&R.

“How’d your date with the doctor go?” Richard asked as he glanced up at me with half-open eyes.

I was surprised he had asked when we were still in the middle of a battle with high-level Grendels, but my surprise was totally outmatched by Elle’s.

The point clerk snapped her head toward me. “Date?”

“Uh . . . it wasn’t really a date,” I said.

“No need to be modest,” Richard said. “The doctor wanted him to accompany her to grab some medical supplies. But she was all dolled up in this skin-tight containment suit.”

He was obviously still drunk. It didn’t seem to affect his combat abilities, but it definitely lowered his social tact.

“Really?” Elle’s pencil-thin eyebrows curled upward.

“I wouldn’t say she was ‘dolled up’, I just went with her to the--” I paused as a noxious smell entered my helmet. I checked my visor’s HUD, but it didn’t register any toxins in the air.

“So, where did you go with the doctor?” Elle challenged, but I didn’t have time to answer her.

I walked by the point clerk as I searched for the location of the scent. The strange smell was coming from somewhere in the room. It reminded me of burning electricals, so I inspected the computer consoles for any sign of smoke or sparking.

I circled the machine Alin was seated behind. It didn’t take long to confirm that the smell was coming from this terminal. The corner of the outer casing was ajar, and a few of the bolts were missing. I pulled the corner, and the metal sheet buckled before the remaining bolts snapped off. I discarded the sheet and took a closer look at the wiring.

Instead, I found a rodent no larger than a possum. The creature jumped out from the terminal and scurried through the ranks of computer consoles.

Neville acted immediately, diving with his arms open. The critter bounded ahead, pouncing over the squire like a rabbit. Nathan and Richard came at it from both sides, but it skidded across the ground between them.

“I’m too fucking drunk to catch it!” Nathan said as he trailed after the agile creature.

Richard sprinted for it, but he tripped over a pile of Grendel corpses and landed on his face. “Damn it!” he yelled.

The squires chuckled as it headed in the direction of the fortress, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the commotion this tiny creature was causing. It added some brevity to an otherwise terrible day.

Elle knelt and ensnared the creature in her hands. She held it up, and then her eyes widened. “It has scales!” she screamed and tossed it aside.

My smile turned into a scowl as I realized the critter must be a Grendel of some kind.

“Kill it!” I shouted. I didn’t know what danger it might pose to us all, but it wouldn’t have come through the portal unless it was useful in battle.

The lizard-rodent leaped onto a cyber alchemist’s helmet and then bent down to tear a chunk of the man’s flesh. He didn’t have a chance to react, and the creature exposed its fangs before tearing into the alchemist’s throat.

Neville drew his rapier and sprinted to the console, but the rodent dashed away before he could attack. Suddenly, the critter started to glow, and I felt an overwhelming sense of sadness. I wanted to tear my heart from my chest, and my longsword quivered as I considered driving it through my stomach. Negative emotions weighed down my soul, and I fought against the suicidal feelings.

“It’s affecting our emotions!” Neville screamed, and I turned to see Nathan with his hand wrapped around his brother’s throat while Richard fought against driving his sword into the other man’s stomach.

Elle snatched the critter from the ground, and it stopped glowing like a floodlight. The lizard-rat struggled in her hands, and she fought to keep it from getting free.

“We . . . have to . . . kill it,” I said through ragged breaths. Its ability to change my emotions left me exhausted, and I shuddered to think what it might have made us all do.

Elle tightened her grip around the creature’s neck with one hand, and she let go with the other so she could draw her dagger. With only one hand to keep it trapped, the critter burst from the point clerk’s grip. It snaked up Elle’s right arm before running down her back and curling around her midsection. The Grendel rodent's mouth widened like a crocodile, and it sunk its teeth into her left hip. The fangs must have penetrated her armor because she let out a high-pitched scream. The point clerk thrust her dagger down, but the critter released its embrace before she could skewer it.

As the creature scurried up the wall, Elle removed a medkit from her coat and flipped it open. With the practiced ease of someone who’d aced their medical tests, the point clerk applied the kit in less than three seconds. It glowed a little as the rune magic sealed itself to her armor, and then she glared at the creature perched on the wall.

“What kind of Grendel is it?” Richard asked as he rubbed his neck.

Nathan stared at the sword in his hand and shuddered. He had been a second away from killing his brother with it. “We weren’t taught about a Grendel empath at the Academy.”

“How do we kill it?” Neville asked.

“It doesn’t seem to attack us unless we attack first.” I looked to Elle for an explanation, but her mind was elsewhere. Her eyes had shifted, and the whites displayed scrolling binary code.

When they rolled back, she clasped her hands tighter around her dagger. “It’s a Grendel Bloodrat,” the point clerk said. “They’re so rare the Academy doesn’t teach about them. Only specialist knights clear the portals that summon them.”

“It's a Grendel, so we have to kill it to clear the portal, right?” Richard asked.

Neville groaned. “Did you ever listen during any of the Academy classes?”

“We’ll circle around it,” I said. “I can throw a forcewave at it, and then you guys swarm the thing.”

“Wait!” Elle cautioned. “It takes mutation abilities! Nick, you need to make sure it doesn’t—”

The Bloodrat vaulted from the wall and landed on my chest. I reached for the scaled rodent, and it scuttled over my shoulder. The squires rushed to me, and they each made a failed attempt at grabbing the Bloodrat. My armor was probably too thick for it to penetrate, but there were sections with only a thin synthetic fabric around my joints. A hand slap my back, and then another hand before Nathan gasped.

“I got it!” he said. “Ow!” The squire jumped back, and then the critter was running. It hurdled over the computer consoles, and I drew my longsword. A swift thrust and upturned wrist launched a forcewave, and it struck the rodent with all the force of my prot-field.

The tiny enemy cartwheeled through the air before hitting the floor. Before it could run away again, I rushed over to the dazed creature and snatched it from the ground. The rodent awoke, and my fingers tightened around its body. It snapped at me with its jaws, but it couldn’t twist its neck far enough to bite me. I felt movement between my ring finger and my pinky finger and squeezed them together.

But it was too late.

The Bloodrat's tail slipped through the cracks of my fingers and flicked toward me. The appendage extended until it penetrated the tiny inlet connecting my helmet and breastplate. The barbs on the end sunk into my flesh, and my left hand shot to my neck to pull out its tail. With only my right hand holding the Bloodrat, it burst free.

Elle dove at the creature, but it easily evaded her. The squires encircled it, and it looked like they would capture the rodent. After Nathan took a step, the Bloodrat skidded between his legs before climbing onto the ceiling. It hung from its barbed tail while staring at us.

The rodent had only scored a surface wound, and my suit collected the small trickle of blood.

“This is bad,” Elle said. “It now has your mutation, Nick.”

“Both of them?” I asked.

The point clerk frowned. “Only one. It can only handle one at a time.”

“Let’s hope it’s not the one that makes portals a billion times stronger,” Nathan commented.

The air around the creature rippled, and suddenly it was no longer in the Watchtower.

I breathed a sigh of relief at seeing the Bloodrat use my teleporation ability. At least the portal wouldn’t be upgraded now.

“Do we know where it went?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Elle said as she pointed at the shimmering air the Grendel had left behind. It was a chamber surrounded by turrets like the one the enchanters had repaired. Smoke drifted from the weapons, and their runes were dull. Three unmanned warsuits lay on the floor, deactivated and charred from plasma.

I wondered whether I left the same imprint. I’d always been the one to teleport, so I’d never seen it before. I could barely read a symbol on the wall, and it looked like five white lines.

“Ring 5! The Bloodrat teleported to the innermost ring next to the portal zone! We have to go after it,” I said to the others. “With my abilities, that thing could teleport all the Grendels elsewhere on the Ark. Then we'll never clear the portal.”

“You need to teleport us to the gateway,” Richard said.

I shook my head. “I’ve never used my ability when I’m so close to a portal.”

“The Bloodrat seemed to do it okay,” Richard said.

The squire was correct. Nothing bad had happened when the Bloodrat teleported. Maybe my ability functioned differently from a jump mage's power?

“I’ve never taken more than two people either,” I said.

“Fine,” Nathan said with a shrug. “I’ll go.”

“You’re too drunk.” Richard started to speak, and I silenced him with a stare. “You too.”

“I can come with you,” Neville offered. He wasn’t as drunk as the other squires, but he wasn’t entirely sober. Although the knights made an art form of fighting while intoxicated, the squires hadn’t quite perfected it.

Elle stepped forward. “I can control one of those warsuits,” she said. “If you give me one of those helmets, and I’m in close enough proximity to a suit, it’ll be easy.”

Having a warsuit cover me would probably be better than a drunken squire. But I’d seen what would happen to someone controlling a warsuit if it suffered significant damage. Death was a likely possibility if Elle took control of one of the suits inside the portal zone, but she wouldn’t listen to me if I protested.

And we were all probably going to die trying this, anyways.

I figured I could kill the Bloodrat without the point clerk or the squire’s help so they wouldn’t have to get close to the portal zone. I couldn’t guarantee a second teleport would work either, so it was all the more reason not to bring my friends with me. The only time I’d attempted two portals in quick succession was on the RTF Bulwark, and Matthias had been there to guide me. If I went after this Bloodrat, then I’d probably be stuck there until the knights came.

Which could be a long time. Minutes stretched like hours on the battlefield.

It only took one glance at my friends for me to decide they would be staying behind. I just needed some way of getting Elle talking so she would be distracted. Then I could teleport out of here without her or the other squires.

“If you die in one of those suits, you won’t come back,” I challenged the point clerk. “Explain to me how you’ll prevent that from happening?”

I’d witnessed the woman's penchant for drawn-out conversation, and that’s exactly what I got. Even in a dire situation like this, she couldn’t help rattling off a half-dozen sentences to prove her worth. My conscience twinged a little at manipulating her, but I ignored it while I studied the faces of my friends and the alchemists in their booths.

The Grendels would kill them all unless I stopped that damned Bloodrat. Then the monsters would massacre everyone in the power plant before decimating the rest of the Ark. The knights would catch up to them at some point, but they’d probably be too late. Captain Cross and the prime minister would return to a bloodbath.

I felt my atoms shift a bit, a strange sensation that made me feel like I wasn’t quite present in the room. Then I stared at the portal visible through the quickly fading imprint the Bloodrat had left behind.

“. . . Nick? Did you even hear me?” I heard Elle say, and then she gasped. “You’re going without meeeeeeeeee . . .” Her voice droned on, and the piercing sound echoed in my eardrums as my feet landed inside the fifth ring. I dropped to one knee and emptied my stomach. My head pounded, and pain lanced beneath my ribs.

I had never felt so ill after teleporting. When I heard a retching noise, I spun and found the reason why. Elle palmed the floor as she vomited.

“What did you do?” I asked the point clerk as I nursed my midsection.

“I grabbed onto you before you teleported,” she said. “Sorry, I didn’t know it would harm us.”

I hadn’t intended to bring her, so the teleport must have been affected, making us both sick. I studied her for a second and finally sighed. “Don’t worry about it. We have a Grendel to catch.”

Now I needed to hunt down this Bloodrat and protect Elle while my body responded like I’d downed a dozen beers the night before.

I forced another round of vomit down as I helped the point clerk to her feet. She wiped her mouth with her forearm, and I was surprised by how beautiful she looked in the midst of battle and sickness.

“There it is!” Elle thrust her finger behind me.

I drew my longsword and whirled around. The Bloodrat was standing at the other end of the corridor, and it looked like it was grinning.

“Is it . . . taunting us?” Elle asked with disbelief.

I released a forcewave, and the air whooshed as my forcefield exploded from my sword. The critter’s tail shot up, grabbed an exposed growth on the flesh ceiling, and swung away before my blast could hit it. My left hand dropped to my prot-belt and entered my speed sequence. Arcane energy soaked my muscles, and I ran. The Agility and Speed runes made me much faster, but they couldn’t fix the sickness the poor teleport had left me with.

My stomach rocked while I took five sprinting leaps to close in on the Bloodrat. It swung from growth to growth using its tail like a monkey. I jumped forward as its tail lashed out to grab onto an overhanging ridge, and my insides lurched. I ignored the gagging reflex in my throat as I thrust my longsword upward. Before the critter could find a grip, I impaled it.

As soon as my blade punctured the Bloodrat's organs, it burst like a balloon filled with green paint. A tiny ball of golden light spun in the air, and then it flared before exploding. The shock wave threw me to the ground, and white noise filled my ears.

Elle rushed over to me, and I could see her mouth moving but couldn’t hear anything. She kept pointing her finger toward the opposite side of the corridor, and it took some time before my vision cleared enough to make out a group of people.

Relief filled my aching body at seeing the knights. They’d made it to the fifth ring. They would clear the portal, and then we could get out of here. I wouldn’t even need to attempt a second teleport.

But Elle didn’t seem pleased. She kept indicating the far side of the corridor. She finally pulled her arm away from me and drew her dagger.

Something struck my prot-field, and I was thrown into the wall. A plasma ball sizzled a few centimeters above my shoulder, melting like wax on my hexagonal forcefield. The remaining white blotches in front of my eyes vanished, and I could see the figures in front of me without hindrance.

My poor vision had made me mistake them for the knights. They weren’t wearing any armor, and their flesh glistened with green scales.

They were Grendels.

Large plasma rifles pointed toward me, and I didn’t have time to dive away. Balls of heat ricocheted off my prot-field while others stuck to the magical shield for a few seconds before crumbling away. Elle pulled me back, and we hid behind the curving wall.

Although I was practically deaf and could barely see, I knew what I needed to do. I concentrated on the desperate situation we were in and then brought the image of the Watchtower to mind. I imagined the squires standing between the broken door and the cyber alchemists. My body jerked, and I felt a moment away from teleporting.

But we didn’t go anywhere.

I didn’t have time to question why my ability hadn’t worked. In a few seconds, I would need to fight these three enemies. I looked behind me, in the direction of the fourth ring. I hoped I might see the knights trudging toward us, but there was no movement of any kind.

I glanced at Elle as plasma balls buried themselves into the wall in front of me. Her shoulders slumped, and she held her dagger low as if its weight was almost too much to wield.

The nerves behind my eyes suddenly screamed in agony, and I gripped my head in both hands. Something inside me shifted, and then I was bathed in complete emptiness. It was a similar feeling I experienced whenever my ability upgraded a portal, but this was much more intense.

My hearing returned to me, and I almost wished it hadn’t. I could hear an ensemble of screeching and clicking from further along the fifth ring.

“The portal is even stronger now,” I said to Elle.

The point clerk shook her head repeatedly. “It must have been the Bloodrat. I think the shockwave after its death increased your mutation.”

We’d already faced a Grendel Ogre. Whatever would come out of the newly upgraded portal would be much, much worse.
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Chapter 12

“Do you know what level the portal is now?” I asked Elle, fearing her answer.

The knights were making their way through the fortress, and they would be unprepared for a second increase in the gateway’s level. My comms didn’t work while the Grendel rift was active, so I couldn’t warn them.

The point clerk touched the implant on her temple, and her eyes rolled backward. Neon green binary code flashed across her white eyeballs for a few seconds, and I stared at the Grendels further down the corridor from us.

I could only catch glimpses of them from around the curving wall, but I counted a dozen thermal imprints from behind the turret with more entering the passageway from the portal zone. My visor didn’t detect any imprints in the hundred or so meters of corridor separating Elle and me from the enemies, but there could be cloaked Grendels there as well. As far as I knew, the Elites’ cloaking abilities were limited to only a few seconds, so they probably wouldn’t be able to remain hidden the entire time.

My friend groaned, and I turned to see her blink rapidly.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The portal has become a Level Nine,” she said as her eyes returned to normal.

I whispered a quiet thanks to the gods that the gateway had only increased one level, but then a volley of plasma balls painted the pulsating wall in front of us with charred marks.

Shit.

We couldn’t wait here. Those Grendels hadn’t moved yet, but they would at some point. And it wouldn’t be long until even higher-level enemies showed up.

I needed to warn the knights, but Elle was in danger, so I grabbed her hand.

“What are you doing, Nick?” she asked.

I didn’t know how my ability would interact with the open portal, but I couldn’t let her stay. If one teleport worked, maybe another would, and then I’d find a way to the knights. At the moment, the most important objective was getting the point clerk to safety. The others could handle themselves.

“Getting you out of here,” I answered as I concentrated on what might become of Elle if the Grendels got to her. My mind fumbled with the concept, and then I felt my atoms shake. The sensation immediately fled, and a feeling of emptiness washed over me. Whatever well I drew from to use my ability was completely empty. I must have drained it all when I increased the portal’s power. The attempt left me panting, and I doubted I could try again soon without exhausting myself to the point of fainting.

“It’s not working, is it?” Elle whispered.

“No. Maybe it’ll work later, but we can’t stay here.” Until my ability started working again, our best bet was running back through the maze and meeting up the knights.

“Something worse is going to come through the portal any second now,” I said. “We should run the other way. Toward the knights and the third ring. They should have cleared the first and second rings by now.”

“Are you sure? Maybe they’re still at the first.” Elle looked down at her Runetech dagger as though considering how many lizard-men she could fight with the weapon. “We might run straight into another group of Grendels.” All her bravado had vanished, and I fought to maintain the little hope I had left.

“But there won’t be anything beyond an Ogre in that direction,” I said. “I don’t like our chances with one of those, but we might be able to outrun it.”

“With narrow corridors like this? I doubt that.”

I clenched my jaw. “Got any better ideas? An Ogre is still going to be less dangerous than whatever the upgraded portal spews out. We can either stay here until the stronger enemies come for us, or we can try to make our way back to the knights. You’re a point clerk. And I’m a squire. We’re Academy trained and equipped with the best weapons in the entire universe.” I lifted my longsword, and waves of magical energy rippled around the blade.

Elle stared at the weapon for a second and then sighed. “I guess we don’t have a choice. Before we go, I think I should try to control one of those warsuits. It’ll provide us with cover.”

“Good idea,” I said. I’d forgotten about her plan to connect with a mech, and it sounded like something worth trying. “I’ll keep an eye out for the Grendels. If any of them move toward us or I see the slightest shimmer, I’m dragging you away with or without a warsuit.”

Elle placed the VR helmet over her head before I could ask if she could run while controlling the suit. A black mist seeped out from beneath the helmet and enveloped her face, and then the Medusa-link continued crawling over her like a swarm of insects until the point clerk’s entire body was shrouded in black.

She rose to her feet, and I heard the roar of machinery from beyond the corridor. “I’m controlling the warsuits,” she said.

“All three?” I asked.

The Grendels screeched and their weapons boomed, and I risked a glance into the passageway. The three warsuits I’d seen lying on the ground were in various states of damage. The only machine with operational cannons provided cover for the others as they lurched upright. A giant claw sprouted from the second warsuit’s right arm, while the third mech brandished a whip that rippled with energy. They were close-combat weapons, which would actually be more useful than plasma cannons against high-level Grendels.

“By commanding three at once, I am more effective than three different minds each controlling one warsuit at a time, but it is too difficult to walk,” Elle said.

Three Grunts burst through the gaps between the warsuits and sprinted at us. I impaled one on my longsword before carving another in half with a backhand slice. The third dog-lizard slipped out of range and scaled the walls. I spun to attack, but it leaped at Elle.

Still veiled in the black mist, my friend seemed completely unaware as the creature dove at her. But there was no force of impact because the Grunt vanished into the mist, and half a moment later it was spewed out. The flesh had been peeled from the bones, and eyes torn from their sockets.

I stared up at Elle in terrified awe, and then I heard more Grendels break through the line of warsuits. “I’m gonna carry you,” I said to her. “Cover our retreat.”

The point clerk didn’t give me an answer, and I was hesitant to pick her up lest the mist devour me like it had the Grendel. My hands plunged into the shroud, and I grabbed Elle and lifted her. Besides feeling like they were submerged in a thick liquid, my arms were unaffected.

I looked back down the corridor and saw two Grendel Elites surge past the warsuits. The machines were failing to hold them back, so we needed to move fast. I held Elle in one arm while I activated my speed sequence on a low setting to preserve the runes.

After I bolted in the opposite direction of the lizard-men, I heard a steady stream of enemy fire coming from our previous location. I knew the warsuits were following because I could also hear their heavy feet stomp the floor. Clicking noises then drowned out everything else, and I turned to see the entire corridor packed with scaled enemies. The warsuits were in front of them by about five meters, but one machine was slowing down. It came to a halt as the Grendels climbed over it like giant ants.

Then an explosion rocked the walls.

I was almost thrown from my feet, and I stumbled for a few steps as I tried to keep Elle in my arms. White noise filled my ears, and lens flares invaded my eyes. I looked behind and saw Grendel body parts scattered around the corridor and their green blood dripping from the walls.

The claw warsuit and the whip warsuit had survived the explosion, and they moved toward me. I thought maybe we had bought a little time when more Grendels surged from the direction of the portal. While I sprinted away, I glanced back and saw the charred and mangled remnants of the cannon warsuit.

The mech had exploded, and my body trembled in fear as I looked at the mist-covered woman in my arms. “Elle?” I asked.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

“Why are you not dead?” Every warsuit I’d seen go down killed the person controlling it in the process. Somehow, Elle survived the death of the mech.

“I triggered the machine’s self-destruct,” she said. “I can speak now that I’m only controlling two of them.”

I looked behind us, and saw the warsuits sprinting to catch up. Hot on their heels were Grendel Elites firing rifles, and their plasma balls struck the rear plating of the machines. Smoke drifted from their armor, but they were sustaining the damage for now.

“We have to run again.” I triggered my speed sequence, but then my helmet barked an error message. “Shit! My Speed and Agility runes are on cooldown.” All runes were limited by their internal cooldowns, and this pair would take a good three minutes before I could use them even at a low setting.

Elle’s head swivelled toward the Grendels, and the mist around her recoiled at the sight of the enemies. They were getting much closer, and this time it wasn’t just three Grunts. I might be able to take the first wave, but how many more would come before we were overcome?

I lifted the point clerk into my arms and started running.

“I can use the other self-destructs,” she said.

The warsuits were about fifty meters away now, and the Grendels weren’t far behind them.

“Two explosions would risk the integrity of the corridor,” I said. “The knights will eventually need to kill all the enemies to close the portal, and more will continue to come. They cannot waste their time clearing rubble.”

“I think I have an idea.” There was a slight hint of hope in Elle’s tone as the two giant machines caught up to us. Suddenly, the whip warsuit grabbed the point clerk from my arms.

“What are you--” I couldn’t finish because the other warsuit lifted me off my feet with its giant claw. I dangled in its grip while the mech rushed forward, and the Grendels’ plasma balls faded behind us.

“Why are the warsuits suddenly so much faster?” I asked Elle.

“You gave me an idea,” she replied. “I didn’t realize the warsuits might actually have runes on them. I found primitive forms of Speed runes on both suits, so I activated them.” She chuckled, and the mist around her face flickered.

The machines could move even faster than my speed sequence allowed me to run. I wasn’t too pleased with being carried like a child in the arms of its mother, but it was better than having to fight a dozen Elites while more powerful Grendels were coming through the gateway.

We moved through the third ring, and I was glad we didn’t face any more enemies. They had all probably moved to the outer rings, and I hoped we would stumble upon the knights soon.

“What’s with the Medusa-link covering you?” I asked Elle.

“I don’t know,” she replied from beyond the black mist enveloping her body. “I only know that the Bloodrat’s death also enhanced my mutation.”

I didn’t recall Elle telling me the Medusa-link was a mutation before, but I wasn’t surprised. All the point clerks I’d seen or heard about hadn’t shared the peculiar ability to control machines with their minds or sprout phantom serpents from their faces. I didn’t have time to consider the point further because we arrived at what looked like the entrance to the third ring. A door had buckled inward, and the area in front of it was submerged in a dark liquid. The warsuit’s arm extended to the ground, and its claw retracted so I could get down.

Once I was back on my feet, I looked over my shoulder to ensure the Grendels chasing us hadn’t caught up. I couldn’t see any sign of the enemy, so I knelt beside the pool and dipped my fingers into it. The tactile sensors on my gauntlets allowed me to feel the substance like I could with my skin. It wasn’t sticky and had the consistency of water.

“It’s not flammable,” Elle said. The Medusa-link was no longer covering her entire body, but it still lingered above her head like an inky cloud of writhing snakes. “If that’s what you were wondering.”

“Good,” I said. Moving through it wouldn’t be smart if a single plasma ball could ignite it.

The ground sloped downward, and soon we were wading through water halfway up my thighs.

Elle lifted her arms over her head and refused to look down. “This is going to be difficult to fight in.”

I ducked my head beneath the surface and my helmet’s auto-headlight illuminated the dark water while I checked for any sign of Grendels. I knew the lizard-aliens were much better swimmers than humans, and their amphibious respiratory systems allowed them to breathe underwater. Luckily, I couldn’t spot any enemies, or see any of the shimmers from cloaked Elites.

But I did see something else.

“I saw the entrance to the third ring, and it’s not flooded,” I said after I lifted my head out of the water. Our time was running out before the Grendels found us, so I was eager to cross the room. “We can swim to the other side.”

“How long will that take?” Elle asked.

“My speed sequence runes haven’t recharged yet, so we’ll need to wait a few minutes at least. My helmet will allow me to breathe while underwater; does yours have the same capability?”

The point clerk looked back at the warsuits on the water line and then grinned at me. “How about we let these machines give us a ride?”

I grumbled under my breath, but a few minutes was too long to be completely vulnerable. I could at least throw a few forcewaves while the claw warsuit was carrying me.

We waded back to the other side of the room to the warsuits, and one of the machines held out its arm so its claw was on the ground.

“This doesn’t feel right,” I said.

“It’s better than swimming through that stuff,” Elle said as the whip warsuit picked her up.

With some hesitation, I placed my left foot on the claw. Then I heard a chorus of clicking. The sound made my heart leap, and the mist above Elle’s head flinched.

The point clerk’s eyes widened. “The Grendels have caught up to us.”

I studied the entrance where the enemies would be coming through in only a few minutes. It was three meters wide and too large for me to hold off attackers. Then I looked at the giant warsuits. Their torsos were at least two meters across, and with their mechanical arms they could bridge the gap in the doorway. If one fell, then another would take their place.

At least they would provide a distraction.

“Can your warsuits block entry to this corridor while we swim to the other side?” I asked Elle. The runes for my speed sequence were recharged a little now, so I could probably take us both to the other side in less than twenty seconds.

“I think so,” she responded.

“You’re not certain?”

The point clerk shook her head. “They’ve already taken a substantial amount of damage.”

I didn’t like our chances of crossing the water when the warsuits could go down at any moment. Even if Elle could inform me when the Elites defeated them, we would still be neck deep in water and unable to use our weapons. As much as I hated it, we would have to fight alongside the mechs and hope few Elites would enter this room.

Even then, we barely stood a chance.

“Have the warsuits take up position in front of the doorway,” I said. “Maneuver them so they only let one Grendel in at a time. I’ll take it out as quickly as possible, then you can allow another enemy through.” I had no idea how much plasma fire the machines could weather, but I hoped they’d survive long enough for me to thin the enemy numbers a little before they all attacked at once.

“I can do that,” Elle said with a nod. Either she’d just become a lot braver, or she’d signed herself over to a fighting death.

My pulse was pounding at a hundred and fifty beats per minute as the warsuits covered the gap. The curving corridor beyond would mean the Elites wouldn’t see them until the last minute, which would save the mechs from getting hit with too much firepower too soon.

The clicking grew louder and louder until it was all I could hear. I hunched my shoulders, bounced on my feet, and licked my lips with excitement. Even though we were in a dire situation, I still loved the thrill of battle.

My fingers massaged my sword hilt as the first volley of enemy fire pounded into the warsuits. The machine with the claw clamped down on the section above the organic wall. Its metal prongs plunged into the fleshy substance, and the Grendels tried to push past it without success. The whip warsuit cracked its weapon, and I heard a squeal as it struck a lizard-man.

Then the first Grendel came through. It was visible one second before vanishing. I predicted the likely movement of the creature and then swung. At the end of the motion, I flicked my wrists upward, and a forcewave rocked the air in front of me. There was no sound of impact, no squeal from a Grendel being struck by the energy blast.

Then I knew I’d been tricked. I whirled around as an Elite flickered into view. A last second lean backward prevented its scimitar from carving my chest in half. Before it could attempt a second attack, I thrust my longsword into its stomach. It struggled on the end of my blade, but a twist of my hands made the lizard-man go limp as green ichor poured over my forearms.

“Ready for another one?” Elle yelled at me. The Medusa-link was covering her body again, and it swirled around her like the souls of the damned.

“Send it in!” I screamed back.

The clawed warsuit shifted its right leg, and a Grendel burst through the gap. This one didn’t cloak itself, and the forcewave I sent knocked it to the ground. I rushed after the fallen enemy and slammed my blade through its skull like I was chopping wood.

“That was quick,” Elle said, then the Medusa-link suddenly vanished from her face like she was looking through a black cloud. Her eyes opened wide and she gasped. “Oh no . . .”

My head snapped toward the doorway, and I saw explosions come from the two warsuits before they toppled over. Dark smoke drifted from their torsos while sparks flashed along their limbs.

Then the Elites came.

I only saw three uncloaked enemies, but I knew there were a lot more from all the shimmers in front of me. I angled my body so the lizard-men would have to go through me to get to Elle. A quick press of a few buttons, and my Shadow Self rune activated. At least the slight confusion might extend our lives by a few seconds.

I wished Elle hadn’t jumped through my teleport imprint. If only she’d remained inside the Watchtower, she might have survived the day. I was thinking like she was already dead because there was no way we could survive what was coming.

In the last second before my longsword would meet the garish Grendel weapons, all I could feel was guilt. My friend was going to die because I couldn’t control my mutation.

“For the queen!” a hearty chorus roared.

The Caledonian battle cry filled me with joy, and I grinned as the first Elite’s cloak dropped. Hard muscle bulged in the unarmored parts of the scaled monstrosity, and it made the mistake of opening its needle-toothed maw. I planted my foot on its left thigh and then plunged my sword into its mouth and out the back of its skull.

As I pulled out my blade and prepared for a second enemy, a figure rushed past me. I could barely make out the armored form because of how fast it was moving, and it slammed straight into the pack of Grendels. Green blood cascaded from all along the enemy frontline like ocean waves, and then a dozen Elites materialized only to collapse in death.

“Fancy seeing you here, Squire!” Leith Manzo shouted at me, and then Olav charged past him. The berserker spun like he was completely out of control, his axes carving the enemies into bits and pieces.

I turned to see the rest of the knights and the Dax storming out of the water. I’d been so focused on fighting the Grendel Elites I hadn’t heard them crossing the pool.

I was damned glad to see them.

“Are you hurt?” I said to Elle. The Medusa-link had vanished entirely, and now she looked frail and vulnerable even in her armor. Her face paled to a ghostly white, and her dagger trembled in her hand.

“They didn’t touch me,” she said.

“Stay behind the knights,” I advised, and she gave me a single nod before trudging backward.

A giant spear shot through the air like an energy beam and impaled an Elite. The lizard-man vibrated as the weapon electrocuted it, and a sickly smelling smoke wafted from its charred corpse. Sir Uram split the air with a deafening battle cry, and he sprinted through the enemy ranks. He palmed an Elite’s head in his right hand as he passed and then slammed the creature into a wave of lizard-men before retrieving his spear.

The Grendels’ screeching filled my ears along with the electrifying riffs from Flanagan’s axe-harp. It was amplified by the runic sigils on its fingerboard, and the heavy notes sent power surging through my muscles. All my tiredness vanished, and I felt like I had eaten a full meal and rested for hours.

Feeling replenished from the enchanted music, I leaped at the nearest Grendel and took its weapon arm off in a single slice. Green blood jetted from its shoulder, and its head fell from its neck with a wet sound.

Moses appeared next to me, and his naginata took down three Elites with a single swipe before my sword could strike the first one.

“You and the point clerk teleport here?” Moses asked me.

“Yeah,” I said. “There’s something else—” I was cut off as something whacked me in the back.

The wind was knocked out from me, and I barely got out of the way as an Elite’s scimitar flashed down. While my visor’s HUD registered critical damage to my breastplate’s rear, I blocked a second attack from the enemy. Then Moses backhanded the lizard-man with his tower shield. I heard its spine crack, and it crumpled to the floor.

The heavy sound from Flanagan’s instrument silenced, and all I could hear was my heavy breathing echoing inside my helmet. The floor was covered in Grendel corpses, and the only casualties we’d suffered were two Dax initiates. Sir Uram stood above the remains, and he made a motion with both hands I guessed was used to honor fallen soldiers.

The Stalwart’s knights had once again made fighting some of the toughest Grendels look easy. Each Space Knight displayed their unique fighting abilities, and I wondered how such great warriors had flown under the kingdom’s radar for so long. If anyone saw them fight, they would know the Stalwart’s crew were not vagabonds aboard a junkyard starship.

Adrenaline was still flowing through my body, and I hardly felt any pain. My armor wasn’t equipped with detailed biological monitoring systems, so I couldn’t determine whether I had any serious injuries from the Elite’s attack, but I felt fresh from the magic song playing in the air.

“Olav and Leith,” Moses called out. “You two keep watch at the entrance. We’ll get patched up and then move toward the portal zone.” The shield knight immediately walked toward me, and he helped lift my breastplate from my shoulders. He prodded my back, and I winced.

“Just bruising,” he said. “Good thing you’re wearing decent armor.”

The color had returned to Elle’s face, and she seemed as happy as I was now that the knights were here. The point clerk smiled proudly before handing the knight a medkit. “This should help.”

“Thanks,” Moses said, and then he applied the kit to my back. A tingling sensation rippled over my skin, and warmth seeped into my muscles.

“We good to go?” Olav asked.

“We found a Grendel Bloodrat and killed it,” I said. “It enhanced my abilities.”

Flanagan palmed his face. “You are such a newbie. Never kill a Bloodrat when a mutant is close by. Not unless you want to see some serious fireworks.”

“The portal is now a Level Nine,” I said.

“Yes!” Olav said as he clapped Leith on the back.

“I didn’t think this day could get any better,” the slayer said.

Sir Uram cleared his throat and gestured at his fallen initiates. Olav and Leith didn’t offer him an apology as he was probably expecting, and he scowled at them.

I stared at the two excited knights with my mouth ajar. “You can’t be serious. We just faced an Ogre, and what’s coming will be much worse!”

“One can only hope!” Leith said, his mustache flickering as he smiled.

Moses’ jaw tightened. “Overconfidence is foolish. This may be a simple portal clear, but we should be prepared. This will require a little more.” He met the gaze of each knight, and an unspoken conversation passed between them all.

“I was hoping you wouldn’t suggest this,” Olav said as he touched his prot-belt. “I’ll have to cut my total kills in half.”

“How will you ever catch up to me now, dear friend?” Leith mocked.

All four knights activated a rune from their prot-belts, and then their power armor burst with a crimson light. Dust and debris kicked up around them as magical energy ionized in cascading ripples. Then the lights vanished, leaving glimmering runes on the surface of their equipment.

“Wow,” Elle said. “Those are impressive rune effects.”

Olav grinned at her. “You like what you see? Wait until I show you my—”

Leith shoved him in the back. “His upgraded Tornado rune,” the slayer finished the other man’s sentence.

Elle scowled at the berserker and then turned to me. “The power level of their equipment is insane.”

At the mention of insanity, I glanced at Olav. He hadn’t spoken to me or acknowledged me in the slightest during the battle or its aftermath. I was almost glad since I knew he still despised me. Our conflict wasn’t something I wanted to continue while we were fighting the enemy, and I guessed the berserker saw things similarly.

“It’s go-time!” Moses yelled, and all the knights filtered through the doorway toward the second ring.

Elle and I ran after them, but I paused when I realized the Dax weren’t following, and I saw them still standing over the dead initiates. Five more seconds transpired, and then they entered the corridor behind us.

The point clerk and I continued running until we were at a full sprint, but the knights had long left us behind. After we traversed the second ring and entered the first, I sighted a few recent corpses from some encounters Moses and the others must have had moments ago, and I wondered how fast the knights could move with their upgraded abilities. I could probably catch up to them with my recharged speed sequence, but that would leave my friend behind.

Perhaps keeping Elle away from the enemies wouldn’t be so bad. I didn’t want her to die after all. But the new power the knights had revealed could mean easily defeating the higher-level Grendels, so I probably didn’t need to worry about her.

We arrived at the end of the bending corridor where Moses and the others were taking cover behind a wall.

“What took you so long?” Flanagan winked at me as we approached.

The Dax came shortly after us, and I looked through a small gap in the wall used for ventilation. The portal was about four meters high and two meters wide, and it undulated with purple energy. Standing beneath the magical gateway were three massive monsters with human torsos, lizard heads, and snake bodies. They were about half as tall as an Ogre, but their serpent tails coiled behind them for a good three meters. Fully extended, they would have to be ten meters long.

In their webbed hands were glowing tridents with barbed prongs, and magical auras surrounded the weapons. Blue and red scales with barbaric rune structures protected their heavily muscled torsos, and they looked more like metal plate armor than organic growths.

I hadn’t studied higher level portals much, but a quick rifle through my memory bank and a simple process of elimination identified the snake-men as Nagas. They were among the most powerful non-classified Grendels, as deadly with their weapons as without.

A horde of Grunts faced the Nagas, as though awaiting orders. Warriors were positioned along the outer ranks, all carrying plasma rifles and enchanted scimitars. I couldn’t see any Elites or Ogres, and I was glad for that.

But this was a veritable army.

I glanced at the knights, and their excitement upon leaving the flooded room seemed to have disappeared.

All except Leith and Olav. Those two were giddy with glee, and Moses kept glaring at them so they would keep silent.

“Nagas, eh?” Leith said. “And there’s only three of them. Looks like we might be in for a bit of a fight.”

“Come on, Moses, we’ve taken on worse,” Olav protested.

“And we’ve been injured,” the shield knight said. I didn’t miss his eyes as they rested on the Dax for a second. I figured Moses didn’t think the knights would have trouble, but the Dax certainly would. He might have told them to remain in the corridor while he and the others dealt with the enemies, but that would be a slight against their honor.

I felt proud to be fighting alongside the man.

Sir Uram nodded at Moses. “We will fight by your side.” The initiates behind him didn’t seem so confident, and one peeked through the ventilation hole. He quickly turned away as though he’d just witnessed his worst nightmare.

“Nick and Elle, you and the Dax attack the Grunts,” Moses said. “You should be able to deal with them while we knights take the Nagas. If they come for you, then you need to run. Fast. Don’t attempt to fight them. Leave that to us.”

Moses beckoned the knights with a nod, and they spun out from behind the wall and entered the portal zone. Flashes of crimson and the barks of firearms accompanied the knights’ battle cries and Flanagan’s runesongs. Elle and I entered behind them with the Dax on our tails. The knights carved through the lower-level Grendels to meet the Nagas, and I saw Moses get thrown backward after a serpent-man dashed at him with its trident.

I beckoned the Star Spear and his initiates with a wave of my arm, and we entered the room. The Grunts spotted us in a second, and they charged forward. I wanted to preserve my prot-field because of the constant plasma fire dashing around the room, so I didn’t release a forcewave as they drew within range.

With the Dax soldiers by my side, I vaulted into the nucleus of enemies. I couldn’t let my weapon stop slashing for fear that I’d die, and my arms soon burned with a torrent of lactic acid. Every muscle cramped, begging me to relent, and it was only my will combined with Flanagan’s magical music which prevented me from giving in.

Every time I saw a Grunt come for Elle, my chest exploded with fear. I found it hard to fight alongside her because I was so concerned for her safety, but she fought with a practiced ease, and I soon learned she could handle herself without me stepping in every time a lizard came at her.

Sir Uram and his seven initiates performed well, and they slew at least five times their number. I lost count of how many Grunts I’d killed, but it was at least twenty. The Grendel Warriors were harder opponents, but they soon perished before our frenzied attacks. Our ease in disposing of the enemy filled me with confidence, and I figured the knights would have finished the Nagas, too.

When I had the chance to look at how they were faring, I was surprised to see them still fighting all three Nagas. I expected to see a few injuries on the serpent-men, but none appeared to be harmed. Earlier, the knights easily dispensed with the Elites, and now their armor shone with special runes which made them much faster. Still, they were nowhere near as fast as the Nagas. I could barely trace the giant red and blue blurs as they shot from one side of the room to the other in seconds, and I couldn’t understand how creatures so large could be so fast.

“Pin their tails!” Moses roared.

Olav jumped aside to avoid a Naga’s trident and then slammed his axe where its tail should have been. The lizard’s form had already shifted, and the berserker’s blade buried five centimeters into the ground. “They’re too fucking fast!”

“Let’s help them,” Elle said. Her eyes were ablaze with battle madness, and she was breathing rapidly.

“They told us not to fight them,” I said. “We’ve cleared the Grunts and Warriors. I think we should leave.” I didn’t intend on letting the knights fight alone, but I wanted my friend and the Dax out of here. They’d shown themselves to be skilled soldiers, but they wouldn’t stand a chance against the Nagas.

“Let’s retreat,” I said. “The knights can handle—”

My eyes widened as a Naga appeared in front of Elle. Its massive form towered over her, and it pulled back its trident to strike. I jumped in front of the point clerk with my longsword angled to block the attack. My blade caught the enemy’s weapon between the first and second prong, but a concussive blast surged through it, along my longsword, and then threw me backward. I slammed against the wall and all the air was torn from my lungs.

Although black spotted my vision and I could barely breathe, I forced myself onto one elbow. I saw the Naga that had defended itself while Sir Uram harried it with his spear. All except two of the initiates lay dead around him. I saw Elle running toward me as a Naga chased her across the corpse-riddled room.

“Elle! Go back!” I screamed, but she didn’t seem to hear me.

The Naga pursuing the point clerk stopped and snarled, and I saw Flanagan behind it. Waves of magical energy rippled from his axe-harp and enveloped the serpent-man’s head. It seemed confused for a moment, and the enemy’s hesitation was all Elle needed to reach me. The Naga came out of the daze and thrust its trident at the herald knight. The three spikes weren’t able to penetrate the knight’s armor, but the impact propelled him into a wall.

Elle got beneath me and helped me upright. “Good to see you’re a tough one to kill,” she gasped.

“I was thinking the same about you,” I wheezed as I let her haul me over her shoulder.

There were still three Nagas in the room, and we seemed to be low priority for them. Two were attacking Olav as he cackled with madness, and his face was set in a grin that made me think he’d finally cracked. The berserker madness had claimed him, and he was oblivious to the injuries of his fellow crew members. Moses engaged in battle with another, and his chest piece was cracked down the middle, exposing his bare flesh beneath.

I still hadn’t gotten my breath back, but I needed to help the rest of the crew.

Elle grabbed my arm to stop me from returning to the fray. “You can’t fight the Nagas. The knights can’t even beat them.”

I scanned the room and saw Leith unconscious on the ground with his helmet broken open and a wound leaking from his head. Flanagan hadn’t moved from where the Naga had thrown him, and my heart dropped into my stomach.

“I have to help,” I forced myself to say. I could barely lift my longsword, and its tip dragged on the ground. I grunted in frustration as I made an effort to bring the weapon up, but it proved too heavy. Without Flanagan’s runesong, and with despair quickly setting in, my body refused to work.

The Nagas were too powerful. The knights had been overconfident.

Yet it was all my fault. I couldn’t control my mutation. I’d killed the Bloodrat and enhanced my powers. I’d never assumed I’d be fighting higher level Grendels on my first assignment, so I’d never studied that section of the bestiary. Otherwise, I would have known not to kill the lizard-rodent.

There was so much I should have done differently, but none of it mattered now.

An ear-rupturing BOOM rocked the walls, and I saw an energy field shoot across the room and ensnare a Naga. The serpent-man tried to tear free from it, but even its trident couldn’t pierce the field.

Olav nailed the entangled Naga with both axes, and the blades cracked its skull like cheap plaster. The monster toppled, and the berserker rode the dying creature like a bull until it hit the ground.

“What the fuck was that energy field?” he said while searching the room. The madness vanished from his eyes, and he gasped when he noticed his injured comrades.

I knew exactly what the field had been because I’d seen a much larger version destroy the RTF Bulwark. Olav had probably seen it, too, so I wasn’t sure why he didn’t realize it was created by the rune on the glove Casey had been repairing. It was the rune she’d combined with my longsword’s Forcewave rune and engraved onto the rune-cannon. Maybe the aftereffects of the berserker’s madness messed with his memory.

I searched for whoever was wielding the king’s gloves and saw Captain Cross equipped in bulky power armor and standing in the entrance.

He scanned the area with a contraption on his left eye, and I realized it was King Justinian’s monocle. I’d seen that item, along with the burnished gold boots the captain was wearing and the amulet hanging from his neck, in the Stalwart’s shrine.

After the captain thrust his fist forward, another prot-field projection enveloped a Grendel Naga. The serpent’s arm muscles bulged as it tried to tear free of the bonds, but the fields tightened like octopus tentacles. Unlike my forcewave, the captain’s attack was almost intelligent, and it applied pressure where needed while avoiding the serpent’s attempt to break free. I heard a sickening crunch, and the Naga’s chin dropped to its chest. When the prot-field dissipated like a cloud of dust specks, the monster toppled over, and its forked tongue drooped from a gaping mouth.

Commander Reynolds sprinted past the captain, leaped over two dead Grendel Warriors, and threw a pair of spatha swords at the remaining Naga. When the monster dodged both weapons, the commander held out her hands, and the weapons shot back into her grip like they were magnetized.

“For the queen!” Captain Cross roared as he punched the air with his right fist.

The captain’s assistance had caused two of the three Nagas to die, so I knew they weren’t invincible. The others seemed to share my revelation because I saw Moses pin the last serpent-man to the ground with a downward thrust of his naginata. The Naga hissed and turned to strike the shield knight, but Olav leaped at the creature and severed its right arm. Blood gushed from the wound while Moses climbed up the Naga’s tail and then slammed his tower shield into the back of its hooded head. Rather than knock out the creature, the blow only seemed to anger it. With its remaining arm, it cast Olav aside before tearing Moses from its back and pitching him across the room.

I’d seen the captain disable the Nagas with his prot-field projection, so I launched a forcewave at the serpent. It couldn’t evade my attack this time because of Moses’ weapon pinning it, and the full-force of my forcefield hit the center of its chest. Its sternum crumpled inward and then its whole body shot backward. As its torso came springing back, I pressed my prot-belt and used a burst of speed to meet it. My longsword sliced its midsection in two, and its top half hissed for a second before its eyes milked over in death.

“Nicely done,” Moses commented as he ran to the creature and removed his naginata from the dead Grendel’s tail.

As the gateway slowly closed, it gave a creaking sound like two halves of a planet grinding together.

We had cleared the portal.

I dropped to my knees in exhaustion, but I forced myself to stay conscious. I couldn’t see any sign of Elle when I scanned the room, and my breath caught in my chest. Then I felt a soft touch on my shoulder, and I knew it was her.

“We did it, Nick,” she said.

I smiled at the point clerk. The smallest recorded gap between when a portal was cleared and a second appeared in the same area was seven days, so the Ecomese on this Ark would have a lot of work to do to re-build the defenses. Still, it was more than enough time to prepare for a second onslaught. More than enough time for me to loot the Grendel corpses in this room for equipment.

I saw another figure enter the room, followed by at least forty more. My vision slowly cleared as I focused, and I saw Prime Minister Treyin and a platoon of enforcers. She was wearing her own set of Runetech armor, and the elaborate wings on her helmet and pauldrons suggested it was an older model. I guessed she had worn the equipment while a member of Captain Cross’ crew, but it was probably built even before King Justinian’s era.

Treyin glanced around the battlefield while gripping her enchanted khopesh. The woman seemed disappointed that she’d arrived too late, and she flipped her sword up to hang on her back with a fluid motion.

Captain Cross deactivated his helmet and stormed toward Prime Minister Treyin. The enforcers brought their staves and rifles to bare, and it seemed only the placating hand of the prime minister stopped them from letting loose on the captain.

“Treyin,” he spat her name like it belonged to a demon. “You have some fucking explaining to do.”
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Chapter 13

The prime minister eyed Captain Cross, and the gills on her cheeks moved as though she were chewing her tongue while thinking of an appropriate answer. The captain had just asked her to explain herself, and she seemed reticent to fulfill his demands.

I helped Elle apply medkits to Flanagan, but I kept one eye and both ears on the conversation about to unfold.

“I’m waiting to hear your explanation,” Captain Cross said to the Ecomese ruler.

“I think we should deal with the Dax first,” Prime Minister Treyin said as the enforcers encircled the Star Spear and the two surviving Dax initiates. I was surprised to see them still alive although they were all sporting injuries of varying severity.

After I assisted Flanagan to his feet, he immediately assessed the situation before taking position next to the captain. Elle jogged across the room to Leith, and I followed to help her remove the slayer’s shattered helmet. The knight was alive but unconscious, and we dressed the wound on his forehead while I continued listening to the unfolding drama.

Captain Cross growled. “You’re stalling, Treyin. Tell me why there is a portal inside your Ark, and why you--”

The woman looked to her lead enforcer. “Execute this Star Spear and his initiates.”

“You cannot do that,” Captain Cross said. Moses, Olav, and Flanagan stared at the man, as though they were waiting for an order to intervene. I didn’t doubt these three knights could easily kill the prime minister and her guards, but then we’d have to escape the Ark. The captain shook his head in response, and the knights lowered their weapons.

“If they leave here alive, they will send word to their superiors,” the prime minister said. “Should the Dax learn we have Grendel portals, they will surely come to our planet in force. I will not bring enslavement upon my people again.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Sir Uram said as he eyed the end of an enforcer’s staff. His spear was secured to the back of his armor, but I didn’t think it would be difficult for him to grab it in a flash. The initiates, however, were in no state to fight, and the enforcers would strike them down before they could protect themselves.

“Those Dax need treatment,” I whispered to Elle. The point clerk nodded after she’d finished bringing Leith back to consciousness. We moved to the initiates, and they readily accepted our help.

The captain’s blue eyes turned ice cold. “Do you always kill those you wish to keep silent?”

“It is our way,” Treyin said with a shrug.

“Not while I’m here,” Captain Cross grunted.

The grey-skinned minister cocked her head. “You’ll have your men kill me in my Ark? I thought such threats were beneath a man of honor like you.”

The captain chuckled mirthlessly. “I don’t doubt they could do it. Even those who can barely stand.”

“Hell, I’m ready for more fighting,” Olav said.

“What exactly should I do with them?” The prime minister stared at the berserker like he’d just escaped from a mental asylum.

“How about your thickest steak and a flagon of your best wine?” Sir Uram answered. “We did save your Ark, after all.”

“Quiet, Star Spear,” Treyin said with a snarl. “I have suffered your presence on this Ark for too long already. I need only an excuse to have you executed.”

The Dax warrior inspected the blade of his spear and didn’t look up to speak. “If my embassy does not receive a message, they will know we have fallen. Then more will come, and if they learn you have killed us, there will be war. Of that, you can be certain.” His voice sounded surprisingly calm, and I wondered if he had spoken to Treyin before.

“We could forge a message,” Treyin said. “Our cyber alchemists are unfamiliar with your technology, but I’m sure the Stalwart’s crew could bridge any gaps in their knowledge.”

“We should be able to arrange such a message,” Commander Reynolds said. “Meanwhile, keep the Star Spear and his initiates as prisoners. I’m sure there’s somewhere on this Ark where they can’t contact their embassy or their friends back home. It will give you time to decide what can be done.”

“Or time for you to consider a payment which will keep us silent,” Sir Uram offered.

The prime minister ignored the man and took a few seconds of quiet contemplation. “I will keep them prisoner,” she said, “but not for the sake of the Dax. The Stalwart’s crew saved our lives so I will honor your request.”

“The Star Spear and his soldiers helped,” Captain Cross added. “We might not have succeeded without them.”

“You exaggerate, Atticus. I know the power of your crew. It is a mistake to spare the Dax. Nevertheless, I will.” The woman sighed as she looked at Sir Uram and the initiates.

“It’s an even a bigger mistake to use evil methods for good ends,” the captain said.

“You Caledonians and your platitudes.” The prime minister rolled her eyes. “So be it.” She palmed her weapon’s hilt and walked toward the Star Spear with every eye in the room watching. “You will remove your weapons and armor at once. Then you will go peacefully to the fourteenth level and remain there until I give the order otherwise.”

“That is a strange reward for saving your Ark,” the Star Spear countered. “Might I repeat my request for steak and wine?” He was still holding his weapon, and he glanced around the room as though calculating the odds of a fight.

Treyin glanced at the captain, and he stepped forward.

“Do as she says,” he ordered as he stared at the Dax warriors.

“Ah, yes,” Sir Uram said. “I was wondering when I would be treated to the renowned Caledonian hospitality.”

The Star Spear’s eyes remained half-opened, and he almost seemed bored with the whole conversation. In a half-assed gesture, he tossed his spear on the ground and then nodded at the initiates beside him. Their swords and shields joined the pile, but their expressions were filled with contempt for both the prime minister and the captain. Once all three Dax were wearing only their underclothes, the enforcers shackled them and escorted them from the room.

“Now, will you tell me why you kept the existence of Grendel portals from me?” Captain Cross asked the prime minister. The genuine hurt in his voice surprised me, and I wondered exactly how close the two had been in the past. They seemed like old lovers. The whole conversation played out like a marital argument, and I felt like I was intruding.

“I had no reason to tell you,” Treyin offered.

The captain made a point of looking around the room, and then he nudged a Naga’s massive serpentine skull with his boot. “Is that so? You can’t think of a single reason why I should have known about the portals?”

“The Grendels have never posed a major problem for us,” Treyin said. Even though I was ten meters away from the woman, I noticed she couldn’t keep her eyes off me. Every so often, she would meet my gaze, and her blue lips would tweak in the corners.

I didn’t know how far away I needed to be to avoid her empath abilities, but I moved about five meters further back while she explained to the captain how they had never experienced such a wide scale disaster like today.

Elle came with me, and we stood in front of a Naga corpse. I marveled at the creature’s size; it looked even bigger now that it wasn’t moving, and its red and blue scales had lost their shine. The trident beside it was at least three meters long, and strange jewels encrusted the haft. I’d never seen the likes of them before, with shifting colors depending on the angle.

“Is it just me, or does the prime minister keep looking at you?” Elle whispered to me.

“I think she suspects I changed the portal’s level,” I replied. “If she wants to punish me, I think she’ll have to wait in line.” I nodded at the berserker, and he bore his teeth in a snarl. Like the prime minister, I was the constant object of his attention. He obviously blamed me for the trouble with the portal, and I doubted he’d forgotten about getting beaten in the VR game. No matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to win him over.

I looked away from Olav and returned my attention to the captain and the prime minister.

“This mishap would not have occurred had there not been a certain someone present,” Treyin said. “One with the ability to manipulate Grendel gateways.”

Knowing the woman was referring to me, I looked up from the Naga corpse and yelled out. “The alarm sounded before my ability changed the portal’s level, so something went wrong long before I had any effect on it.”

“The alarm sounds whenever a new portal opens,” Treyin explained. “This one was a little higher than normal, but nothing we could not have handled were it not for your tampering.” She turned to Captain Cross. “You should have informed me this man was a mutant.”

“If you had simply told me there were Grendel portals here, I wouldn’t have allowed Squire Lyons to enter your Ark because of his abilities.”

“Abilities? Are you implying he has more than one?” The prime minister arched an eyebrow, and she stared at me hungrily. I could tell she was attempting to scour my emotions, but I didn’t care anymore. All I was feeling right now was exhaustion, and I wanted this conversation to end so I could get cleaned up.

After I looted the Grendel corpses, of course. Even on Tachion I’d only had the chance to remove an Ogre’s ears, but I would be able to harvest far more now.

The captain didn’t answer Treyin, so I guessed he didn’t want her knowing about my teleportation ability. The Grendels had destroyed all the Den Ark’s surveillance devices in the fortress, so I doubted she would have any record of me using my powers.

Captain Cross shook his head as though confused by the whole situation. “How long have you had portals on Ecoma? That’s a secret you kept from the Triumvirate. You didn’t mention it once while you were stationed on the Stalwart.” I detected a hint of hurt in his tone, but the prime minister gave a slight smile.

“Although I served in the RTF as an advisor, my home was always on Ecoma,” she answered. “My allegiance was always here.”

“Answer the question,” Commander Reynolds said. She had been jubilant on reuniting with Treyin a few days ago, but now she seemed even angrier than the captain.

Treyin sighed loudly. “The portals existed many years ago when the Dax still ruled us. Then they simply stopped opening. But the Watchtower and its fortress remained. Fifty-three years ago, the gateways appeared again. The wars between the Arks ceased because we were too busy reviving old technology to fight the Grendels.”

“And you’ve been successful until now?” Captain Cross asked.

“Yes,” the prime minister said. “Until your little squire decided to pay a visit to our power plant.” The woman’s eyes turned on me again, and I felt an almost irresistible desire to go to her. I wanted to tell her everything, my history, my mutation, and anything else she might want to know. Every question I answered would carry the reward of her soft lips and the touch of her smooth skin against my own.

“Are you okay?” Elle tore me from the trance with her question, and I swallowed down my desire.

I nodded my head and then wiped my brow. It was slick with sweat and hot to the touch. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

The point clerk frowned at me, and I offered her a little smile.

“This fortress is built around the appearance of Grendel portals,” Commander Reynolds said, “so you must be able to manipulate where they appear.”

“Yes,” Treyin confirmed. “It is a technology the Dax left behind.”

“I’d like to take a look at it,” Captain Cross said.

“It is forbidden to outsiders.”

“Like your implants?”

Prime Minister Treyin bristled, and she shot a look at the remaining enforcers. They seemed confused by the captain’s question, and they didn’t appear to know what he was referring to.

“The next portal won’t be here for at least seven Caledonian days, so I want to do you a favor until then,” the captain said.

“Is that so?” Treyin folded her arms.

“We’ll send the enchanters in here,” he answered. “They can fix up your equipment. We’ll need to distill some Dust first.”

“We have more than sufficient Dust,” the prime minister said.

“Of course you do,” Captain Cross narrowed his eyes at the woman. “Our four enchanters will fix this place up, then we’ll be out of your hair.”

“Uhh . . . that’s three enchanters, Captain,” I said.

He cocked his head at me as I approached, and he didn’t seem to care I’d been eavesdropping. “What do you mean ‘three’?”

I dropped my head, not wanting to meet the captain’s eyes. “Dominic died during the battle.”

I heard a clatter and spun around to see Olav drop a Grendel Warrior’s serrated sword. “You’re fucking joking! He shouldn’t have even been in here. It’s Lyons’ bloody fault Dominic was killed!”

“Olav, keep your head on. Squire Lyons didn’t know there was a portal here,” Captain Cross said.

“I don’t believe that,” the berserker spat.

“You’re walking a fine line,” the captain cautioned.

Olav glared at me for a few moments, and his right hand dropped to his axe. His anger melted away and his expression softened, but there was still a fire in his eyes. “Apologies, sir,” he said to the captain. “I just don’t trust traitors.”

“Seems like you have trouble brewing among your crew, Atticus.” Treyin smirked. “You can’t seem to avoid internal strife, can you?” The woman’s beautiful face glowered when the captain didn’t respond to her bait. “In return for saving our Ark, you may take of the spoils.” Treyin spread her hands at the room filled with Grendel bodies and the dead Dax initiates, and then she turned to speak with one of her attendants.

Six Ecomese robots entered the room carrying containers in the metal arms, and Commander Reynolds addressed the crew. “We’ll need Alpha Dust and any half-decent equipment. You lot failed to bring back much from the portals on Tachion, so we’re after anything Knight class and above.”

I stared at the dozens of fallen corpses and wondered what kinds of equipment they might yield. The knights began inspecting the dead enemies while Prime Minister Treyin and Captain Cross continued speaking. I was interested in what they were saying, but I was more eager in finding some gear I could take back with me. Since the commander had said they needed Knight class equipment, I could find and keep any items below that.

A Grendel Warrior caught my eye, and I moved toward it. Olav came to the lizard-man’s corpse at the same time, and he snarled at me.

“Fuck off, Lyons,” he said. “This one’s mine.” Now that the battle was over, the berserker didn’t hide his hatred for me.

“Yes, sir.” I shuffled backward like I was slowly moving away from a rabid dog. Olav stared into my eyes, and I saw the same flicker of madness he had when fighting Grendels.

I was too tired and didn’t want to deal with the berserker’s fury, so I walked to the other side of the room past the Point Clerk. I didn’t bother Elle because she was busy examining a trio of wrecked warsuits.

As I made my way to the furthest wall, a fallen Dax initiate caught my eye: the woman who had chased down the teenager in the city. When I approached the body, I saw a fifteen-centimeter cavity gaping in the middle of her chest armor, revealing the bloodstained ground beneath her. The woman’s prot-field must have gone down, and a Grendel plasma ball had seared a hole into her abdomen.

Two cat-like lenses were on the front of her helmet, and the right one was shattered. I shuddered under the woman’s lifeless gaze and looked away. I stared straight at Olav, and his lips tilted into a snarl that showed his teeth. The hairs on my neck prickled as I considered how long he had been watching me.

Olav wasn’t inspecting the dead Grendel anymore, and it looked like he hadn’t removed any items from the corpse. I gathered he’d told me to fuck off because he wanted to spite me. The berserker’s penchant for chiding me was getting on my nerves, but I didn’t know how to make the situation any better.

I foresaw something violent might unfold between us, and I didn’t want to instigate it. At least it wouldn’t happen right now, since I doubted he would try anything with the captain in the room.

I knelt beside the initiate’s corpse and examined the woman’s gear. From a cursory glance at the matte black armor, most of it had sustained a lot of damage. The Stalwart’s enchanters might be able to repair the runes and fix the metal, but I doubted the Initiate Dax equipment would be worth the time.

I was interested in the energy shields the Dax had summoned, and I figured their left gauntlets were responsible for them. After finding a release mechanism on the underside of the dead woman’s left arm, the item snapped open. I removed my left glove and then attached the Dax item. For its bulky size, it was surprisingly light, and the material felt durable. The runes on the outside no longer held their formations so they would require minimal repairing. I could probably do it myself if only rune-tracing was required. I removed the gauntlet, began to wrap it back around the initiate’s forearm, and then stopped when I thought about looting the equipment from an ally.

What harm would scanning the item do? I needed to keep out of Olav’s way, and this was as far away from the knight as I could be. The Caledonian database might not have access to details on Dax runes and weapon effects, but I’d know right away. I held my breath and scanned the weapon. When the details flickered to life on the projected holo, everything else in the room became unimportant to me.

Armor type: Targe Gauntlets

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Initiate [Squire]

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Energy Tage

Rune class: Initiate [Squire]

Rune effects: Generates low-level energy shield from left gauntlet. Battery is contained within right gauntlet.

The database was evidently familiar enough with the item to determine its power class was equivalent to squire. The right gauntlet contained the battery for summoning the energy shield, so I would need both items for the shield to function. I stared at the other gauntlet on the dead initiate’s right forearm and considered whether looting the corpse of a fallen ally was dishonorable. My excitement faded when I realized it probably was. Besides, if the Dax’s military was anything like the RTF, they’d have the items returned to the initiate’s family along with his embalmed body.

“This looks interesting,” Elle said as she turned another Dax initiate’s helmet in her hands. She looked at me with a little guilt when she noticed me staring at her.

“Mind if I scan it?” I asked.

The point clerk gave me a mischievous grin and passed the helmet to me. We were both acting a little out of order, but examining the equipment from a kingdom outside the Triumvirate was an infrequent occurrence.

Armor type: Helm of the Reaver

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Initiate [Squire]

Armor effect: Retraction - Helmet retracts into visor.

Runes inscribed: Detect

Rune class: Initiate [Squire]

Rune effects: Scans and displays basic information for Grendel types.

“Whoa,” I said to Elle. “This helmet has a rune effect that scans Grendels. Do you think it might show their weaknesses and strengths?”

I barely finished asking the question when the point clerk grabbed the item from me.

“The Detect rune will probably need to link with our Caledonian Grendel database, or maybe it contains the data from the Dax database,” she said after she scanned it with her prot-belt.

I sighed at the thought of what I might be able to do with the helmet and the gauntlets. The energy shield would enable a one-handed fighting style, and I needed practice with weapons other than my longsword. My lightning mace could be used for purposes other than summoning, but its usefulness as a primary weapon was limited. I scanned the area for a one-handed item I might be able to use in concert with the gauntlets but was interrupted when Captain Cross walked toward us.

“You folks done stealing from the dead?” He gestured at the Dax initiate. “Well?”

“Sorry, sir,” I said. “We were just curious about what--”

“I’m pulling your leg, Squire Lyons,” he said with a dismissive wave. “These folk aren’t going to be using their gear anymore, and I doubt the imprisoned Star Spear and his initiates will be needing it either.” The captain stepped a little closer to Elle and me, and then he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Treyin imprisoned those Dax, but I doubt they’ll live through the week. She’ll find some reason to have them executed, I’m sure of it. She was always a ruthless woman, and time hasn’t changed her a bit.”

As though noticing the captain was speaking about her, Treyin strolled over to him. She was menacing in a whole different way while wearing her ancient armor, and I could feel her emotional manipulation rippling from her in waves.

“Have your people finished picking apart the corpses?” she asked.

Captain Cross scowled at the woman before addressing the crew. “Time to make a move. Let’s finish up and head back to our quarters. We’ll decide what to do from there.”

I looked down at the Dax gauntlet and helmet lying at my feet.

“You can take them,” Elle said after noticing me. “I won’t put them through the system. Any non-Triumvirate equipment needs approval, and I can’t be bothered jumping through the administerial hoops.”

“You’re not doing a great job at keeping up your prim and proper front, you know,” I said with a smile.

“I know,” she said with a sigh. “I think the Stalwart is rubbing off on me.”

I chuckled. “That goes for us both.” I pressed a button on the side of the helmet, and it retracted to a headset much like the one I was wearing now. Then I fixed the gauntlets to my rear magnetons. I would have to modify the two items a bit so they weren’t recognizably Dax.

“But you’ll need to do me a favor,” Elle said as the crew loaded the giant robots with equipment. “Take as many Grunt claws as you can carry. I have a few ideas I want to show Casey, and I’ll need some off-the-books Dust.”

“Ideas?” I asked.

“I noticed some things while you were fighting, and I have a surprise I want to show you. It will take some time to perfect, but I think Casey has the skill to bring it to fruition.” Elle’s dark eyes sparkled, and I wondered what she was planning.

I could barely wait to find out, so I took my belt knife and sliced the claws from ten of the dog-like lizards. I gathered thirty in total, and they barely fit into my belt pouch.

The crew was still loading equipment, so I figured I’d grab as much gear as I could carry. They’d left behind items that were either not valuable or lower than Knight class, so I needed to find the latter. I didn’t have time to inspect the items, so I planned on grabbing as many as I could fit on my breastplate’s magnetons and attach to my prot-belt. It would take a little time to search the bodies since not all Grendel items were enchanted or powerful, and then I would have to check for damage.

I rolled an Elite’s corpse over and searched for undamaged equipment. It was only wearing chest armor, and the plating was torn in the center. Disappointed, I found a group of Warriors the knights had left untouched. I knelt beside one of the corpses, peeled apart its fingers, and grabbed its serrated sword. The entire squad was wielding the same weapon type with identical runes, and the only lizard-man with different items was the sergeant. I approached his corpse and found a pair of gauntlets, a plasma rifle, and a collection of three knives.

After taking these items, I couldn’t carry much more on my person, so I searched for jewelry. I found an Elite sergeant with a totemic necklace, and I unclipped it.

Because Grendel gear wasn’t meant to be used without inspection from an RTF point clerk, I would have to pay Elle to register all the equipment I wanted to use. Those I didn’t want to use, I could avoid paying the registration fee since I could sell them for KPs. I didn’t really know which items I would sell and which I would keep, but I could make up my mind when there was more time.

“Come on, Nick,” Elle said.

I glanced up at the point clerk and noticed the crew had left already. I wrapped the totemic necklace around my neck and hurried after Elle. With all the equipment loaded onto my magnetons, I felt like I weighed more than the Stalwart and every step forward took a monumental effort.

When we caught up to the others, I shadowed Captain Cross to avoid a confrontation with Olav. Elle walked alongside me as we looped through the fortress’ winding corridors. We passed Grendel corpses, destroyed warsuits, broken turrets, and other mounted weapons. Most were melee weapons of some kind, with only a few cannons used for targeting lower-level Grendels. The extent of damage inside the fortress made me question how the Den Ark would have prepared for the next Grendel gateway without the enchanters’ assistance.

After twenty minutes, we came to the Watchtower. The room was being cleaned, and all corpses had been removed. The enchanters were working with Ecomese technicians to fix the computer consoles, and the squires were waiting behind them.

“Good to see you still alive,” Neville said to me.

“I’m happy to be alive,” I replied.

“You find that nasty rodent?” Richard asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “It made my abilities stronger, and then the portal leveled up again.”

“Oh shit,” Nathan said. “Is that where you got the gauntlet from?” He spun me around and then examined the Dax item on my back.

“Uhh . . . not exactly . . . ” I caught eyes with Joseph Roman, and he grinned at me. I was expecting him to scowl, but then I remembered I had earned his respect. The old enchanter’s expression made me long for my own father, and I blinked back some tears.

The enchanters added the final touches to the runes around the computer consoles, and then we all traveled through the power plant and into the city. The place was even more deserted than before, and I figured most of the citizens had been evacuated elsewhere on the Ark.

While we walked, I told the squires what had happened since I’d left them in the Watchtower. They were all surprised to hear about the Nagas, and even more surprised that we got out alive.

By the time we reached the elevator and squeezed inside it, I was fighting to keep my eyes open. Everyone else must have been feeling similarly because there was complete silence except for a few stifled yawns. While the compartment descended, I slid my back down the wall and planted my ass on the floor. My chin dropped to my chest a dozen times, and I caught a few microseconds of sleep before the elevator stopped. After exiting, we gathered around Captain Cross so he could address us.

“Get yourselves cleaned up and we’ll meet in the main chamber in thirty minutes,” he said.

We entered the room leading to our lodgings where we were greeted by a group of Ecomese attendants. Our new attendant was a youthful man with a constant smile, and I thought of Alin. She had died in service to her people, and I never got the chance to know her very well. She had been a competent commander of the enforcers and a formidable warrior while controlling the warsuit.

When we arrived at our lodgings, the squires and I exchanged our weapons and armor for clean uniforms. I placed the Grendel items I’d acquired from the Watchtower at the foot of my bed. They were caked with crimson blood, and I wondered who it might have belonged to. Maybe an initiate?

The sight of the crimson stain on the serrated sword brought old questions to my mind, questions the Academy stifled with its conditioning.

Why do the Grendels come through the portals? Why do they target humankind?

I had asked my tutors those questions many times, and they responded with vague answers. I was told the lizards were mindless beasts bent on destruction and invasion. My battles with them thus far confirmed their ferocity, but I still wondered if there might not be deeper motives at play. At least I was free from the Academy now, since such musings would have been subjected to therapy sessions that would make me forget them. The Academy suppressed any attempt at assigning human qualities to our lizard enemies because it would make killing them more difficult.

As far as I knew, no one truly knew the Grendels’ rationale for invading our world, and we might never know. Attempts at communicating with them failed since their brain structures were so vastly different to humans.

Maybe I would find out the answer one day.

“Ready to go?” Neville’s question cut my musings short, and I gave him a nod.

I exited the room with the other squires, and we took our places behind the knights in the main chamber. They had changed into their black uniforms, and they were all sporting medkits on various body parts. I figured Flanagan and Leith would need a stint in the Stalwart’s regeneration chamber after their injuries today.

Moses handed me a beer, and I took it with eagerness, drained it in three long gulps, and then sighed in satisfaction.

“Now we can finally get some R&R,” Nathan said. “No more clearing portals for us.”

“I wouldn’t speak so soon,” Neville said. “Nick said there are portals on the other Arks.”

“They can handle them without our help,” Richard said. “Unless Nick pays them a visit.” The squire winked at me.

“I don’t plan on leaving the Den Ark,” I said. I wouldn’t go anywhere near another portal until I learned how to control my ability.

Once everyone’s glasses were full, we gathered around Captain Cross. I kept a good distance from Olav, but it didn’t stop him from glaring at me.

“You all fought bravely today,” the captain said. “This Ark would have fallen were it not for your valiant efforts.”

“When are we going to address the mutant in the room, Captain?” Olav yelled out.

“Squire Lyons would have posed no threat if we had known of the portal’s existence,” Captain Cross said.

“We can’t keep him around,” the berserker shot back. “Anywhere we go, he’s going to cause problems.”

“He will learn to control his abilities in time,” the captain answered after giving the mohawked knight a stern look.

Olav folded his massive arms over his chest, and I could tell he was getting angrier and angrier. He wasn’t willing to let up, and things would come to a head soon. With only seven days left on this Ark, I would just have to avoid him the whole time.

“I don’t like hiding things from the hierarchy unnecessarily, but we can’t let them find out about the portals on Ecoma,” Captain Cross continued. “They’ll likely sell the information to a kingdom near here. Maybe the Dax, or someone else. Whoever it happens to be will either come here in force, or they’ll drop rune-nukes all over the planet. Grendel gateways are claimed and cleared for a reason.”

I remembered the rune-nuke the Academy starship had dropped on Tyranus after the cadets failed to clear the portal. The Academy captain authorized it because the only knights on the mission were Ludas Barnes’ bodyguards, and they weren’t equipped or skilled enough to deal with a Level Three portal. It was almost universal protocol to obliterate any planet with a Grendel threat too large to contain.

The captain was directly disobeying that implicit order by not informing the higher-ups.

I didn’t care. The Stalwart’s unconventional methods were becoming my own. I worried that all my beliefs would eventually erode under Captain Cross’ command, but maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. The man possessed more honor than anyone I’d met in the RTF, and he’d taught me that being an honorable person didn’t mean always following the rules. To live with honor was the one thing I wouldn’t change about myself, even if I discarded everything else I’d learned at the Academy.

“What’s another secret we have to keep?” Leith said. “If a diviner reads our minds and learns there are Grendels on Ecoma, it’ll just be another person we have to kill.” The slayer cackled, and no one joined him.

Captain Cross cleared his throat. “I plan on bringing you all with me to the other Arks. We’ll help them clear the portals, and then the enchanters will provide any necessary repairs on their runes.”

“Do you think it can be done in seven Caledonian days?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“You’ve been in the bridge too long, Commander,” Flanagan said. “You’ve probably forgotten what a lizard looks like.”

“I fought Grendels today,” she countered, and her face tightened in offense.

“So you saw how good we all are at killing,” Leith said. “Seven days is enough time to close a dozen portals.”

Captain Cross smiled at the banter. “While you’re all dealing with the portals, I have to convince Treyin to give us her implants.”

“Any progress on that front, Captain?” Moses asked. The devices were the primary reason for our mission here on Ecoma. Even after we’d saved the Ark, the prime minister still didn’t want to hand them over.

“Not yet,” the captain answered. “Treyin is proving more difficult than I originally planned. Even after the enchanters repair the runes inside the Watchtower, I doubt she will give us the implants.”

“You should have known as much,” Commander Reynolds said, and I got the impression they’d shared a conversation on the matter.

“Helping the Arks won’t take us more than seven of our days, but obtaining the implants from Treyin might take longer,” Captain Cross said. “If necessary, we may need to find alternative arrangements for Squire Lyons.”

“Can’t we throw him into orbit?” Olav growled.

I bristled at the berserker’s question, and I felt my frustration almost bubble over. I had the urge to whack him over the head, but I forced it down. Even with Olav’s constant remarks, I imagined the captain would frown upon me striking a superior officer.

“Why don’t we pinch the implants?” Leith offered. “I figure our quest is more important, and if the old girl won’t hand them over . . .” He wriggled his eyebrows.

“I want to avoid that if possible,” Captain Cross said. “But we may have need of your skills later, Leith.”

A siren sounded from the overhead, and the flesh-like walls trembled. My heart clenched in my chest at the sound, and I let out a sigh. The alarm sounded like the one I’d heard only a few hours earlier when the Grendels attacked the Watchtower.

Olav snarled at me. “What have you done now, Lyons?”

Cold sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and I wondered how the portal could have come so soon. It shouldn’t have been here for seven more days.

But I hadn’t felt the sickness that normally accompanied a portal upgrade. It didn’t make any sense.

In an instant, the sirens ceased, and Captain Cross touched his earpiece. “Treyin, seven days passed real quick. Do you have an explanation for--” He paused and listened for a few seconds, and his tight expression loosened. “Alright. I’ll brief the crew. We’ll meet outside the docking stations.”

“What has happened?” Commanded Reynolds asked when the Captain removed his finger from his ear.

“The Gor Ark encountered a problem with a Grendel gateway,” he said to us. “Its level increased around the same time we were fighting the enemies here.” Captain Cross acknowledged me with an intentional nod.

“How is that possible?” Flanagan asked. “Nick’s ability can’t possibly extend all the way there.”

“Apparently it did,” the captain said.

“It must have been the Bloodrat,” I sighed.

Flanagan turned to me, sighed, and ran his hands through his long hair. “I’m guessing you’re not going to kill another one of those anytime soon?”

“No, sir,” I said.

“The Gor Ark is approximately six hours travel from here. We’ll head there on the Stalwart right away. Try to get some rest on the trip. We have no real information on the portal’s level, and Squire Lyon’s ability doesn’t seem consistent, so we could be facing Nagas again.”

“Can we use the jetpacks this time?” Olav asked. “I even brought them along with us.”

Moses shook his head. “Remember what happened last time?”

“What happened last time?” Richard asked, and the knights mumbled under their breath. Obviously it hadn’t gone to plan, and no one shared the berserker’s desire to use the jetpacks again.

“Never mind,” Olav said. “Stop asking squire questions.”

“The jetpacks are staying in my quarters. I don’t even know why you took them from the armory and brought them onto the Ark,” Captain Cross said as he gave the berserker a stern glare.

“I wanted to have a little fun, Captain. Can you really begrudge me that?”

“Yes, I can,” Captain Cross said. “Now, get prepared for battle. All the crew will be leaving for the Gor Ark, save for Squire Lyons. You can get some rest on the journey.”

“Is it safe for me to remain on the Den Ark, Captain?” I asked. “I don’t know how my powers work, and I might upgrade portals elsewhere on the planet.”

Captain Cross stared at me, and I could tell he was debating what to do.

Then Olav growled like an angry canine. “How do we know anything for certain about this kid? He was assigned to our ship to spy, then he went and told the sorcerer all about the king’s armor. He conveniently destroyed Polgar’s ship, but he wasn’t working for the sorcerer, was he? He was employed by Duke Barnes, and I bet Lyons is still working for the snobby bastard.” With each sentence, the berserker came a step closer to me, and now he was standing half a meter away.

I bunched my hands into fists and breathed deeply through my nose. Everyone was staring at me, as though waiting for me to give an answer to Olav. But I’d already responded as best I could through my actions. These men and women were my crew members, but even those who had seemed to forgive me wore skeptical expressions now.

“What’s the matter, Lyons? Can’t think of a lie to spout?” Olav taunted me. I glanced at the captain, but he seemed more than willing to let me work my own way out of this confrontation.

“I have already asked for your forgiveness,” I said through clenched teeth. “I have risked my life for the crew.” I looked to the others, and they nodded at me. Their skepticism had vanished, and I knew they had accepted me back into their fold, unlike the berserker.

“Lay off the lad,” Leith said. “He’s not as bad as you think, Olav.”

“He’s more than proven himself,” Moses added.

“Grendel shit!” Olav screamed, and he pulled his beard in rage. “That’s it. I’ve had enough.” His hands balled into fists, and a hard right launched toward me.

I ducked to avoid the blow, but before the berserker’s fist completed its swing, he suddenly went sprawling. A prot-field projection was entangled around Olav’s shoulders and knocked him on the ground before he could punch me. I traced the trajectory back to Captain Cross, and saw that he was still wearing the late king’s gauntlets.

The captain marched to Olav and looked down at the fallen berserker. “I took you in and fixed you up,” he said, barely above a whisper. “Don’t think I can’t cast you out again, Olav Kjeldsen. You and Squire Lyons will remain here on the Den Ark while we clear the portal on the Gor Ark. I’m sure the prime minister can find you a pleasant residence to share so you can work out your differences. Whatever it takes. Just don’t kill each other. Squire Lyons, feel free to defend yourself.”

The prot-field vanished, and Olav scrambled to his feet. “I’m not sharing a room with that git,” he said as he thrust a finger at me.

“You will obey my orders, or I’ll leave you on Ecoma.”

Olav was still pointing his finger at me, and it curled up to join the others as a meaty fist. He looked like he was going to attempt a second punch, and I stared at his hairy knuckles in anticipation. If the man’s fist struck my face this time, I wouldn’t hold back. I stared beyond the berserker’s hands to his wild eyes, and I looked into them with a plea for him to follow through. I almost wanted the captain not to intervene, so I could at least get a few hits in.

Instead, Olav sighed and dropped his hand. “Alright, Captain. I’ll spend some quality time with the whelp. But I can’t be blamed if he comes back with a few bruises.”

Captain Cross touched the berserker’s shoulder, and I could tell a strong bond existed between the two men. “So long as no one dies, I don’t care,” he said. “You’ll have plenty of time to recover in the regeneration chamber afterward. No Runetech.”

“Not even one piece?” Olav said as he stroked the axe hanging from his side.

“You can take your prot-belt,” the captain conceded. “Now, it’s time for the rest of us to prepare the Stalwart.”

Whatever happened next, I wouldn’t hold back. Nor would I endure the berserker’s bullying without retaliating. The captain had granted us permission to sort out our problems in whatever way necessary other than murder. So I planned on meeting Olav’s rage with my own.

It was going to be a long seven days.
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Chapter 14

After returning to the squire quarters, I ate a meager meal delivered by our new Ecomese attendant. The food on the Ark was almost as bad as the Stalwart’s cuisine, and I wondered how the evolved humans ever survived on the chunky gruel. After the squires wished me luck and left to meet Captain Cross and the knights at the docks, I spent a little time fixing the Dax gauntlets. Once the Energy Targe rune was glowing like new, I gathered a spare uniform and shoved it into a duffle bag to take on my week long confinement with Olav.

I left my armor and weapons at the foot of my bed since I wasn’t allowed to bring them. The one Runetech item Captain Cross allowed me to take was my prot-belt, so I tightened it around my waist. During the few moments I wasn’t fighting with Olav, I could study the RTF’s offline database. I had performed well on all my Academy exams, but it wouldn’t hurt to review all the high level Grendel information again.

I’d have little else to do.

While I laid the Grendel items I acquired from the portal on my mattress, Elle entered the room with a motorized cart and smiled at me. “Hello, Nicholas. Good to see you recovered well from the battle.”

“You seem especially chirpy,” I said.

The point clerk shrugged. “I enjoyed fighting the Grendels and controlling the warsuits was like a dream. I had such power!” She laughed, and I found myself smiling with her.

“Well, I asked you here so you can check out my gear before I leave for the Den Ark,” I said.

Elle’s eyes sparkled as she stared at the equipment. “You really take the whole ‘gathering as much loot as you can’ to heart, don’t you?”

“I need the Kingdom Points,” I said with a shrug. “I want to take the knighthood examination as soon as I can, and Mom could also use the money.”

“Your mother must really appreciate the help you’re giving her,” the point clerk said. “Is she bedridden?”

“Nah,” I said plainly. Elle must have thought the only people who needed monetary assistance were bedridden. It was a little ignorant, but I didn’t take offense because she hadn’t intended it. “She cleans apartments, and that doesn’t pay very well.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought she must not have been able to work since you provide her with money. I suppose that’s my Core World upbringing, always assuming people all over the kingdom are as fortunate as I am.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’ve heard much worse from nobles. Besides, I like you.”

I thought nothing of the words until Elle’s lips curved up into a smile, and then her cheeks bloomed red. My mind fumbled for something to say, but the point clerk did me the favor of speaking first.

“I bet it was hard being an Outlander at the Academy among so many Core World nobles.”

“Sometimes it was difficult, but I was just happy to be there.” Although Ludas Barnes had made my life hell, I had mostly forgiven him. After all, I wouldn’t have been put on the Stalwart were it not for his betrayal.

Elle stared at me for a moment, and then she turned back to look at the Grendel equipment. “So, are there any items you’d like to keep?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t had a chance to look at them yet.”

“Scan the items, and then I’ll enter them into the database and give you a price. You can decide whether to sell them or keep them once we’re done. But you better hurry. You only have thirty minutes until you have to meet Olav at the elevator!” The point clerk touched my arm and nudged me toward the items.

“Uh . . . don’t remind me about that insane knight,” I said as I picked up the serrated sword.

“Maybe you could bring a few dozen liters of beer with you? I am sure a lot of alcohol will mollify him.”

“He’d probably need a few hundred liters.” I scanned the sword, and a holo with the statistics appeared from my prot-belt’s runic buckle.

Weapon type: Undocumented Master Saw

Additional damage: [unknown]

Power class: Expert

Weapon effect: Can be inscribed with multiple runes.

Runes inscribed: [unknown]

Rune class: [unknown]

Rune effects: [unknown]

Warning: Undocumented. Use with extreme caution. Abusers will be prosecuted.

The Expert class didn’t have an RTF equivalent, but many of the weapons in that class could be tinkered with so squires could wield them. Elle would probably remove the weapon effect when she approved it for squire use since powerful qualities had to be curtailed.

“This sword is worth 500 KPs,” Elle said after she logged the item with her tablet. “It will require at least that much to prepare for use if you want to keep it. There is also the 100 KPs registration fee for keeping the item.”

“What about the weapon effect?”

The point clerk shook her head. “It’s too powerful for the Squire class, so it will need to be scrubbed. Keeping the weapon effect will mean assigning the sword to Knight class.”

As I turned the blade over in my hand, I considered stashing the sword to use after my knighthood examination. I imagined slashes that would carve Grendels in two and sever their lizard limbs. The edges were like the waves of the ocean, and while stunning to look at, they would make thrusting nearly impossible. The serrations would catch on flesh, bone, armor, and probably other weapons. Not to mention the difficulty sharpening the blade would pose.

All those problems could be resolved through the right rune selections, but I figured it would be more trouble than it was worth. In the time between now and my examination, I could probably find better weapons, anyway.

“I’ll sell it,” I told the point clerk.

“Excellent,” she said. “What would you like to examine next?”

I grabbed the Grendel plasma rifle and admired its design for a moment. The weapon was made of a shiny black metal with hexagonal markings imitating scales, and it stretched one meter from battery to barrel. A blue light flickered from the gas cannister below the reaction chamber, and I switched the power off before holding the firearm over my prot-belt’s laser scanner.

Weapon type: Scaled Plasma Rifle

Additional damage: [unknown]

Power class: Novice

Weapon effect: Fires white-hot plasma pulses. Requires battery and gas cannister. Subject to overheating and instability after extended firing.

Runes inscribed: None

Rune class: None

Rune effects: None

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

Someone in the RTF had acquired and registered similar weapons, so the database provided a match. While I rested the rifle on my shoulder and stared through the scope, I wondered what it might be like to fight in a world where prot-fields couldn’t repel projectiles or reflect laser fire. I had scored high in marksmanship at the Academy, but outside of that institution, I would almost never need to use firearms. Still, it could be useful since even prot-fields would eventually succumb to enough firepower. A rifle as a backup weapon could come in handy, and my magnetons had sufficient space for at least another weapon or two.

“I can provide 600 KPs for the plasma rifle,” Elle said. “Or it will cost you 100 KPs for a weapon registration and then you can have Casey inscribe some runes on it.”

“I do like the rifle,” I admitted.

The plasma firearm looked different from the basic models I’d seen at the Academy, but I’d learned real-life weapons had many variations. Their runes would also add another level of uniqueness. I now understood the vast differences between runes from working at the enchantry. Even runes with the same fundamental structure could work in vastly different ways because of the complexity in each sigil. It was the primary reason why the RTF’s squires and knights didn’t have identical equipment; every item was as unique as the person enchanting it.

A minor deviation could mean a rune effect that increased strength, or one that sapped all the energy from the wearer. The RTF’s stringent legislation on who could craft runes was meant to prevent the latter, but even those who passed the examinations couldn’t guarantee perfect runes. It was all part of being a human craftsman.

The attempts at using automated machinery to craft runes hadn’t gone too well either. The sigils couldn’t be drawn by machines because Dust-drills required an actual person wielding them. I didn’t understand all the reasons, but it had something to do with how a human physical contact to a Dust-drill generated an arcane connection. If I’d stayed at the enchantry, I would have been better at explaining the details.

“I think I’ll keep it,” I said to Elle as I placed the rifle at the bottom of my bed.

I then took the three knives and laid them on my mattress. The blades were about ten centimeters long and shaped like isosceles triangles. I wasn’t very impressed with them since they would require getting really close to strike an enemy. I also like lopping off limbs and cutting Grendels in half, and that would be almost impossible with such short blades. When I scanned the items, I wasn’t expecting much.

Weapon type: Knife of the Storm

Additional damage: 10% (lightning)

Power class: [Squire]

Weapon effect: Can be inscribed with multiple runes.

Runes inscribed: Storm Bolt

Rune class: [Squire]

Rune effects: Inflicts minor electrical paralysis when two or more weapons bearing the Storm Bolt rune are embedded in an enemy. Effect increases with multiple weapons.

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

The power class and rune class were all Squire equivalents, so I could use the weapon after receiving authorization from Elle and then have Casey modify it if necessary.

I was a little more impressed after scanning the first knife, but the Storm Bolt rune was useless without other weapons bearing the same rune. As I picked up the second knife, I spotted matching sigils, and my lips pulled into a smile. I grinned after I scanned the other two knives and found they were all identical.

Because each item was enchanted with the Storm Bolt rune, nailing an enemy with at least two would cause paralysis, and then I could inflict a spectacular killing blow. Most lower-level Grendels didn’t need to be incapacitated when I could kill with a single hit to a vital point. However, the knives would be really effective against tougher enemies. We seemed to be fighting a lot more higher-level Grendels, and the memory of the Nagas made me think these knives might be rather useful in the future.

“I can give you a lot for these,” Elle said after logging the three knives. “2,000 KPs.”

My shoulders dropped at hearing the amount of currency I would gain from selling them. “I’m not sure I want to give them up, though.”

“If I were you, I would keep them. Have you considered the slayer role in the future? They would be perfect practice.”

“I thought the RTF didn’t accept any new slayer specialists?” I asked.

“Only because there are so few slayers left to train potentials. But Leith Manzo could help you fulfill the necessary prerequisites.”

“Like being a sadistic bastard who loves killing?” I chuckled.

“Not all slayers are like Leith,” Elle said.

“Just most of them?”

The point clerk smiled at me. “The runes on the knives are already approved for use, so Casey will not need to modify them. I can seal each knife with a basic Squire class sigil, and you can take them. After paying a registration fee for each of them, of course.”

“I think I’ll keep them, Point Clerk!” I winked at Elle and took the Grendel gauntlets. I inserted my right hand into one and squeezed a fist. They were too large for humans to equip immediately, but a little tinkering would solve that. Three-centimeter spikes rose up from each knuckle, and a circular rune pulsed in the palms. On closer inspection, I saw the blue symbols were tarnished so they would require substantial work before the item’s rune effect would work.

Armor type: Undocumented Gauntlets

Absorption rating: Basic

Power class: Novice

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: [unknown]

Rune class: [unknown]

Rune effects: [unknown]

Warning: Undocumented. Use with extreme caution. Abusers will be prosecuted.

“The rune looks like it needs a lot of repairing,” I said to Elle. “Can you tell me whether it’s useful at all?”

She took the item from me and scanned it. “Sorry, I cannot determine the rune. Even I could, it is too damaged to retrace. While these gauntlets look fancy, they are a basic model, so it is probably not worth crafting any new runes on them either.”

“If I had more time in the Watchtower, I could have grabbed a better item,” I said with a disappointed sigh. “So, how much are they worth?”

“25 KPs. I can probably scrape a bit of Dust from the ruined sigils, but I would discard the leftover gauntlets.”

I nodded and turned to the last remaining item: the totemic necklace. The pendant was fashioned from a bronzed metal in the shape of a frilled lizard’s face. I stared at the blazing ruby representing the third eye in the center of its forehead while identifying the item.

Item type: Amplifying Totem

Runes inscribed: Amplify

Rune class: Expert

Rune effects: Increases the range of a runesong by 15%.

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

The item would be useful for someone wanting to practice a herald knight’s abilities, but I had no real desire to follow that path.

“You do not like it?” Elle asked.

“Its rune effect only applies to runesongs,” I said. “My musical talents are sparse, and I prefer fighting on the frontlines rather than hanging back like a herald would.”

“I have never heard you sing,” Elle said. “Maybe you cannot judge your own capabilities? Perhaps I could pay a visit to the squire showers and hear you hum a tune some time?” The point clerk giggled, and I tried to hide my embarrassment by turning my head away.

“Is the totem worth much?” I asked her after clearing my throat.

“3,000 KPs,” she said, and my eyes widened. “Necklaces are highly coveted items. They often contain the most powerful rune effects, too.”

I remembered the Overlord’s Heart I’d taken from Emeric’s corpse. The amulet was still inside my footlocker aboard the Stalwart, and it had taken substantial effort to leave it there. Even now it beckoned to me like it was alive, and I considered a short trip back to the Stalwart to retrieve it before the crew left the docks.

“Is something troubling you?” Elle asked me, and I pushed aside the desire. “You wish to keep the necklace?”

“No, I’ll sell it,” I said. Unlike the Overlord’s Heart, the totem didn’t swallow the light in the room, nor did it feel warm when I touched it. I still hadn’t given the obsidian-jeweled amulet to Elle for inspection, and I wondered whether I’d ever hand it over. The item seemed too precious and too powerful to register with the RTF.

Elle frowned at me. “You are acting strangely.”

“I’m just a little nervous about staying with Olav,” I said.

“Of course.” The point clerk gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, and I suddenly had the urge to pull her toward me.

I laid my left hand on the center of her back, and I felt her flinch a little at the touch. The scent of her shampoo wafted toward me as she turned her head, and I stared into her hazel eyes. They were flecked with spots of gold, and her long eyelashes fluttered as her hot breath fell on my face. Her lips were only a fraction apart, and they trembled as though enticing me to kiss them.

I doubted she would tell me to stop if I kissed her. I had almost lost Elle in the Watchtower, and it made me realize how much she had come to mean to me.

But I felt the same way about Casey. Not to mention my growing feelings for Dr. Lenkov.

No one had ever warned me about the beautiful women aboard RTF starships, and I groaned silently at my dilemma. I tried to think about what Dad would do in this situation, but I’d hardly known him. All I remembered was a vague notion of honor, so I figured I would do the honorable thing.

Which meant giving Elle an awkward pat on the back and then pushing her gently away from me. She seemed like she was expecting more, and my desire for her would have given it to her. But I also knew this wasn’t the time nor the place, and I didn’t want to lead her on when I wasn’t sure about my feelings for Casey and Natali.

So I sighed and let the thought go.

“Let’s finalize the transaction,” I said.

Elle gulped and then stepped away from me. “Yes. That is a good idea. You have to go soon.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Low on time.”

“I understand.” She smiled, ran her fingers over her tablet, and then handed it to me.

Point Clerk Elle McGrath Purchase:

Undocumented Master Saw: 500

Undocumented Gauntlets: 25

Amplifying Totem: 3,000

Squire Nicholas Lyons Purchase:

Knife of the Storm - Registration x3: 300

Scaled Plasma Rifle - Registration: 100

The point clerk peered over my shoulder, and I could feel her breath tickle my neck. “Does that look acceptable?”

“Sure does,” I said as I handed her the tablet and took a step back.

She was really making it difficult to control myself. The only thing stopping me from pressing further was the thought of how Natali and Casey might react. All three women had attractive qualities that made me want them. Natali was intelligent and caring, and she’d conquered her low-birth like I had. Casey could make me laugh like no one else, and she shared my penchant for interesting runes. Elle’s bravery rivaled my own, and I imagined fighting alongside her in future battles with the Grendels.

Not to mention all three were among the most beautiful women I’d ever seen in my life.

I didn’t have time to make a decision now, so I got ahold of myself as Elle finalized the transaction and my new balance registered on my prot-belt.

Current Kingdom Balance: 6,520

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 19,025

“I almost forgot,” she said. “Do you have the Grunt claws? I can add 1,000 KPs for them.”

“What are you planning on doing with them?” I asked as I emptied the contents of my belt pouch into the motorized cart.

“It’s a surprise.” Elle winked as she updated my account.

Current Kingdom Balance: 7,520

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 20,025

“There is something else I wanted to talk with you about,” Elle said as she traced a toe on the ground in front of her.

“Yeah?” I was half-expecting her to ask me where we might take our relationship.

“You should not blame yourself for your mutation.”

“I have killed a lot of people,” I said as my shoulders dropped. “If I could have somehow controlled my ability, they might have--”

“Please, Nicholas, let me finish,” Elle took my hands in her own and then stared into my eyes. “Fate has given you the gift, and you will learn how to control it someday. My Medusa-link has put me in trouble many times in the past, but I have come to harness it. But the issues it caused still follow me, and if those at the Facility were to discover my mutation, then they would surely take me there.”

The point clerk let go of my hands and turned so her back faced me. “My mother sent me to the Stalwart as a way of keeping me ‘off-the-grid,’ so to speak. I was displeased by her decision, and I am still unsure about the crew, but this assignment is not as bad as I expected. More dangerous, yes, but I almost like it.”

“I feel the same,” I said. The danger posed by being a member of the Stalwart’s crew was monumentally better than the Deira Sector Outpost. “How are you faring after the Bloodrat increased your abilities?”

“The enhancements have mostly worn off,” she said.

“Mostly?”

“My Medusa-link is more powerful than before the Bloodrat enhanced it, but not to the extent as when I controlled the three warsuits. I gather your abilities will be the same, so I would suggest avoiding any portals or teleportation unless you are in a controlled environment.” The point clerk’s penchant for lecturing returned, and I was relieved the heat of the last few minutes had dissipated.

At least, part of me was relieved. The other part wanted to gaze into Elle’s eyes while she drew nearer to me, and then our lips would touch and--

“Nicholas? Promise me you will not try your abilities until you are in a safe place. I have kept your promise not to look further into the crew’s past, so I would appreciate if you--”

“I promise,” I said with a smile. The grin was easy to make since I didn’t plan on using my abilities for the duration of this mission on Ecoma.

Then I remembered how I would be spending the rest of the time on this planet.

“Unless Olav decides to disobey the captain’s orders, and then I’ll be teleporting out of there,” I said.

“He won’t break them,” Elle said. “At least I hope he won’t. Can he really hate you so much?”

“Yes,” a male voice said, and I spun to see Zac standing in the doorway.

“Zac!” I yelled in surprise. I hadn’t seen him at all while on Ecoma since he’d been staying aboard the Stalwart with the rest of the artillerymen.

“Heard you were going to be spending a few days with Olav, so I figured I’d give you a little advice before I head to the Den Ark,” he said.

“I better be going,” Elle said. “The Stalwart will be leaving soon.”

Zac and I helped her load the equipment I’d sold her into the motorized cart.

“Good luck, Nicholas.” The raven-haired woman touched my arm lightly, and I sighed as she exited the room.

“Well, isn’t that interesting,” Zac said. “I can see Grendels weren’t the only things you’ve been slaying since I saw you last.”

I exhaled and dropped onto the mattress. “Nothing’s happened between Elle and me. Not because I don’t want it to. It’s just complicated.” I thought about the best way to explain my troubles to Zac, but couldn’t think of a good way to phrase it, so I went for the blunt option. “I have two other women I’m thinking about.”

The artilleryman grinned as though this was the best news he’d heard in years. “Many women is a good problem to have, my friend. Well, it’s good if they’re all feeling the same way. Even better if they’re willing to share. I’m guessing Casey is one of the other women, but who’s the third?”

“Dr. Lenkov,” I said.

“Get the fuck out!” Zac said with a laugh. “Almost every bloody guy on our ship has tried to go there.”

“I haven’t been ‘there.’ I’m only thinking about going there, and the doctor keeps giving me hints. Well, I’m not sure if they’re hints, or if she’s simply being really, really nice.”

“Careful about assuming. You might get yourself into trouble.” The artilleryman walked over to my bed and glanced at my new equipment. “Are you taking this gear with you?”

I shook my head. “Captain Cross forbid Olav and me from bringing any Runetech except our prot-belts.”

“Good,” Zac said as his expression turned serious. “I think you should bury your love troubles for now. You have to deal with a hairy berserker who’s hellbent on seeing you suffer. My intention for this little visit was to give you some advice on the matter. But after a bit more thought, I’m wondering whether condolences might be in order? Maybe you should tell me what epitaph you’d like?” He chuckled dryly.

“You were going to give me some advice, so what do you have?” I sounded a little too hopeful, but I was struggling to solve my problem with the berserker.

“Well, I heard about an old crew member turned traitor. Did a real number on Olav so that’s why he hates you so much.

“Do you know anything else about the person?” I asked. Olav had already spoken with me concerning the traitor, but I figured a little more information would help me crack the knight’s outer shell so I could have a decent conversation with him.

“Not much,” Zac said. “All I know is the rest of the crew have mostly gotten over it. But Olav won’t forgive or forget, so I think you’re the stand-in for whoever betrayed the crew first.”

“So Olav was close to the person?” The traitor’s identity seemed like something worth knowing, even if I wouldn’t know what to do with the information. At least I could more easily avoid any of the berserker’s triggers.

“Sounds like it,” Zac said. “Maybe avoid the whole ‘traitor’ conversation while you’re with Olav. I doubt he’ll take kindly to reliving old scars. Good luck, buddy.” The artilleryman gripped my shoulder affectionately before he left my quarters for the docks.

I sighed as I collected my equipment and stacked them neatly. I then glanced at the time and realized I needed to get going. I hurled my duffle bag over my shoulder and walked through the organic passageway. The place was deathly quiet with the knights and squires gone, and there were hardly any Ecomese around either.

When I arrived at the elevator, Olav was wearing the uniform of the RTF Space Knights. The midnight black outfit was only broken by an armored prot-belt with an ornamental Grendel skull for a buckle. The berserker barely glanced at me as I stood alongside him.

I reached for the elevator sensor, and he grabbed my arm and threw it back. I rolled my eyes and prepared for a fistfight, but Olav didn’t come for me.

“We’re waiting for our escort,” he said without looking at me. “Apparently we’re not allowed to travel alone.”

“Eh,” I grunted, and we started at each other for a few uncomfortable seconds.

Just as soon as the tensions reached their height, an Ecomese official clad in the transparent white robes came with a squad of what was probably the last few enforcers on the Ark and escorted us to Level 14. The area was similar to the rest of the huge vessel with its pulsating flesh-colored bulkheads.

“Is there a reason why we’re on the same deck as the Dax?” I asked the official after remembering where the prime minister had sent the Star Spear and his initiates.

The evolved man gave me a pleasant smile. “You are effectively prisoners, as are the Dax.” He continued walking as if his words weren’t at all offensive.

“You’re wrong,” Olav grunted as we followed. “We’re not prisoners.”

The official smiled broadly and spoke with a condescending cadence. “The Prime Minister has said that you are not to leave your residence. If you attempt it, the enforcers are authorized to use their weapons to stun you. I promise it won’t be pleasant.”

“Like I said, you’re wrong.” The berserker glared at the enforcers on either side of us like he was calculating the threat they posed. “We aren’t supposed to be prisoners, and we shouldn’t be locked up with the fucking Dax!”

“These are our orders!”

I predicted a fight might break out between the knight and the Ecomese enforcers, but I was hesitant to interject. Still, Olav was unpredictable, and he could very well kill this official and the other evolved humans in his anger. I opened my mouth to speak, but Olav cut me off.

“I want to speak with Captain Cross,” Olav said, and a vein on his forehead bulged in frustration. “Now.”

“He has already left for the Gor Ark, along with the Prime Minister. Even if they were here, I have been ordered that you have no contact with them until your sentence has passed.”

Olav groaned before sighing in resignation. “At least give us a decent place to stay. With lots of beer. And lots of food. Maybe some skin-holos, too.”

“You will be more than pleased with the place we have prepared for you,” the official said.

We stopped outside a door with a complex arming system. Unlike the rest of this level, it was constructed of metal. The official approached the door and held his palm to the scanner. After a laser flashed over his hand, the massive metal locking cylinders receded and the door swung open.

“This is your residence!” The Ecomese official held out his arm in welcome.

“You really don’t want us getting out, do you?” I said as I marveled at the thirty-centimeter-thick door.

Olav stared into the passageway. “Not bad at all.”

I was surprised to hear the berserker’s appreciation for our prison, but the reason became clear when I examined the passageway beyond.

Swirling patterns marked the eaves, ivy crawled along the walls, and the floor was fashioned with polished marble. Paintings separated the plants every few meters, and they were all Triumvirate in origin. I recognized the Caledonian pieces immediately, and I wondered whether they were originals or copies. King Justinian’s great grandsire, King Seneca was depicted slaying a Grendel with his famed broadsword while the legendary First Pioneers gathered Arcane Dust after clearing a Grendel portal.

Although this place was far more elegant than anything I’d grown up with, I was filled with a strange sense of nostalgia for my home planet, Dobuni. Even with Olav for company, I could see myself enjoying the time spent here.

“This is your room, Space Knight Kjeldsen.” The official gestured at a doorway on the right a few meters down the hallway. As Olav hurled his sack of clothing into the room, the empath walked backward until he was almost at the giant exit door.

“Where’s my room?” I asked him before he could leave.

“You’ll be sharing it with the knight,” he said.

“What!” Olav yelled from inside the room.

“Others guests are occupying the suites elsewhere in this residence,” the official said.

“Other guests?” Olav spat. “I didn’t agree to no others. It was meant to be the whelp and me. No one else.”

“I have my orders,” the empath said before the door pulled shut behind him. The locking mechanisms clanked, and I knew there would be no chance of escaping.

Olav and I were stuck here, along with three enemy Dax.
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Chapter 15

Whistling drifted from the other end of the corridor, and I guessed it was coming from one of the Dax. I could smell spiced meat wafting from the same direction, and my empty stomach groaned. While all I’d eaten today was the meager protein gruel the Ecomese served us, I was hesitant to seek out the kitchen when the Dax were in there.

I turned back toward my assigned quarters and found myself with a decision: enter the room with an angry berserker knight, or meet the Dax. Sir Uram had always been kind to me, but I wasn’t sure he would remain that way after the way he was treated by my captain.

When I peered into the room, Olav glared at me and dropped his bag onto the bed furthest from the door. Inside the room were two narrow cots only half a meter apart, and I imagined struggling not to touch the berserker in my sleep. That wouldn’t end well, so I’d probably drag the mattress into the hallway to avoid an altercation with him.

I offered the man a smile as a step toward reconciliation. In return, the vein on his shiny forehead bulged and pulsed like a wriggling worm.

“It’s bad enough that I’m stuck with you for a week! Now there’s fucking Dax? This is unbearable!” Olav marched to the door and shoved me in the chest so I stumbled backward. The anger simmering beneath the surface bubbled over, and I went to rush into the room, but the berserker grinned and closed the door in my face.

I was left outside with my bag still slung over my shoulder and wrath burning in my stomach like hot acid. I slammed my fist against the door and ground my teeth. I wished I could break into the room and release my fury on the knight. The door was only a minor inconvenience for me because I could teleport inside. I had seen the room’s layout, so I didn’t need to worry about appearing in the middle of solid matter.

But what would happen after I teleported? I could probably score a few hits on Olav, but he’d already proven himself a better unarmed fighter than me inside the Stalwart’s battle room. If I was going to survive the time in here without serious injury, then I needed to avoid a physical altercation with the berserker. I sighed and tossed my duffle bag onto the floor.

This wasn’t a good start to working out our problems. Olav seemed incapable of forgiveness, and I couldn’t see a way of winning him over. I shouldn’t have doubted Captain Cross’ orders, but this whole situation seemed like a terrible idea.

The delicious scent of cooking food was still floating in the air, but I was hesitant to trace its origin. Instead, I stared at a painting to the left of the doorframe. The artwork depicted Castle Stirling, the home of Queen Catrina. I cherished the memory of her wishing me well on my graduation, and I whispered a silent prayer for her long life and good health.

The more I looked at Castle Stirling, the more my anger at Olav increased. How could he think I was a traitor? I loved our queen and the Caledonian Kingdom more than anyone. I had given my life in service for them, to hunt Grendels and acquire equipment to arm the Space Knights.

“Not a very likable man, is he?” a deep voice asked.

I spun around to see Sir Uram standing behind me, and I wondered how long he’d been there. He must have heard Olav yell at me, and then he would have seen me glowering at the closed door.

My anger was replaced with shame since the man had caught me sulking like a child. He was barefoot and wearing a cream-colored shirt reaching down to his knees. Although unarmed, he was still considerably larger than me, and I wondered whether he blamed the Stalwart’s crew for his imprisonment here. If he did, then he might want vengeance. The Ecomese official had been foolish to lock Olav and me in here with the Dax.

“You seem a little . . . displeased to see me?” Sir Uram offered. “I was somewhat surprised to learn you and the knight were joining us in here. What did you do to earn imprisonment?”

I’d been honest with this foreign man before, but there was a difference between honesty and over sharing. The mission on Tachion had taught me not to trust the knights of other kingdoms, so I kept my mouth shut. He might gather the reason why we were here, and I might even tell him, but I preferred waiting until I knew a little more about the man and his intentions. After all, he was aware of the Grendel portals on this Ark, and his duty to the Dax Kingdom would require him to report them.

“No answer? Well, would you like something to eat? There’s a manual kitchen in here, and I’m cooking some Dax specialties,” Sir Uram said as he turned down the corridor after motioning for me to follow.

Whatever was cooking inside the kitchen was still making my stomach growl. I doubted the man would poison the food, so I followed him.

I took a left at the end of the corridor and entered a rectangular kitchen with five plates framed by cutlery laid out on a table. Sir Uram whistled a tune as he bent and removed a large baking dish from the steaming oven, and the smell from earlier almost overwhelmed me.

“Almost ready,” he said without turning to face me. “Take a seat, Squire Lyons.”

My mouth salivated in anticipation of the taste of the aromatic hot food, and I sat at the table. Sir Uram laid the baking dish in front of me, and I watched him cut a thick slice of pie. He then slid the piece onto my plate, and I inhaled through my nose.

“Dig in,” Sir Uram said as he sat in front of me.

I took a bite from the steaming quiche and groaned in wonder. There was saltiness from something similar to feta cheese, a dash of vinegary taste from what looked like sun-dried tomatoes, and a hint of heat from a meat resembling salami. Sprinkled throughout was a peculiar spice that enhanced the taste of the rest of the dish and left a tingle on my tongue.

The dish was a culinary delight for my taste buds. Even without the last few days of Ecomese gruel, the food on the Stalwart hadn’t been much better since our cook had been killed during the pirate attack.

While I wolfed down the first slice and started on a second, the two surviving Dax initiates entered the room. Upon seeing me, they scowled before moving the table’s chairs so they were sitting as far as possible from me.

Sir Uram spoke to the two men in their language, and the other men shot me sideways glances. They ate in quick silence until their plates were clean. The Star Spear exchanged words with them again, and the two initiates stood and left the room.

“They are struggling to come to terms with the deaths of their comrades,” Sir Uram said as he downed a mug of coffee. “I’m finding it difficult myself. It’s been some time since I’ve lost any brethren in battle. Fifteen years I’ve been on Ecoma, and the only time I’ve fought was in the sims on our orbiting embassy.”

“I find that surprising,” I said. “You dispatched the Grendels with ease.”

“As did you, Squire Lyons. It is a pity we could not have fought better. The initiates who died were troublesome, but they had decent hearts. They wanted to serve our kingdom, but they got on the wrong side of the wrong people, so they were sent here.”

“I’m sorry they had to give their lives,” I said.

“There’s no need for you to apologize. Wasn’t like you opened the portal and brought the Grendels here.”

I shifted uncomfortably and tried not to display my thoughts on my face. I hadn’t opened the portal, but I had upgraded it. If it wasn’t for me, those initiates might have survived.

Sir Uram narrowed his eyes at me as though he was trying to read my thoughts. “Fancy watching a few Caledonian Space Knight tournaments?”

I exhaled after his question, relieved he hadn’t guessed I was somewhat responsible for the deaths of his comrades. “Sure,” I replied.

“I figure this residence was built for Prime Minister Treyin whenever she got nostalgic for the RTF,” Sir Uram said as I followed him into a theater in the next room.

“Really? How do you explain the armed door then?”

The man shrugged. “Maybe they locked a Caledonian up here once upon a time?”

That sounded more likely, and I wondered who would have been kept within such a lavish prison. It was more like an apartment than a brig.

I sat beside Sir Uram in front of the giant screen while he opened the menu to a folder titled “Melanie C’s Favorite Games.”

“Who do you suppose ‘Melanie C’ is?” the Star Spear asked me.

I was too busy reading the file names inside the folder to answer him, and I grinned when I saw one I recognized. “That’s the tournament between Raphael the shield knight and Tristan the berserker!” I said as I pointed at a file on the bottom right of the screen. “It was broadcast a little under five years ago, but it’s been voted the best duel in a century.”

“Then I suppose that’s the one we’ll watch,” Sir Uram said.

For countless hours, we watched dozens of matches. The Star Spear admired the Caledonian fighting spirit, and I found myself explaining the various players and their particular skills. While the fights were grandiose and breathtaking, the Runetech equipment was specifically designed to be non-lethal and showy. The more glowing gear and flashy maneuvers, the better.

We took a break when my eyes were hurting from staring at the screen for so long, and Sir Uram cooked another pie. I ate until I was ready to burst and slid my empty plate away from me.

“Thanks, Sir Uram,” I said. “I can’t possibly eat another bite!”

“You’re welcome. It’s good to talk with--” He stopped and stared past me.

I turned to see Olav standing in the doorway. He marched over to the table, grabbed the baking dish with the half-eaten pie inside, and then exited the room.

Sir Uram cocked his head at me. “So, you going to tell me what landed you and the knight inside this place with us Dax?”

“We weren’t meant to be in here with you,” I said. I was getting along well with the man, and we’d bonded while watching the tournaments, so I figured I could at least tell him why the berserker and I were here. “Olav doesn’t like me very much, and Captain Cross suggested we sort out our differences.”

“I saw the way he glared at you,” Sir Uram said. “Looks to me like he wants to kill you.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh.

“Why?”

I considered what the Star Spear could do with the information if I answered him truthfully. It wasn’t crucial to our mission, and he might even be able to offer some advice.

“I betrayed the crew,” I said. “Captain Cross has forgiven me, as have most of the others. Yet Olav still holds a grudge against me.”

“I would probably feel the same way if one of my initiates betrayed me. Traitors are among the worst scum in the universe. Yet I do not think you are truly a traitor, and I also trust your captain’s judgment. What reasons did you have for your betrayal?”

“I thought the crew was guilty of insurrection. I wanted to serve Queen Catrina by providing evidence of such.” I almost felt like I was sitting in front of a therapist, but I didn’t really care. Getting this all off my chest was alleviating a lot of the troubles in my mind.

“But you learned otherwise?” Sir Uram asked.

I nodded. “I found out the crew serve the queen, but it was too late to prevent something bad from happening.”

“You explained all this to the berserker?”

“I’ve tried. He doesn’t want to listen.”

“Maybe he will, in time. Or maybe you need to prove yourself.” Sir Uram reached behind him and grabbed a bottle of wine. “Now, how about we drown our sorrows a little?” He flicked off the cork with his thumb and handed the bottle to me before grabbing another for himself.

I took a long swig and wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

“I have a question for you, Squire Lyons,” the Star Spear said.

“Go on,” I said with a little trepidation.

“What did your Academy schooling teach you about Grendels?”

“They come through the portals, we kill them, then we get the loot.” It sounded a little crude when summarized, but there was no other good way to phrase it. “My Academy training focused less on the whys and hows and more on the killing and looting,” I said with a laugh.

Sir Uram took a long gulp from his wine that stained his lips purple. “Were you always interested in becoming a Space Knight?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t always a possibility.” I paused and considered telling the Star Spear about my dad and the tuition payment he’d left behind. I hadn’t talked to anyone about Dad, and I preferred to keep it that way. “If not a Space Knight, then I would have become an enchanter.”

“A noble profession,” Sir Uram said. “My son became an arcane engineer. That’s what we Dax call enchanters. We have many things in common with the Triumvirate Kingdoms, although we call them by different names. You have Runetech while we have Dax Seals.” He put down his wine bottle and stared at me. “Hey . . . mind if I ask you another question?”

“Sure.”

“Why is it the Grendels have weapons like they do? With rune effects and all manner of strange skills and damage modifiers. Does it not strike you as peculiar?”

“It’s just the way it is,” I said with a shrug. “Do you Dax also question why the gods exist?”

“Ha! I am surprised a member of a scientifically advanced group like the Triumvirate Kingdoms has such a dogmatic answer. It’s that way ‘just because’? Hasn’t anyone questioned why?”

“Not to my knowledge,” I said.

“They probably have,” Sir Uram said. “But I bet they were punished for asking, so no one knows about them. I’m sure you’ve played VR games before. Surely you see the similarities between those and the Grendels.”

“I do. But I always assumed the games were based upon the Grendels.”

“What if it were the other way around?”

“Huh?” I hadn’t ever considered what Sir Uram was proposing, and it all sounded a little foolish to me. I didn’t want to tell him that, so I sipped from my bottle.

“I don’t know for certain. I’m only hypothesizing. Anyway, did you have a chance to play the Ecomese virtual reality games?”

“They were great fun. I only recently discovered it’s a training simulation for the warsuits they use to fight Grendels.” The wine was already getting to my head, and I realized I probably said something I shouldn’t have.

“That makes sense,” Sir Uram said as he rubbed the runic tattoos on his scalp. “I always thought it was kinda funny they played so many virtual games. You know, we Dax thought there were no more portal instances on Ecoma, which is why we never attempted to reconquer it. Too much trouble for too little gain.”

“Now that you know, what do you intend to do?” I figured I might be able to get Sir Uram and the initiates out of here if he promised to keep the information a secret. We were being candid with one another, so I trusted what he would say.

“I’ll break out of this prison and report back to base,” he said matter-of-factly.

The man’s answer shocked me, and I tried to control my tone. “You lived here for fifteen years; surely you don’t feel some affinity for the Ecomese people?”

“None at all,” Sir Uram said. “We’re responsible for creating the humans here. They owe their very existence to the Dax. Now, how about another flagon of wine!” The Star Spear grinned at me as he grabbed another bottle.

“You would really provide information which would lead to the enslavement of an entire planet?” I asked, and my tongue felt a little drunk.

Sir Uram stared into my eyes. “Wouldn’t you do the same for your kingdom?”

I could see the man was devoted to his kingdom, so I knew my attempt to sway the man was useless. Somehow, he would send information to his base. Then the Dax would come to Ecoma.

Sir Uram grabbed the empty plates and slipped them into a dishwasher. “I better check on the initiates. They’re probably up to no good.”

I watched the Star Spear leave the kitchen and walk to the end of the corridor. When he turned left, I waited a few more minutes and then sprinted to my room.

Olav wasn’t there, but the baking dish was on the mattress furthest from the door. I was about to leave and search elsewhere for the knight when something else on his bed caught my eye. I moved closer and saw that it was a holo album. I figured it would be filled with skin holos of beautiful augmented women, but curiosity got the better of me.

After I took it in my hands and turned it on, an image of a beautiful woman materialized. But she wasn’t naked. She wore an RTF Space Knight’s uniform and carried a muted smile on her full lips.

I wondered whether I’d stumbled on a holo of Olav’s daughter, but she didn’t look anything like him. Her hair was jet black, and her facial features were delicate. Perhaps his wife?

I scrolled sideways, and a holo of a much younger Captain Cross appeared. His hair was short and cropped around his ears, his beard wasn’t speckled with grey, and there were fewer wrinkles beneath his eyes. White teeth sparkled as he grinned, and his right arm hugged the same female knight in the previous holo. Except she was much younger and wearing the RTF Academy uniform.

Captain Cross looked like a proud father, so I assumed this woman was his daughter. But why did Olav have a holo album of her?

“I knew you would come in here and look through my stuff!”

I spun to see Olav charging toward me, and he grabbed me by the throat before I could protect myself. Pressure squeezed around my neck, and I dropped the holo album so I could try to peel back the berserker’s fingers.

“You planning on reporting back to Edmund Barnes? Tell him all about poor Olav’s obsession with a dead woman?” the berserker roared.

I gasped for air as his grip tightened, and then I saw Sir Uram and the two Dax initiates rush past the doorway. I waved my right arm so Olav would turn around, but he was too intent on killing me to notice.

Suddenly, there was a deafening slam, and I guessed the door leading outside our residence had shut.

Olav released me, and I dropped to my knees. My vision whirled as oxygen rushed into my lungs, but I couldn’t stand.

“That’ll be the crew,” Olav said. “They probably thought they didn’t stand a chance against the Grendels without me.” He entered the corridor while I forced myself to stand and followed him.

I still couldn’t speak, and I tried in vain to tell him the Dax had just left through the door. All that came out from my mouth were hoarse gasps.

The berserker peered through the peephole, and he stepped back in surprise. “Huh? What the hell are the Dax doing on the other side of this door.”

“They escaped somehow,” I croaked, but my mind was spinning. How had they gotten out?

“Why the fuck didn’t you say something?”

“I was trying to, but you were too busy choking me.”
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Chapter 16

“How did the Dax get the door open?” Olav asked as he inspected the locking mechanisms.

“They must have opened it from the other side,” I said. “They’ve been on this planet for a while, so they probably have someone working for them.”

I could hardly believe a native would sign their kin over to the kingdom that had enslaved their ancestors, but people had done worse. They would probably receive a large payment as a reward, at least if Sir Uram made good on his word, which I imagined he would be.

“We need to find them,” I said. “Sir Uram will send word of the active portals on this planet. Then--”

“Then the Ecomese will be enslaved,” Olav finished for me, and his teeth clenched in anger. “Sounds like we might have to disobey the captain’s orders, Lyons. Normally I wouldn’t do anything without his approval, but we’re talking the enslavement of thousands of innocent lives if the Dax come here in force. We gotta make sure word doesn’t leave this Ark.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. Even though he hated me, I couldn’t help appreciating his honorable nature.

“I’m going to drink blood from that Star Spear’s skull!” the berserker roared, punched the door, and then sighed in defeat. “Except this place is locked up tighter than a Parthagian warlord’s safe.”

Even an ion-cannon would have difficulty getting through the door, but I could teleport with a simple mental command. Whether Olav liked it or not, he would need me to get out of here.

“I can help,” I said. “Sir Uram doesn’t know about my teleportation abilities, so he won’t expect us to leave here. We will have the element of surprise.”

The berserker turned from the doorway to glower at me. “Then what are you waiting for?”

I couldn’t risk using my ability without knowing the layout of my destination, but there were a few places on the Den Ark I could teleport to without worry because I knew them well. The squire lodgings, the city, and the power plant were the clearest in my mind.

But there was one other place.

“I think Sir Uram is most likely to head for the docks,” I said. “He’ll want to leave the Ark immediately before the enforcers discover that he sprung out of here.”

“Good thinking,” Olav commented. “We’ll grab our gear first and then chop those Dax bastards into pieces.” The mohawked man’s bearded mouth merged into a grin, and his eyes sparkled with mirth.

“We should talk with them first, sir. Jumping into a fight might not be the best idea.”

“It’s always the best idea, Lyons,” he said. “But we’ll let Uram offer an explanation before I gut him. Now, quit yapping and teleport us to my quarters. I miss my axes!”

I grabbed the berserker’s shoulder while I thought about all the Ecomese who would be enslaved once Sir Uram informed his base about the portals. Their pain filled me, and I felt even my atoms tremble. I remembered Elle’s warning against using my abilities since the Bloodrat had messed with them, but I figured this situation was too important for caution.

I pictured Olav’s lodgings inside the Ark, and then I jumped. My stomach lurched, and we were suddenly standing inside the docks. The ships around anchored here were hazy, as though we were looking at them through a dirty lens. I raised my hand and saw that it was transparent.

Everything felt like it wasn’t quite real, and Elle’s warning about my mutation echoed in my mind.

“This doesn’t look like the right level, Lyons,” Olav said as he attempted to steady himself on a guardrail. His hand slipped through the railing as though it were made of mist, and he fell onto his face. The berserker started drifting through the solid matter of the floor, and his eyes widened in fear.

Then my body shivered like it did before a teleport, and my hands gripped his shoulder before we teleported again. Then we jumped a second time. Again and again, we moved instantaneously, each time to a different place on the Ark. I intended none of them, but we eventually arrived inside Olav’s quarters.

After the berserker emptied his stomach onto the floor, he snarled and marched toward me like he planned on strangling me again.

“You did that on purpose, didn’t you? Bit of payback for--” Olav’s face formed into a grin as he caught sight of his axes. He rushed over to his bed and grabbed the weapons like they were beloved pets. “My beauties,” he whispered as he stroked their blades. “Time for you to drink.”

“I need to grab my equipment, sir,” I said while I watched the berserker continue to caress his axes.

“Not yet,” Olav said as he removed a metal briefcase from beneath his bed. He pressed the lock with his index finger, and the case shifted into a full suit of power armor.

The berserker stepped inside the standing suit of armor, and it snapped around him like a clamshell. The midnight blue heavy armor plates encased his limbs, and the runes glowed brilliantly before dulling. I had seen the knight move with finesse on the battlefield, and I imagined the runes inscribed onto the equipment would have to be powerful beyond measure to counteract the sheer weight.

“You’re gonna wait here while I grab the jetpacks from Captain Cross’ room,” Olav said as he cracked his neck and stretched his arms.

“Didn’t the captain say--”

“Stay here, Lyons. You can get your stuff when I return. Don’t touch anything.” Olav grabbed two axes, left the room, and closed the door behind him.

When he got back, I would grab my equipment and then we’d hunt down the Star Spear and his initiates. I didn’t know whether we would find them before they delivered a message to their superiors, but we were running out of time.

If everyone hadn’t gone with the captain on the Stalwart, I could have used my prot-belt to contact them. For now, it was only Olav and me on the Ark. There were probably only a few dozen enforcers remaining after the Watchtower attack.

Then I remembered the runes in need of repairing, and I figured Casey and the other enchanters might still be on the Den Ark. I opened my prot-belt menu and selected the comms function. I moved my finger to initiate a call to Casey Roman and paused at the last moment. There was a slight chance Sir Uram could intercept the comms, which would remove any hope of surprising him.

I closed the menu with a sigh and glanced to my right at the weapons Olav had left behind. There were a small arsenal of axes in various shapes and sizes, and runes sparkled along the handles and blades. Although the berserker had ordered me not to touch anything, I couldn’t keep my eyes off his gear, and I decided to study a bearded axe after he’d been gone at least a minute. The runes along the weapon’s neck were perfectly crafted, and the Dust rippled like flaming embers.

Before I could stop myself, I scanned the weapon with my prot-belt.

Weapon type: Tyr’s Fury

Additional damage: 200% (fire)

Power class: Legendary

Weapon effect: [unknown]

Runes inscribed: Wrath of the War God

Rune class: Legendary

Rune effects: [unknown]

Note: Item is unregistered and must be returned to an RTF Point clerk.

I stared at the statistics in awe. Not only was this weapon unregistered, but it was also Legendary class, which meant there was no other item in the entire universe bearing the same runes or weapon effect. The Wrath of the War God rune was limited to this axe, and the Dust required to not only inscribe the rune but maintain its quality would be astronomical.

The only Legendary class items I’d seen before were the suits of armor in Duke Barnes’ throne room, but even those were probably more museum artifacts than weapons of war. Only grand knights possessed palm runes capable of wielding the Legendary items, and only the most skilled and richest among them owned a single one.

I hadn’t seen enough Legendary items to know whether the berserker’s other equipment was as rare, but I wouldn’t have been surprised. But what the hell was Olav doing with them? How had he acquired such expensive items?

The questions were merely more to add to the list of mysteries surrounding the Stalwart’s crew.

I returned the axe to its position on the mattress a second before Olav stormed into the room.

“Take this,” he said as he shoved a jetpack into my chest. “It’s Squire class. I can’t guarantee its reliability, but at least you’ll be able to activate it.”

I remembered Moses mentioning a previous incident, and the captain had forbidden their use.

“What happened last time with the jetpacks, sir?” I asked as I slung it over my left shoulder and then slid my right arm through the strap. It would be difficult to wear with weapons on the rear magnetons, but I would just have to limit the amount I carried.

“What is it with you squires and your blasted questions? Go and get your equipment, then come back here.”

“Yes, sir,” I said before leaving the room. The corridors were even quieter than I remembered them, and I was surprised there wasn’t an alarm ringing. Surely someone would have seen the Dax running through the Ark by now, so there should have been alarms. Unless Sir Uram was capable of stealth when he wished, and I didn’t doubt his abilities to remain unseen.

When I slipped into the squire quarters, the first thing I noticed was a package wrapped in butcher paper lying on my bed. I grabbed it, tore away the paper, and stared at a shining shortsword. The single-edged blade widened and curved at the tip, and the crossguard was adorned with a pair of ornamental Grendel heads. I lifted the torn packaging, and a note fluttered out of it.

Nicholas,

Here is the project I told you about. I prepared the weapon, and Casey inscribed the rune. I believe it will prove useful now that you have the Dax shield.

Elle

I knew we were running out of time to catch the Dax, but I quickly scanned the new sword, and a holo appeared from my prot-belt in bright blue text.

Weapon type: Falchion of the Shroud

Additional damage: 15% (void)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Shroud

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 3 seconds.

Now I knew why Elle had suggested the slayer role to me as a potential career choice. She probably intended to make this weapon for me for some time, and now that I owned the knives, I could get some decent practice in the slayer fighting style. It wasn’t second nature to me, and I had come to appreciate fighting on the frontlines with more brute force than finesse. The only time I wasn’t in the thick of the battle was while summoning void creatures to do my bidding. But disappearing in front of an enemy only to strike it in the back could be interesting.

I pressed my prot-belt to close the statistics, gathered my other items from the foot of my bed, and took off the jetpack. I pulled Hermes Pants over my legs, and they tightened automatically with a dozen clicks. I took my Squire’s Boots Casey had inscribed with a Speed rune and slipped them over my feet. My new chest piece, the Voidwalker’s Breastplate, cinched around my hips and chest before connecting with my prot-belt and pants. I then equipped my rerebraces and spaulders. As I wriggled my fingers into the Dax gauntlets, I fastened the Helm of the Reaver to my cranium and enabled the full helmet. The HUD displayed the Dax language first and then shifted into Caledonian.

Now that my armor was complete, I donned my father’s surcoat. The item wasn’t enchanted at all, but I wanted to take a piece of Dad with me into battle.

I figured I would need all the firepower I could carry, so I strapped the new shortsword to my left hip, fixed my longsword to my rear magnetons, and secured the three paralyzing knives to my right thigh. The Lightning Sprites had been sorely missed during the Grendel fights inside the Watchtower, so I felt a sense of calm as I added the lightning mace to my current setup.

The Eidolon’s Bardiche was a Summoner class poleaxe I could use to summon Bane Bears and increase the damage dealt by any other summons, like my sprites. Because I only possessed a Squire class palm rune, I couldn’t activate the poleaxe’s effects without the Overlord’s Heart, an amulet which allowed me to use an item two levels above my class for ten seconds. That ability could only be used once before the rune required repairing, but I could see it coming in handy in a fight against Sir Uram and his initiates. Unfortunately, I had left the amulet on the Stalwart, so I left the bardiche on my bed.

The Scaled Plasma Rifle rested at the bottom of my bed, but I didn’t have any extra gas canisters or batteries for the plasma rifle, so I decided against taking it with me. I slipped the jetpack over my shoulders, and it took a little wiggling to get comfortable because of all the weapons on my back.

Finally ready to leave, I made my way back to Olav. Before I could enter his quarters, someone grabbed my shoulder. My hand shot to the sword at my hip as I whirled around to see Olav grinning.

“Take us to the docks, Lyons,” he said.

I started to picture the area when I realized I’d only been inside one of the Ark’s many docking stations. “There are dozens of eye-docks, sir,” I said in disappointment, remembering all the eyes on the front of the behemoth. “Sir Uram could be leaving through any one of them.”

“Lucky for us, I used the time while you were messing around with your equipment to do some digging. I found a helpful Ecomese attendant. She showed me to a surveillance room, and I knew exactly which docking station the Dax are inside.”

“I can’t teleport somewhere unless I’ve been there before or I have a good picture of the layout,” I said. “Can you take me back to the surveillance room?”

“Damnit, Lyons! Why didn’t you tell me this before? Let’s go.” Olav marched down the passageway, and we entered a narrow doorway to a room filled with monitors.

A sheer-robed Ecomese female sat in front of the screens, and she glanced up at us. “Yes?”

“Show the dock with the Dax again,” Olav barked.

The woman’s eyes sprung open in surprise, and I guessed she wasn’t familiar with a berserker’s charm.

“Why do you have so many weapons?” Olav asked me while the attendant jabbed a few keys on her computer system.

“Uhh . . . because I like them?” I didn’t think it was a problem carrying more than a primary and secondary weapon since different situations called for different methods of dealing death.

“That’s a good reason!” Olav smiled before scowling, as though scolding himself for being kind to me.

“This is the location,” the woman said as she thrust her finger at a monitor.

I stared at the screen for a few seconds before nodding. “I can take us there.”

Olav palmed the axe hanging from the left side his prot-belt and grinned. I grabbed his shoulder and called to mind the terrible deeds the Dax would perform if they returned to Ecoma in force. My insides clenched while my vision whirled, and we jumped to another location on the Ark. The area was some kind of parlor with plush seats and mahogany drapes, and the few Ecomese inside dropped their glasses as we appeared in front of them. It wasn’t the destination I had intended, so I knew my ability was still having problems.

“This isn’t the docks, Lyons,” Olav spat, and then his eyes widened as his body morphed and swirled like a whirlpool.

We were ripped from the parlor and teleported onto the hard surface of the docks, and the air exploded from my lungs. The slimy organic bulkheads surrounded us, and they ebbed and flowed like they were breathing. I groaned as I stood, and Olav’s hands wrapped around my shoulders as he hauled me behind a blood-colored Ecomese skiff.

The berserker held his index finger over his lips, and I nodded in understanding. Then he gestured to the right side of the vessel we were hiding behind, and I tilted my head to look past the skiff.

I expected to see Sir Uram and his two initiates preparing a Dax ship for departure. Instead, I looked up at the behemoth’s eye. It functioned like an entry-hatch, and after the pupil peeled open, two ships passed through the airlock tunnel, activated their landing gear, and dropped onto the platform.

The jet black vessels were approximately thirty meters in length with plasma cannons on either side of the cockpits. The cargo ramps hissed as they descended, and thirteen initiates clad in black armor exited the ships. They were followed by three figures in power armor and shaved scalps tattooed with glowing blue runes, and I guessed they were Star Spears.

Sir Uram and his initiates were nowhere to be seen. The presence of these two foreign ships made me think word had reached their base, or at least to the embassy orbiting this planet. The other Dax had escaped from the prison-residence only an hour ago, so there was no way these two ships could have traveled here so fast, even from the embassy. The only explanation was that Sir Uram sent a message there as soon as he showed up at the power plant and discovered the portal.

Betrayal stung my insides as I considered whether the only reason the Dax soldiers had fought alongside the knights and me had been to get information. Sir Uram probably only talked with me inside the prison-residence to learn Captain Cross and the other crew members were no longer on the Ark. Befriending me had been a cheap trick, and I cursed myself for trusting the wrong person yet again.

But what was he planning? Obviously not to flee since these two new ships threw an enormous wrench in my prediction that the Star Spear and his two initiates would be leaving the Den Ark.

“I don’t see Sir Uram, sir,” I whispered to the berserker, but the man didn’t answer, so I continued. “Maybe we should find him before engaging these Dax. They might be . . . Olav?” I glanced from left to right, but the berserker wasn’t hiding behind the skiff anymore. “Olav?” I hissed.

My stomach dropped as I peered out from the skiff, and I saw the knight marching toward the Dax.

“Hey! Assholes! What are you doing here? Where’s your buddy, Sir Uram?”

I stared at the berserker for half a second, unable to believe he’d just revealed his position to fourteen potentially hostile soldiers. The Dax looked at Olav and then turned to each other in surprise before drawing their weapons.

“Good!” the berserker yelled. “I expected you wouldn’t want to chat, which is why I brought these!” He brandished his axes, and they ignited in swirling flames.

My shock didn’t last long as I debated which weapon to wield against the enemies. I figured some extra support was needed, so I lifted my lightning hammer from over my shoulder and activated the Minor Lightning Sprite rune.

After I slammed the hammer onto the ground, lightning forked the air and struck the position, and a portal to a void world opened. A blue-skinned creature stepped out from the arcane window and unfolded its wings. I returned my mace to my magnetons and took my new falchion in hand. With a touch of a button on my left gauntlet, an energy targe shield with a one-meter diameter materialized.

Ready for battle, I ran after Olav. Dax initiates surrounded the berserker while he engaged the three Star Spears. The foreign warriors were at least a foot taller than Olav, but their glowing spears couldn’t score a hit. The berserker grinned and cackled as he danced around them, and I figured he was enjoying putting on a show for the initiates.

It was too bad I would have to interrupt their entertainment.

The initiates were too concerned with the fight between Olav and the Star Spears, so they had their backs to me. They mustn’t have heard my hammer hitting the ground, and they didn’t seem like they knew Olav wasn’t alone.

I dashed from skiff to skiff, always keeping a vessel between me and the initiates’ view while the sprite flew above me. The last few meters were without cover, but none of the enemies turned as I burst toward them after an activation of my speed sequence. The Lightning Sprite was controlled through my emotions, so it dove into the backs of the Dax initiates. The Dax attempted to cut it down with their swords, but it dashed through the air like a blue pinball from one soldier to the next.

The distraction was all I needed, and I slammed my energy shield into the back of an initiate, throwing him off-balance. A diagonal slash tore open his armor along with the flesh beneath it, and he bellowed as he fell into death’s embrace. The other initiates spun to face me, and I blocked a sword attack with a raise of my shield. Sparks burst as the blade struck the solid energy field, and I leaned beneath the man’s weapon to plunge my blade into his abdomen.

The initiates recovered from their surprise and started to surround me. I activated my new sword’s Shroud rune, and then I vanished before their eyes. They glanced around in confusion while I circled behind them. I returned my falchion to my prot-belt and took a Knife of the Storm in each hand. I had a second until I would become visible again, so I moved fast. An initiate dropped after I buried a knife in the nape of his neck, and I jumped back to avoid the swipes of the initiates estimating my location. In the last millisecond before my position would become known to the enemy, I stabbed two knives into an initiate’s kidneys, and she screamed before toppling from the weapon’s paralyzing rune effect.

My form shimmered, and the invisibility wore off completely. There were still seven initiates remaining, and I had already used the element of surprise to my advantage. I could hear Olav laughing as he continued taunting the three Star Spears, and I glanced to see him sever a man’s limb and then sink his hatchet into another’s skull.

The berserker was butchering the more dangerous enemies with ease, so I needed to do my part. Even if I was alone against a squad of the Dax equivalent of squires.

Well, not completely alone.

I activated my Shadow Self rune, and two doppelgangers appeared in front of me. I reached for my lighting hammer again, struck the ground, and summoned another Lightning Sprite to harry the enemy.

I exchanged my hammer for my longsword and scuttled back four meters while the initiates busied themselves with slaughtering my sprite and attacking my doppelgangers. The soldiers laughed at me as though I was retreating, and I prepared my longsword’s Forcewave rune. When the doppelgangers vanished, and the sprites were dead, the initiates charged after me. I sent a forcewave into their front line, and the energy field bowled three of the men over like pins in an alley. The attack missed the other six, and they screamed in defiance before sprinting toward me. I quickly swapped my longsword for my falchion and then reactivated my targe shield.

Too many swords came at me at once, and all my efforts were put into not getting cut down. My energy shield sparked like a fireworks show with each block, and painful shockwaves rippled up my right arm whenever my falchion parried. The initiates I’d hit with my forcewave had recovered, and they added their frenzied attacks.

“Need a hand, Lyons?” Olav screamed, and I looked over the initiates to see the three Star Spears lying dead in pools of their own blood.

The berserker’s jetpack activated, and he launched twenty feet into the air with twin tails of orange flames. He slammed into the middle of the initiates, and blood sprayed out from a man he crushed from the impact. When the others scattered, I rushed into the confused pack, and my blade found a home in an initiate’s heart. With the arrival of Olav, the initiates learned their Star Spears had fallen, and they scattered in all directions.

“Do you just charge into battle every time?” I asked the berserker as I slipped my falchion between an enemy’s ribs.

“Of course! You’re really getting to know me, Lyons. I’m not sure I like it.” Olav grunted and buried his hatchet in the middle of an initiate’s chest. The blow hadn’t quite penetrated the man’s armor, and the berserker grinned before the weapon suddenly ignited. The man with the axe in his chest screamed as rolling flames devoured him, and Olav skidded along the ground to retrieve the weapon.

“That’s five to me and six to you. Only five of these bastards remaining. Winner gets to finish the last of my ale,” Olav said as he tapped the water drum hanging from his belt.

He was treating this fight like a game, and all I could think about was how soon I was facing soldiers from other kingdoms. I always knew the day would come, but I thought I’d have a few years of battling Grendels before I ever spilled human blood. Now, it was only my second mission, and I’d already encountered and battled soldiers from three different kingdoms.

But these Dax weren’t Caledonian. Nor did they belong to the Triumvirate Kingdoms. They were enemies, and they would either kill me or I would kill them.

I much preferred the latter.

“Six to me!” Olav yelled after spilling an initiate’s entrails out of a gutted belly.

My heart stirred with excitement at Olav’s challenge, and I went to work beating him. I rushed to the nearest initiate, but the berserker took his head off before I could strike the man down.

“I’m at seven, Lyons!” Olav roared.

I crushed my sixth kill’s skull with my energy shield and then spun to kill a second man. My sword ate through his chest, but Olav sliced the man’s head off clean above the eyes.

“Who gets that one?” I asked.

“You can have it,” Olav said as he threw his axe at a fleeing initiate. The blade struck the center of the woman’s back, and she ran a few more steps before stumbling to her death. “But that one is mine. Eight kills to me, and only one enemy remaining.”

I searched for the last initiate and found him running toward a Dax ship. When I glanced at Olav, I saw him staring at the same enemy with glee. A quick flurry of my prot-belt keys triggered my speed sequence, and I sprinted toward the ship.

I heard a roaring sound behind me before Olav’s jetpack took him above me and onto the fleeing enemy. I cursed the fact that the berserker hadn’t taught me how to work the jetpack, and I fumbled with my prot-belt’s menu even as Olav sliced the man’s left hamstring. He went down with a terrified scream, and the berserker raised his axe to finish the enemy. I found the jetpack’s activation trigger, and then my body propelled upward while I shot into the air before landing a meter away from Olav.

“Wait!” I screamed.

The berserker paused. “You’re not going to trick me out of winning, Lyons.” He grabbed the man by the throat and held the axe’s blade beneath his jugular.

“We should ask him what they’re planning,” I said as I raised both hands.

Olav narrowed his eyes at me. “How do you know if he even speaks Caledonian?”

“Why don’t we find out before we kill him?” I tossed my sword onto the ground to show Olav I didn’t intend to take his kill.

“Alright,” the mohawked knight said as he stripped the man’s helmet and threw it aside. “Speak Caledonian if you can, you Dax fucker.”

“I can . . . speak your language,” the initiate said as crimson bubbled from his mouth. He smiled and then let out a wet laugh before coughing up more blood. “Sir Uram has been waiting a long time to gain control of an Ark. The Emperor sent him to Ecoma for that very purpose, now he has achieved it. Sir Uram will have plugged into the main system by now.”

“What do you mean ‘plugged in’?” I asked as I lifted the man’s chin to help him speak.

“He now owns this Ark, and soon the entire planet will be returned to the Dax. You should make yourself comfortable for when our fleet arrives.” The initiate cackled before opening his mouth to scream. “For the Emper--” His battle cry was cut short when Olav snapped his neck with a twist of his hands and threw him over the gangway.

The berserker turned to me after peering over the precipice to stare at the corpse’s descent to the bottom. “Now, we have to make a decision, Lyons. We can either leave this Ark to get reinforcements, or we can take it back by ourselves.”

“I know which one you’re going to choose, sir,” I said in resignation as I picked up my falchion and removed my three knives from the initiates’ corpses. There was no way Olav would leave this Ark when the Star Spear was still around.

“Of course you do. Like I said, you’re getting to know me. We can take this Star Spear. He’s only one man, and a fucking pathetic one at that. Although he can bake a good pie,” he added. “We’ll have the Ark under our control before the captain and Treyin get back. We just have to find the main system.”

“I didn’t like what that initiate said. Getting plugged into the main system sounds like Sir Uram might be able to control the Ark.”

“And a lot of good that’ll do him when my axes cut him into tiny pieces!” Olav juggled the weapon in his right hand when the gangway suddenly shifted beneath his feet. He stumbled, and the weapon clattered to the bone-grating.

The bulkheads were shifting inward, and intersecting catwalks above us screeched and buckled. The gangway lurched and trembled, and I grabbed onto the guardrail so I wouldn’t fall.

“Sounds like you’re right, Lyons.” Olav eyed the organic bulkheads as they expanded like cancerous growths. The ships anchored to the docking stations toppled before the Ark swallowed them like a rapidly growing tumor.

The organic walls bubbled and rippled like a primordial soup while blood oozed from tiny orifices and formed double-helices like DNA. Flesh molded over the helices to create giant limbs, and massive protrusions wriggled from the stumpy ends like fingers. The hands flexed as though they were alive, and I guessed Sir Uram was somehow responsible for this.

The entire Ark was alive, and I’d seen the hemomancy used to create the statues inside the Prime Minister’s level. Whatever power Sir Uram wielded by being plugged into the main system, it meant he could now manipulate the very matter of the Ark.

“I respect your authority, sir, but we can’t stay here!” I screamed at Olav before I leaped over a giant hand that swept down to grab me.

“Like hell we can’t!” Olav’s eyes blazed with ember flames as he chopped off all the fingers of a hand in one blow. An alien scream split the air around us, and the severed digits wriggled on the ground before liquefying into pools of blood.

“I will teleport you whether you choose to go or not,” I said. The berserker madness had taken Olav, and he wouldn’t be prepared to flee. I had heard about what happened when a berserker’s battle rage was awakened, so I knew he wasn’t going to leave unless I forced him.

“Are you threatening me, Lyons?” he asked.

“No, sir. I only want you to see that we can’t win against an entire behemoth hell-bent on killing us.”

Olav jumped over a swiping hand while evading its grasp. When I slashed the palm with my falchion, it recoiled as though in pain and a bloodcurdling scream erupted from its originating point in the bulkhead.

“I’ll be forever known as a coward for fleeing,” the berserker said as he dodged a second hand.

“We’re not fleeing. We’re regrouping. We’ll jump on one of those skiffs, meet up with the crew, and then come back here!” After I severed one of the limbs with a two-handed swing, I heard a muffled cry and glanced to see a giant hand grab Olav. It started retracting into the bulkhead and almost swallowed the berserker, but he burst free in an explosion of flesh chunks.

“Pick a skiff!” Olav screamed at me as he pulverized the next limb that came for him.

There weren’t any of the Ecomese skiffs left, and the only ships the living bulkheads hadn’t destroyed belonged to the Dax. I started sprinting toward one when a giant hand attempted to snatch me. I activated my jetpack, and my leap took me twenty feet into the air. I landed on a catwalk with a roll, but when I stood, a giant outstretched hand enveloped me. The fingers tightened around my body, and my armor protested under the pressure. I clenched my eyes shut from the pain, and I tried desperately to break free from the Ark’s grasp. A second longer, and I would be crushed like an old starship in a wrecking yard.

I forced my eyes open and stared at the Dax ship anchored to the gangway beneath me. Its sleek black lines filled my vision, and I imagined standing on its cargo ramp. A scream erupted from my mouth as the blood-hand constricted. My entire being trembled, and then I teleported.

The giant hand released me, and it dropped to the ground like a piece of raw meat. The limb’s connection with the bulkhead had been severed from my teleport, and it exploded like a bucket of blood after a second of wriggling. More wailing noises sounded, and I guessed I’d just caused the behemoth incredible pain.

I turned to see a dozen more blood-hands extended from the bulkheads and shot toward Olav, but the berserker triggered short bursts of his jetpack to leap over gangways and evade their giant fingers.

“Inside the ship!” he yelled.

I didn’t need any more goading, so I darted up the ramp and found the pilot’s seat. I heard a crashing sound, and then Olav rushed into the cockpit.

The berserker palmed my face and gave it a shove. “Move over. I know how to fly this thing, and you don’t.”

I slipped into the seat to the right, and Olav flicked a selection of switches on the panel in front of him. The ship suddenly rocked, and the fuselage’s metal panels squealed their complaints. Warning signals blared, and red lights flashed across the overhead. When the thrusters roared as they initiated, the warning signals silenced.

“Ha!” Olav laughed. “Those hands couldn’t take the thrusters’ heat.”

The ship tore free from the gangway and spun to face the closed eye that was our exit from the Den Ark.

Olav gestured at the control panel in front of me and then at the eye. “You’ll need to take that out so we can leave.”

I powered up the weapons system, and the plasma cannons armed themselves in a second. My hands gripped the yoke as the arming circle initialized and shifted it so the eye-exit was in my sights.

“Get ready to fire!” Olav yelled.

My thumb tickled the trigger, and then a blood-red object flashed in front of the screen. More of the red arms moved into view, and they formed a crisscrossing web obstructing our ship from our exit point.

“Shoot!” Olav shouted as he maneuvered the ship. I rocked back and forth in my seat while the vessel dipped below a gangway and then angled away from a giant hand.

Another arm moved to snatch the ship, and I shifted the arming circle so the center locked onto its wrist. My thumb pressed the firing button, and a ball of red-hot plasma seared a hole in the hand. The flesh melted away like sand in the wind, and I fired a second blast at another blood-limb.

We continued darting around the giant chamber while more hands reached out from the bulkheads to ensnare us. I fired dozens of plasma blasts, and each one severed a hand from its arm. More came for us, and the numbers seemed to increase like the heads of a hydra.

“This isn’t working!” Olav growled.

“I know!” I retorted as a warning blared on the weapons screen in front of me. I couldn’t understand the text, but I suspected my ammunition was running low. “The plasma cannons don’t have a lot of firepower left.”

“Alright. One last ditch effort for the eye. I’ll evade those damned hands. I want you to save everything you have left to blast a hole the fuck out of here.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as my eyebrows stitched together in concentration. My stomach jumped into my mouth when the ship angled downward and then jerked upright. Zac had piloted a smaller ship than this on Tachion, but Olav was a much better pilot. He handled the controls with the ease of a man who’d flown ships for many years, and I wondered what untold stories may lay hidden within the berserker’s past.

We confronted the eye, and a series of hands shot forward to obstruct our path. Olav took the ship through them, and they grasped futilely as though our vessel were made of smoke.

I locked the closed eye within my aiming circle and then fired. Plasma exploded from both cannons and stuck to the surface of the eye in flaming globes. While the flesh burned, I sent another series of cannon fire at the obstruction, and a hole formed.

“That’s our cue to leave!” Olav shouted as he increased the thrusters, and we shot through the hole like a bullet from a gun barrel.

I unbuckled myself from the chair and went to the rear view screen. The Den Ark floated among the storm clouds, a massive creature stripped from a nightmare. There weren’t any ships pursuing us from the many eyes, and I sighed in relief.

Then I remembered who I’d left behind on the Den Ark. Casey and the enchanters were all inside the Watchtower, repairing the runes. I knew I couldn’t go back for them now, and my heart stung as I thought about what Sir Uram might do to them. I prayed they would be safe as the Den Ark grew smaller in my view screen.

“Well, that was fun. You see why I wanted the jetpacks?” Olav grinned at me, and I gave him a nod. It would have helped if he’d told me how to use them beforehand, but I had plainly seen their effectiveness. Without them, we might not have evaded the giant arms.

“You fight well for a traitor,” the berserker said as he triggered the ship’s navigation system. “We’ll head to the nearest Ark. Should only be a six hour flight.”

“I’m not a traitor, sir. At least, I wasn’t intentionally one.”

“You’ve already tried to explain yourself,” he said. “I don’t want--”

“Sir!” I interrupted, and Olav frowned at me. He gave me a calculating gaze as I continued. “I thought the crew were insurrectionists plotting the downfall of Queen Catrina. I was gullible, and I too easily trusted Duke Barnes and Sorcerer Polgar.”

“How the hell did you trust them? Duke Barnes is a fool, and Polgar was clearly a bad guy. I hadn’t met him until he captured me, but I knew he was evil from one glance at him. The old sorcerer looks like a villain from a children’s Cube show.”

“I wanted so desperately to serve on an RTF starship,” I said. “I let my ambition cloud my judgment.”

Olav’s jaw tightened and he turned away from me to face the front view screen. I couldn’t determine whether I’d just made the berserker ten times angrier, or whether he was chewing on my words. A few minutes passed while the sweat on my palms made my fluid extraction systems work overtime. Then the silence ended when the other man finally sighed.

“I’ve been there before, Squire.” It was the first time I could recall Olav calling me squire since he had learned of my treachery. “We’ll grab the crew, go back to the Ark, kill the Star Spear, then maybe I’ll decide whether or not to still hate you.” He gave me a smile, and I felt my heart stir.

My happiness didn’t last long because a warning siren sounded from the overhead. “I think we have a problem, sir,” I said.

“I have ears,” Olav remarked as he filtered through the various detection systems on his control screen. “We have a few ships tailing us.”

“A few?” I asked as I stared at the monitor. At least thirty Ecomese skiffs were moving toward our ship like red fireflies.

“I figure Sir Uram is controlling them remotely,” Olav said. “Must have a good range on those things.”

“Anyway we can scramble the comms so he loses control?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” the berserker mocked. “No, we don’t have anything like that on this ship. And we’re out of firepower. This thing is built for speed, not holding off an assault or scrambling comms. So we’ll have to outrun them.” He increased the thruster velocity while I turned to face the front view screen, and I gasped at what I saw.

Lightning streaked through thick clouds the color of emeralds while gases swirled with electrical potency. We were heading straight for a big storm.

“Yeah, I see it,” Olav said as he wrestled with the pilot’s yoke. “Easy does it. Come on now!”

The clouds moved around us until our ship was completely shrouded. The vessel hopped, and the impact made me thankful for the chair’s harnesses. I grabbed onto my arm handles while the lights flickered above me, and then the whole ship went dark. Even the lights on the control panel turned off for a few seconds, and I heard the thrusters sputter. We suddenly dropped in altitude, and I was thrown upward. White noise invaded my ears, and the muscles in my neck tensed while my eyeballs bulged.

Just when I thought the freefall would kill us, the lights turned on, and the thrusters roared to life again. The clouds smothering the view screens vanished, and I could see the storm in the distance, along with the Ecomese blood-ships. They were bordering the broiling gas storms, but none of them were pursuing us.

“I think we must have moved past their range for remote control,” I said. “Or maybe they can’t pass through the storm without the Den Ark losing control of them.”

“Either way, we just bought ourselves a second chance at life. I’ve evaded Lady Death’s grasp once again! I’m too slippery a man for her, eh, Squire?” Olav grinned, and I got the feeling he’d cheated death far too many times.

“Those skiffs are going to be a problem when we bring the crew back to the Ark,” I said as I stared at the red fireflies growing smaller by the second.

“We’ll deal with that when we get to it. For now, we gotta choose which Ark to go on. Both are about six hours away.”

“Why don’t we go on the Gor Ark, sir.” It sounded simple to me since the captain and the crew were in that behemoth, and I couldn’t understand why Olav thought there would be a choice involved.

“Yeah, that’s a great idea,” Olav said with a sarcastic smile. He gestured at the view screen where two Arks appeared. “Which one is the Gor Ark?”

“This ship doesn’t tell you?” I asked.

“It would, but the storms messed with our navigation systems.”

They both looked like almost identical copies of the Den Ark: giant creatures with broad fins and a hundred glistening eyes.

“Tell me, Lyons, which one do you think the captain and the crew are in right now? Left or right? Take your pick.”

I sighed and examined the two behemoths more closely. There were small differences between the two. The one on the left had fewer lights shining from its exterior, and I guessed it was the one most likely to be dealing with an upgraded Grendel threat since their power might have been expended from the attack.

“The left,” I said before explaining to Olav my reasoning.

“Fine,” the berserker said. “Although if you’re wrong, you know I’m going to have to beat your ass, right?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Good!” Olav grinned as he moved the ship toward the Ark on the left.

I didn’t care whether he would beat me for getting the wrong Ark; I just hoped it was the Gor Ark because the Dax were coming to Ecoma now. The Stalwart and her crew needed to be ready when they arrived.
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Chapter 17

“Don’t say anything about the Dax until we reach the captain and the others,” Olav ordered me as he maneuvered the stolen skiff around swirling gas clouds and toward the giant Ark creature. “We don’t want to cause hysteria on this next Ark.”

I could just imagine what might happen if the citizens inside learned of the coming Dax fleet. There would be pandemonium as the age-old memory of enslavement returned to their minds.

Hopefully, the captain and the crew had already cleared the portal, so we could return to the Den Ark and take it back from Sir Uram before the fleet arrived.

“It’s a pity you can’t teleport us in there,” Olav said to me for the hundredth time during our six hour flight. “It would be a helluva lot faster.”

“I think I’d be a little too dangerous if my abilities had no limitations, sir,” I said.

Anyone who discovered my abilities would probably deem me too dangerous even with their shortcomings. Unless, of course, I could be used for their own gain. After learning of my skills, Silvester Polgar wanted to experiment on me, and I guessed the scientists inside the Facility would do the same if they ever uncovered my secret. I didn’t think the ability to teleport instantaneously from one place to another was considerably different from a jump mage’s powers, but somehow it was linked to the Grendel portals. Elle had explained as much to me, and it made sense considering my ability could also upgrade a portal’s level.

“Can’t say I’m too disappointed,” Olav replied. “I’ve experienced those limitations firsthand. Teleporting doesn’t make for the smoothest ride.”

My powers had become wildly unreliable since killing the Bloodrat, not stronger like Elle’s abilities.

My stomach dropped as I realized what this might mean if I went aboard the Ark while the portal was still open.

“Olav, sir,” I said. “I don’t think I should get close to the portal.”

“You’re worried about upgrading it again?” Olav said, reading my thoughts. “The crew should have cleared it by now, so I don’t think that’ll be a problem. Even if they haven’t, it’ll just mean more enemies and more loot.”

“We don’t have a lot of time, sir. Even now, a Dax fleet could be approaching Ecoma.”

“You worry too much, Squire.”

I didn’t think I was worrying needlessly, and I considered Olav’s flippancy foolish. He seemed far too confident. As I watched the Ark grow larger on the view screen, more problems troubled me. We didn’t know for sure whether the behemoth we approached was the one the captain and the others had boarded, so entering the wrong one would waste even more precious time.

I might also trigger the portal, and then Olav and I would be the only two crew members around who could close it.

“Any idea how we can make contact with the Ark?” I asked Olav. “It’d be much easier if we could simply ask them which one is the Gor Ark.”

“Good thinking.” Olav took a few minutes to stare in confusion at the control board. “It’s too bad this skiff’s communication controls aren’t as easy to use as its navigation or weapons systems. I don’t want to press the wrong thing and notify the Dax embassy of our location.”

“Sir Uram will have already informed the embassy of our escape from the Den Ark,” I said.

“I think we killed all the emissaries in the docks, so he won’t have anyone to contact,” the berserker replied. “And I doubt Uram will guess where we’re heading, Squire.”

“Of course he will, sir. He will know we intend to gather the Stalwart and her crew and return to the Den Ark in force.”

“Fair point,” Olav said as a bell chimed from the overhead.

“Dax?” the speaker blared an accented voice, and then they started speaking in a foreign language.

“Now I just need to figure out how to turn on the damned microphone,” the berseker said as he searched the control board in front of him.

I saw a green light flickering on the panel to the right of the pilot’s controls. “Maybe this will work?” I asked.

“Or maybe it will queue the self-destruct function?” Olav smirked. “I say we try it.” He flicked the switch. “Hello?” The cockpit’s speakers amplified the berserker’s voice, so we knew the microphone was active.

“We’re Caledonians,” Olav said as he leaned into the control board.

“Dax?” the voice replied.

“No! Not fucking Dax!”

The speaker broke into the unintelligible language again.

“Do you speak Caledonian? Cal-e-don-i-an!” The berserker broke down the syllables like he was explaining the word to a child, but I imagined any child would be completely terrified at the sheer volume of his voice.

“I don’t think they are understanding you, sir,” I offered. “Maybe I can try?”

“Shut up, Squire! I’m good at peopling. They respond better when you shout at them. Berserker screams break through language barriers like my axes break skulls. Pay attention and you might learn something. Hey! You idiots! We are here to help you! Open up the fucking hatches, or I’ll break them down!”

There was silence on the other end, and I could see Olav’s face reddening by the minute.

“Dax?” the voice said again, and the berserker slammed both fists onto the control board.

“Not Dax!”

“Dax?” the voice repeated.

“Listen here, you fuckers. We need the Stalwart. You’re all in danger. Let us inside, or I’m going to plow this skiff up your ass!”

I half-expected the person on the other end to repeat the only word we could understand, but then lights started flickering on an eye toward the top of the behemoth’s skull.

“Do you see that flashing?” I pointed a finger at the eye displayed on the view screen, and Olav nodded.

The berserker drained his beer mug before tossing it aside in frustration. Then he maneuvered the skiff into the behemoth’s flashing eye. Once we passed through the airlock tunnel, we docked beside a gangway where twenty armed men were waiting for us.

“Those fuckers still think we’re Dax,” Olav said as he unstrapped himself from the pilot’s seat. “Activate your prot-field.”

I unclipped my harness, triggered my forcefield, and then followed the berserker down the cargo ramp.

Olav swaggered to the enforcers. “So, where’s the rest of our crew? They finished killing all the Grendels without us?”

The soldiers parted as a tall man wearing a silver crown approached.

“Dax!” the man yelled in a hostile tone, and the enforcers encircled us. They were all carrying exotic-looking rifles, but their bullets would simply bounce off our forcefields. Still, we needed to explain to these people why we were here. If this wasn’t the Gor Ark, then we needed to leave right away.

“Not! Fucking! Dax!” Olav roared, and the Ecomese noble cowered. The soldiers raised their weapons warily, but they seemed equally terrified of the berserker. It would only take a slip of their fingers for them to shoot the vermillion-haired man, and then he might decide to let out his anger. There would be blood and guts, but most of all, we would lose time.

We needed some way of showing them that we weren’t Dax and that we intended no harm.

I reached to my prot-belt, and the enforcers suddenly pointed their weapons at me.

“I want to show you something,” I said as I raised both hands. “I mean no harm.”

Olav scowled at me, but he didn’t stop me from continuing. I slowly dropped my right hand to my prot-belt while staring into the Ecomese nobleman’s eyes. I activated the holo menu so a spinning trident appeared above my buckle.

“Caledonia,” I said as I pointed at the RTF’s emblem.

The crowned man frowned at me, and I could tell he didn’t know what I was referring to. They may have not seen the trident emblem before, let alone know what it represented.

But they should have recognized it if the Stalwart was on board this vessel.

There was a commotion behind the enforcers, and a man pushed through their ranks. His disheveled hair and crinkled robes made me think he’d been torn from his bed to meet with us. After he exchanged words with the nobleman, the enforcers lowered their weapons a little. They clearly still considered Olav and me a threat, but this new arrival had mollified them for a bit.

“Dax,” the man said before speaking a string of sentences in a foreign language.

I could see Olav was a second away from strangling the man, so I quickly responded. “We aren’t Dax,” I said. “We’re Caledonians.”

The man tilted his head and studied us before relaying the information to the noble.

“I speak little Caledonian. Senator Rovin,” the translator said as he gestured at the nobleman. “He wishes to know why you come.”

“We cleared a portal on the Den Ark,” I said before Olav could answer the query. “It was stronger than they expected, so they needed our help. Our starship, the RTF Stalwart, and her crew responded to a distress call from the Gor Ark. They traveled there to assist with clearing the portal. We have come here to find them. Is this the Gor Ark?”

The translator provided the senator with the information, and then he turned back to us with a smile but no answer.

“You’re doing it wrong Squire,” Olav muttered. “Is the Stalwart here! Is this the fucking Gor Ark?” the berserker screamed into the translator’s face.

“Yes,” the translator answered with a nod. “You come to guard post.”

Senator Rovin looked at Olav like he was insane, but the enforcers parted and the translator beckoned us to follow.

I turned to the berserker. “I don’t think I should get too close to the portal. I still can’t control my abilities, and--”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he interrupted. “A portal upgrade means more Grendels, and that means more chances for me to beat Leith.”

“Your kill tally doesn’t matter,” I protested. “These Ecomese are in grave danger. We need to find the Stalwart’s crew and prepare for the Dax fleet.”

“The Grendels are the more immediate threat. You upgraded this portal, so I figure it’s your responsibility to help clear it. Besides, you don’t have a choice. I’m ordering you to come with me.”

I stared at Olav for a second, and I knew he wouldn’t rescind the order.

The translator waved his hand at us, and we were escorted through the Ark with the enforcers on all sides. The behemoth was almost identical to the Den Ark with its organic bulkheads and giant robots. The only exception was the number of people filling the chambers and passageways, so I suspected this Ark hadn’t resorted to human sacrifice to power their defenses.

We entered an elevator to a higher level, and the doors opened to a giant power plant. This complex was even larger than the one on the Den Ark, and its runic batteries covered a three-hundred-meter-long chamber. We followed the translator down a narrow passageway to a giant armed door. After unlocking the door, we entered a room with rows of organic terminals like the ones inside the Den Ark’s Watchtower. There were no cyber alchemists logged into the computers through the VR helmets.

“The portal through there.” The translator indicated the far doorway. “Speak when ready.”

“I need beer,” Olav said to the man.

“Beer?”

“Yeah. It’s bitter, and fizzy, and tastes delicious.”

“Delicious?”

The berserker growled as he grabbed an empty beer drum from his belt and pretended to drink out of it. “Beer!” he screamed.

“Ah, beer.” The translator spoke with an enforcer who then sprinted away.

“I’m not sure we have time for alcohol, sir,” I said. “I’m not even sure the Stalwart’s crew are on this Ark.”

“They’re here, Squire,” Olav said. “And there’s always time for beer.”

When the enforcer returned a few minutes later, he came wheeling a giant keg. I guessed he had taken it straight from the mess on this guard post.

Olav filled a drum with the ale, and then he drained the glass in one lung gulp before tossing it away. “We’re ready!” he said eagerly as he bounced on his toes in anticipation.

A sharp pain jabbed my stomach, and I arched over while grabbing my gut. White flecked my vision, and I fought to maintain confidence.

I gasped as the reservoir I used to teleport suddenly drained. I was angry at myself for not knowing how to control my ability, and I fought back the desire to scream aloud.

“I just upgraded the portal,” I said to Olav through gritted teeth.

The berserker burst into laughter and slapped my back. “Excellent! I was hoping this would happen.”

I stared at the man in shock, and I wondered how many brain cells he’d killed by perpetual intoxication.

There was nothing we could do now. The crew would be unprepared for the sudden upgrade, so all we could do is help them clear the portal.

“Open the door!” Olav roared, and the translator motioned at an enforcer.

The guard pressed on the buttons of the small pad, and the door’s organic top layer peeled away. Then the metal hinges swung open and exposed a long hallway.

“I’ll lead the way,” the berserker said to me. “You can clean up whatever gets through me. I promise it won’t be much.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I didn’t share the other man’s flippancy, and I didn’t think the rest of the crew would either.

“Get your ass moving!” he commanded me before rushing through the doorway.

The first corridor curved around, and I guessed rings were surrounding the portal zone like in the other Watchtower. Clicking sounds filtered from around the corner, and Olav beckoned to me with a nod of his head. But something was niggling at my mind, and I motioned for him to wait.

The berserker shook his head at me as I approached. “Got the jitters, Squire?

“We shouldn’t be encountering Grendels so early in the Watchtower,” I said. “The crew should have killed them all.”

“They were sloppy because they didn’t have me with them,” Olav tutted. “I would have made sure they were all dead before moving on.”

I was startled as text suddenly flickered across my visor. I read the notification before realizing my helmet’s Detect rune was displaying the details of the enemies moving toward us.

Grendel Type: Grunts

Runes: Poison Talons

Grunts didn’t usually have enchantments, so I was grateful for the helmet’s Detect rune. I was familiar with the Poison Talons rune since a modified version was the first rune I inscribed while apprenticed as an enchanter.

“Those Grunts have poisoned talons,” I whispered to Olav as the clicking sounds grew louder.

“Then we’ll just have to avoid getting hit by them,” he replied before he charged into the enemy ranks. The lizard-dogs came at him like a scaled wave, and streams of green blood sprayed the walls after the berserker’s axes slashed.

A few Grendels managed to get through Olav, and I threw a forcewave at them before they could close in on me. The energy field struck them, and I heard their tiny bones snap like a hundred triggered mousetraps. More Grunts surged past Olav and climbed over the corpses of their fallen kin.

Unlike the berserker, I was more cautious about their Poisoned Talons, so I focused on keeping my distance. I traded my longsword for my falchion and activated my shield. The energy charge thrummed to life over my left gauntlet, and I battered a Grunt as it leaped at me. My falchion carved another in two, and then I was doing my best to fend off their talons. The sharp appendages glowed a faint green, and the color made their enchanted talons visible whenever they shot toward me.

Soon, a Grunt horde completely surrounded me, and I couldn’t keep them at bay. I felt one latch onto my armor, and then its talons cut through my back and seared the flesh beneath. I winced in pain and tore the creature away before ending its life with a sword thrust.

The poison’s effect was immediate, and my blocks and strikes slowed to a crawl. I used my shield arm to activate my speed sequence, and the runic magic surged through my limbs. I couldn’t waste any energy, so I pinpointed my attacks to ensure that every swing ended a Grunt’s existence. By the time I finished clearing the horde, green ichor bathed my armor, and my chest heaved with the effort.

“How many did you kill?” Olav asked as he moved through the corpses and finished off any survivors.

“I don’t know,” I said as I attached my falchion to my belt and deactivated my energy shield. “Maybe fifty?”

“Damnit! That’s fifty I could have added to my tally. They’re only Grunts, so they don’t count for much. Leith is probably a hundred ahead at least. Hey, you don’t look so good, Squire.”

“One of them snagged me with its talons,” I said as I removed a medkit from my pouch. My head was light, and my hands felt clammy beneath my gauntlets. I reached over my shoulder and applied the kit to the poisoned wound. The sudden pain made my jaw clench while the enchanted patch siphoned the toxins from my body. It wouldn’t be able to remove them all so I would be slower for a while.

I followed Olav into an antechamber, and we were suddenly blasted with a flurry of plasma rounds. The white-hot balls struck my forcefield, and my visor displayed Prot-field: 34%. The projectiles had reduced it more than I had expected, and I spun behind a blade-turret for cover while Olav charged into their ranks. The turret was still fully operational, so I ducked every few seconds to avoid its massive swinging saw-blades.

The Detect rune presented text on my visor, and I used my prot-belt to maximize it.

Grendel Type: Warriors

Runes: Searing Plasma

The rune explained why my prot-field had taken such a beating from a small amount of firepower. I activated my speed sequence before breaking out from cover and zigzagged toward the squad of lizard-men while their weapons blared. Orange plasma balls hurtled toward me, but the Speed and Agility runes allowed me to dodge most of them. A few tagged my prot-field, but it absorbed the fire. My prot-field dropped to 8%, so I couldn’t throw a forcewave or summon a doppelganger. I spun away from enemy fire, returned my longsword to my rear magnetons, and gripped my new short sword.

I danced around the Warriors with Olav at my side. The rune-turret activated, and the giant blades whirled around the metal rod in the center of the chamber. I swung my falchion at a lizard-man, and he grabbed my sword arm before I could complete the move. His clawed fingers bit through my armor, and I cracked his unprotected skull with a head butt. I spotted the turret’s blades coming toward me, and I jumped over them with both knees tucked into my stomach. I managed to dodge the giant cleavers, but the surrounding Grendels weren’t so lucky. The blades diced them into tiny pieces, and I rolled away from the turret’s weapons.

“Alright,” Olav said as I stood. “This chamber is done. Let’s keep moving.”

“I think something is wrong, sir,” I said as I surveyed the room. “We’re encountering too many Grendels, and there are only lizard corpses in the areas with rune-turrets. I don’t think the crew have been through here.”

“You haven’t figured it out yet, Squire Lyons? This isn’t the Gor Ark.”

“You knew this whole time?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Olav said as he gutted a Grendel Elite like a fish.

“We should leave,” I said. I couldn’t believe how ignorant I’d been, and I felt a little betrayed since the berserker hadn’t informed me earlier. I remembered the Ecomese translator acting strangely, and it wasn’t only the language barrier.

“You caused this problem with your little mutation,” the berserker said. “So I’d say it’s your responsibility to clean it up.”

“The Dax fleet could already be here!”

“Leith is probably a hundred kills ahead of me, and I need to catch up to him somehow. We leave, and he’ll be too far ahead.”

“You cannot be serious, sir,” I muttered.

“Relax,” Olav said. “I’ve done the math. Even if Uram contacted the nearest Dax base as soon as he saw the Grendel portals, the message would take a half day to get there. Then it’ll take three LR portals to get here. It’ll be at least six hours before they show up.”

“Six hours! That’s hardly enough time to clear this portal let alone report to the captain and prepare a defense!”

“Then you better quit yapping and get to killing!” the berserker bellowed before sprinting into the next passageway.

The only Grendels we faced along the way were Grunts and Warriors. There were fewer enemies than I would have expected from an upgraded portal and no Grendel Elites, so I figured it had only reached a Level Five.

We arrived in a corridor outside the central chamber. The narrow horizontal windows in the wall provided a view of the portal, and I watched it spark and swirl. Ten sentry machines hovered along the ground, and I noticed they were connected to the floor by a system of interlocking grids. The sentries were three-meters-wide circles, and spinning buzzsaws extended from their edges. Mangled lizard-men lined the floor like someone had put them into a giant blender.

The rune-turrets on this Ark were much larger and more efficient at killing Grendels than those on the Den Ark. All the enemies I could see were dead, but the magical gateway was still open, so one of the corpses on the ground was definitely alive. We would need to confirm the kills to close the portal, and then we could leave this place and unite with the Stalwart’s crew.

“Which one do you think is alive? Not any of the headless ones,” Olav commented as he stared through the window at the piles of enemies. “I’ve never seen a Grendel live through decapitation.”

I was still struggling with the knight’s deception, but the man’s lust for battle truly knew no end. He probably wouldn’t have minded if the Dax fleet did arrive on the planet since it would give him another chance to fight.

“We’ll need to maneuver around the buzzsaws, sir,” I said to Olav.

“It’s a pity there isn’t a lot of room to jump in here. Our jetpacks could have been quite handy.” The berserker glared at the ceiling as though it had slighted him personally. He really seemed to like the jetpacks, and I wondered why the captain and Moses were so adamant against Olav using them.

“The ceiling looks higher in the portal room, sir.” I gestured beyond the window.

“Excellent!” Olav beamed and tapped the harnesses on his shoulders. “These boosters will get another chance to shine today!”

I started to think I might not have upgraded the portal that much, but then I was proven horribly wrong.

Two giant serpents emerged from the pulsing rift, and my visor flickered as the Detect rune activated.

Grendel Type: Naga (1)

Runes: Speed (+3), Agility (+3), Pierce (+2), Writhing Plague.

Grendel Type: Naga (2)

Runes: Speed (+3), Agility (+3), Pierce (+2).

The Pierce and Writhing Plague runes were foreign to me, but I recognized the Speed and Agility runes since my armor was inscribed with lesser versions of them. My speed sequence made me incredibly fast, but these Nagas would be even faster. The last time we faced such powerful enemies, we had defeated them only because Captain Cross wielded the late king’s equipment.

Terror gripped my heart, and I considered fleeing a battlefield for the first time since Tyranus.
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Chapter 18

Olav placed a steady hand on my shoulder that kept my knees from knocking together.

“Alright, Squire,” he whispered. “I might need a hand in there. Normally I charge in and kill fuckers, but those last few Nagas gave the crew a hard time. So, I’m gonna need you to actually work now.”

“Uhhh, sir, I have been work--”

“You’ve been dancing around like a drunken idiot at a feasting party. Now it’s time to kill some Grendels for real. Got any ideas?”

“They don’t move very well when their tails are pinned,” I said. “And they aren’t invulnerable to my forcewaves. So maybe I’ll target one of the Nagas, and you can try to pin its tail. There are a lot of buzzsaw sentinels inside that room, and all the corpses in there make me think they’re quite effective against Grendels.”

“But will they be able to pierce the Nagas’ armor?” Olav questioned.

“Maybe,” I said. “The edges of the buzzsaws’ blades are glowing with runic energy, so they have an enchantment of some kind.”

We didn’t have much of an alternative, and I no longer wished to retreat. There were rumors of what berserker knights did to their comrades who attempted to flee, and I didn’t want to confirm their truthfulness with Olav.

“If we can trap the Nagas within range of the buzzsaws, we should kill them,” I continued. “I think that’ll work for one of the enemies, but I don’t know if both will fall for the same trick.”

“We kill one, and that’s half our problems solved! We’ll figure out how to take the second monster once we’re done with the first.”

“Another thing,” I said, and then I listed the enemies’ runes for Olav.

“How do you know all this?”

I tapped the helmet I’d taken from the Dax initiate's corpse.

The berserker’s mouth dropped. “You’re telling me your mutant brain allows you to determine an enemy’s runes just by looking at them?”

“Not my brain,” I said. “My helmet. It’s Dax.”

“Looks good on you, Squire.” Olav grinned as he rapped his knuckles on my helmet. “Now, it’s time for us to slay some serpents.”

He brandished his twin hatchets, crouched low, and entered the doorway. I moved behind him and then saw the two scaled monstrosities weaving through the buzzsaws. For now, they were evading the proximity weapons with ease, but they couldn’t navigate their way past the maze to leave the room.

I took my longsword in my right hand and held my left hand over my prot-belt. After Olav gave the signal, I activated the jetpack. Roaring flames gushed from behind me, and I was thrown upward. While I was in the air, I sent a forcewave hurtling toward the closest Naga. As soon as it left my longsword, I was propelled backward. The jets kept me in the air, but I tumbled sideways before skipping along the ground.

A roaming sentinel moved toward me, and I rolled aside to avoid its spinning blades. I shot to my feet and saw the Naga I’d hit was stunned. Olav leaped toward the monster with his weapons raised, and he made to slam the spiked ends into the serpent’s tail.

But the stun suddenly wore off, and the Naga whirled around. The monster’s glowing trident struck the knight directly in the chest, and the blow hurled Olav across the chamber into the path of two sentinels. The machines seemed to move faster now that there was a target to attack, and their blades spun with increasing speed as they closed in on the berserker.

I sprinted through the moving buzzsaws while the Nagas attempted to strike me. I was slowed down by the Grendel corpses snagging my boots, but the machines impeded the Naga’s movements as well. The two monsters halted as three of the spinning blades cut them off from following me, and I finally reached Olav. I hauled him over my shoulder with a grunt and moved out of range of the bladed sentinels before they could chop both of us into pieces.

When I let the berserker down, he clutched his stomach and groaned. I saw crimson soaking through his armor where the Naga had struck. It wasn’t a lot of blood, but he was going to have trouble fighting while wounded.

“I’ll be fine in a few seconds,” Olav said with a wince. “Just waiting for my backup runes to kick-in.”

The Nagas were inching toward us, and I sent a forcewave toward them so they wouldn’t get too close. The attack missed them completely, but the roaming buzzsaws detected the projectile like it was a target. They all moved in the direction of my attack, and my lips spread into a smile.

I had a plan.

My prot-field registered 82%, so I could send out at least a dozen minor forcewaves. The Nagas were too far apart for me to perform my planned maneuver on both the monsters, so I picked the one on the left.

I sent as many minor forcewaves as I could in the left Naga’s direction, and they purposefully missed. The sentinels’ proximity sensors detected the forcewaves, and they all moved toward the Naga. Not all of them could reach the monster since they were gridlocked, but six buzzsaws closed in on the serpent. The Naga let out a bloodcurdling screech as the blades carved, diced, and grated the scaled creature. Green blood exploded from the center of the machines, and chunks of Grendel flesh tumbled around the room.

“You’re a bloody genius!” Olav roared before coughing, and specks of blood flicked from his mouth.

I looked at him with concern, but there was nothing I could do. A medkit was already attached to his wound, and I guessed it was far more powerful than any of the other kits inside my belt pouch.

The remaining Naga opened its mouth and screamed. With all the sentinels gridlocked, its movements were no longer impeded. It raised its trident, and the three-pronged ends glowed a purple color. Then the light took form, and they became three snakes with barbed hoods. The summoned serpents weren’t as large as the Nagas, so they suffered no difficulty weaving through the buzzsaw sentinels.

I slashed one with my longsword as soon as it came within range and then sidestepped as another snake flicked its head toward me. A downward slash cut it in two, and then I stomped my boot on the third one’s head.

The snakes seemed a little too easy to kill. When I saw a Naga moving toward me in a red and blue blur, I realized the summons had been a distraction. Olav was still vulnerable, so I needed to act quickly.

I activated my Shadow Self rune, and the twin doppelgangers appeared in front of me. With a practiced weapon swap maneuver, I exchanged my longsword for a Knife of the Storm. With my new blade in hand, I triggered my Shroud rune. The Naga closed in, and it attacked my doppelgangers while I skirted around it under a cloak of invisibility. I buried the knife in the monster’s tail, and the barbed end flicked up. The spikes failed to find me when I dodged, and I pulled out a second knife before embedding the blade higher on the Naga’s thick tail.

I considered activating the Storm Bolt rune now, but I didn’t think two knives would be enough to paralyze the creature. They were our only hope of defeating the Naga, so at least they might slow it down a bit.

Before I could activate the rune from my prot-belt, my invisibility wore off, and the monster’s golden eyes locked onto me. The Naga’s muscular arms thrust the trident in my direction, and I jumped to avoid the attack. The prongs clipped my boots, and I fell to the ground. When the giant serpent slammed its weapon down, I rolled away a second before the sharpened tips would have ended me. The monster moved impossibly fast, and I realized I’d been lucky to avoid injury for this long. My luck would surely run out soon, but I couldn’t back down from this fight.

I jumped to my feet and removed the third knife from my thigh holsters. While the Naga rushed toward me, I punched the button on my left gauntlet and my energy shield appeared. As the Naga’s trident sliced the air, I raised my left hand. The weapon pounded into the shield, and the impact forced me to drop onto my right knee. I tried to thrust my knife into the creature’s body, but the gap between us was too great.

“I’m ready!” Olav yelled as his power armor burst with an orange brilliance. The berserker caught the Naga’s attention, and it turned to face him as he charged. Twin axes sliced through the air, but the monster’s trident blocked the attacks.

Distracted, it had forgotten all about the minor annoyance who’d jabbed it with tiny knives. I sprinted after the serpent and planted the third Knife of the Storm even higher up its tail. All three paralyzing weapons were now inside the Naga. When I activated the Storm Bolt rune, blue sparks rippled along the creature’s scales.

I heard a massive thunk as Olav drove his axes into the paralyzed Naga’s chest. The monster swayed and then toppled before I could move out of the way. Its massive form landed on me, and I fell backward. A giant serpent maw stared me in the face, and bloody saliva oozed onto my visor.

Olav roared with laughter and rolled the Naga’s corpse off me. The berserker dropped his hand, and I gripped it as I stood. I inspected myself for injury when a bright speck of light caught my attention. I walked toward it, and my eyes widened when I realized what it was.

“The portal is still open!” I yelled. It was much smaller, but it definitely hadn’t closed as it should have.

“We cleared all the corridors,” Olav said after my yelling threw him from his musing. “Unless another Grendel is hiding out somewhere.” “There!” The berserker thrust a finger to my right.

I whirled around to face a tiny scaled creature almost camouflaged beneath the lizard corpses, and I realized it was a Bloodrat. If that thing bit me, we were in trouble. The portal was still open, so another trigger of my ability would increase its level even further. We were already running short on time, so we couldn’t deal with more Grendels.

The Bloodrat scuttled along the floor and burrowed beneath the mounds of lizard corpses. I scanned the area in front of me for any sign of activity, but all was still safe for the moving turrets.

“Kill that fucker!” Olav yelled as he weaved around a spinning sentinel.

There were only a few buzzsaws still moving around the room, but it was enough to slow me down while I searched for the Bloodrat. I spotted movement top my right as I spun out of the way of a sentinel’s blades.

“This Naga is still alive!” I yelled as I readied my falchion for a killing blow.

Suddenly, the Bloodrat shot out from the Naga’s skull, and I angled my blade to cut it down. Midway through the critter’s dive, Olav’s axe hurtled through the air, thunked into the lizard’s flesh, and pinned it to the wall.

“That should do it,” Olav said, and the tiny portal blinked out of existence. The roaming sentinels halted, and their spinning blades ceased to move.

We’d narrowly avoided a serious calamity, and my hands were shaking with adrenaline.

Then the portal zone burst with a golden light, and I cursed myself for thinking this was finally over.

“More Grendels,” I muttered.

Olav rocked his head back and let out a booming laugh. He slipped his axes into the clips on his prot-belt as though the fight was finished.

“It’s a Seraphic portal, lad,” the berserker said. “Ain’t no more Grendels coming through that one.”

My eyes widened at the golden rift as it grew increasingly bright. I turned away so the dazzling light wouldn’t sear my retinas.

“We’re in for some serious rewards,” Olav said as he approached the portal.

The light flickered for a moment, and then a large object was cast out in a shower of golden sparks before the Seraphic portal vanished. I crept over to it and saw that it was a golden chest like the one the gateway on Tachion had left behind. The elaborately gilded box was a meter high and twice as wide, and I wondered what it might contain as I ran my hands over the sigils.

“Does it have a piece of King Justinian’s armor?” I asked Olav after turning to him.

“Not this one.” He nodded his head at the box. “Go ahead, you can open it up.”

I pressed the sigil on the center of the lock, and lid sprang open. Inside were three items: a silver crossbow, a tower shield, and a black surcoat.

“Why aren’t they Grendel items?” I asked. The crossbow and tower shield were clearly modified for human use, and I’d never seen a Grendel wearing a surcoat. The arcane sigils inscribed on the items were also cleaner and less brutish-looking than Grendel runes.

“None of the items from a Seraphic portal’s chest ever are,” he said. “Enough questions. Choose two.”

I was confused by Olav’s avoidance of the question, but the chance of selecting two of the glittering items lying within the chest made me forget everything else.

“Two items?” I could hardly believe how nice the man was treating me after our past interactions.

“You did most the killing,” Olav said. “And it was your plan that defeated the Nagas.”

I stared in wonder at the golden chest, and my eyes shifted from one expensive item to the other.

“I reckon I might have judged you poorly, Squire Lyons. I want to make it up,” the berserker said. “In truth, I have a bit of a past with traitors. The woman in the holo album, she was Captain Cross’ daughter. But she was also the only woman I ever truly loved.”

“Captain Cross’ daughter was the traitor?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Olav said. “The holo album was the first time I’ve seen her face in years. I don’t know what it was doing in that residence, but I’m guessing Treyin and Melanie had a little agreement of sorts. I always knew she had help on the Stalwart, but I never would have thought Treyin was the one to provide it. The two never stopped bickering.”

“How long has Melanie been dead?” I asked Olav with a little caution. I figured it was a sore spot for him, but I needed to know because the name was familiar to me. I couldn’t remember where or when I had heard it.

“A very long time,” Olav said, and he avoided my eyes.

“It can’t have been that long,” I pressed. “The Space Knight Tournaments I watched with Sir Uram were only a few years old. Three at the most.”

“Someone else must have stayed in the residence and updated the hard drives,” Olav said.

Then I remembered where I’d seen the name before.

“The video files were all inside a folder titled, Melanie C’s Favorite Games.”

Olav’s shook his head in denial, and then his eyebrows squeezed together. “None of this makes sense. Unless she’s still alive. I always thought she’d been killed by . . . ” The berserker trailed off, and his eyes sparkled with unshed tears. I felt wrong peaking into the inner life of the man, and I looked away.

“Enough chit-chat,” Olav said. “Choose two items, and we’ll get out of here.”

I took the crossbow, hitched it on my shoulder, and stared through the sights. The stock was made of a synthetic material and wrapped in dark leather. A large battery extended from the base of the weapon, so I guessed the crossbow fired energy bolts. I had never seen a Grendel wielding an item like this, nor had I learned about energy weapons like this at the Academy, other than as ancient relics. When the Grendel prot-fields grew stronger, Space Knights stopped using almost all forms of ranged weapons except to clear the really low-level portals.

When I scanned the item, my visor displayed the details.

Weapon type: Arcane Arbalest

Additional damage: Energy

Power class: Knight (Marksman)

Weapon effect: Fires energy bolts.

Runes inscribed: Encased Projectiles

Rune class: Knight (Marksman)

Rune effects: Covers projectile in a prot-field coating.

The marksman specialist role had gone out of fashion, so I didn’t imagine there would be anyone to train me after I became a knight. The Encased Projectile rune gave my mind a workout trying to determine its purpose, but then a thought came to me. If the energy bolts were surrounded by a prot-field casing, then they would penetrate an enemy’s forcefield. I stared in wonder at the crossbow and turned it over to see a complex rune. The lines were dull, so the enchantments needed significant repairing before use. The sigils were among the most detailed I’d ever seen and each wrapped around the other, so it was impossible to tell where one started and the other begun.

This rune must be exceedingly rare and almost impossible to craft; otherwise, the entire RTF would enchant their ranged weapons with it. Regular firepower proved ineffective against prot-fields, so close combat became paramount in our war against the Grendels. But this weapon and its rune could change everything. Still, I wondered why the Encased Projectiles rune wasn’t more prevalent.

With the question lingering in my mind, I carefully placed the crossbow back in the chest and removed the tower shield with both hands. The front was embossed with a human skeleton holding a sword with glowing runes along its edge. The shield curved around my body, and there was a small fiberglass window about fifteen centimeters from the top. I’d seen Moses using a similar item, and I imagined he would be impressed with this one’s stature and craftsmanship. The readout displayed in front of my eyes after scanning the shield.

Armor type: Guardian’s Blockade

Absorption rating: Advanced

Power class: Knight (Shield)

Armor effect: Increased prot-field regeneration by 300%. Contains 3x advanced prot-field batteries.

Runes inscribed: Dome

Rune class: Knight (Shield)

Rune effects: Uses wearer’s prot-field to summon a solid dome impenetrable to all attacks.

The shield had a serious weight to it, and there was no way I could wield it in battle. If I did decide to keep the item, I would need Strength runes on all my equipment just to lift it with a single hand. I could pay for Gravity runes to be inscribed on the shield to make it easier to carry, but reducing its weight might affect the item’s integrity.

I put the shield inside the chest and picked up the last item: a black surcoat. Unlike the one I was wearing, this item bore no scuffs or bloodstains. It sparkled like a galaxy filled with stars, and a golden trident marked its center. The emblem of the Royal Trident Forces glowed like a sapphire sun, and I looked closer to see that it was woven with tiny rune circles.

“I wonder why this has the RTF emblem.” I said.

“It’s magic and it probably just shows the emblem of whichever kingdom opens the chest. Let’s hurry this up, Squire!” Olav roared from behind me.

I’d completely forgotten about the berserker being in the room with me, and I remembered we were on a mission to find the Stalwart’s crew. I suddenly felt a little selfish about taking my time to inspect these items, so I hurriedly scanned the surcoat.

Item type: Summoner’s Veil

Runes inscribed: Minion Speed (+1)

Rune class: Knight (Summoner)

Rune effect: Increases movement and attack speed of all minions by 15%.

The item’s Minion Speed rune would make my Lightning Sprites and Bane Bears zip around the battlefield. Not only them, but the doppelgangers my Shadow Self rune summoned would also be much faster. Summoning had become a large part of my fighting style since becoming a squire, so the cloak would be a great addition should I choose that specialist role.

Still, it would mean not wearing my father’s surcoat anymore.

With a long sigh, I removed the jetpack from my shoulders and the weapons from my rear magnetons before taking off my old surcoat. I bundled the garment tightly and tucked it beneath my prot-belt. Even if I would exchange my father’s item for the Summoner’s Veil, I wouldn’t leave it behind. Dad inspired everything I did, and it was the only thing belonging to him that I still possessed.

I slipped my arms into the Summoner’s Veil and tightened it around my waist. I wouldn’t be able to use the rune until after my knighthood, but I could wear the item until then. If I didn’t decide to take the summoner specialist role, then I could sell it for KPs. I figured all the gear from the Seraphic portal was worth a lot of currency.

Olav had allowed me to take two items from the chest, so my next decision was between the Arcane Crossbow and the Guardian’s Blockade. They were both Specialist Knight class items, so like the veil, I would have to wait until after knighthood to use them. Unless I chose to activate their runes with the Overlord’s Heart, but I didn’t think either of the items were powerful enough to warrant the cost of activating the amulet’s low-durability rune.

The tower shield would come in handy when I wanted to protect my friends in battle since sometimes running headfirst into the enemy frontlines like Olav didn’t always work. The energy shield I’d used effectively on this mission, so I imagined this tower shield could also come in handy. Even if I didn’t end up choosing the shield knight role, this item could be better than the one Moses wielded. He would probably appreciate me giving it to him, and it’d be a good gesture after all he’d done for me.

Still, the Arcane Arbalest would make for some interesting combat situations. A Grendel wouldn’t expect a projectile to evade their prot-field, and by the time the lizard realized what had happened, they’d have an extra orifice. Captain Cross might also find a use for the Encased Projectiles rune. If the Stalwart’s enchanters could learn to perfect it, then we might have a serious advantage against Grendels. I doubted even the best enchanters could imitate the complex sigils, and I wondered whether Casey would possess powerful enough Dust in stock to attempt to retrace it. She had made a cannon using the runes from my Longsword of Propulsion, so I didn’t want to underestimate her abilities. If the crossbow’s rune could be duplicated, our entire crew would become far more powerful.

I couldn’t use either item right now, so the choice came down to what would grant me the most KPs or which role I was mostly likely to take after becoming a Space Knight.

If the crossbow were in better condition, I figured it would be the most expensive item to sell. The shield would probably give me more KPs initially, but I would prefer gifting the item to Moses than selling it. The shield knight role wasn’t something I was either familiar with or attracted to, but I would be hard-pressed to find someone to teach me the prerequisites for the marksman role.

The choice between the shield and the crossbow made my stomach churn, and I glanced up at Olav as he approached.

“So, you’re taking the crossbow?” he asked. Grendel items covered his armor as though he was a walking magnet. Even I didn’t have quite as many objects on my person as the berserker did, and I wondered how he could move with so much weight burdening him.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“It looks like a good item,” Olav said after he performed a quick scan of the crossbow. Then he did the same with the tower shield. “Moses would want this; it’s not better than what he’s currently carrying, but he could add the Dome rune to one of his items.”

My decision was made.

I grabbed the crossbow and slung it over my shoulder. “Crossbow it is,” I said.

The berserker gave me a sarcastic smirk as he held the shield. “There’s always more room for items. There are so many Kingdom Points just lying around in here. Maybe you can grab something else? But be quick about it!”

I scanned the vast chamber, and Olav was right. There were at least a hundred Grendel corpses in the room, and they all possessed equipment I could sell for KPs. The more I earned, the closer I became to my knighthood examination.

The limited spots to attach gear on my rear magnetons and my prot-belt were already full, so I couldn’t turn myself into a pack mule like Olav. My heart ached with all the KPs I would be leaving behind, but I spotted an item I wanted to scan, even though I couldn’t take it with me.

I knelt beside a Naga corpse, peeled back its webbed fingers, and the trident in its hand clattered to the ground. I seized the weapon and grunted as the weight revealed itself. It was heavier than I expected, and it would need serious modifications before I could wield it in battle. The runes, at least, might be logged and applied to another weapon. I knew I didn’t have much time, so I quickly scanned it.

Weapon type: Undocumented Trident

Additional damage: [unknown]

Power class: Master

Weapon effect: Can be inscribed with multiple runes.

Runes inscribed: Writhing Plague

Rune class: Master

Rune effects: Summons 3x [Void Serpent].

[Void Serpent]: Deals void damage to enemies and inflicts degenerative wounds. Remains until killed.

Warning: Undocumented. Use with extreme caution. Abusers will be prosecuted.

The Writhing Plague rune explained where the three purple snakes had come from, and I was glad none of them had scored a wound on us. Elle would have to approve the trident as Squire class, and the rune would need to be modified by Casey so it wasn’t too overpowered for a squire. Even if I couldn’t wield the item, I could probably sell it for a significant amount of KPs.

Olav folded his arms behind me and tapped his foot. “I have beers to drink and Dax to slay, Squire.”

I looked at the trident then at my hands before smiling. Even though my magnetons were full, I could always hold the item until we returned to our stolen Dax skiff.

Before I could pick up the trident again, the sound of marching filtered into the chamber from the passageway behind me. I turned to see a troop of enforcers charge into the room. They were followed by the translator and a grinning Senator Rovin.

“Warriors!” the senator said as he acted out a sword thrust.

“Senator Rovin very pleased with you!” the translator said in broken Caledonian while the enforcers started raiding the Grendel corpses for equipment. “He wishes for you to stay on Bix Ark for a long time!”

The senator gripped both hands like he was begging and dropped to one knee.

“You just said this is the Bix Ark, but when I asked whether this was the Gor Ark, you answered ‘yes,’” I said to the translator. “Did you understand me?”

“Uhh . . . I speak little Caledonian,” the translator grinned. “My translation . . . not so good.”

“He’s lying,” Olav said as he severed a Grendel’s arm at the elbow and then pried off its gauntlets.

“Great warrior!” the senator said to the berserker. “Fight like madman!”

I sighed and stared at the mohawked man. “Let’s get out of here, sir. We’ll go to the other Ark and find the crew.”

“You leave?” the translator asked. “Senator Rovin pay you much! Beautiful women! Many beers!”

Olav raised an eyebrow. “You make an attractive offer, but I think it’s time we leave.”

“Portal?” the senator asked.

“We’ve cleared it,” Olav said. “You’ll have at least seven days to get everything repaired. You won’t have to worry about it getting upgraded after that.”

Senator Rovin listened as the sentences were translated, and then he frowned and offered a few words.

“Not portal here,” the translator said. “Outside Ecoma.” He pointed upward.

“Shit!” Olav said. “The fucking Dax have opened an LR here!”

“Dax?” Senator Rovin asked.

“Not this again,” the berserker groaned as he rolled his eyes.

“You said they wouldn’t be here for at least six hours,” I said to him. “And we cleared that portal in one hour.”

“My calculations must have been wrong,” Olav said with a shrug. “I’ve never been much good at math. The portal is here, but it might be a little while before their ships actually come through. Let’s move to the other Ark.” The berserker started walking away from the piles of Grendel corpses.

An enforcer was scanning the trident I had intended on taking. Before he could glance up at me, I snatched the weapon away from him. His right hand dropped to his sidearm, but I fixed him with a deadly stare.

“Try it,” I said. “This weapon is mine. If you don’t like me grabbing it, take it up with your senator.”

The enforcer dropped his hand while I raced after Olav to board our stolen skiff.
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Chapter 19

The Dax skiff’s thrusters took twenty minutes to reach the Gor Ark. When we arrived outside the behemoth, I noticed it was identical in every way to the others. I could still see the Bix Ark on the rear view screen, and I wondered how much the delay clearing the portal had cost us.

Hopefully, the knights and squires had cleared the Grendel rift and were made aware of the LR portal opening outside Ecoma’s atmosphere. I imagined they would be preparing now to leave on the Stalwart and attempt to close the portal before the Dax could arrive.

A bell chimed in the overhead, and I prepared for another of Olav’s customary berserker negotiations.

“Open up!” Olav shouted. “We’re seeking the Stalwart.”

“Yet you are in a Dax vessel,” an Ecomese woman’s voice sounded through the ship’s speakers. I was thankful for her unbroken Caledonian since it meant Olav wouldn’t need to engage in another screaming match, but she still misunderstood our identities.

“Of course we are in a Dax Vessel, you idiots! How else would we get here?”

“Is the Stalwart here?” I asked before the woman could answer, and I realized that if this person thought we were Dax, then they probably wouldn’t answer. “If they are here, tell them Space Knight Olav Kjeldsen and Squire Nicholas Lyons are here.”

“Standby,” the woman answered.

After a good five minutes, a familiar voice sounded. “Space Knight Moses Monroe,” he said.

“Moses!” Olav responded. “Let us in. We have news.”

“So do we,” Moses responded. “The lady says you can enter through the seventeenth eye. See you soon.”

Olav maneuvered the vessel into the allocated port, and we passed through the airlock tunnel before landing beside a gangway. Once we were down, I unbuckled myself from the seat and followed the berserker outside. We were greeted by unarmed Ecomese and led through the organic passageways to a high-ceilinged chamber.

I spotted the Stalwart’s crew gathered around a circular table at the far end of the room. The squires waved as we approached, and I took a seat beside Neville while Olav sat on my left. The knights and squires were covered in Grendel blood, and they were all sporting new equipment on their magnetons. I guessed they’d gathered a lot of loot from the Grendel portal on this Ark.

Commander Reynolds and Prime Minister Treyin watched Captain Cross while he was engaged in a conversation with a plump man. If it weren’t for the sheer robes and blue-tinged skin, I wouldn’t have guessed he was Ecomese since he was the only non-slender empath I’d seen thus far. He could speak fluent Caledonian, unlike the nobles inside the Ark we’d just been on.

The captain stopped mid-sentence and turned to Olav and I. “You both disobeyed orders.”

“It’s alright. We’re mates now,” Olav said as he slapped me on the back.

“So, you know about the presence of an LR portal outside the planet’s atmosphere?” Captain Cross asked.

“Yes, sir,” Olav said. “And we also know what it’s doing here. The Star Spear, Sir Uram, contacted his base. Oh, and he also controls the Den Ark now.”

“What?” Prime Minister Treyin yelled as she jumped to her feet. “We must regain control of it immediately. I will not have that Dax cretin manhandling my Ark!”

The captain raised a placating hand to the woman. “Easy, Treyin. First things first. We need to speak with the Dax. Perhaps they will listen to reason.”

“The Dax never listen to reason!” the plump Ecomese man said.

“Senator Goy,” Captain Cross said. “Speaking with the Dax might be the only way for your people to remain free.”

“I have one hundred blood-ships!” he screamed. “They will destroy any Dax who dare attack us.”

“Your ships are terrible,” Flanagan commented. “There’s no way they’ll do anything except provide the Dax with target practice.”

Senator Goy clenched his meaty hands into fists. “Grrrr . . . How do I know you Caledonians are not in league with the Dax? I trust you no more than Prime Minister Treyin, and I trust her less than the Dax.”

“Read my emotions,” Captain Cross said as he fixed the man with a level stare. “You will know I mean only to protect this planet and its people from harm.”

Senator Goy stared into the captain’s eyes, and then he exhaled like a balloon letting out all its air. “Even so, I cannot read all of your emotions,” he said as his eyes settled on Prime Minister Treyin.

“Why would I answer your plea for help if I was in league with the Dax?” she challenged.

Senator Goy launched into a tirade about his past dealings with the Den Ark, and Treyin offered counter-objections for every point. After a few minutes of back-and-forth, the conversation devolved into the Ecomese language, and I turned to Neville and the other squires.

“This isn’t going to fix the problem,” I whispered. “We should leave these politicians to bicker, take the Stalwart, and prepare for the incoming Dax fleet.”

“That would be ideal,” Olav said. “I am going to enjoy taking those ships down. With you by my side, Squire Lyons, no one can stop us!” He gave me a massive grin, and the squires looked at me with confused expressions.

“What the heck did you guys do when we left you at the Den Ark?” Nathan asked.

“Well, we cleared a Grendel portal on the Bix Ark before we came here. That’s where I got these.” I showed the squires my trident and crossbow, and they marveled at them for a bit before they displayed their own acquirements.

I heard the doors open on the other side of the chamber, and an Ecomese enforcer sprinted into the room. He spoke with Senator Goy, and the overweight man’s jowls quivered while he responded. Then the enforcer left, and the senator addressed the table.

“The Den Ark has moved through the gas storms,” he said. “They are now at our gates with a fleet of blood-ships.”

“That Dax oaf is using my ships!” Prime Minister Treyin said.

“Sir Uram means to stop us from reaching the LR portal,” Commander Reynolds said. “The Dax starships mustn’t have arrived yet. We need to deal with them and then get outside Ecoma’s atmosphere. Matthias might be able to close the portal before the starships can pass through it.”

“A praiseworthy plan,” Captain Cross said.

“You are not destroying my ships,” Treyin said.

“Don’t try to use your powers on me,” the captain growled at the woman. “I will not be tampered with.”

The prime minister folded her arms and sunk into her chair. She seemed like a petulant child, an impression I’d never gotten from the woman before. Her attitude seemed strange, and a crazy thought popped into my head.

What if she was somehow responsible for Sir Uram breaking out of the prison residence? After all, the other Arks hated the Dax, yet she had left them to roam freely through her Ark.

Except I couldn’t think of a reasonable motive for her assisting the Star Spear and bringing the Dax fleet to Ecoma, so I dismissed the question.

As I stared at the Den Ark on the screen, a horrible thought came to my mind. “Captain Cross, sir,” I said. “The enchanters are still on the Den Ark.”

The captain turned to me and nodded. “I am aware of that problem, Squire Lyons. Which is why I am considering an alternative option.” He stared at me for a few seconds, and I could tell he didn’t want to let the Ecomese present know about my teleportation ability. “I will consider any suggestions that do not involve putting my enchanters in danger.”

“I will have no defenses should my blood-ships be destroyed,” Treyin said. “Let me speak with the Star Spear. I will see whether we can come to some agreement.”

“Like signing over my people for slavery?” Senator Goy said.

“Please, Senator,” the captain said. “Allow her to make contact.” I could tell the captain didn’t actually think Treyin would convince Sir Uram to stand aside while we stopped the Dax fleet from coming, but he must have had his reasons for allowing Treyin to make the call.

“Fine,” Senator Goyin said as he motioned for an enforcer to approach him. They spoke together for a few seconds, and the enforcer activated the monitor on the rear wall.

Sir Uram appeared, and he gave the room a broad smile. “Salutations! I didn’t realize I would be greeting so many esteemed folks. I am a little unprepared.” He made a mock attempt at loosening his collar before grinning. “I know you are the ones who requested this call, but I first wish to offer a deal. If the Stalwart and her crew leave Ecoma, we will spare their lives. We have no bad blood between the Caledonians, and we only wish to reclaim what was ours to begin with. These Arks,” he said as he raised his hands and looked to either side, “are the possession of the Dax Kingdom. As are the mutated people who populate them.”

Senator Goy motioned to the enforcer to mute the call, and the section of the monitor showing us all around the circular table grayed out.

“Do you see? We will all be enslaved!”

“You no longer wish to use your blood-ships in defense of your Ark?” Commander Reynolds asked the man.

“What is the purpose? You will all take the Star Spear’s offer and leave us, and I will lose my entire fleet to the Den Ark’s vessels before the Dax starships arrive.”

“We’re not leaving,” Captain Cross said.

“Please, Atticus,” Prime Minister Treyin said. “Let me speak with the Star Spear again.”

“You heard his offer. What more do you need?”

Treyin fluttered her eyes, and the captain yielded with a wave of his hand. “Try your best,” he said.

Senator Goyin nodded at his enforcer, and the monitor activated again.

“Sir Uram,” Treyin said. “Is it possible that you would be willing to negotiate an agreement more amiable to the Ecomese?”

“What do you have in mind?” he asked.

“Perhaps we can offer the Dax an Ark. More precisely, we can offer the Bix Ark.” Her words ended in a lilt, and I felt like this was a rehearsed conversation. Again, I wondered whether Prime Minister Treyin had orchestrated this whole situation. It was an outlandish notion, but I couldn’t shake the feeling. She suddenly turned to me, and I guessed she’d detected my emotions.

Sir Uram followed Treyin’s gaze from the screen, and then he was looking at me, too.

“Ah, Squire Lyons. You seemed to have escaped your prison.” Sir Uram stared into the camera.

“The Bix Ark don’t have a representative here who can speak on their behalf, so we aren’t going to promise their ark,” Captain Cross interrupted, and he nodded at the enforcer to cut the call.

I was glad the captain wasn’t willing to concede to the terms, since Olav and I had just finished defeating Grendels on the Bix Ark. Although I probably wouldn’t have done so unless they deceived me, I didn’t hold that against them and wouldn’t want them to become slaves to the Dax.

“Sir Uram didn’t mention my enchanters, so I assume he doesn’t know they’re on the Ark,” Captain Cross said. “He is probably too preoccupied with an invasion to consider who among the Stalwart he might harbor inside the behemoth.”

“So, what are we gonna do, Captain?” Leith asked. “I still haven’t got myself any Dax scalps on this mission, and I’m pretty sure I was promised at least a half dozen.”

“You were the only one to mention scalps,” Flanagan said.

“We will carve a path through the hostile blood-ships, but there is to be no damage done to the Den Ark while the enchanters are still aboard,” the captain said.

“The Stalwart will have difficulty against so many vessels.” Commander Reynolds winced a little as though the admission of weakness pained her. “Those blood-ships Sir Uram commands are small, but a colony of ants can strip the flesh from a human body.”

“Sounds like we need some help.” The captain turned his head to stare at the Gor Ark’s senator.

“I will allow you to command my blood-ships in defense of my people,” Senator Goyin said. “As long as you can promise we will not be placed under the thumb of the Dax again.”

“That’s a promise,” Captain Cross said.

“Thank you, Senator,” Commander Reynolds said before turning to the crew. “We will return to the Stalwart immediately and man our battlestations. Once the enemy blood-ships are dealt with, we will move through the atmosphere and attempt to close the portal before the Dax fleet arrives.”

“Yes, Commander,” we chorused before standing from the table and making for the Stalwart.

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds led the squires and knights to a docking station at one of the Ark’s many eyes. We boarded the Stalwart via the cargo ramp and Matthias was waiting for us at the elevator. The machina spoke briefly with the captain before the command team entered the elevator.

Prime Minister Treyin talked with Matthias, and I couldn’t catch what they were saying, but the conversation seemed heated. When they were finished, Matthias stormed off in the direction of the ladder while the prime minister lagged behind with the rest of the crew.

The elevator opened, and Treyin beckoned me with a nod. The rest of my friends poured into the lift, but I stepped away from them so I could speak with her.

“Nicholas,” she said, and her voice dripped with a strange allure. I knew she was attempting to manipulate my desires, and I tried to shake off her bewitchery.

“Yes, Prime Minister?”

“I have heard about your particular . . . skills.” She raised an eyebrow as she said the final word. “I wish for you to teleport me inside the Den Ark. I believe I can convince Sir Uram not to attack, but I must speak with him in person.”

Now I knew what she had spoken with Matthias about. She’d tried to manipulate the machina to take her there, but he’d been immune to her abilities. Now she wanted the same from me.

“If you do not grant me this request,” Treyin whispered to me, “then I will use any means necessary to wrestle control of your mind from you.”

“I would need to confirm with the captain first,” I said. “And he’s busy organizing a defense against your blood-ships.”

“Blood-ships controlled by Sir Uram!” Treyin hissed, and the rest of the crew turned to look at her. She smoothed down her robes with both hands and then glared at me a final time before lifting her head to pretend I wasn’t there.

“Are you two coming?” Flanagan called out, and we both turned to the elevator.

“Yeah, sorry.” I stepped inside with the rest of the crew, and Treyin followed me. When we exited for Deck 3, the prime minister remained inside the elevator. I peered at Treyin as the doors closed, and she scowled at me.

I was sure she was hiding something, but I didn’t have time to think about it any longer because Moses addressed the knights and squires outside the gunneries.

“Flanagan, you take the artillerymen and man the shield stations and gunner terminals in the primary gunnery,” he said before grabbing Zac. “You’ll be manning the rune-cannon while Casey isn’t here.”

“Nice!” Zac said with a fist-pump as he made for the elevator.

“Olav and the squires, you’re coming with me to the secondary gunnery,” the shield knight ordered.

I entered the second chamber, and the squires took their places at the gunner terminals. Olav grabbed me before I could sit next to Richard.

“You’re with me on the shield stations,” he said. “We lost crew during the last ship fight, and we’re one man down.”

I hadn’t used shield stations besides Academy sims, but I didn’t have a chance to explain my inexperience to the berserker before he grabbed me and hurled me in front of a computer terminal. On either side of me were large cylinders, and I placed my arms inside them.

“You’re responsible for protecting the starboard hull,” Olav said. “Whenever the defense systems register any incoming enemy fire, you need to catch them before they strike the ship.”

“Yes, sir!” I said as the computer system registered a new user. With my hands in both the arm holds, I could control the prot-fields surrounding the hull. The defense systems would show the predicted location of an enemy attack, and then I would have to use my arms to control the shields and catch the projectile before it hit the hull.

As we prepared for the battle to begin, my heart raced and my mind filled with a dozen different things. I knew I should contact Captain Cross and tell him my hunches about Prime Minister Treyin, so I slipped my hands out of the machine and opened my prot-belt menu. I put a comms line through to the captain, and his microphone triggered.

“Busy, Squire Lyons,” Captain Cross said. “Can it wait?”

“It’s about—”

“No time,” he said. “The Den Ark’s blood-ships are coming for us!”

I inserted my arms back into the holsters and then stared at the monitor in front of me. The view from the starboard side showed crimson specks among the purple gas clouds, and I knew them to be the blood-ships.

The crimson vessels quickly grew larger as they maneuvered around the roiling clouds and spurred toward the Stalwart. Other blood-ships pincered from the sides of my monitor to meet the Den Ark’s fleet, and they came together in a flurry of chaotic energy fire.

A smattering of Sir Uram’s vessels made it past the Gor Ark’s fleet, and the Stalwart’s gunners let loose with the plasma quarrels. Orange balls of molten heat slammed into the tiny ships, and they exploded like little bombs. The massive flames startled me a bit since I’d only seen ship battles outside of a planet’s atmosphere, but my surprise didn’t last long because some of the skiffs evaded the gunners and started firing at the starboard hull.

I adjusted my left hand, and the monitor shifted to display a view of the incoming enemy fire. A red light pulsed between two plates on the hull, and I moved both arms so the prot-field I was controlling shifted over to that section. At the same time, another light flickered to my right, and I pulled my hands apart to divide the shields in two. More hot zones showed from all over the screen, and I constantly needed to adjust my arms until the prot-field was stretched thin. The slightest deviation from the predicted pathway would mean there would be no shields to absorb enemy fire.

The Stalwart was a Beluga-class starship, designed for transport and not warfare, so the shields were limited. Still, I caught the first energy blasts without any getting through, and then the gunners made short work of the blood-ships. But more kept coming, and the guns on our side did their best to stop them before they could attack the Stalwart.

“Captain Cross, sir,” Matthias’ robotic voice rang through the general comms. “A timed malfunction drill has been triggered.”

“Timed malfunction?” the captain answered.

“Yes, sir. It appears someone has infiltrated the Stalwart’s weapon systems. I do not know how, but I can make an educated guess as to why.”

I heard the squires curse from the gunner terminals as they unplugged themselves and stepped around the stations to inspect them.

The Star Spear immediately came to my mind, and I wondered if he’d done it while the Stalwart had been docked inside the Den Ark. But how would he have entered our starship while the rest of the crew were still inside? Even though the command team, the knights, and the squires had stayed inside the Ark, the artillerymen and yeomen had remained on the starship.

No, it wasn’t Sir Uram. Prime Minister Treyin must have tampered with the Stalwart’s systems and scheduled this malfunction. I was almost sure of it even though I didn’t see a clear motive.

I didn’t have a chance to think on the question long because the enemy blood-ships started hammering our starship’s hull. Without the squires manning the gunner terminals, there were only rune lances from the primary gunnery to shoot down the skiffs. Those weapons were intended for much larger and slower targets, so they were having a hard time taking down the agile hostile ships.

My hands darted from left to right as hot spots appeared all over the screen. The gunnery rocked as we were pounded on all sides, and alarms blared from the overhead. The squires screamed at each other while they tried to get the gunner terminals online again. I turned my head for half a second to see Olav deep in concentration, and his hands moved in a delicate dance as he protected the port side hull.

“We’ve got two online,” I heard Neville say as I blocked another five energy blasts.

Then I saw the plasma quarrels join the fray. The gunners made up for the terminals that were out of operation, and soon the enemy blood-ships were down to single digits. My arms ached from the constant movement across the controls, and the shields had dissipated to the point where I could only block a few more attacks. They would regenerate in time, and we’d just bought ourselves a lot of it.

At least until we faced the Dax fleet.

I didn’t know whether they’d come through the portal yet, but there’d been no announcement from Captain Cross via the general comms.

The final enemy blood-ship went down, and the crew inside the gunnery roared as we left our terminals and clapped each other on the backs. The Den Ark was still in Sir Uram’s hands, but he was mostly hamstrung now that we’d taken care of the ships he was controlling.

Olav removed the beer drum from his prot-belt and handed it to me. “Not bad for your first time on a shield station,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said as I sipped the beer. It tasted sour, and I guessed it was the brew from the Bix Ark.

“First battle is out of the way, crew,” the captain said over comms. “Let’s hope we can leave Ecoma’s atmosphere and close the LR portal so it’s our last.”

While the Stalwart left the debris floating among the gas, what was left of the Gor Ark’s blood-ships remained behind. There couldn’t have been more than a few of them dotting my monitor as we moved through the atmosphere.

The long-range portal showed on the view screen, a swirling concoction like a cosmic whirlpool comprised of blue and purple hues.

“You will be pleased to hear I can close the portal, Captain,” Matthias said over general comms. “Unfortunately, I cannot do it before the first few Dax ships slip through. I can set up a rune beacon afterward which should keep the Ecomese safe for—”

“Tell me about the weapons situation,” Captain Cross interjected.

“They are back online, sir. However, I could not recover them all. I have not yet discovered the identity of the culprit, but I can assure you I—”

“How many ships will come through the portal, Matthias?” The captain’s gravelly voice sounded frustrated by the machina’s deliberations.

“Three warships, sir.”

“That’s three more than we can take with our shields and weaponry so low. Well, let’s see what you’re made of, crew.”
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Chapter 20

I watched the view screen as three midnight-black warships emerged from the rippling portal. Unlike Triumvirate starships, these vessels weren’t shaped like marine animals. They were taller than they were wide, and their form shared a strange resemblance with a human skull. Thrusters spouted blue energy at the stern of the skull-ships, and the cannons on the bow looked like two glowing embers.

They were absolutely terrifying, and I felt fear like a choking mist inside the Stalwart’s secondary gunnery. Everyone stared at the view screen like we were watching the agents of our deaths.

Everyone except Olav.

“Ugly fucking starships,” he said. “What the hell are they supposed to be, anyway?”

No one laughed at the berserker’s retort, nor did they answer his question. They looked like three warships with fully operational weapons.

The view screen stopped presenting the three enemy vessels, and it split into two sections. The bottom half showed Captain Cross inside the Stalwart’s bridge, seated on a pod-chair with Commander Cross, Leith Manzo, and the yeomen behind him. A broad-shouldered man in a high-collared coat was displayed on the bottom half. His head was shaven and tattooed with dozens of runes, and he wore a stoic expression.

“I am Captain Atticus Cross of the RTF Stalwart,” the captain said. “And Ecoma is under the protection of our starship.”

“Salutations, Captain Cross,” the man replied in accented Caledonian. “I am Captain Jenu Bokori of the DS Death’s Champion. I do not look forward to doing battle with you. Nevertheless, a battle shall come to pass. Ecoma is a planet registered to the greatest kingdom known to mankind, the Dax, and you are in our way.”

Captain Cross stared into the camera for a few seconds, and then he nodded. “So be it. May the vanquished take their places among the furthest star.”

“And may the victors pray for the souls of those they have slain,” Captain Bokori answered.

I felt a sense of awe as I watched the Dax captain’s feed vanish.

“Prepare for battle, crew,” Captain Cross said. “Yeoman Nolan will brief you on what we’re about to face.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Yeoman Nolan’s plump face appeared on the screen. “These Dax vessels are not as threatening as our Triumvirate Cachalots, but they are still warships. Each is equipped with twenty-six plasma quarrels and two laser cannons. Their shield generators are located on the base of the skull, and they’re protected by a carbon nanotube composite. It can be destroyed, but only through constant impact. A big blast won’t do it.” Nolan nodded before his feed turned off.

“Alright, crew, you heard the yeoman,” Captain Cross said. “We’ll handle one ship at a time. Gunners, you need to work the plasma quarrels to take out the shield generators. Those on the rune lances will aim for a successful strike to scramble their navigation systems. As soon as we know they’re down, Matthias will start jumping us through short-range portals. The aim is to keep moving so they can’t pin us. Shielders are to use the force fields sparingly and only block attacks most likely to breach the hull. We need to save as much energy as possible so we can fire the rune-cannon. This old girl can probably weather the strikes from the plasma quarrels, but laser cannons will need to be blocked. Let’s show these Dax bastards what the Caledonian spirit is all about!”

Everyone in the gunnery suddenly cheered, and I added my own voice. With a detailed plan, I didn’t feel so terrified at the thought of facing three enemy warships.

The three skull-ships appeared on the view screen, and our starship’s thrusters engaged to move us forward. I thrust my hands into the holsters and stared at the starboard hull on the monitor. My focus was completely on providing cover for the Stalwart, and I tried to ignore the grunts as the squires behind me fired upon the enemy warship.

Purple hotspots pulsed on the farthest point of the starboard hull, and I brought both my hands to the right so the shields covered the position. Red circles flashed elsewhere on the monitor, and I ignored them because they indicated incoming plasma quarrels. A blue laser beam pounded into the shields, and I wrestled with the impact. As soon as the force field absorbed the attack, I split the shields to deal with two more lasers on opposite ends of the hull.

Without any notice, the gunnery shook, and sparks showered from the overhead.

“Damn it!” Olav roared. “My fucking shields are too low! They’re all aiming their fire on the portside hull.”

“We’ve taken down the navigation systems, Captain,” Flanagan said over the comms.

“Roger,” the captain responded. “Matthias, I’m patching through coordinates now for a SR portal.”

“Coordinates received, sir,” the machina said. “Initiating SR portal.”

I felt a little torque as the Stalwart entered the portal, and we appeared at the skull-ship’s stern. When I glanced up at the view screen, a prot-field missile burst from the Stalwart’s rune-cannon and shot toward the enemy vessel like a spear. The blue energy beam unfolded before enveloping the skull like a massive hand. The black bulkheads crumpled beneath the pressure, and then the enemy ship exploded into bits of metal.

“That’s one down,” Captain Cross’ voice echoed in my helmet. “Initiate second SR portal.”

“Initiating,” Matthias said.

“Uhh . . . I don’t have any shields left,” Olav muttered as we passed through the portal. “Captain! The shields are down! We won’t have enough energy for another prot-field missile.”

I peered at my screen, and my shields were registering as 8%. Whoever had fired the rune-cannon must have used too much firepower. The percentage was ticking up at a rate of 1% every three seconds, but the recharge rate wouldn’t be enough to keep up with the incoming fire.

The monitor started flashing with dozens of red and purple hotspots. I scrambled to divide the shields to handle the incoming laser cannons, and I missed at least two spots. The screen flared, and the Stalwart rocked.

“Shields are completely down, Captain,” Olav said on the radio.

“I can’t squeeze anything out for another rune-cannon blast,” Zac reported.

The gunnery was now a cacophony of alarms, sparks, and smoking terminals. I glanced at Neville behind me, and he was working furiously at firing plasma quarrels at the skull-ships. Nathan and Richard were staring blankly into their weapons terminal, and I realized that their weapons were down.

For a moment, I wondered whether this was the end. I stared at the view screen as orange plasma quarrels shot toward our starship.

Then I saw a massive red cloud leaving Ecoma’s atmosphere.

“Blood-ships,” Olav whispered. “Fucking blood-ships!”

We were still under heavy fire, and I squatted a little lower to prevent getting thrown to the ground. I watched the blood-ships move into the enemy fire, and a good chunk of them went down as the Dax’s plasma quarrels pounded into them while the heavy lasers caused them to explode into tiny red specks.

“We have just received a message from Senator Rovin of the Bix Ark,” Captain Cross said. “He has provided his ships to defend against the Dax. He wants to reward two ‘great warriors’ for their assistance.”

My chest swelled with pride at hearing I was somehow responsible for these new arrivals.

“I knew clearing that portal was the right thing to do,” Olav said to me from his shield station, and he dodged a bundle of wires as they dropped from the exposed overhead.

“You didn’t know it was important until now, sir,” I said with a smirk.

“I had a hunch,” Olav said. “Now quit tongue-wagging and man the shields!”

“Yes, sir!” I said.

The starboard force fields had slowly ticked upward, and now I could actually defend against the enemy lasers. I only moved the shields toward the largest of the purple hotspots since they indicated enemy fire directed at the most vulnerable sections of the starboard hull.

Matthias jumped us through another SR portal, and we appeared in front of a skull-ship’s bow. Its red laser cannons heated up like giant coals, and then a blue-prot-field bubble encased them. The effect was like a firearm plugged at the end, and the lasers caused the skull-ship to shatter. The red laser energy dissipated as the shards of the Dax vessel shot in all directions.

“One more ship left, crew,” Captain Cross reported.

“The rune-cannon requires repairing, sir,” Zac cut in. “All our enchanters are still on the Den Ark, so it won’t be able to fire again.”

There was silence on the comms as I moved my arms to absorb the remaining Dax skull-ships lasers. Minutes passed in silence while I concentrated on keeping the starboard hull from serious damage.

“I have spoken with the commander of the Bix Ark blood-ships,” the captain finally said. “They will take out the skull-ship’s shields. They’ll come online again in seconds, so we’ll need to blast them with everything we have. This is our last shot.”

The Stalwart moved through another SR portal, and we appeared on the starboard side of the skull-ship.

“Give it everything you’ve got!” Captain Cross yelled.

A burst of orange, blue, and purple projectiles shot toward the enemy’s hull, but they dissipated on the skull-ship’s shields. There was no enemy fire in response, and our two ships stared at each other in a stalemate.

We had just emptied all our weapon caches to fire at the enemy, and somehow their shields hadn’t been destroyed.

“Damnit!” Captain Cross yelled into comms. “What the hell happened to their shields being down?”

“I have spoken with the Bix Ark’s translator,” Commander Reynolds said. “It seems there was an error in translation. They thought you wanted to destroy their weapons systems.”

“It’ll take at least an hour for our gunner terminals to replenish, Captain,” Moses reported.

“The Dax skull-ship will have their weapons online in half that time,” Yeoman Nolan said.

“Anyone have any ideas?” Captain Cross said.

“The bull,” Leith said.

“It is too risky,” Commander Reynolds responded. “Enacting ‘the bull’ will mean certain defeat if the maneuver is not performed correctly.”

“Well, I know for sure it’ll be performed without a single error,” Leith said, and I could tell he was grinning. “Because you’ll be the one to do it, Commander Reynolds.”

For what felt like a full minute, but was probably only a few seconds, silence reigned over comms. I didn’t know what ‘the bull’ involved, but it was sure taking the commander a long time to respond.

“Crew, prepare for the bull maneuver,” she said finally.

My shield station’s monitor was replaced with a view of the starboard hull to the Stalwart’s bow.

“What’s the bull maneuver?” I asked Olav.

“All the limited shields available will surround the lance on the bow,” the berserker responded. “And we’ll ram the skull-ship with it.”

“There isn’t a lance on the—” I stopped as a circular hole appeared on the hull, and a pointed spike emerged from it.

“It’s a tusk from a Beluga-class ship,” Olav said proudly. “Ain’t she a beauty? You’ll need to maintain the shields assigned to your station. If they break, then the lance won’t pierce the enemy’s hull.”

I thrust my hands into the shielding arms, and I moved our starship’s prot-field to the lance’s sharpened point. The Stalwart’s thrusters picked up, and we propelled through an SR portal to appear directly on the portside of the Dax warship. Our starship kept moving forward, and I wrestled to keep the shields covering the tip as the lance struck the enemy’s hull.

The Stalwart lurched, and my eyes filled with white noise. The force of impact threatened to separate my arms, but I squeezed them together while my biceps screamed in pain. I felt like my muscles would tear out of my skin and my bones would snap.

The skull-ship’s hull snapped in two like a wishbone. A blue nova erupted from the wreckage as the runes inside the vessel were broken.

We had done it.

Somehow, we’d destroyed three Dax warships with a rickety vessel put together like a mad builder’s shipyard project.

Cheering erupted from inside the gunnery, and I removed my arms from the holsters.

“Nice work, Squire,” Olav said as he removed himself from the shield station.

The squires rushed over to me, and we grabbed each other in a group hug.

“You did well on the shields,” Richard said to me. “I thought we were goners for a second there.”

“How many times are we gonna cheat death?” Nathan asked. “There must be a limit.”

Richard grinned at his brother. “We’re the Stalwart; there’s no limit!”

“That was far too close for my liking,” Neville said as he shook his head.

“Good work, crew,” Captain Cross said as his image appeared on the view screen. “The day’s not over yet. We’re heading back to Ecoma to regain control of the Den Ark.”

“Time for a beer. I need to quench my thirst before cutting Sir Uram down with my axes,” Olav said as he exited the gunnery.

I followed the squires into the passageway, and we gathered at the elevator with the other crew members who’d fought inside the primary gunnery. The squires and knights shared a round of handshakes and hugs before their expressions turned dour.

We still needed to regain control of the Den Ark from Sir Uram. It might be easier with Prime Minister Treyin’s assistance, but I didn’t imagine the Star Spear would hand it over without a fight.

The doors opened, and I felt a strange impulse to remain behind. I couldn’t shake the feeling as everyone entered the elevator. The thought came to me that I might die if I left this deck. I didn’t know where it had come from, but I knew I needed to stay here.

“I’ll catch up with you all soon,” I said.

A dozen people frowned in confusion at me, but the elevator doors closed too soon for them to offer any objections. I turned to face the passageway and wondered why I felt like I couldn’t leave Deck 3.

A desire to move further down the deck compelled my feet forward, and I turned into the deployment room. Realization came like a dark pit on my stomach when I saw the woman leaning on the table.

Prime Minister Treyin smiled at me, and my eyes were drawn to her breasts pressing against her sheer robes. She folded one leg over another, and the slit in her garment exposed a slender gray thigh. The thought of running my hand up her leg entered my mind, and I moved toward her.

“Hello, Squire Lyons.” Her accented voice was husky, and a shiver of desire ran down my body. When I approached, she deactivated my helmet, gripped my neck in her hand, and stared into my eyes. Her irises were like pools of mercury, alluring and lethal.

Then I realized what was happening. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t pull away from the woman. Her touch was soft, and while she was too weak to keep me here physically, my desire kept me rooted to the spot.

“I need you to take me to the Den Ark,” she said as her fingers played with my hair. “Now. We must arrive before the Stalwart does.”

“I don’t know if my ability will take us all the way there,” I said, and my mind was hit with a crippling guilt for denying this beautiful woman her request. “The Den Ark is many kilometers away, and I have never teleported over so great a distance.”

“We have no other option. If I do not prepare the Ark before the Stalwart’s arrival, then your crew will surely kill me.”

“I don’t want you to die,” I said. “But I can’t teleport.”

Suddenly, Treyin pulled my mouth to hers. Her blue lips met mine with a touch of frost, and then our tongues danced together. She gently pushed my head away while I tried to begin another round.

“Later,” she whispered. “Sir Uram must be dealt with. Otherwise, he will reveal information that would lead to my death.”

“I won’t allow you to die,” I said. “I will protect you, fair maiden.” I felt a little silly speaking like this, and I knew Treyin was manipulating me, but I couldn’t do anything to stop myself.

I was helpless.

“I knew you would protect me, but I am no maiden,” Treyin said with a smirk. “Now, take me to the Den Ark.”

My hands wrapped around the prime minister, and I pulled her toward me. I replaced my sensual thoughts with the image of the crew killing Treyin. The negative energy washed over me and filled me with the power I needed to teleport. I imagined standing inside the docks where Olav and I had fought the Dax, and then my atoms pulled apart. They were reunited inside the Den Ark, and Treyin pulled me into a kiss again. My tongue explored her mouth, and I tasted the coolness of her blue-blooded flesh like chilled strawberries.

Fear gripped me as I remembered how I had left the Ark, and I pulled away from the prime minister and looked at the bulkheads. The organic arms were already there, and they shot toward us. I pulled out my longsword and jumped in front of Treyin.

I was prepared to give my life to protect her from harm.

Before the appendages extending from the wall could attack us, Treyin raised a gray-skinned hand. The arms all halted in midair, and then they returned to the bulkheads like chastised house pets.

“Prime Minister Treyin,” a voice called, and I turned to see a Dax initiate in black armor bow his head.

“Where is Sir Uram?” she asked.

“He is inside the control center,” the man replied.

“Good. He will now know of my arrival since he no longer controls this Ark.”

The initiate scowled. “The terms of our agreement stated that we were to maintain control until—”

“Kill him,” Treyin said to me as she gestured at the initiate.

Part of me wanted to object, but the other part desired to obey the beautiful woman, and it was far stronger. I rushed toward the Dax initiate, and my longsword split open his stomach before he could draw his weapon. The man gasped as his intestines spilled out of the wound, and he dropped to his knees in the terror of death.

“Finish your work,” the prime minister said, and I spun around to separate the man’s head from his shoulders.

“Excellent,” Treyin said with a smile that made my heart beat double-time. “I can see why Atticus places such a high value on you. Now, come my hero and protector, we have a Star Spear to kill.” She linked her arm in mine, and we walked past the giant robots inside the passageways to the egg-shaped elevator.

“Why am I doing this?” I asked. “Why do I love you so much? I need you.” It felt like I had to force the words out of my mouth.

“You don’t want to disobey me,” Treyin said as we entered the elevator. “You wish only to serve me.”

I nodded with understanding. This woman loved me as I loved her. It was plain from the way she stared into my eyes, from the movement of our tongues, and the touch of her fingers as they sifted through my hair.

The elevator halted at a lower level, and we entered the passageway filled with the blue-colored statues created by ancient hemomancy. I stared at them in wonder as we walked through the curtain in the throne room. The chamber beyond was like the inside of a giant ribcage, and a pulsing organ covered in runes was suspended from the ceiling. Azure statues extended like armed gargoyles from the walls, and they stared below at a single figure: Sir Uram.

The Star Spear stood in front of the organ, arrayed in full armor and holding his sword in preparation for battle.

“You broke our agreement, Treyin,” he said with a scowl.

“Please, Sir Uram, you stand no chance against me.”

“For the emperor!” he screamed as he charged.

I rushed to meet the warrior, but before we could clash, shining blue figures dropped from above. They landed on top of the Star Spear, and I realized they were the blood-statues come to life. Sir Uram pushed them away from him, but more continued to fall like sapphire rain.

The first wave didn’t last long against the man’s spear, and he slashed them to bits. The more he killed, the more continued to spew forth from above. I watched in horror as eventually the sheer numbers overwhelmed the great warrior. The blood-statues pulled apart his armor before wrenching his limbs apart at the sockets. He battled the entire time, and I turned away in disgust at the brutality.

The blood-statues climbed the walls and returned to their perches while Sir Uram’s mangled body lay on the floor.

“Sir Uram,” Captain Cross’ voice boomed inside the rib. “We have defeated your brethren and closed the LR portal outside Ecoma. You are defeated. Hand over control of the Den Ark to Prime Minister Treyin.”

“Hello, Atticus,” Treyin replied.

“How did you get--”

“All that matters now is that I have regained control of my precious behemoth,” she interrupted. “I have found the person responsible for all our troubles. I will show you him when you arrive.”

Captain Cross tried to speak, but the prime minister ended the call with a flick of her wrist.

“I’m not sure Captain Cross will want to see this,” I said as I gestured at the parts of Sir Uram on the ground.

“Oh, I will have this mess cleaned up long before he gets here.”

“But you said you would show him the person responsible,” I said. Against reason, I was still infatuated with the woman. This wasn’t a matter of rationality, but primal desire at its purest.

My questions faded as the prime minister embraced me, and I breathed in her sweet scent.

“You are going to tell the captain that I am responsible for Sir Uram gaining control of the ark, aren’t you?” I said after we’d finished another passionate kiss.

“You are most perceptive, Squire Lyons,” she said with a smile that made me want to grab her again. “Do you wish to tell the crew otherwise?”

“I want you to be taken to account for betraying your own people, but I will take the blame for you. I can’t do otherwise.” I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t do anything besides please the beautiful woman.

“Of course you can’t. I have complete control over your desires.” She smiled at me in pity and then turned to march through the curtains.

I followed Treyin like a shadow as we stepped on an elevator and took it to the docks. When we entered a chamber, the eye-port slowly opened, and the Stalwart landed beside a gangway.

As the starship’s cargo ramp descended, I realized I would mark myself a traitor again if only to spare Treyin from the guilt. I hated that I was so easily manipulated by the woman, and I tried in earnest to open my mouth to accuse her. Except I couldn’t. It wasn’t like she was forcing me to do her will; I wanted to take the blame. She had implanted in me the desire to only do what she willed.

The eye opened a second time, and two blood-ships docked behind the Stalwart. I saw enforcers exit from each one with Senator Rovin and Senator Goy behind them.

The crew left the Stalwart and took their places in front of us. The squires and artillerymen stood behind the knights while Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds approached Prime Minister Treyin and me.

“Now I know how you were transported to this Ark,” Captain Cross said as he nodded at me. “Did Sir Uram put up much of a fight?”

“He was valiant even until death,” I said.

“You killed him?” Commander Reynolds asked. “It would have been wise to keep him alive. We could have interrogated him. I would have liked to know how he managed to orchestrate this takeover.”

“That would not have been necessary, Vanessa,” Treyin said. “For the man responsible stands beside me.”

Every eye turned to me.

“Squire Lyons?” Captain Cross asked. “He was the mastermind behind the Dax attempt to take Ecoma?”

“I wish it weren’t so,” Treyin said.

“Do you have evidence?” Commander Reynolds said, and I was surprised to hear her defend me after her past skepticism.

“I have footage of Squire Lyons speaking with Sir Uram inside the city. It was there that they conspired to enslave the Ecomese people again. The squire agreed to enhance the levels of the portals all over the planet. They knew the Stalwart would offer assistance to the other Arks, thereby leaving the Den Ark ripe for takeover.”

I stared at the ground, unable to look at the reactions of my fellow crew members. I could hardly believe my ears, but I couldn’t object because Treyin’s empath powers forced me to remain silent.

I glanced up at the crew and focused on my desire to be a member of the RTF Stalwart. The squires, knights, and artillerymen provided me with a sense of belonging. They made me feel like I was a cog in a massive machine, doing my part to serve the Caledonian Kingdom.

Except it wasn’t enough.

My mouth remained shut, and my tongue refused to utter any words.

There was only one person I wanted to serve more than Treyin. The one person who made everything else possible. The person who reigned upon the golden throne inside Castle Stirling.

Queen Catrina.

“Captain!” I yelled. “None of this is true. Treyin is—”

“Silence!” the prime minister snapped, and my mouth closed immediately. I tried to speak, but my tongue couldn’t form any words.

“Continue, Treyin,” Captain Cross said as he stared at me.

“It is as I said. Squire Lyons is responsible for all our ills. He struck a deal with the Dax and sprung them from the prison residence. I can see he is a Caledonian Outlander, and I know their kind. They will lie, cheat, and steal if only to fill their pockets. Did you know he planned to leave the Stalwart and join the Dax Star Spears for an inordinate reward? I thought you were observant, Atticus, but clearly this man passed beneath even your discerning nose.”

“That is unsettling,” Captain Cross said. His expression remained stoic as always, so I couldn’t tell whether he believed what Treyin had said. But how could he not? She had been a member of the crew before, and I knew there was once a strong bond between her and the captain.

“I agree,” Treyin said as she frowned. “I know you all better than Squire Lyons. He has betrayed you once before. What makes you think he wouldn’t be capable of treachery a second time?”

“A treacherous man is always capable of cheating again,” Captain Cross nodded as he quoted the proverb.

“I was part of the Stalwart’s crew for many years,” she said, and her tone became desperate. “We fought in battles together. We shared meals together. I loved you all.”

I realized that I couldn’t compete with Treyin. Captain Cross and the rest of the crew would now think me a traitor again. My tongue was tied, so I could give no defense.

I watched every member of the crew look to the prime minister, then back at me. They swiveled their heads a few times before looking at each other.

Then everyone burst into laughter.

“You loved only yourself, Treyin. You were the one who defected from the RTF. You swore an oath to the king, to serve the Caledonian Kingdom for the rest of your days. And you broke it. You wanted the prestige of commanding this Ark, so you returned to your homeland after denouncing your blood ties to it.”

“Atticus, you must know--” she began.

“I know it was you who conspired with the Dax,” he interrupted. “This much became clear when you were so willing to hand over the Bix Ark. I am no fool. I don’t doubt you have been planning this since before the Stalwart arrived.”

“We will deal with her,” Senator Goy said as he gestured at his enforcers.

“So be it,” Treyin said as the armed men moved toward her. “You will all die!” she screamed and flicked her hand toward the bulkheads. I expected the organic arms to sprout from them, but nothing happened. The prime minister glanced from left to right in confusion.

The woman’s magic hold on me dissipated, and my desires were my own. She turned toward me with wide eyes, and her hand dropped to her sword. I jumped forward to grab Treyin’s arms, and I pulled them behind her back before pushing her to the ground. I felt no guilt at handling her roughly, and my skin crawled as I remembered the desires she’d inserted into my mind.

I didn’t know how her ability had faded, or why the bulkhead arms hadn’t responded to her command. I was just glad to be free again.

I got my answer when the crew members parted and Matthias walked down the aisle.

“The implant inside your scalp prevents other empaths from reading your emotions and allows you to control this Ark,” the machina explained as he circled the prime minister. “Unfortunately, all the implants are afflicted with a rather serious security loophole. One I shall fix when we obtain them from you.”

“You will never have them.” Treyin laughed as the enforcers bound her wrists and ankles. “There are no more remaining on my Ark. Sir Uram already shipped them to his base.”

Senator Goy coughed, and everyone turned to him. “Senator Rovin has informed me that he wishes to gift the Stalwart’s crew with his stock of implants. He has more than enough for his people, and he wishes to pay back the kindness shown to him by the two great warriors.”

“Warriors!” Senator Rovin echoed as he ran over to Olav and thrust his hand into the air.

“I told you clearing the portal was a good idea, Squire,” the berserker said as he winked at me.

“Deal with Treyin as you wish,” Captain Cross said to Senator Goy. “I only ask that you do not kill her.”

“I can make no promises,” the senator answered. “But I will do my best to fulfill your request.”

After the enforcers dragged Treyin to a blood-ship, the captain and commander exchanged words with the two senators. The crew gathered around me, and they were all wearing grins. Their loyalty toward me put me at a loss for words, and I was glad when the squires jumped me with a big group hug.

“Fancy that empath thinking she could call you a traitor,” Nathan said.

“Everyone knows you’re with us now,” Neville said.

“For better or worse!” Richard added.

“Listen up, crew!” Captain Cross yelled, and we all turned to him. “We will remain on Ecoma while you are each provided with implants. After you receive the surgery, you’ll be assigned a role. Knights and squires will assist with any open Grendel gateways while enchanters fix the rune-turrets in the Watchtowers. Everyone else will be helping repair the Stalwart. Good job today, crew. You served the queen with bravery!”

“For the queen!” everyone roared.

“Captain,” I said, and the man turned to me. “The Dax know there are active portals on Ecoma now, so won’t they return?”

“We have already decided upon a course of action,” Senator Goy answered after overhearing. “There are free planets elsewhere in the system who would offer us protection in exchange for our stores of Arcane Dust. In the past, we have enforced strict trading laws for fear of outsiders, so we only sold a little to those places we knew would not try to take our Arks from us. But we may be able to strike a bargain with some mercenary armies. A simple show of strength should keep the Dax from coming to Ecoma.”

“Then it’s sorted,” Captain Cross said, and he disappeared into the Stalwart.

The two senators bowed their heads at me, and I returned their movements before they returned to their blood-ships. The crew of the Stalwart had once again saved a native people from enslavement, and I felt a warm rush of gratitude fill my stomach.

I once thought I’d been placed on the worst ship of the fleet, but that belief couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

“Ehhh. Now comes the boring part,” Olav said as he walked over to me with a swagger.

“Boring part?” I asked as the squires stood aside for the Berserker Knight.

“Yeah! The waiting for the next battle!” The mohawked man let out a long laugh, and then he smacked me on the back with enough force to make me stumble forward. “Fancy a beer, Squire Lyons?”

“On one condition,” I said as the big man put his arm over my shoulder.

The berserker frowned. “Yeah?”

“You have to tell me what happened last time with the jetpacks.”

“You got it, Squire!” Olav broke into laughter as we walked up the Stalwart’s cargo ramp and made our way to the galley.

End of book 2
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