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Preface

Dear fans,

During the writing process for SK3, I decided that I wasn’t quite happy with the story in SK1 and SK2, so I decided to make some small, but impactful changes. I did a bit of a rewrite, and the new versions have been up since February 2018. If you have bought/borrowed SK1 and SK2 after that, you have the latest versions. If you read SK1 and SK2 when they first came out, you don’t need actually need to re-read them. Below is a summary of the changes I made: 

In the revised editions, Nick is hailed as a hero after the Academy mission on Tyranus, and Ludas is incredibly grateful. He gets Nick the assignment on the RTF Valor, and Ludas apologizes for calling Nick Poor Boy all the time. 

Ever since his Dad died, Nick has been eager to read an encrypted message from his father that has been locked in the kingdom’s messaging system. The letter can only be unlocked by a Squire Rune, and Nick gets one at the graduation. After the ceremony, he reads the assignment board and sees his assignment to the RTF Valor. But Nick takes a moment to open and read his father’s message, and he expects to see a congratulations, but instead all the message says is: RTF Stalwart.

Nick is a bit confused, and he wonders why his long dead father wanted him to be on the worst ship in the fleet. His dad’s desires are important to him, so he goes to Duke Barnes to ask for his assignment to be changed. The duke is concerned because he thinks that the Stalwart is filled with insurrectionists and he doesn’t want Nick’s career to get flushed down the toilet. Nick thinks his father might have wanted him on the Stalwart to catch these insurrectionists, so he offers to keep an eye on things and report back to the duke whatever he finds.

They are small changes, but they have a great effect on the book. Nick’s way more driven to find out what is going on with the Stalwart and her crew, and the “bad guy” in the novel becomes Polgar the Sorcerer because he ignores Nicks recommendation that the crew isn’t spying. 

Keep these in mind when you read SK3, because I know you’ll absolutely love the new direction.

If you want to update the old versions of the books, go into your amazon.com account page under “Your content and devices” and then click to update the books. That should push the new revisions to your device. You might have to delete them and then re-upload them.

Thanks for reading, I hope you love Space Knight 3.




Chapter 1

The Stalwart’s three squires and I sat inside a skiff as Matthias flew us toward the Dax embassy orbiting Ecoma. We were all wearing our Runetech weapons and armor on the off-chance that something bad was waiting for us on the embassy. Even Matthias wore a chromium breastplate inscribed with glowing runes while three short swords dangled from his prot-belt.

Matthias had hacked the Dax’s computer network, so we were all wearing blood-soaked prot-belts from fallen enemies. We could now use the station without worry, but there was a slight possibility of other active defense mechanisms. Matthias was accompanying us to the embassy so he could bypass any of those security systems.

“Can you believe those things were alive once?” Nathan asked as he stared at the three Arks visible through the skiff’s rear view screen.

I peered over my shoulder and past my seat to gaze at the behemoths while they floated through Ecoma’s gaseous atmosphere. Less than a week ago I had battled deadly Grendels, powerful foreign warriors, and a femme fatale empath inside those very same giant vessels.

“The universe is an interesting place, young squire,” Matthias answered Nathan from the pilot’s seat beside me.

Richard let out an elated sigh. “You know, being part of the Stalwart isn’t so bad.”

“If you don’t mind fighting Grendels constantly,” Neville said from the seat next to me. “Our starship sure clears a lot of portals for what’s meant to be a ‘humanitarian vessel.’”

“You’re acting like you hate fighting,” I said with a smile. “I know you love plunging your rapiers into lizard-skulls. And collecting the loot afterward.”

Neville returned my grin. “I suppose you’re right, but I never expected I would be clearing portals while aboard a rogue starship.”

“Rogue?” Nathan questioned.

“Yeah,” Neville said. “After our first mission on Tachion, we effectively went rogue by attacking another Royal Trident Forces starship.”

“We didn’t attack them,” Richard clarified. “We were defending ourselves.”

“Even so,” Neville said with a shrug. “We’ll soon be widely regarded as insurrectionists.”

“But no one knows about our fight with the Bulwark,” I commented.

“Nicholas is correct,” Matthias said as he guided the skiff outside the planet’s atmosphere. “We have nothing to fear from the hierarchy, and no one will think we are insurrections even after Duke Barnes learns we destroyed the RTF Bulwark.”

There was silence inside the skiff, and I guessed everyone was thinking about what the duke would throw at us next. One of the Caledonian Kingdom’s most powerful sorcerers had obeyed Duke Barnes’ commands, so I wondered who or what might come after us. We were light years from the kingdom’s reach for now, but the crew’s next mission might take us back within it. I doubted the captain would want to return so soon, but I couldn’t say I knew the man well enough to predict where he would send us next.

“Nevertheless, you need not concern yourself with such matters,” Matthias told us in a reassuring tone. “For the next fourteen days, you will be concerned only with training.”

“Training?” Richard asked in surprise. “I thought Nick was staying on the embassy so he wouldn’t upgrade any of the Grendel portals on the Arks, and we were coming along to keep him company.”

“The mission on Ecoma has been completed. You all wield implants which will protect your minds from anyone who would desire to read them.” Matthias tapped his transparent fiberglass cranium with a metal finger. “But you squires have another mission. Captain Cross was too preoccupied with training the new crew members to brief you, so that responsibility falls upon me.”

“Another mission? Just for us squires?” Nathan leaned forward in his seat.

The machina nodded. “Squire Lyons must learn to control his ability.”

“There are portals on the Dax embassy?” I asked. Discovering the Grendel portals on the Arks had been an unwelcome surprise. I enjoyed killing Grendels, but I wanted a bit of a break.

“No,” Matthias said. “You will be training your teleportation power. It is equally as useful to the Stalwart as your ability to upgrade portals.”

“So, we’re meant to be Nick’s cheering squad while he teleports around the embassy?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t mind,” Richard said. “As long as there’s lots of beer.”

I shot the twin a smile, and we clapped our hands together. I still wasn’t a big drinker like most of the other crew members, but I’d come to appreciate the taste of beer and the relaxing after effects of alcohol.

I held my breath as Matthias maneuvered the skiff so its nose angled upward, and the vessel plunged through a silver gas cloud.

“I doubt you will find any alcohol aboard the embassy,” he uttered in his artificial voice. “The Dax military has strict rules about intoxication.”

I heard the twins groan from behind me, but I had shared a drink with Sir Uram during our previous mission, so I wasn’t sure Matthias was correct.

“The RTF also have strict rules about booze,” Richard said with a wry grin. “And the Stalwart probably funds a colony of brewers.”

“The Stalwart is not like most RTF starships,” Matthias said before our skiff broke free from Ecoma’s outer atmosphere. “Here we are!”

A red object floated in the center of the front view screen. It was a smaller version of the Arks inside Ecoma’s lower atmosphere, with transparent wings and dozens of eyes. As we got closer, I estimated the miniature behemoth was approximately two hundred meters long.

Matthias entered a key sequence on the control panel in front of him, and one of the behemoth’s eyes peeled open to reveal an ocular cavity. The machina then piloted our skiff through the open socket, and the lights above me flickered while we moved through an airlock tunnel.

The rear exit door hissed open once Matthias docked, and the cargo ramp clanged when it struck the gangway outside.

“Are you sure these Dax prot-belts will keep us hidden, Matthias?” Neville inspected the black girdle above his RTF prot-belt. “If the Dax outpost receives a distress call from this embassy, we’ll be in trouble.”

“I am no amateur when it comes to technology, Squire Holloway.” The liquid metal below Matthias’ orb-like eyes shifted into a smile. “I am more than certain. As long as you keep the items soaked in Dax blood.”

The machina laughed a little, and I glanced at the tank of blood hanging from the two belts wrapped around my hips. The whole concept of drenching the belt in human blood was morbid, but there was no other way to stay undetected for a lengthy time.

“Now, if someone would like to assist me from this seat, I shall escort you all to your lodgings,” Matthias said.

I hurried to the cyborg, and he placed a mechanical arm on my shoulder so he could lift himself from the pilot seat. I’d seen the half-man half-machine move with superhuman agility, so I was a little surprised by his apparent fragility. Except he seemed to be having genuine trouble moving, and he let out a groan like an ancient diesel engine when he finally exited the skiff.

I stared at the machina for a few seconds while I wondered why he had suddenly succumbed to exhaustion. “Is something wrong?”

“No. Nothing at all. Well, I am in need of repair. Unfortunately, we ran out of the necessary supplies after the Tachion mission, and Ecoma does not have any substitute materials either. The non-human parts of me are so very old, and the technology required to keep me in prime health is rare. Nevertheless, there is no need to trouble yourself over an ancient cyborg like me. You will be too busy training with your ability to concern yourself with such thoughts.”

“Maybe this embassy has something you could use to repair yourself?” I hated to see my friend in pain, and I wanted to help him.

“Yeah,” Nathan said, and the other squires nodded their agreement. “We can search the place. Tell us what you need and we’ll find it.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I have already scoured the embassy’s digital inventory, and there is nothing I can use. Truly, you do not need to worry about me.”

I exchanged concerned glances with the squires, and I got the feeling they had taken a liking to the cyborg like I had. Matthias creeped me out a little, but I still cared for him like I cared for all the other crew members. He was part of the Stalwart family, so I didn’t want anything to happen to him.

“This way.” Matthias held out his right hand, and a thin cane extended from the center of his palm. He half-walked and half-stumbled down the gangway and vanished through a hatch.

“Captain Cross won’t let anything happen to Matthias,” I said aloud. I wanted to reassure the squires, but I also wanted to encourage myself.

“I hope you’re right,” Richard said as we followed the cyborg. “I kinda like the guy.”

Matthias led us through the passageways, pausing only to scan his left palm over sensors to open hatches. The embassy’s technology looked similar to the Arks’ organic bulkheads that expanded and retracted like they were breathing. I had witnessed giant arms extending from the Den Ark’s bulkheads, so my eyes darted from one side to the next as we traversed the passageways.

After five minutes of walking, we came to a ten-meter by five-meter room with cooking appliances and cupboards lining the far wall.

Nathan sprinted over to them and started pilfering through the storage spaces. “There’s no beer,” he said, his voice growing increasingly desperate.

“You’re not looking in the refrigerators,” Richard said as he pulled open a door. A cloud of fog shrouded the squire’s head as he peered inside, and he was frowning when it cleared.

“No beer,” he sighed heavily.

Matthias chuckled. “I did say there would be no alcohol here. It seems you will have to spend your time helping Squire Lyons rather than imbibing.”

“Can you take me back to the Den Ark?” Richard pleaded, and I half-expected him to get on his knees and beg. “I’ll grab a few cases of a nice pale ale and then come back here.”

“That will not be possible,” the machina answered. “The captain has given orders for you all to remain here.”

I wasn’t quite as disappointed as the twins, but I wasn’t exactly pleased to hear we would be without alcohol for the week. There was only so much training we could do, and an ice-cold beer after a hard day’s work would be sorely missed.

“I have examined the embassy and there should be no trouble while you are staying here,” Matthias addressed us all. “So long as you do not touch any of the command controls. The Dax outpost will not know of the destruction of their fleet of skull-ships for some time, and it would be best not to alert them sooner. So please refrain from touching any control panels. At least until the mercenaries arrive.”

After arresting Prime Minister Treyin, the two senators who commanded the Bix Ark and the Gor Ark had accessed her treasure trove. Their vaults possessed huge quantities of Arcane Dust which they used to hire a substantial army of powerful mercenaries. If the Dax were foolish enough to attempt to take Ecoma, they would find a substantial defense force waiting for them.

“Good luck, squires,” Matthias said as he stood. “If Squire Lyons can achieve mastery over his abilities, we will become much closer to retrieving all of King Justinian’s lost items.”

“We haven’t been told why the captain is searching for them,” Neville said bluntly. We were all thinking it, but he was the only one with enough courage to express it.

Matthias’ golden eyes darkened, and his makeshift mouth flat-lined into a scowl. “That information is not for your ears. At least not yet. Maybe in time, the captain will reveal it to you. For now, assist Squire Lyons in his training. And as I said, do not touch any control panels in the embassy.”

After the machina shuffled out of the mess, the twins grinned at me like two hyenas.

“Let’s go find the booze,” Nathan said.

“There’s bound to be some lying around,” Richard added.

“Bad idea,” I said.

Nathan looked at me in disbelief. “Aren’t you thirsty, Nick?”

“Sure, I’d love a beer, but I don’t think snooping around the station will end well.”

“What’s the worst that can happen?” Nathan asked.

“We trigger an alarm, and then the Dax come,” Neville said matter-of-factly.

“Okay,” Richard said. “What’s the second worst thing that can happen?”

I made a point of sighing, but Richard interrupted me before I could speak.

“We won’t touch any control panels,” he promised. “Matthias said the alcohol was forbidden to the initiates, but not the Star Spears. We find where the Star Spears hang out, and I bet we’ll also find a boatload of beer.”

Nathan grinned. “This is why I love you, brother! You are always thinking up the best plans.”

Neville rolled his eyes. “Or the stupidest.”

“You’re going to side with Nick and suggest we stay here while we die of thirst?” Richard challenged.

“Of course not,” the other squire countered. “I’m going to come along with you to make sure you don’t press any buttons or trigger any alarms.”

I sighed. “Looks like I’m in the minority here. Are you sure a few bottles of beer are really worth the risk?”

“There’s no risk involved, Nick.” Richard pointed to an object fastened to the bulkhead beside the doorway. It looked like a layout of the embassy with symbols representing the various decks and the rooms inside them. “I know exactly where the Star Spear quarters are, and we should be able to go in there without any trouble. We’ll grab whatever booze they have and come straight back here. In and out, quick as a flash.”

I knew arguing wouldn’t do any good because the twins were already convinced, and all I could do was go along and help Neville watch them. If I told them not to go to the Star Spears’ quarters, they might listen now, but when they started craving a beer after a long day of training, they would forget all about the promise.

“Matthias commanded us not to touch any controls. If we get to the Star Spears’ quarters and it’s locked, we’re coming back here,” I said with authority.

Nathan started to grumble, and I silenced him with a stare. Even though we were all equals, I had become the leader of the squires by proxy. I knew they looked up to me, and the feeling was entirely new after my time at the Academy. The swiftness with which the squires had taken to me was surprising, but maybe I had earned a little of it on our previous missions.

“If we’re not expecting any trouble, maybe we should leave our weapons here?” Richard removed an axe from his prot-belt and placed it on the table to his right.

“Take it,” I said as I grabbed the weapon and thrust it into the squires hands. “You never know when you might need it.”

Richard chuckled under his breath, but he returned the axe to his belt all the same before leading us out of the mess. We crossed a series of organic passages before he stopped outside a doorway. Both twins made an effort to pry the door open, and they cursed in unison after a few seconds of failed attempts.

“No fucking beer for us.” Nathan sounded like a child who had been forbidden to take candy from a jar, and I had the sudden desire to whack him over the head.

“Not unless we can get inside that room,” Richard said.

“You still don’t know if there is any beer inside,” Neville added.

“There’ll be beer in there. I know it.”

“Well, I say it’s time we retire for the night,” I said as I turned to face the way we had come. “Training will begin tomorrow morning, and a good night’s rest would do us some good.”

“We don’t have to touch any controls.” Richard’s mouth tweaked into a small smile. “You can teleport into the room and check it out. If there’s any alcohol, grab it and teleport back out here.”

“I was fine with going along with you guys, but I’m not going to teleport in there. I don’t know what will be waiting for me inside.”

“You think the Star Spears will have booby-trapped their own quarters?” Richard probed. “I doubt that. Come on, Nick. We’re here to train with you. The least you could do is help us out.”

Nathan shot his brother a scolding glare.

Richard shrugged as a half-assed apology. “I’m just saying. A drink or two wouldn’t go amiss.”

There was a small monitor beside the door showing a surveillance feed of the room. It looked like an entrance foyer with four other doorways at the far bulkhead. I could see the layout plainly, so teleporting wouldn’t be an issue.

I sighed aloud and fixed the twins with a level gaze. “You guys really love your booze, don’t you?”

The two grinned sheepishly and nodded.

“Alright,” I said. “But you are going to owe me. Even if I don’t find any alcohol.”

“Maybe this isn’t such a good—” Neville began to say, but he was silenced when Richard elbowed him in the stomach.

I agreed with Neville, but I knew teleporting to the other side of this sealed door was a better idea than allowing the squires to attempt to open it themselves. I had known them for a little while now, and they didn’t back down once they set their minds on something.

I stared at the monitor and picked the center of the room for my destination. There was no real urgency to the teleport, so I had some trouble summoning my ability. Bringing up the power from the center of my being was like trying to catch mist in my fingers. Every time I got a grasp on it, the energy melted away.

“If it’s too difficult, don’t worry about it,” Richard said, and I could detect a hint of challenge in his tone.

It was exactly what I needed. I only had to think about what might happen if the twins were left to their own devices. They would tinker with the control panel and then their tampering would notify the Dax outpost. Fleets of skull-ships would arrive outside Ecoma before the mercenaries came.

Then the Stalwart would be forced to fight against an insurmountable force.

In an instant, my body shifted, and I was standing in the center of the foyer.

I glanced at the sealed door and swallowed back the grief I’d summoned. If the squires weren’t so concerned with getting their fix of alcohol, I wouldn’t have needed to do any of this. I was a bit frustrated by their dogged desire to find alcohol, but I didn’t let myself stew on it for too long.

They were my friends even if they were idiots some of the time.

“Can you see anything?” Richard’s voice chirped over my comm.

I took a few seconds to glance around at the circular room. Three couches were arranged in an L-shape, and a colorful rug sat in the center while a decanter filled with an amber liquid rested on a table.

“I’ve found one bottle of something that looks like whiskey or bourbon,” I said.

“Ugh,” Nathan said in disgust. “Anything else?”

I looked at the bulkhead furthest from me with the four doorways. I guessed three of them were private quarters for Sir Uram and the two Star Spears Olav had killed. I walked past three rooms before I came to the final doorway. Up close, I realized it didn’t lead to another chamber but was a deep-backed cabinet filled with bottles of wine and spirits.

“Jackpot,” I whispered to myself. I hadn’t activated my microphone since I preferred surprising the squires with the bounty. I smiled as my gaze flitted across vessels of all shapes and sizes. Tall bottles of whiskey sat beside flasks of a golden liqueur, and flagons of wine lined the upper shelves.

I had to admit I was a little excited by the find.

“If you couldn’t drink beer,” I addressed the others over comms, “what would be the next best thing?”

“Cider,” the twins said in unison.

I didn’t see any cider, so I decided the next best thing would be a dozen wine bottles. I could always come back in here to grab more, so I reached for an expensive-looking bottle on the top shelf. When I went to the wine, something caught my eye a half meter above it. I glanced up at the overhead and saw blood-statues like the ones which lined the Den Ark’s throne room. The man-sized figures gripped sharp-looking spears, and their large biceps rippled with strength. The memory of seeing similar creatures brutally murdering Sir Uram brought a shudder down my spine.

I was glad there was no one left on the embassy to control the statues like Prime Minister Treyin had.

My hand reached a second time to take the wine bottle when I saw a flicker of movement above me. I held my breath and looked up at the blood-statue, but it seemed to be in the same position. The creatures were making me nervous, so I loaded my arms with as many bottles as I could manage, closed my eyes, and imagined the passageway outside.

My concentration was broken when I heard something land beside me with a thump. I dropped the bottles from my arms, and they smashed at my feet. Wine splattered over my armor as I pulled my falchion free from my belt and spun to face the enemy.

I was staring into the eyes of a blue-colored monster. It looked human in every way except for gargoyle-like wings jutting from both shoulder blades. The almost human creature held a two-meter spear with a gleaming leaf-shaped blade in both hands.

This thing was the creation of ancient hemomancy, and I had witnessed the power of such magical constructions before when Prime Minister Treyin’s blood-statues decimated Sir Uram. I had fought alongside the Star Spear, so I knew he was no slouch.

“Shit,” I said over comms. “I’m in trouble.”

“We can see that,” Richard said, and I guessed he was looking at the surveillance monitor right now. “We’ll figure out how to work the control panel, open the door, and—”

“No!” I said as I blocked the blood-statue’s attack. “If the door opens, we might notify the Dax.”

My friends were on the other side of this room and wouldn’t be able to come help me. I shot a glance at the other statues hanging from the overhead, but none of them had come alive.

For now, it was only me and the one blood-statue.

The creature launched toward me in a flash of movement, and I angled my new short sword’s edge to block a stab from its spear. The force of the attack sent reverberations up my arm, and my armor’s shock absorbers barely softened the blow.

I needed to tilt the odds in my favor, so I activated my breastplate’s Shadow Self rune. Immediately, two identical doppelgangers appeared on either side of me. Whatever intelligence existed inside the blood-statues mind was confused by the sudden appearance of two identical copies of myself. My opponent faltered for a moment, and I performed my weapon swap maneuver to exchange the falchion for the lightning hammer.

I drew the weapon above my head and aimed a two-handed strike at the monster. It spun aside at the last moment, and I hit the table behind it. Wood split and the decanter exploded into shards of crystal, and the explosion was followed a split-second later by a zig-zagging streak of lightning. The energy blast hammered into the spot before the air rent in two. A Lightning Sprite burst through the arcane window, and I filled its mind with the desire to destroy the blood-statue.

My doppelgangers vanished, and the statue turned to face me. Before the creature could raise its weapon, the sprite plowed into it. My summon wouldn’t inflict much damage on the statue, but that wasn’t my intent. I swapped my lightning hammer for my Longsword of Propulsion and released a full-powered forcewave. My prot-field took a massive hit from the energy required to send the projectile hurtling through the air, but a satisfying crunch told me it was worth it.

After the forcewave pounded into the blood-statue with all the force of a racing skiff, the creature slammed into the bulkhead behind it. I pursued the statue to ensure it was dead, but it had melted into a pool of blood. I stared at the bubbling soup for a second before I realized what was happening.

It was coming back to life. Just like the blood-statues from the Den Ark.

Before I could decide what to do with the blood pool, the statue reformed. The process of regeneration took less than a second, and now my opponent was ready for a second round.

Red flashed across my visor as the statue advanced at an incredible speed. I slashed my longsword to dismember the creature, but my blade met the air. I cried out as my opponent’s spear crashed into my breastplate. My armor plating prevented the point from penetrating, and I twisted my hips before burying my sword into its blue skull.

Again, it disintegrated into a pool of blood. The liquid gurgled like boiling soup, and then it came back to life.

But the regeneration process was slower this time. If only a little.

I figured killing it a third time might give me a chance at teleporting out of here. The creature’s spear shot toward me, and I swivelled aside to avoid the blade. Again the enemy jabbed me with the weapon, and I met it with my longsword. The statue’s speed had increased exponentially, and I couldn’t make any offensive moves without leaving myself open.

I activated my energy targe and blocked the creature’s strikes. Blue sparks flew from my arm as I traded my longsword for my falchion. I couldn’t keep fighting like this, so I activated the weapon’s Shroud rune and vanished from the statue’s sight.

The creature paused while my disappearance registered inside its artificial mind. With only three seconds until the invisibility rune would wear off, I sprinted into the nearest doorway into a Star Spear’s personal quarters. My body flickered into view as soon as I took the corner, and I listened for the blood-statue in the other room.

It sounded as if the creature was searching the other quarters, so I had at least a few more seconds until it would enter this room.

I shut my eyes and concentrated on the passageway outside. My ability wasn’t triggering, so I clenched my fists in consternation and infused every part of my will into the mental effort. I heard crashing from the next room, and then the heavy footfalls of the statue marching toward me.

The creature came at me with incredible intensity, but all I could do was deflect its spear with my shield, fend off its attacks, and attempt to strike a killing blow. I breathed in through my nostrils and forced myself to exhale slowly through my mouth. Even though I was one poor move away from death, I had been trained not to panic. The breathing exercise helped, and my exchange with the blood-statue started to feel like a training drill.

This iteration was definitely a better fighter than the first or second, but I could still handle it. There was a consistency to its movements as though its programmer had only a rudimentary knowledge of swordplay. I figured the blood-statue was using machine learning to become smarter, so I reserved a few of my best short sword attacks for when I saw an opening.

The statue’s spear gave it far more reach than me, and it slipped the blade through my guard. The fine point penetrated my breastplate and sank into my skin beneath. I bit my lip, jerked away from the statue, and the spear-tip tore out from my body. The wound on my left side was non-lethal, but I was losing blood.

The runic energy from my armor prevented me from feeling too much pain, and the lesser enchantments would sustain me while in the thick of a battle.

I waited for the creature to lunge forward, and I hacked its right wrist with my falchion. The blow severed its primary artery, and its spear clattered to the ground.

In an instant, I flew at the statue and slashed rivulets into its unprotected chest. It made no attempt to protect itself, as though it knew I had beaten it this time, but it would come back stronger in a few seconds. Blue blood cascaded over my armor until the enemy toppled to the ground and died.

This statue was a bitch to kill, but at least the others above me hadn’t come to life. A half dozen more kills and it would be boiling blood soup for at least ten seconds. More than enough time for me to figure out how to teleport outside this room.

Or so I hoped.

“We’re busting the door open!” Neville’s voice blared in my helmet.

“No!” I yelled as I traded my falchion for my longsword. They were worried for my safety, but I didn’t want them charging into this room. Opening that door could mean sending a message to the nearest Dax outpost, and then we would all get screwed.

A wide swing of my longsword caught the statue in the chest, and it crumpled to the floor and melted into a puddle of ooze. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the area outside. I heard the blood-statue lurch to its feet, and my eyelids flicked open. I ended my teleport short and rushed to block the enemy’s attack.

The statue was still regenerating too quickly for me to get a teleport off in time. Killing it like this wasn’t working.

I rifled through my equipment in my mind while I fended off the statue’s spear attacks. When I summoned a Lightning Sprite earlier, the elemental had provided a distraction for only a few seconds. I wasn’t adept enough at my mutation to perform an instantaneous teleport, so I needed more time than that.

The savagery of my opponent tore me from my thoughts as a powerful blow almost impaled me. Although the blue creature was taking longer to regenerate between kills, every time it came back to life it was a little smarter and a little stronger. I had used my best sword forms to kill it beforehand, but now my enemy blocked and parried them with ease.

Maybe killing the creature wasn’t the answer since it could regenerate. Maybe I could disable it.

I hadn’t used my Knives of the Storm yet, and their rune effect could prove useful. I wasn’t sure whether the minor electrical paralysis from the Storm Bolt rune would take the statue down for long, but ten seconds is all I would need to concentrate on teleporting.

I returned my longsword to my rear magnetons and removed the two knives from the holsters on my right thigh. I remained still for a second to bait my opponent, and when the almost-human creature drove its spear toward me, I spun out of the way and plunged both knives into its upper back. My left hand dropped to grab my third knife, and I buried it between the other two.

The blood-statue responded by spinning its spear, and I gripped the handle in my right hand while my left hand activated the Storm Bolt rune from my prot-belt. Electrical energy rippled through the creature like water over a rock, and it collapsed to the ground. Rather than turn into a puddle, the statue remained solid.

Paralyzed.

“I’m coming,” I said to the others over the comms. I didn’t waste a second, immediately conjuring up the mental image of the passageway outside this room.

My concentration was shattered by the sounds of four thumps, and I opened my eyes to see the other blood-statues were no longer unanimated. They rolled their shoulders and cracked their necks before turning their vacant eyes upon me.

I had barely managed to fight off a single opponent, and now there were four of the statues.

Shit. This really wasn’t worth the booze.
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Chapter 2

My longsword purred with magical power when I took it from my magnetons, and I whispered a prayer to the Queen while I faced the four blood-statues. Leaf-bladed spears were poised to strike, but the creatures wielding them all remained still. Pairs of deep blue eyes stared at me stoically, and I could tell the statues were waiting for me to make the first move.

“Nick! We’re going to get this door open as fast as we can,” Neville yelled over comms. He sounded fraught with despair, and I guessed they were having trouble with the door’s control panel.

“Do it,” I said with resignation. I wasn’t happy about disobeying an order, but the help of my friends might be the only thing that would keep me alive.

Strangely, the enemies still hadn’t made a move. The first blood-statue I had fought grew increasingly smarter throughout the fight, so I figured the creatures were equipped with a kind of machine learning. Without data for these four to calculate, they didn’t know how to begin their assault.

Sweat dripped down the crevice of my spine as I stared at them. Like the statues, indecision was keeping me from making a move. Would they eventually decide to attack me? Or could I simply remain unmoving until my friends opened the door?

Then a plan appeared in my mind, and a small smile pulled at my lips.

I closed my left eye and watched for a reaction from the enemies with my right eye. They hadn’t moved at all, so I held my breath and closed both eyes. I didn’t hear any sounds of movement, and I exhaled slowly. I summoned the mental image of the passageway outside and attempted to gather my teleportation ability.

As soon as the magical energy appeared and rippled along my limbs, I heard movement. My eyes shot open, and I saw the closest creature step toward me. My decision to gather my power had caused it to view me as a threat, and I calculated the distance between us before raising my longsword for a forcewave.

Instantly, all four of the blood-statues reacted by surging toward me. I twisted my wrists at the end of my sword swing, and a projectile flew from the tip of my blade to target the nearest enemy. The statue closed in on me too quickly, so my attack didn’t meet the distance prerequisite and my Forcewave rune backfired. My longsword was torn from my grasp painfully when the wave of power knocked it back, but I activated my speed sequence with my left hand and dodged beneath a swinging spear before leaping above another.

With increased speed and agility, I evaded the thrust of one statue, took its spear handle beneath my right arm, and then disarmed the creature with a savage tug. The enemy’s weapon clattered to the ground, and I grabbed the statue’s head with both hands so I could snap its neck. The enemy collapsed in a heap before dissolving into an azure pool.

“You only need to hold out a little longer,” Neville said. “I’ve almost cracked the security code.”

“Trying!” I screamed as I jumped back from a spear thrust.

The remaining three moved toward me at once, and their attacks were almost too quick for me to read. While they had watched me take down their comrades, their artificial intelligence must have learned my practiced sword forms. I racked my brain for maneuvers I hadn’t used on the first pair of blood-statues while doing my best not to get killed.

I jumped back to avoid a lethal blow while I pounded a combination of rune-keys on my prot-belt. The energy shield on my left gauntlet activated with a burst of blue light, and purple waves rippled from my falchion as my right hand closed over the handle.

The three enemies weren’t accustomed to the new sword forms, so I slipped into one statue’s guard and slashed where its kidneys would have been with the falchion’s keen edge. The second statue attempted to cut me down, and I lifted my shield to block before opening its stomach with a sweeping cut. The final opponent made the mistake of coming too close, and I grabbed the haft of his weapon and head-butted him. The creature’s skull crumpled, and I plunged my sword into its sides a dozen times.

Already, the corpses were regenerating. I knew they would be stronger, faster, and smarter this time. I sprinted toward the half-formed creatures and hacked the nearest one with my short sword. The instant my blade collided with the statue’s hardened skin, I was thrown backward into a bulkhead.

Shit.

Whatever magic that animated the statues meant they couldn’t be harmed while they were regenerating. They were an unstoppable force. I hated to think what an army made of these creatures could do to a kingdom. But they had to share a weakness otherwise the Dax would have taken over the universe by now.

“You guys have any ideas on what might take these fuckers down?” I asked over comms. “It has to be something simple, but I’m not seeing it.”

“We’re coming!” Richard’s voice blared into my helmet.

An electrical beeping sounded from behind me, and I spun to see the entrance door peel open. My three friends tore into the room, their Runetech weapons and armor radiating arcane power.

Richard was the first to charge the nearest blood-statue. Instead of his regular sword and shield combo, the squire was wielding twin axes. Purple rings of energy burst from the runes on the weapons as the squire closed in. The enemy attempted to block his attacks, but Richard only whirled around faster. His axes carved into the blood-statue like a blender’s blades, and my eyes widened when I realized where I’d seen the whirlwind attack before.

Olav, the berserker.

The squire must have obtained these axes from the Grendel portals. Either that or Casey had inscribed the berserker-like runes onto them.

Neville remained a few meters behind me, pinpointed a blood-statue, and sent a projectile about the size of an apple hurtling toward it from the end of his rapier. The energy ball slammed into the enemy with all the force of a high-caliber bullet, and skull fragments plastered the couch and the bulkhead behind it. I figured Neville’s new weapon must have a rune similar to my longsword’s Forcewave, but his attack seemed to be more pinpointed and less brute force than mine.

I summoned a Void Serpent after a quick activation on my belt. The snake’s five-meter-long body wrapped around a blood-statue’s legs, so Richard could cleave its skull.

An unarmed Nathan shot past his brother, raised a gauntleted right fist, and an energy shield enveloped the remaining two blood-statues. The creature met the obstruction, and its spear couldn’t pierce the shield, so I sprinted behind the summoned forcefield for protection as the other blood-statues attempted to breach it.

“Ha! I guess you’re glad we’re here?” Nathan asked me.

“Yeah,” I said after I gave him a grateful smile and nod. “But we need some way of killing these things.”

“No, we don’t,” Richard said. “We’re going to flee this room while they’re down, then Neville will shut the door behind us.”

“Then let’s get out of here before they get through the forcefield,” I said.

Fissures started to appear along the forcefield Nathan had summoned, so I sprinted to the entrance doorway. Before I could flee the room with the other squires, the door slammed shut and prevented our escape.

Neville hunched over the control panel while his fingers struck the keys frantically.

“Can you get the door open?” I asked Neville.

“I’m trying,” he hissed.

The cracks in Nathan’s forcefield lengthened, and it would only sustain a few more blows from the blood-statues before crumbling. The creatures we had killed had fully regenerated, and they were adding their efforts to break the barrier.

I watched in horror as the forcefield shattered. “Neville!” I screamed.

“I can’t do it,” he said. “I can’t open the door.”

We were trapped in this room with four powerful foes that could learn our abilities and wouldn’t die.

My eyes were drawn to the blood-statue on the floor. It was still incapacitated with my three knives embedded into its azure-colored flesh. It hadn’t turned into a puddle as it should have after death. I could only assume the creature was still paralyzed.

But that didn’t make any sense. The paralysis should have worn off by now, and I wondered whether it wasn’t disabled by something else.

Then it came to me.

My Knives of the Storm were imbued with lightning damage. The blood-statues must be vulnerable to lightning-based attacks.

I wasn’t completely sure, but there was only one way to find out.

The regenerated statues charged toward us, and the squires struggled to deal with the increased fervor of the enemies’ attacks. My friends exchanged their weapons sets for new ones, but they were only able to land glancing blows on our foes.

“I think they’re vulnerable to lighting,” I said. “Do you have any attacks with lightning elemental effects?”

All three of my friends shook their heads as they struggled to avoid the statues’ attacks.

“Fuck,” I said. My knives were still buried in the disabled blood-statue and removing them could be counterproductive. It might return to life as soon as I retrieved the weapons from its body so I couldn’t risk adding a fifth unkillable enemy.

I did have my hammer, and a lightning bolt came whenever I summoned an elemental. Except I could only summon a sprite once every three minutes, which meant we would have to survive for another twelve.

Twelve minutes was a really long time when you were fighting for your life.

I drove my falchion into a statue’s stomach, twisted my sword arm, and then heaved the weapon out. The creature turned into a pool at my feet, and I got an idea.

“We need to kill the statues at the same time,” I said. “Form one really big pool. And then I’ll use my lightning hammer to strike it.”

This was the third occasion I had killed this particular statue so the time between regeneration would be a little longer. We would only have a few seconds, but already the squires were luring the other statues toward this pool.

When Nathan drew an enemy toward the spot, I activated the Writhing Plague rune from my prot-belt. A Void Serpent appeared from a purple portal, and the serpent coiled around the statue’s legs. Nathan slammed his shield into the creature’s head, and its skull caved in.

Richard and Neville took down the final blood-statue, and it joined the growing pool at its feet.

While all the enemies were in the process of regenerating, I swapped my falchion for my hammer. A quick activation of my Lightning Sprite rune made the weapon burst with energy, and I smote the pool at my feet. Lightning slashed through the air to meet the target with an electrifying crack.

We held our breaths while the blue puddle smoked and bubbled. The creature that emerged from the puddle was grotesque and deformed. A head grew from its stomach, and six muscular arms sprouted from its torso. Four spears jutted from its shoulders, and it opened its stomach-head to roar.

The sound made every hair on my neck spring up, and my stomach plummeted like I was falling in mid-air.

“Shit!” I yelled.

I had thought the lightning strike would stop the blood-statues from returning to life. Instead, it turned them into this monster.

It was far more hideous and terrifying than any Grendel I’d ever seen.

Nathan suddenly let out a hearty bellow as he pointed at the creature. “It can’t stand upright.”

I blinked a few times as my fear slowly dissipated. I watched the monster attempt to lurch to its feet, but the regeneration process had failed to provide it with working legs. It attempted to crawl along the ground with its giant arms, but it was rooted to the spot by the remaining blood on the ground. Half-formed and completely immobile, the grotesque thing screamed in frustration as it clawed the air.

Nathan plopped himself down on the only couch which hadn’t been destroyed in the battle. He let out a sigh before his eyebrows shot halfway up his forehead. “Booze!”

Richard and Neville must have sighted the cabinet filled with alcohol at the same time because all three squires rushed to it.

“Wait,” I cautioned them. “Let’s get the entrance door open first. I’m not sure whether that monster is capable of regenerating completely, but I’d rather not be around to find out.”

“Good idea,” Neville said as he went to the door’s control panel.

I couldn’t help feeling a little frustrated at the other squires since going inside the Star Spears’ quarters was their idea. I probably should have been more resolute in opposing the plan, but I guessed I still had a little to learn about leadership.

While Neville was trying to hack the door’s arming system, Nathan and Richard gathered as much grog as they could carry.

“Grab some more, Nick,” Richard said while he did his best to prevent the tower of bottles in his arms from toppling.

“Don’t let all our hard work go to waste,” Nathan added.

“I have to grab my daggers first,” I said as I walked to the paralyzed blood-statue.

I took my falchion in one hand, and my lightning hammer in the other. The blood-statue didn’t move as I grabbed its skull and slashed a line across its throat. Like the human it emulated, the creature died as blood gushed from the wound. Unlike a human, it oozed into a blue puddle, and my knives clattered to the deck. I activated my hammer’s rune and then zapped the blood-statues remains. Smoke coiled from the puddle, and I knew it was safe to retrieve my knives.

The weapons fit snugly in their holsters, and I thanked the stars I wouldn’t have to leave them behind. Without them, I would have been killed by the first statue.

While my friends waited impatiently, I maneuvered around the monstrous blood-statue in the center of the room. Four arms attempted to grasp at me as I passed, but I grabbed a half-dozen bottles of whiskey in my hands and nestled a few more in the crooks of my arms to keep the twins happy.

The entrance door shifted open, and I grabbed Neville before he could go to the cabinet. “We have enough to drink. Get this door closed before that thing grows some legs.”

Neville stared at me for a few seconds, and I could tell he was wondering whether he should listen to me.

“Please,” I added.

“Sure,” he said finally.

I kept my eye on the monster while Neville pounded the keys on the control panel outside the room. Slowly, the creature was starting to grow legs. Its stomach-head broadened into a grin, and my heartbeat did a drumroll.

“Quickly!” Richard said. “If we fight, I’ll have to drop all this booze!”

“Better than dead!” I shouted as I glanced around the corner.

“Is it though?” Richard said with a laugh, and his brother let out a long sigh.

Sweat beaded on Neville’s forehead, and his cheek muscles tightened in concentration. “I’m trying!”

A leg formed beneath the monster, and a second was almost fully grown.

“This isn’t right,” Neville said. “I’m missing something.”

I turned to the twins, and they were still holding all the bottles in their arms. “Are you going to arm yourselves?”

I released my longsword from its magnetons when the creature stood on two legs. It pumped its arms as it sprinted toward us, and every step rocked the bulkheads. I heard a chorus of smashing glass behind me, and I almost jumped from the fright.

“Damn it!” Richard screamed.

I shot a look over my shoulder to see almost all of the bottles were smashed. Then I looked back to the blood-statue monster and quickly released a powerful forcewave. A blue beam of energy crashed into the creature and threw it back six meters. The attack only bought us a few seconds, and the single forcewave had depleted almost all of my prot-field.

“Hurry!” I shouted at Neville.

The blood-statue started running toward us again, and this time we were completely exposed. The monster was a meter away from entering the passageway when the door suddenly closed. A blow pounded into the other side of the metal, and it left an imprint of five knuckles.

I held my breath as a dozen more blows smashed the door, but none of them were able to do more than leave slight dents. There was silence as I waited for the monster to continue its tirade, but the banging ceased. It was artificially intelligent, so it probably realized the futility of trying to break its way out of the room.

All that trouble for booze.
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Chapter 3

Richard knelt beside the spilled alcohol. “How is it even possible a single bottle didn’t survive?”

“I have three of these,” I said as I lifted a bottle of rum from my belt pouch. Then I took one of the whiskeys and dangled it in front of the squire’s eyes. “And three of these.”

Nathan slumped his shoulders. “That’s hardly enough to sustain us for four weeks.”

“You’re welcome to go back in there.” Neville gestured at the room. “But I’m not opening the door for you.”

“Here,” I said as I thrust a rum into Nathan’s hands and a whiskey into Richard’s. “Drown your sorrows.”

We wandered back toward the mess hall, and I hung back a little while the others continued. I didn’t want to worry my friends with my injury, so I spent a minute or so removing my breastplate and applying a medkit to the small wound. The spear had also left a hole about five centimeters across the center of my breastplate, and I would either need to find some tools on this embassy to repair the item or wait until I returned to the Stalwart.

At least the wound and the damage to my equipment were better than dying. The fight could have easily ended both my death and the deaths of my friends.

I heard the squires chuckle from inside the kitchen, and the sound unsettled me a bit. If I hadn’t realized the statues’ weakness, then we would have all likely died. The threat of death didn’t seem to bother the other squires, and I was starting to feel the same way. I had faced death a few times since the failed Academy mission on Tyranus, and I was starting to get used to the constant danger of serving in the RTF.

My stomach dropped when I remembered the security cameras in the room. They would have recorded the entire battle, and I wondered whether the nearest Dax outpost would receive the information. It was probably only a matter of time until they discovered what had happened. Not to mention the control panel Neville had tampered with. An alarm message was probably on its way to the enemy outpost.

I sprinted into the mess, and the squires stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “We’re in trouble!” I said.

Neville was the first to realize what I meant. “The control panel . . .”

Richard’s face paled. “Does that mean the Dax could be on their way?”

A beeping noise came from the overhead, and Nathan pointed above the microwave at a monitor after it powered on automatically. “I think they’re already here.”

The monitor showed what looked like a docking station, and the dock peeled open like an eyelid. A Dax skiff floated through the airlock tunnel and anchored itself on a gangway.

“I’m a fucking idiot,” Neville said. “I shouldn’t have opened the door.”

“Then Nick would be dead,” Richard said. “It’s my fault. I convinced Nick to teleport inside the room to grab the alcohol.”

“Forget whose fault it was,” I said, feeling a little guilty myself. But terror soon expelled all guilt, and I tried not to let it overwhelm me.

I had fought Dax before, but only initiates. Olav had dealt with the Star Spears, and I didn’t think we would win against any of the expert soldiers, especially not on an embassy they could probably control through hemomancy. I remembered the giant arms that had grown from the bulkheads on our previous mission, and I eyed the walls inside the mess warily.

The skiff’s rear ramp descended onto the gangway, and a single figure hobbled out from the vessel.

“Matthias!” Richard yelled. “What the hell is he doing on a Dax ship?”

I chuckled dryly when I realized why he was flying a Dax vessel. “It’s one of the skiffs left behind on the Den Ark. He must have flown it here instead of one of the Stalwart’s skiff.”

“But why is he back here already?” Neville asked.

Another figure trailed the machina from the skiff, and I recognized it as one of the Stalwart’s massive servitor robots carrying a large steel crate.

“What do we tell him?” Richard asked, his hands strangling the bottle of whiskey while he stared at the monitor. “About the control panel.”

“We tell him the truth,” I said. “He can have the captain prepare for the coming Dax fleet.”

We were all silent while we awaited the arrival of Matthias and the servitor. A few minutes later, the machina entered the mess. His molten face approximated a smile as he opened his arms to us.

“Dear squires, I have come bearing gifts for you all. This servitor has—” His face morphed into a frown as his golden eyes locked onto Nathan. “I do not need to use my gifts as a diviner to know you are hiding something.” He marched over to the squire and pushed him aside to reveal the bottle of whiskey. “Where did you get this?”

“The Star Spears’ quarters,” Nathan said guiltily.

“Was it locked?” the machina probed.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I teleported inside.”

“So no one touched any control panels?”

“I did, sir,” Neville admitted. “But only because Nick was in danger. There were these statues, and they were a fraction away from killing him.”

“Ahhh,” Matthias sighed, and his golden eyes turned a gray color. He walked over to a computer system in the corner of the room, and he planted both hands beside it and stared at the screen. His mechanical fingers pounded the keys, and a hundred lines of code scrolled down it.

“Do you think we’ll get kicked off the Stalwart?” Richard whispered.

“Probably.” Nathan gulped.

Matthias powered off the computer and turned toward us. “Not only did you trigger an alarm, but there was also a lengthy recording of your fight against the gargoyles. The good news is that I was able to intercept both the alarm and the recording.”

“Are you sure?” Nathan asked as we all sighed with relief.

“I am certain, young squire. Or do you doubt my abilities?”

“Thank you, Matthias,” I said, and the other men nodded with me.

Matthias sighed. “I sometimes forget what it was like to be young and human. I might have done something similar. I suppose Nick teleported into the room because you suspected that would not be disobeying an order. Correct?”

We all nodded.

“And then Neville opened the door when you were certain Nick’s life was in danger?”

We nodded again.

“Then the only thing you are guilty of is helping a fellow crew member,” he said. “I gave some thought to your desire for alcoholic beverages while residing within this embassy.” He raised a remote to the servitor, and it trudged toward the table and laid the crate on top of it. The robot then pried the lid open, and Matthias held out his arm for us to inspect the contents.

“Beer!” Richard yelled as I peered into the crate.

My friend was right. There were dozens of ice-cold bottles lying inside the cooler. He pulled one out and flipped the lid off with his thumb. I took a bottle for myself and opened it.

“For the Queen!” we all said as we raised our bottles and drained a mouthful.

“You don’t want one?” Nathan asked Matthias.

“If only I could partake.” The machina let out a wistful sigh. “You should enjoy yourselves. Your training will begin in earnest tomorrow.”

I sat on a stool while the twins rifled through the refrigerators to prepare a meal. I offered to help, but they said they would make something as an apology for goading me into the Star Spears’ room.

Neville sat next to me, and Matthias remained standing. I couldn’t help but think about what the machina might know of the captain’s quest. He was unlikely to answer a plain question, so I decided to lure the information from him.

“I have a question, sir,” I said to the cyborg.

“Yes?” he replied, as though he hadn’t the slightest idea what I might ask of him.

“What can you tell us about Seraphic portals?”

The twins peered over from the stovetops, and Neville leaned a little closer to the machina. They were obviously as interested in the answer as I was, and from the slight sparkle in Matthias’ eyes, I figured we were about to learn something interesting.

“What do you know about them?” he replied, and my shoulders immediately dropped.

The machina was avoiding a straight answer by asking me a question, but I couldn’t fail to respond. “Grendels come through them like they do the other portals. Except Seraphic portals provide a chest filled with equipment once they’re cleared. Strangely, the gear inside the chest isn’t Grendel. It’s human.”

“Correct,” Matthias said with a hint of finality.

“Can you tell us why?”

“No,” he said before craning his neck over my shoulder to peer at the twins. “What are you cooking? If I still possessed functional nostrils, I am sure it would smell delightful.”

“Macaroni and cheese,” Richard replied before heaping a steaming pile of the cheesy meal onto a plate and handing it to me. “I couldn’t find many ingredients, so this was the best I could make.”

“Ah,” Matthias said, and he reared back in disgust. I got the impression he had been an aristocrat in his human days, and I suspected this cuisine wouldn’t have made his mouth water as it did mine.

I took the plate gratefully and plowed into the pasta.

“How many total KPs have you accumulated, Nick?” Neville asked as we all enjoyed our meal.

I checked my prot-belt to make sure I had the right figure.

Current Kingdom Balance: 16,520

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 29,025.

I read the balance to Neville and smiled proudly. Elle had given me 9,000 KPs for the crossbow I had taken from the Seraphic portal. I kept the cloak since I enjoyed summoning. The item would also help if I chose that path after becoming a knight. Still, I was over halfway to the 50,000 Kingdom Points required for the knighthood exam. At the current rate, I would probably set a record for least time between Academy graduation and the exam.

None of the other squires seemed impressed, and I tried not to lose my smile. “How about you, Neville?”

“I’m almost at 40,000,” he said.

My mouth dropped at the figure. “Really? You’ll be able to take the knight examination soon.”

“We’re at 45,000,” Richard said as he squared his shoulders.

“You’ve been squires for a year longer than me, so I should have known you’d be closer to fulfilling the requirement,” I said.

I was happy for my friends, but I would have liked to take the examination with them and it would be months before I got enough KPs. Although months was much faster than the years it would take regular squires to earn the KP prerequisite. The gear we were obtaining from the Grendel portals was more valuable than many knights would see during their entire time in the RTF.

“Ah, the knighthood examination,” Matthias said with a sigh. “I would have become a squire and taken it myself had I not developed an aptitude for magic.”

“What can you tell us about the exam?” I hoped he would know something about it even though his becoming a mage would have prevented ever taking it. Those with approved latent magical abilities were whisked off to the Arcane Institute, and they weren’t allowed to enter the Academy afterward.

“Nothing,” he replied.

“You’re a tight-lipped guy, aren’t you?” Nathan joked as he took a sip from his beer.

Matthias chuckled. “If I explain the Seraphic portals to you, then you will know why the captain seeks the king’s armor. It is not my place to answer that question. As you know, the knowledge of the knighthood examination is restricted to those who have passed it.

“And those who fail are mind-wiped.” It was something I didn’t like to think about. I didn’t think I would fail the exam, but I couldn’t be certain. After all, I hadn’t the slightest idea what it entailed.

“Correct,” Matthias said.

“Then you don’t know anything about the exam?” Neville probed the machina.

He smiled back at the squire. “I never said that. You are a curious cohort,” he commented. “I suppose it is why Captain Cross thinks you will all become knights worthy of his quest. Have any of you given thought to the specialist role you will take after knighthood?”

“There’s not really much choice. It’s either berserker, herald, or shield,” Richard said.

“None of the other roles interest you?” the machina asked.

“I didn’t think the RTF was accepting any other roles,” Neville said. “Other than guardian knights, and that’s invite-only.”

“You can pick different roles,” I corrected my friends. “The Academy only pushes the big three because they’re the most common classes, and you can find them on all RTF assignments where knights are required. There are a few other specialist roles, but they’re only on the best ships.”

“Squire Lyons is correct,” Matthias said. “The ‘big three,’ as he calls them, are simply the most convenient roles to send on the most common RTF mission: low-level portal clearing. Large numbers of Grendel Grunts require a particular fighting style. This is why the berserker, shield, and herald roles came into prominence. Berserkers are adept at clearing large swathes of enemies with their area-based runes. Their ferocity increases with the number of hostiles in their proximity.”

“They’re masters at clearing portals really fast,” Nathan said in agreement. He turned to me. “Did you see--”

“The Tournament last year?” I asked. “Yeah. They played a live feed in the Academy’s amphitheater. Yorik’s squad of berserkers cleared a Level Three portal in ten minutes and thirty seconds.”

“I assume they had the assistance of a shield knight and a herald,” Matthias said, and we all nodded. “The shield knight can support an entire squad with his protection runes. He is an expert in prot-field manipulation. His equipment allows him to expand and solidify a forcefield that even melee attacks cannot penetrate. The physical strength these feats require is astronomical, and Strength runes only enhance what is there to begin with. Hence our shield knight, Moses, is a veritable giant of a man.”

“Huge,” Nathan said. “I’ve seen him lift a skiff all by himself. Strength runes or not that’s pretty incredible.”

“Enough gushing already,” Richard said. He held his hand in front of his mouth and whispered to me. “My bro has a thing for Moses. Thinks he’ll give him some tips on developing muscles that actually get bigger when he tenses.”

“The herald class provides runesongs to enhance the assault and defense capabilities of his fellow soldiers on the field,” Matthias continued with the air of an Academy lecturer. “There is a measure of talent required to become a herald since their magic is utilized through various instruments as well as combat ability.”

I recalled the Academy cadets who had wanted to become heralds. They tended to congregate in the conservatory, instruments in hand and singing ballads. I never befriended any of them because they were always a little aloof. Besides, they’d decided to turn Ludas Barnes’ jokes about me being a ‘poor boy’ into a ditty. The memory of the song made me shudder a little.

“The Berserker, Shield, and Herald are only three of nine specialist roles. Here, I think it would be appropriate for me to show you a diagram.” Matthias raised his metal palm, and a holo appeared with lines of data.

Assault:

Berserker

Slayer

Marksman

Defense:

Shield

Paladin

Guardian

Support:

Summoner

Herald

Lancer

“I’ve known a decent amount about all the classes except lancer and paladin,” I said to the machina.

“Perhaps I shall explain them last then?” Matthias asked, and I gave him a nod.

I figured the machina was intent on giving his opinion of them all, so I decided to listen closely because he might provide some tips for which role I should choose.

“The berserker is the Assault stream’s staple,” Matthias said, “but the slayer and marksman are particularly effective in scenarios which do not require clearing large numbers of Grendels. The slayer possesses runes of invisibility, allowing him to move unseen for minutes at a time.”

“Minutes?” Richard asked.

“Yes,” Matthias said, his tone showing displeasure at the interruption. “The best slayers throughout history have been capable of cloaking themselves for two minutes. As you might imagine, this skill proves most effective when on assassination missions. They were utilized many times while the kingdoms were still at war with one another.

“As the slayer faded into obscurity once the various treaties, amnesties, and accords were signed, so did the marksman. For other reasons, of course. The skill required to craft marksman runes is incredibly high, and so few enchanters are even capable of attempting them. The marksman’s projectiles can pierce prot-fields, and I doubt I need to tell you how effective this would be against other knights.

“So the slayers and marksmen were always assassins?” I asked.

“Of a sort,” Matthias replied. “Alternatively, they targeted the strongest Grendels. The portals that summon them have become less frequent now, so the slayers and marksmen are no longer seen as necessary.”

It seemed a pity that the specialist roles would grow less popular when the RTF no longer needed them, but it made sense. There would be few assignments for slayers and marksmen, so fewer knights would choose those paths. Then there would be less mentors, and the specialist numbers would continue to shrink until only a few remained.

“Moving on,” Matthias said. “The primary Defense role is that of the shield knight. His protection magic can prevent almost any damage from low-level Grendels. The shield knight can produce large energy forcefields that are impenetrable by all weapons with minor enchantments.”

“That explains why it became the prominent Defense class,” I said as I started to understand the general theory behind Matthias’ explanations. “If clearing low-level portals quickly and efficiently is the RTF’s primary mode of operation these days, then the shield knights can protect berserkers while they’re on the frontlines.”

“Precisely,” Matthias confirmed. “It also explains why the Academy became less concerned with promoting the other Defense roles. Such as the paladin.”

“They’re healers, right?” Nathan asked.

“Indeed,” Matthias said. “They can also implement war cries. Similar in some ways to the magical auras generated by heralds, but they provide passive healing. Their shouts are imbued with an arcane energy that benefits their allies. In the heat of battle, the paladin can fortify runes, harden Runetech armor, and increase cellular regeneration.”

“Why don’t we see them around much anymore?” Neville asked.

“Missions which require high-level portals are infrequent at best, so healing is not needed. The mass production of basic medkits also rendered paladins unnecessary on all but the riskiest of missions. A pity, since a duo of berserker and paladin make quite the team.”

“Medkits have made the paladins redundant,” Richard said, and he made a point of glancing at his brother. “So it wouldn’t be worthwhile for any squire to consider going down that path.”

“Speak for yourself,” Nathan said. “They sound like helpful guys to have around.”

“More than helpful,” Matthias commented. “Essential to any mission where the portals are above a Level Seven.”

“We fought portals like that on Ecoma,” Richard said. “But I didn’t see any paladins, so they can’t be essential.”

“If you haven’t yet gathered, the Stalwart’s crew are not your regular knights,” Matthias said.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked. “Or is that another question you can’t answer?”

Matthias cleared his throat. “I believe I have provided enough information on the paladin role, so we will move on. You have no doubt seen the guardian knights parading around the Academy functions.”

“Polgar’s knights were guardians,” I said with a nod. I wasn’t entirely satisfied with how the machina dodged my question, but I could tell he would only reveal what he wanted.

“Those were not guardians,” Matthias spat. “They were glorified shield knights wearing their insignia.” The machina twisted his head from side to side in an effort to calm himself. “What can you tell me about the function of the guardian knights?”

“They protect the members of the royal family,” I answered.

“And nobles who can afford them,” Richard added.

“Indeed,” Matthias said. “They protect the persons they are sworn to with their lives.”

“So, they’re basically glorified shield knights?” Nathan asked.

“Shield knights protect many people at once, so their powers are stretched thin. The guardian, however, focuses on protecting a single person. The most highly skilled guardians can utilize their abilities on two people at most.”

“Explains why the royal families use them,” Richard said. “Even us Core World nobles don’t have the cash to splurge on personal bodyguards.”

Matthias scoffed. “They are more than personal bodyguards. Each guardian is a formidable adversary to anyone who would seek to harm a royal. Their protection skills are of the highest caliber, and they can take a lifetime to master. There is a reason the guardians are required to spend years training within Castle Stirling before they ever receive their first royal assignment.”

“That explains why they’re all so old and stuffy,” Richard said with a snicker.

Matthias ignored the squire and continued. “Now, we should discuss the Support stream. You are familiar with the herald, but do any of you know the summoner and lancer roles?”

“I am somewhat familiar with the summoner,” I said.

“Nick’s a master.” Nathan gave me a wink.

“The summoner was once capable of completing portals without the assistance of any other knights,” Matthias said with pride. “He can bring forth creatures from void realms to fight on his behalf. Great beasts with incredible powers would tear Grendels limb from limb!” The machina ended the sentence with gusto, but then his voice dropped into a disappointed murmur. “It has, however, devolved into little more than a zoo-keeping spectacle. Those who choose the summoner role these days typically display their void creatures for noble children on the Core World planets.”

“Sounds perfect for you, Nick!” Richard punched me playfully.

“I assure you that becoming an entertainer would not be a good use of Squire Lyons’ abilities,” Matthias said in a reprimanding tone. “The summoner must use his wits since the creatures can only survive in our world for a limited amount of time before they return to their own. Passing the knighthood examination requires a significant amount of intelligence, so it wasn’t stupidity which caused the summoner role to wane. Much like the other lesser known roles, it was unsuited to clearing low-level portals.”

“It seems like a pretty good role,” I said. “I’m not familiar with many shortcomings.”

“A summoner’s minions are unaffected by a herald’s runesongs or a shield knight’s protection magic, hence the reason why it never became the predominant support role. Enhancing or protecting a summoner requires the use of particular role-specific runes.”

“I have some of those runes on my equipment,” I said. “My Summoner’s Veil has a Minion Speed rune.”

“You sound as though you have already amassed formidable summoner equipment,” Matthias said with a small smile.

“I do have a lot of useful equipment for it. But I haven’t met any summoners,” I said. “Well, besides those Ruthenian knights we fought.”

“Captain Cross could recommend you to someone,” Matthias said with a hopeful lilt.

“At the moment, I’m undecided, sir,” I said. “Could you take us through the lancer role?” My friends seemed like they were convinced I would follow the summoner pathway, but I wanted to know more about the lancer. I hadn’t heard much about the role, and Matthias seemed to know more about all the specialists than any of the Academy’s tutors.

“Lancers traditionally wielded spears and shields. They were also capable of mounting void beasts in the manner of old-fashioned cavalry. These particular skills were lost through the passage of time. Without a specific purpose, the warriors adapted.”

I leaned forward a little. “How so?”

“They evolved to do everything.” Matthias folded his arms over his chest and grinned.

“The lancer is terrible,” Nathan said. “No one chooses that pathway because they don’t really have a reason to exist. Everything they can do, another role can do better.”

Matthias groaned. “You have obviously never met a true lancer.”

“I’ve never met any lancers,” the squire countered.

“That explains your prejudice,” the machina snorted. “Every rune is a challenge for the lancer to master. He has no restrictions, and his choices are endless.”

“You’re saying the lancer can use the equipment of any specialist role?” I asked. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of the other streams?”

“Simply because he can use them all doesn’t mean he can implement them effectively. There are limitations to mastering many forms of combat,” the machina answered.

“Limitations?” I asked.

“Time is the primary one. Becoming a specialist knight requires a great proficiency in your chosen field. A mentor will not grant you entry into the role unless you have satisfied a number of requirements.”

“But the lancer doesn’t need to meet any requirements. He can just use the runes, can’t he?” Neville asked.

Matthias shook his head. “For a lancer-elect to complete his initiation, he must receive the rights of entry from a mentor in each of the other eight pathways. Then he must be mentored under a lancer for his final test.”

“Is each right of entry the same as a regular mentorship?” I asked. A lancer sounded like a lot of work, but the class seemed like a possible option for me.

“Yes,” Matthias answered me. “A lancer-elect only needs to prove himself sufficient in each of the pathways.”

Richard sighed. “Sounds like a chore to me. Not a lot of time to drink beer if you’re busy smooching up to eight different specialist knights.”

Matthias made to grab the squire’s beer, but Richard pulled it back with a grin.

“You would have more time if you were not constantly drinking or nursing your head from the previous night,” the machina joked as his face morphed into an approximation of a grin.

“Beer is an RTF soldier’s fuel,” the squire commented. “Just ask Olav or Leith.”

“I am certain they would provide similar answers.” Matthias chuckled. “I think I have explained the specialists sufficiently, but do any of you wish to ask questions?”

I looked to my friends, but they all seemed satisfied with the machina’s explanations. There was one thing niggling away at the back of my mind.

“What about the lich role?” I asked.

“It is nonsense,” Matthias said. “The lich is nothing but an aberration. Those who were not satisfied with the nine Caledonian pathways decided to import some less-than-savory foreign ones. The lich is most certainly not Caledonian. The RTF should never have allowed it in the first place.”

“Alright then,” Nathan said, and he mouthed the words ‘don’t go there’ to me.

Matthias pressed his controller, and the servitor grabbed a second round of beers for us all, flipped the caps, and placed them in front of us. “Now that I have explained all the streams and their specialist roles, I want you to ignore the Academy’s restrictions on what you can become. There will be much conflict between human kingdoms in the future. Galaxy-wide peace is a historical anomaly, and I believe we are on the cusp of its end.”

The machina’s prophetic words deadened the room, and I took a long sip of my beer.

“So choose freely,” Matthias continued. “Do not be discouraged by what is perceived as most useful in the eyes of the RTF. The Stalwart will find a use for you whatever you become.”

“Thanks for the lesson, Matty,” Richard said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I know which role I’m choosing. Berserker!” He drew an axe from his belt and slammed the spiked beard into the table for effect. The bottles toppled over, and he scrambled to catch them. The whole attempt at acting like a berserker sent us all into fits of laughter.

“That would mean you’d need Olav to mentor you,” Nathan said after we caught our breath.

“Yeah,” his brother answered.

“That sounds terrifying,” Neville said.

Richard shrugged. “Nick seems to be getting along with him fine now.”

Nathan sighed. “Then I’ll have to take the paladin pathway. With Olav as a mentor, you’ll need all the protection you can get.” He turned back to the machina. “Speaking of mentors, do you know any paladins?”

“We have one assigned to our starship,” he answered.

“I’ve never seen any paladins onboard.” Richard frowned at the machina.

“Ah, so you have yet to be briefed on that matter of the other crew members? I have misspoken. Please forget I said anything.”

Moses had mentioned other crew members on Tachion, and Olav also said something in passing while on Ecoma. I didn’t know who they were, but they were on a mission which I knew nothing about. It must have started before the last two because the other squires didn’t seem to know the identities of the paladin or the other crew members.

I glanced at the other squires, and they seemed equally confused by the machina’s secrecy.

“You’re not getting off-the-hook so easily, Matthias,” I said after staring into his globe-like eyes. “We want to know about the rest of the crew. You don’t need to tell us exactly what they’re doing, but we want to know who they are.”

“I want to know what they’re doing,” Nathan added. “If we’re retrieving King Justinian’s armor, then what are they doing?”

“Please, squires, I cannot tell you. This is something the captain must reveal to you himself.”

“So, we’re to forget that the captain is on a mission to find King Justinian’s armor which is showing up in Seraphic portals, and there’s a bunch of knights who are on another mission elsewhere in the galaxy?” I asked.

“Yes,” Matthias said.

We all wanted to know what exactly was happening behind the scenes on the Stalwart, but Matthias clearly wasn’t going to tell us. It was either continue to debate the issue and cause a rift between the squires and the machina, or let it go.

“We’ll find out later,” I muttered to my friends. Keeping the peace with Matthias was more important for now, and my friends nodded so I figured they shared my feelings.

“Now, I want to know what specialist role you are considering, Squire Holloway,” the machina said.

Neville stared at him for a moment and then looked down at his beer bottle. “The marksman role, sir.” He seemed ashamed of his desired pathway, and he sighed. “I understand there are no mentors, and the runes are challenging, but I’m intrigued by the apparent failure of the marksman role. I know the runes for penetrating a prot-field are really hard to draw, but surely the RTF could find some capable enchanters. With some hard work and ingenuity, it could really swing things in favor of the Caledonian Kingdom. We’re one of the smallest kingdoms out there, and I want to serve Queen Catrina as a marksman.”

“You could ask Captain Cross about the crossbow I found from the Seraphic portal,” I suggested. Elle had given me some serious KPs for it, and the captain had then confiscated it for further research. He must have shared my intrigue for a weapon with runes that could revolutionize warfare against the Grendels.

“I’ve already requested it from him,” Neville said. “He said after some inspection, I can purchase it from the armory.”

“You are a man with great aspirations, Squire Holloway,” Matthias said as his metal face morphed into a proud smile. “I do not need to use my diviner gifts to see that.”

“You couldn’t even if you wanted to, sir,” Nathan said as he tapped the back of his head. “We have the Ecomese implants.”

“A good thing,” Matthias said. “It would prevent me from making the mistake of prying into that vacuous space between your ears.”

Richard barked a laugh and raised his bottle to the machina to toast the joke.

Matthias’ golden eyes flashed, and I guessed he was rolling them. “Squire Holloway, I am afraid finding a marksman to train you will prove difficult.”

“I know someone who is a marksman, or, at least was a marksman,” Neville said. “He could train me, and probably Nick, too. If that’s what you want.” He looked at me, and I shrugged. “Are you thinking summoner?” he asked, and I guessed he wanted to change the subject.

I could see why Neville would assume I’d pursue the summoning role since I had acquired a lot of equipment useful for learning it. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to become a summoner.

“The snake thing you used against the statues was awesome,” Richard said.

“Casey took the Writhing Plague rune from a Naga’s trident,” I said. The process destroyed the weapon, and the rune was weaker than the version on the trident. But the enchantress had sealed the rune to my prot-belt, so I would be able to use it frequently.

“I think you’d make a good summoner,” Nathan said.

“I do like summoning creatures, and I feel like I understand the berserker role now that I’ve spent more time with Olav. I’ve also acquired a decent amount of equipment with minor slayer runes.”

Richard’s mouth opened wide. “Slayer? That would mean training under Leith, and he’s at least three times crazier than Olav.”

I shrugged. “My speed sequence synergizes well with the slayer role. I’ve practiced it hundreds of times both in the Academy and on the battlefield.”

“But Leith!” Richard groaned the slayer’s name as though it was the only reason needed for not becoming a slayer.

“I think I want to learn more of the other professions before making a decision,” I said. “We have time. We don’t have to select a pathway until after the examination. Some knights never choose a path. There’s no shame in serving the kingdom as a regular knight.”

Nathan scoffed, and the others looked doubtful. There was no shame in remaining a regular knight, but there was little chance for glory.

A high-pitched beep sounded from the machina’s prot-belt. He looked down at the device, slapped his knees, and then stood. “I have to leave. My current state prevents me from summoning many LR portals, so I will need to prepare the other mages to travel to our next mission. As much as I love immortality, I wish the price wasn’t so high.” He shook his head, and his neck joints squeaked like a child’s swing.

“Thank you for the beer, and the talk” I said, and the other squires quickly agreed with me.

“I have enjoyed spending the evening with you all,” he said. “Remember, it is imperative that Squire Lyons learns how to control his ability. The captain’s quest depends upon it. So do not tarry while you have this opportunity.”

“Yes, sir,” we said, and our hands touched our left breast in salute to the cyborg.

Matthias then left the mess with the servitor trudging behind him.

I sat in silence with my friends for a while, and then Richard started humming a tune. It wasn’t long before the twins broke into a ditty about a Grendel falling in love with a princess only to have her skewer his heart and extract it for Arcane Dust. The song was well-known throughout Caledonia, and I joined my voice with theirs. I continued drinking with the squires, and we sang until my senses faded under a haze of drunkenness.

I awoke sometime later with my head ringing. I forced my neck to straighten, and I rubbed my temples to ease the lancing pain. I was still inside the mess, and I figured I had been too drunk to drag myself to my bed. Richard and Nathan were snoring on the floor, and Neville had fallen asleep on the countertop.

I drained a glass of water and willed the ringing in my ears to cease. The aggravating noise continued, and it took me a few seconds to realize it was coming from the overhead and not my skull.

I looked up at the monitor and saw the surveillance from the same dock where Matthias had come through. The hatch was open again, but there weren’t any ships entering through the airlock tunnel. I could have sworn I’d seen it closed before, and I guessed the ringing was signaling that it had opened somehow. The monitor must have switched to a feed from the dock because something had entered the embassy.

I was troubled by the sight of the open hatch, so I roused Neville from his drunken sleep.

“What do you think happened?” I asked as he rubbed his eyes.

“Matthias mustn’t have closed it properly,” he said.

“Then why is the monitor showing the dock? And why are those alarms still ringing? The dock’s motion sensors must have triggered.”

Then the hatch suddenly spun closed, and the alarms stopped.

“Weird,” I said.

“Ugh,” Richard groaned as he woke. “Will you guys quit shouting?” He looked up at the monitor, and his eyes widened.

I turned to see what had surprised the squire, and my stomach did a somersault. Three Dax skiffs were moving toward the gangways, their shiny black hulls glistening like eels.

“Do you think they’re the ones the Stalwart left behind?” Richard asked.

He was proven wrong when the exit ramps descended and a Star Spear and four initiates exited each vessel. Fifteen enemies in all, far too many for us to fight.

“What do we do?” Neville asked as he gaped at the armored soldiers. “You’ve fought these guys before, Nick. Can we take them?”

“I doubt it. These new arrivals have probably come from the nearest outpost, and they look better equipped and more capable than the Dax I fought with Olav.”

“Then what do we do?” Nathan’s face paled to a ghostly white.

I could attempt to teleport one of my friends with me back to the Stalwart, but the trip would take a lot of energy. I wasn’t even sure whether I would make the distance. It would be a risk to both me and whoever I decided to take.

Staying here, however, was not an option. Captain Cross needed to know these Dax had entered this star system, and if I could take one of my friends with me, one less person would be captured and killed by the Dax.

I looked over the squires and forced myself to evaluate which one should be brought with me.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Nathan asked.

I shook myself out of my thoughts. “Like what?”

“Like you’re thinking about doing something without asking us,” Nathan hissed.

I sighed. “Someone needs to tell Captain Cross about those Dax. I can try to teleport out of here, but I might not make it all the way. I can take someone with me, but it’s risky.”

“So is staying here,” Neville said.

“I know,” I said. “It’s probably even riskier staying here. There’s surveillance all through this embassy, so the Dax would easily find us.”

“Can you teleport that distance twice?” Richard asked.

“I can only try,” I said. “Desperation has made my ability stronger in the past.”

We probably only had a few minutes until the Star Spears left the docking station and entered the main part of the embassy. It wouldn’t take them long to find us then, so we needed to get moving.

“I’ll take Richard first,” I said.

“Why me?” he asked.

“Uhh…” I considered telling him that he was the most likely to lose his cool or do something stupid when Nathan spared me the trouble.

“Because you’ll get caught,” he said. “Go with Nick.”

“Nick said he might not be able to teleport us all the way,” Nathan said. “What if we end up halfway there, swimming through the gases in Ecoma’s atmosphere?”

“I can go alone,” I said.

“You’re not going alone,” Richard said finally.

I gave him a smile and then grabbed his shoulder.

Neville glanced at a map on the bulkhead behind me. “Nathan and I will go to the engine room.” He pointed to an area in the northeast section of the embassy. “It’s the place these Dax are least likely to visit immediately.”

My teleportation ability was limited to a location I knew reasonably well, and the engine room was completely foreign to me. If my friends went there to hide, then I would have to traverse the embassy in order to find them.

Neville looked at me as though he knew what I was thinking. “Sorry, Nick. We can’t stay here. Nor can we go to the Star Spears’ quarters.”

“Give me a few minutes,” I said. “I’ll try and teleport back to you as soon as I drop off Richard.”

“Okay. Three minutes,” Neville said as he glanced at the monitor showing the docking station. The Star Spears were no longer in view, and I wondered how many minutes would pass before they discovered intruders.

“See you then,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

I tightened my hand on Richard’s shoulder and concentrated on the docking station where the Stalwart was being held. In a split-second, we were transported from the embassy, and my feet hit the gangway beside our Beluga-class starship.

Richard fell to his knees and vomited. I helped him to his feet, and he wiped his mouth.

“Go back for the others,” he said. “I’ll be fine.” He looked a little green around his cheeks, but I figured he was feeling ill from the teleport.

I closed my eyes and focused on the embassy’s mess. I pictured landing beside the table where I had drunk with my friends and summoned my ability. I could feel a small amount of the power pooled deep within me, but my mind couldn’t take hold of it.

I tried at least a dozen more times, and every attempt was the same. My teleportation ability was out of reach. I glanced down at my prot-field and saw that three minutes had already passed. Even if I could somehow gather the required energy and teleport back to the embassy, Nathan and Neville would have left for the engine room by now. On the off-chance that they decided to wait another minute, I still couldn’t risk a teleport since I might not be able to return.

“It’s not working, is it?” Richard asked.

“Let’s go get Captain Cross,” I said. “I don’t know how long Neville and Richard can last without the Star Spears finding them.”
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Chapter 4

I navigated the electronic menu from my prot-belt and opened a comms channel to Captain Cross. The link failed to connect, and static blared in my ears. There was only one reason for the comms to fail, which meant our day had just gotten exponentially worse.

“Fuck!” I yelled as I cancelled the connection attempt. “The comms aren’t working so I can’t call anyone. An active Grendel portal must be nearby.”

Nathan looked at me in disbelief. “If you’re here and there’s a portal, that means—”

“The portal is probably going to get upgraded,” I confirmed my friend’s fears. “We’ll tell the captain when we reach him. First, we need to find out where he is, and then I’ll teleport us both there.”

I sprinted to an Ecomese mechanic working on the Stalwart’s starboard hull. The RTF insignia on his uniform meant he was one of the new crew members the captain had acquired from the planet, so I guessed he would know the captain’s whereabouts.

The man’s large eyes were wide, and a web of blue veins blushed his gray skin. He was staring at Richard and me in shock, and I guessed he must have seen us appear a few seconds ago.

“Where’s Captain Cross?” I asked the man. I tried to keep my voice from turning shrill, but the urgency was clear in my tone. I would probably only have enough juice for one more teleport, so I couldn’t risk ‘porting to the wrong place. Captain Cross was most likely inside our starship, but there was a slim chance he might have gone with the knights to fight the Grendels.

The Ecomese mechanic stammered a response, but it was unintelligible. The blue veins pressing through the skin on his face had lightened, and I forced myself to calm a little so he would do the same.

“Where is the captain?” I asked again, this time slower.

“Inside the starship,” the man finally answered.

“What deck?”

The man shook his head, and I could tell he was intimidated by a fully armored warrior questioning him. I scanned the surrounding area and couldn’t see any other crew members. I would have to guess the most likely place for the captain to be inside our ship.

“I’m going to teleport us to the bridge,” I said to Richard.

“I might take the long way.” He swallowed loudly and shuddered a little.

I assumed he hadn’t enjoyed my method of travel, but I didn’t have time to offer my sympathy. I shut my eyes and imagined the Stalwart’s bridge with its pod chairs and computer consoles. I didn’t feel any of the usual tingling over my body, and I guessed the magical well I normally drew from was completely dry. I couldn’t summon even the slightest hint of my ability. Teleporting Richard and me from the embassy must have drained all of my power.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Richard running up the Stalwart’s ramp. I estimated it would take at least five minutes to sprint through the passageways to Deck 4, but I didn’t have a choice. Every second I wasted now was a second too long while Nathan and Neville were trapped inside the embassy with three ships worth of Dax soldiers.

I raced up the ramp and into the Stalwart’s cargo hold. Yeomen were filling the starship with various goods acquired from the natives, and I grabbed the nearest man.

“Where’s the captain?” I asked as I sucked air into my lungs.

“Inside the bridge,” he said. “Would you like me to--”

I didn’t hear him finish because I was already charging in the direction of the elevator and catching up to Richard. The other crew members I passed cried out for me to slow down, but I ignored them. All I could think about was what the Dax would do to my friends when they found them.

I caught up with Richard and took the elevator to Deck 4. When we arrived, I activated my speed sequence for an extra boost. Richard couldn’t keep up with me, so I left him behind. I weaved passed Olav who was speaking with a female yeoman.

“Squire Lyons! Slow down!” the berserker barked.

“I have to get to the bridge!” I yelled over my shoulder while I sprinted.

I stopped outside the doors to the bridge, and they separated with a hissing sound. I stepped into the room and immediately sighted the captain. He was seated in front of the primary view screen while he inspected a diagram of what looked like a giant space station in the shape of a castle.

“Lyons. You should be inside the embassy,” Commander Reynolds said to me as I entered. The five-pronged trident on her coat’s epaulettes marked her as the second-most senior officer aboard the starship. She and I had never really seen eye to eye, and I predicted she would find some way to blame me for the arrival of the Dax. “Your presence on the planet could upgrade the portal. I hope you have a good reason for--”

“Sorry to interrupt, ma’am, but there’s no time for this. The Dax have come to Ecoma,” I said. “Three ships arrived at the embassy.”

“Skull-ships?” Concern was etched into the captain’s weathered face, and the pod chair he was sitting in moved toward me.

I shook my head. “Skiffs. The tunnel opened, and I thought it was Matthias returning, but then three Dax skiffs appeared all of a sudden. They were cloaking themselves.”

“Most likely soldiers from the nearest outpost,” Commander Reynolds said after she turned to the captain. “Probably wondering what had happened with the fleet they sent to take Ecoma.”

Captain Cross faced me. “Did you see how many soldiers were in the skiffs?”

“Fifteen,” I said. “Three Star Spears and twelve initiates.”

“Then they must be a scouting party,” Commander Reynolds commented. “An assault team would not have brought initiates with them.”

The captain waved his arm, and the image on the primary view screen shifted to a black screen. He flicked his wrist a dozen more times, but the screen remained black.

“Matthias ensured there would be surveillance in all the embassy’s rooms,” he said to himself before facing me. “We never thought to keep constant watch of them because we never assumed the Dax would return unless it was in force.”

“What is your proposed course of action, Captain?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“We will need to learn the purpose of the scouts’ presence,” he answered as the monitor changed to show a satellite feed of the embassy. “Why send scouts when they could have sent a fleet equipped for battle?”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, sir, but there’s another, more immediate, problem,” I said. “Neville and Nathan are still aboard the embassy. They are hiding in the engine room, but the Dax might have already found them.”

“We’ll get them back.” Captain Cross fixed me with a serious stare that suggested he would go to the embassy personally if that’s what it took to bring Nathan and Neville back.

“I would teleport to retrieve them, but my ability can’t be used for a while.”

“How long?” Commander Reynolds demanded of me.

“I’m not sure, ma’am.”

The commander growled and turned to the captain. “If the Dax possess ships capable of hiding themselves from our detection systems, there could be an entire fleet here and we wouldn’t know.”

“I have considered that possibility,” Captain Cross answered. “I haven’t heard of cloaking tech that can hide from detection so easily. It must be a new development. We’ll have to assume a Dax fleet is also equipped with the tech and contact the mercenaries to--”

The bridge’s entrance doors suddenly opened, and Richard sprinted into the room. He bent over, placed both hands on his thighs, and wheezed.

“The . . . Dax . . . are . . . here,” he struggled to say.

“Thank you, Squire Culbert,” Commander Reynolds said. “Lyons has already informed us.”

“Squire Lyons,” the captain corrected.

“Yes,” she said with a nod, although she shot me a glare as soon as the captain wasn’t looking.

I waited beside Richard while the captain and the commander discussed the likely outcome should a cloaked Dax fleet come to Ecoma before the hired mercenaries.

“Yeoman Nolan, is there any way of getting eyes inside the embassy?” Captain Cross asked the man after he’d finished speaking with the commander.

The yeoman pounded a few keys on his console and then looked up at the captain. “All surveillance is down, sir.”

“Damn it!” Captain Cross cursed. “Can you attempt to get it back?”

“I can try, sir.” Yeoman Nolan turned back to his computer and started to hammer at the keyboard.

“I believe Matthias may have the means of seeing into the embassy,” Commander Reynolds said hopefully. “He could use the amplifier to increase his abilities.”

The captain shook his head. “He is already at the precipice. Asking this of him could lead to irreparable damage.”

“Being surprised by a Dax fleet would lead to far worse things, Captain,” she said.

He scratched his peppered beard and then pressed his prot-belt. “Matthias.” He waited a few seconds before trying again. “Matthias, report.”

The long-range comms were down because of the open portal, so I guessed the captain had arranged a dedicated comms channel to be broadcast from within the ship.

“Matthias is in the regeneration chamber, Captain,” Patrick answered instead of the machina.

“Can we pull him out?” the captain asked.

“He is in desperate need of repair, and the chamber is staving off infection in his organic components,” the jump mage said.

“Inform me when he wakes.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We should send three of our own skiffs to the embassy immediately, Captain,” Commander Reynolds said. “Leith can take a team of artillerymen. He is the only knight who is not busy fighting the portal.”

“Skiffs will take too long,” he said. “We can’t use the jump mages either because the embassy’s systems will detect a portal as soon as it opens. This retrieval mission requires stealth. We need to send someone who can get in and out without detection.” The captain shifted his gaze to me. “How many can you teleport with you?”

“One at the most, sir. But I’m not sure my ability will—“

“I don’t want to hear it, Squire Lyons. I am certain your arcane well is not nearly diminished. Either you will find a way to use your ability, or your friends will die, and the Dax will kill everyone on this planet.”

“The reason you were sent to the embassy wasn't simply to keep you away from the portals, but to train your ability,” Commander Reynolds said to me. “Did you spend the entire time partying with the other squires?”

I considered telling the commander that I had only been on the embassy for a few hours, and most of that time I was busy fighting the blood-statues. I held back because I didn't think it wise to argue, nor did I want her to think I was petty.

Instead, I decided I would prove her wrong by tapping into my arcane reserves, teleporting to the embassy, and bringing my friends back to the Stalwart unharmed.

The commander studied me for a few seconds and then looked at the captain. “Really, Captain, I don’t think it’s wise to have this . . . squire responsible for bringing our crew members back. It’s clear he is incapable of exercising his gift with any semblance of control.”

“He will do what is necessary, Commander. Contact Leith and order him to the bridge.”

The commander’s mouth hung open for a second until she managed to swallow. “Yes, sir.” She pressed her prot-belt. “Leith Manzo. Equip your Runetech. You are needed on the bridge.”

I didn’t know how I would teleport to the embassy when conjuring enough energy to move from the docks to the Stalwart’s bridge had been impossible, but I couldn’t disobey the captain’s orders. Not when my friends’ lives could end at any moment. Not when the fate of an entire planet was on my shoulders.

Movement from beside me drew my attention, and I looked at Richard fiddling with his right gauntlet. He pressed a button, and a small energy shield appeared in front of him. He tapped the button again, and the shield disappeared. He continued summoning and dismissing the forcefield absentmindedly before he realized I was watching him.

“You think the Dax have found them yet?” Richard asked me.

“Nah,” I said. “Nathan and Neville are smart. They’ll find a way to stay out of sight. You don’t need to worry.”

“I’m not worried,” my friend said with a forced smile. It was clear the whole situation was distressing him. “You can do it. Teleporting is easy, right?”

I gave my friend a nod. “Yeah,” I said, but my body ached like I had been through seven rounds with a champion heavyweight boxer.

Leith Manzo strolled into the bridge with both thumbs inserted behind his prot-belt. The slayer’s black power armor seemed to swallow the overhead lights, and my eyes were drawn to the crisscrossing long daggers attached to his rear magnetons. After I had scanned Olav’s axes and learned they were Legendary class, I couldn’t help but think the rest of the Stalwart’s knights might wield equally powerful items.

“Leith,” the captain said, and I could hear the relief in his voice. “I need you to accompany Squire Lyons onto the embassy.”

“Trouble, Captain?” he asked.

“There are fifteen hostile Dax aboard the embassy. There are also two of the Stalwart’s squires hiding in the engine room. I need them brought safely back to our starship.”

“And the Dax?” Leith asked, and he tickled the dagger at his hip.

“Do what is necessary to learn the ETA of the Dax, how many ships will comprise their fleet, and what their intentions are,” Captain Cross said. “Then I want you to kill every last one of those totem-wearing bastards. Do you understand?”

“Understood,” Leith answered through a widening grin. “This is the best day of my life, sir.”

The commander rolled her eyes at the slayer’s joy, walked to a metal cabinet, and removed a prot-belt from the shelves. “This Dax belt will keep you hidden from the embassy’s detection systems,” she said to Leith as she handed him the item. The commander then turned back to the cabinet and retrieved a large tank of liquid. “You will need to soak the belt with this blood. There’s not much there so you will need to use it sparingly.”

“Not to worry,” Leith said as he opened the tank and sniffed its contents. “Won’t take me long to fill it up again.”

“Leith, do you really need to smell it? It’s blood.” Commander Reynolds sighed. “Why are you so strange?”

Leith didn’t get to answer because a yeoman suddenly turned from a terminal to my right, his face pale and his eyes wide. “There is a transmission for you, Captain Cross. It’s coming from the Dax embassy.”

“Put it through,” the captain answered.

The yeoman turned to his computer console, fired up the monitor, and pounded the keys a few times. There was a figure displayed on his screen, the image a little too small for me to make out, but then the yeoman transferred it to the primary view screen.

A man’s face took up most of the bridge, and I immediately saw the similarities between him and Sir Uram. Runic tattoos marked his shaved forehead, and black power armor was visible beneath his chin. He wore a lazy smile, and his bulbous nose shone red from what was probably decades spent drinking alcohol.

“Greetings, Captain Cross,” he said. “I understand you have already met other members of the indestructible Dax State.”

“Indestructible?” Leith yelled. “We blew the shit out of your skull-ships!”

Commander Reynolds shot the slayer a scowl, and he pretended not to see her.

“Aye, I have met your fellows,” Captain Cross said. “They were honorable men. They died well.”

“They failed in their duties to our kingdom,” the Dax man said. “They should have destroyed your miserable excuse for a vessel and taken your women as slaves.”

At the mention of slaves, Captain Cross’ shoulders bunched. I heard him exhale, and then he fixed the man with a level gaze. “Like I said, they were honorable. If your kingdom wishes to take this planet, then you will need to face the Stalwart and her crew first.”

The Dax man burst into laughter, and then he drained a bottle of whiskey before tossing it over his shoulder. “You have never met a true Dax, have you Captain Cross? Sir Uram and Captain Jenu were from the outer regions of our kingdom. They never stepped foot on Vokan, so they never breathed in our mind-enhancing atmosphere, or trained within our time-chambers.”

“Are you trying to impress us?” Leith called out.

Earlier, I wasn’t sure whether the microphone picked up the slayer’s comment, but this time I knew for certain. The Dax man’s tattooed face twisted into a snarl, and it was a few seconds before it resembled anything other than outright hatred.

“I understand you are stalwart,” the man said, and he chuckled at his own joke. “But I would not be speaking with you unless I had something to offer you.”

“You have nothing to offer us,” Captain Cross said. “Now, tell me your name, so I know whose life I will take before this day is over.”

“I am Yanu Donat,” he said. “And I have your four squires inside this embassy’s brig.”

I glanced at the captain, and he tilted his head slightly at me. He must have also noticed that Yanu said he had four squires when only two remained on the embassy. I could only think of one explanation: Yanu didn’t know I had teleported Nathan and I back to the Den Ark.

We knew something the Dax didn’t, so we held a clear advantage against him.

“If you want them returned alive, you will gather your crew and leave this star system,” the Star Spear continued. “You have an hour. After that point, I will release a squire into the planet’s atmosphere, and another every hour thereafter.”

The video feed ended, and my muscles tightened along my neck. I clenched my jaw and ground my teeth while I considered what to do next. If this Yanu had my friends, then retrieving them would not be as easy as slipping into the engine room unseen.

“You also noticed the falsehood in Yanu’s demands, Captain?” I asked.

“Right,” he said as he scratched his cheek. “Yanu said he has four squires in his possession, which is impossible. Either he is trying to pull a swift one, or he has none of them.”

“I’ve heard of House Donat,” Leith said. “That guy might have looked like an idiot, but his family is renowned for getting the job done. I’d say Richard and Neville are already captured, and Yanu is working hard to find the other two. He’ll discover they aren’t aboard the embassy soon.”

“House Donat,” Captain Cross said as he cradled his chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Where have I heard that name before?”

“Perovia,” the slayer said.

“Yanu was there?” the captain asked. “That was years ago, and the man doesn’t look a day over forty.”

“His grandfather was, sir. He was the fucker who double-crossed us. I wouldn’t normally blame a man for what his forebears have done, but he has that same coy look about him. Like a viper who’s waiting for the right moment to strike.”

“Then we’ll assume he’s trying to lure us into a trap,” Captain Cross said. “Maybe something along the lines of the work his grandfather was involved in?”

“I would bet a dozen scalps on it, Captain,” Leith said. “When I find this Yanu, I’ll make sure I’ll be giving my knife an extra twist.” The slayer pretended to gut a man with his dagger and then flicked up his wrist.

I watched Commander Reynolds shake her head, and I could see she was trying to hide a smile. She might not have completely approved of Leith’s methods, but I could tell she liked the man.

“Any luck with the surveillance systems, Nolan?” Captain Cross asked the yeoman. “It would help Squire Lyons and Space Knight Manzo if we could see inside the embassy.”

“I have attempted to hack into the surveillance systems, but it’s not a firewall preventing me from accessing them,” he answered.

“Then what is it?” the captain asked gruffly.

“I believe they were shut down intentionally,” the yeoman said. “The last video and audio records are registered only ten minutes after the Dax skiffs would have entered the embassy.”

“Why would Yanu disable the surveillance?” Commander Reynolds asked. “Surely he would have used the surveillance systems to hunt down our two squires?”

“It is a little peculiar,” Captain Cross said.

“I think I know why,” I blurted out after some thought. “Neville is good with computers. I saw him hack into one of the embassy’s control panels, and--”

“Squire Holloway did what?” Commander Reynolds half-yelled.

“Let him finish,” the captain said to her, and she resorted to crossing her arms and leering at me.

“I think Neville must have disabled all the surveillance feeds,” I said. “The embassy is a big place, so it’ll take the Dax some time to search every room and passageway. If we can get in there fast, we should be able to get them out.”

As long as Neville and Nathan stayed inside the engine room, they would be safe. My friends were courageous soldiers, but I doubted they would attempt to gain control of the embassy by themselves. They were still wearing their blood-soaked prot-belts, but they hadn’t taken their tanks with them. Without fresh blood, the bio-registers in the station’s security systems would eventually locate intruders.

Then the Dax would track down my friends and kill them.

“Then you must leave immediately,” Captain Cross said. “Get it done, Squire Lyons.”

“Good luck,” Commander Reynolds said after clearing her throat. She stared at me for a few seconds, and I wondered why she seemed to hate me so much. The captain had absolved me of any guilt, and I had earned back the trust of both Olav and Leith, but the commander still resented me.

She sighed, sat in her pod, and then took her place in the console beside the captain.

“Bring them back,” Richard said to me, and I shook his hand firmly before he left the bridge.

Leith glanced at me as he checked over his equipment. “Olav said he had a bit of fun with you on our last mission. Apparently you killed a few Dax.”

“Yeah,” I said, remembering how the berserker had turned killing the enemies into a game.

“As much as I love that mohawked bastard, he’s much too loud. Couldn’t perform a covert mission even if there were a dozen kegs of ale at the end of it. But you, Squire Lyons, I know you have some tricks. I recognize those runes on your short sword. Shroud are they not?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“And those are Storm Bolt runes on your knives?” He gestured at the three weapons attached to my thighs.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then we’re about to have some fun, and when I say fun, I mean there is about to be a lot of blood and dying of people I don’t like. Better take us to the embassy. Clock is ticking.” He gave me a wink and then he seemed to realize I wasn’t smiling with him. “Something wrong?”

I shook my head and forced a smile to my lips. I didn’t know whether I could simply use my will to tap into a greater reserve of magical energy, but I had to try.

I closed my eyes and imagined the torture of my friends. They would be forced to reveal information about the Stalwart while the Dax inflicted them with all manner of violent acts. My heart ached as I considered their suffering, and I added the enslavement of the entire Ecomese people to my mind.

Soon, a peculiar sensation formed in my stomach like a ball of energy growing larger and larger. When my gut seemed about to burst, the power suddenly shot down my arms and legs. My entire body buzzed with whatever magic allowed me to teleport. I focused on drawing out my teleportation ability, and it came to me immediately.

I opened my eyes so I wouldn’t suddenly teleport somewhere else unintentionally. Leith was looking at me, and he gave me a nod. I exhaled and nodded back at him before closing my eyes again.

I recalled the mess inside the embassy, and I focused on a spot between two benches. There was ample room between them for my teleport, so I reached out to the slayer and placed my hand on his shoulder. With the image of the mess imprinted on my mind, I drew from my magical reserves.

All of a sudden my grip on the power vanished, and pain shot behind my eyes. My brain pushed against my skull, and I gripped my head in both hands. I screamed, but no sound came out from my mouth. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and slowly the pain subsided.

“Squire Lyons,” Leith said as his hand tightened on my shoulder.

My chest heaved as I forced air into my lungs. “I just upgraded the nearest portal,” I said after I got my breath back.

“Bastards!” Leith said as he punched his hand. “Why did I have to draw the short straw?”

“Captain!” I yelled, and he turned from his pod chair. “The knights are heading into trouble. The portal is upgraded, and there might be more Nagas like last time.”

“At ease, Squire Lyons. You have a mission. Retrieve the squires from the Dax embassy and gather intel on the inbound enemy fleet. I will handle this portal.” He pressed the trident symbol on his right pocket, and his chest armor shifted over his torso in hexagonal plates.

“Commander,” he said, and she did the same.

In seconds, both officers were covered in silver power armor. They removed their blue coats and retrieved weapons from a compartment before marching out of the bridge.

“I won’t hold it against you so long as you upgrade the next portal I’m clearing,” Leith said from beside me. “I want at least a Level Twenty-Five.”

I hadn’t even heard of a portal of that level, and I wasn’t sure one existed. Still, I gave the slayer a nod before resuming my teleportation attempt. I didn’t think I could upgrade the portal a second time, so I tried to focus. It took me a little longer to summon the required energy, but it was still much faster than any of my past attempts.

My body shifted, and I felt like I was the last bit of water being sucked down a drain. There was even the same agonizing squelching sound, and suddenly I was standing inside the embassy’s mess.

“Radio silence from here, Squire Lyons,” Leith whispered.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and I was a little surprised to see that the slayer wasn’t throwing up. If anything his eyes were open wide and his mouth was curved into the kind of smile a kid would wear on his birthday morning.

“Follow me,” Leith whispered as he nodded at the exit to my right. He crouched low and moved toward it, and I followed behind him in a similar huddled stance. Three seconds ran out quickly, and my invisibility faded as I exited the mess.

When we reached the passageway, we waited, and I assumed Leith was remaining here in case the detection systems had located us.

“Doesn’t look like we’ve been discovered,” he whispered to me.

I activated my helmet’s visor, and the thermal-vision bathed the passageway in a gray hue. I couldn’t see any imprints that would indicate hostiles, and I breathed a little easier. Still, we were in the middle of a foreign station, and I had already combatted the blood-statue defense mechanisms. If Leith and I were discovered and the Dax sounded an alarm, this place could start swarming with the creatures.

While Yanu and his men were unaware of us, we were safe. We simply needed to remain unseen so we could rescue my friends. Even though I could still feel my ability coursing through my body, I couldn’t teleport to the engine room because I didn’t know the layout.

The slayer scouted ahead and used a hand gesture to confirm there were no hostiles. I moved toward him, and he motioned me to enter a room after he did. When I was inside, he crouched behind a computer terminal.

“They’re in the next room,” he said.

“The squires?” I asked. I had told them to hide in the engine room, so I was a little annoyed they had gone elsewhere.

“No,” Leith said. “The Dax.”

I sighed. “Then we can activate our Shroud runes and move past the doorway. They won’t see us, and they won’t hear us if we’re quiet.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Leith said. “All fifteen of them are inside that room. We deal with them now, then we get the squires.”

“Sir, I think the squires are a higher priority than--”

“We don’t move on while enemies are behind us. You want them sneaking up on us while we’re tracking down the squires?”

“No, sir,” I said. My desire to rescue my friends was clouding my judgment.

“I want to see you in action, Squire Lyons. How about we make this a test?”

“What kind of test?” I asked warily.

“The kind where you show me exactly how good you are at killing.” The slayer seemed almost giddy with the prospect of taking on an entire room filled with foreign soldiers.

“Yes, sir,” I answered. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get my friends back.”

I couldn’t help feeling a little excitement at proving myself to the slayer. I had won his trust inside the Ecomese virtual game, but this would be different. I could show him why no one in the Academy ever wanted to duel me, and why I could be worthy of becoming his apprentice. I paused for a split second and realized I was actually considering becoming a slayer.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. I was about to find out.

“I knew you’d be down for a spot of fun!” Leith whispered.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“I want you to slay these Dax,” he said with an emphasis on ‘slay.’

“Kill them?” I couldn’t gather Leith’s implied meaning, and I was getting more nervous the longer we were inside this room.

“Not simply kill them, ugh.” Leith sighed and rolled his eyes. “You need to make an art of it. Dance around them, puncture a liver, skewer a spleen, and then slit a throat. Don’t waste a single movement. Every thrust, every slice, every slash should be calculated to the millimeter. One strike is all it should take to deal a killing blow. Make it beautiful. Paint with their blood and compose a symphony with their screams.” Leith was growing breathless as he spoke, and I could see his eyes sparkle beneath his visor. “Can you do that, Squire Lyons?”

“Yes, sir,” I said with some hesitation. His intense gaze was a little creepy, but I couldn’t deny the bloodlust spinning in my stomach.

“Good,” Leith growled as we crept toward the next room. “Let’s go do my favorite thing: murder.”
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Chapter 5

Leith raised a hand, and I stopped in my tracks. The curving bulkhead in front of us was made of the same flesh-like matter as the rest of the embassy, but it was slick with a wet substance. The surface reflected the light, but it also worked like a mirror by providing a view into the next room.

“Don’t make any movements,” Leith said. “I’m shrouding us in a rune effect that’ll refract the light so our reflections won’t show on the mirror-bulkhead.”

Any hostiles attempting to take the embassy would be incapable of concealing themselves behind a bend unless they were equipped with slayer rune effects like Leith. My Shroud rune still made me visible if someone knew where to look. I became a shimmering speck like the Grendel Elites with cloaking tech. Leith, however, was completely invisible when he was utilizing a magical veil. The sheer power of the runes was unfathomable, and I was certain his Runetech equipment was at least Master class if not Legendary.

Attempting to traverse the embassy and retrieve my friends would have bordered on impossible if Leith hadn’t been with me. I probably would have approached the mirror-bulkhead without even noticing its function.

Now, I stared at the reflection at what appeared to be room arranged for recreational purposes. It was less prim and proper than the Star Spears’ quarters, and I saw our prey inside.

Four initiates were seated on worn leather couches in the center of the room while another four gathered around old-fashioned games tables. They were all wearing the customary black Dax armor, and their weapons hung from their prot-belts or were fastened to their magnetons. Although equipped for battle, they were all relaxed. None of them could foretell the need to defend themselves in a matter of minutes. None of them would suspect a surprise attack by a slayer and a squire.

I saw two Star Spears leaning against a bar on the far wall. Bottles hung upside down from racks, and the elite soldiers topped up their glasses with the twist of a nozzle. The sight sent waves of regret rolling over me. We had broken into the Star Spears quarters and battled the blood-statues when we could have searched the rest of the embassy more thoroughly. If we had been smarter and less hasty, we would have found this room.

I squashed the thought and concentrated on what was capturing the Star Spears’ attention. It was difficult to make out from the reflection on the bulkhead mirror, but they appeared to be studying three projected holos in the shape of Ecomese Arks. I guessed they were doing some scouting, possibly to look for weaknesses so they could take over the planet. Sir Uram had been stationed at this embassy for years, so he probably did a bunch of research and information gathering for a takeover.

One of the Star Spears turned his head, and he seemed to look straight into the bulkhead-mirror. I recognized him as Yanu, and I could have sworn the corner of his mouth tweaked into a smile. The bald-headed man looked even greasier than when he was a thirty-foot tall image displayed on the Stalwart’s primary view screen.

“He can’t see you,” Leith said. “He’s looking at his own reflection.”

I watched Yanu lick his index finger and smooth down his thick eyebrows before returning his focus to the three Ark holograms.

It was a little strange for the initiates and Star Spears to be inside this recreation room if the squires hadn’t been captured yet. I could only assume that the enemy had found my friends. A pit formed in my stomach, and I tried to quell the thought of what the rest of the Dax might be doing to Neville and Richard. Yanu had promised to return the squires to Captain Cross if the Stalwart left the system, but Leith had said the Star Spear was untrustworthy, so I wondered whether the squires were even alive.

“We should get moving, sir. The squires aren’t in this room.”

“I already told you we’re killing these bastards before we move on.”

“Then shouldn’t we go in there?”

“A moment, Squire Lyons.” Leith laid three sets of weapons on the ground in front of him. The longest pair were the swords he wore in a crisscrossing arrangement on his rear magnetons. They were a meter from hilt to tip and their outer edges curved slightly.

The slayer agonized over the second set, a pair of sickles attached together by a black chain. I had seen pirates use similar weapons, and I figured these were used to either disarm an enemy or coil around their limbs or weapons. Crimson runes marked the obsidian-colored blades, and I wondered what magical effect they would bring to the battlefield.

The final weapon set was five wedge-shaped daggers. They were only twenty centimeters long, and a single rune glowed on each circular hilt. In comparison to the other weapons, these daggers seemed dull, but I had witnessed the slayer kill a great number of enemies with them.

“Which one should draw first blood?” Leith deliberated as he squatted over the items. He sighed before looking up at me. “What do you think, Squire Lyons? Should it be the Sisters of Redemption?” he asked as he gestured at the daggers. “Or Lady Death’s Sickles? Perhaps the Demigod’s Dark Twins?”

“I think any of them would serve well,” I said.

“Fail,” Leith sighed. “I already told you this was a test. Which one?”

I didn’t answer the slayer because movement on the mirror-bulkhead drew my attention. I could have sworn one of the Dax pointed toward us, but he resumed playing the tabletop game, so I breathed a little easier.

My mind kept telling me that the enemies could see us, but Leith was preparing for the fight like he was a hundred kilometers away from the nearest hostile soldier.

“We don’t have much time,” I pressed.

“These things take time. I’m not like Olav,” the slayer said. “I don’t simply charge into a room with axes whirling. Killing is an art, Squire Lyons. And art cannot be rushed. Besides, I’ve decided what weapon I’ll be using first.” He grabbed three of the wedge-shaped daggers, inserted them into slots in his gauntlets, and then activated their runes. “Our moment of surprise will not last long, so the Sisters of Redemption will only prove useful for a short amount of time. So, they will be the first to taste Dax blood today.

“When I give the signal, activate your Shroud rune and enter the room,” Leith whispered to me as he showed me a clenched fist. “I’m going to cause a little confusion. As soon as they come to their senses, you’re going to burst in there and do some old-fashioned slaying. Remember what I said: no wasted movements and make it beautiful. Oh, and make it red. That’s my favorite color along with black and darker shades of black and red. This is a test, so do better than your best.”

“Yes, sir.” I glanced at the rune circles on my short sword’s hilt. The Shroud was a little faded, and I estimated they would only last for a handful more activations. I held my left hand over my prot-belt and waited for the signal to key-in the trigger.

“After I leave you, the cloak is going to vanish,” Leith said. “I’ll try to keep them distracted so they don’t look at the bulkhead-mirror and see you gaping back at them.”

“That sounds like a big risk, sir. Why don’t I enter at the same time as you—”

“They’ll be too terrified to look your way,” Leith said. “If they see you before I give the signal, you can handle them.”

Leith suddenly vanished, and I took out my longsword while I waited for the slayer to begin.

Everything continued as it had before. The initiates played the tabletop game and lounged on the sofas while Yanu and the other Star Spear analyzed the holos. I was about to look elsewhere when I saw the Star Spear’s eyes bulge, and a paper-thin gash appeared in his throat. Blood bubbled from the crevice, and he fell from his chair as he gargled the last of his life away.

The slayer suddenly materialized behind an initiate ten meters away from the bar. Unaware of the present danger, the enemy soldier raised his wine glass into his lips as Leith drove his blade in the crack between the man’s helmet and his chest plate. The gap would have been only a few millimeters, but the slayer managed to slip his dagger between the space and out again like a surgeon with a scalpel. The initiate dropped the wine and screamed as he tried to plug the fountaining wound with his hands. Leith disappeared again while the other soldiers leapt to their feet, took one look at their fallen comrade bleeding out, and glanced around the room with terror-filled eyes.

They could see no sign of the killer, so they must have thought an apparition had just driven a phantom blade through their comrade’s armor.

Yanu barked a command at the frozen initiates, and all the Dax armed themselves to prepare for their unseen opponent’s next strike. The initiates fumbled for their weapons, and their hands shot to their prot-belts to trigger their runes. Red, blue, and purple lights flashed from the soldiers as their enchanted equipment activated.

The slayer appeared for a second, tossed a round object into the center of the enemies, and then vanished. The object rolled a few meters before coming to a stop and exploding into a bright light. I figured it was a scrambler, a tool used when fighting humans to disturb their comms. I had never seen one before and only knew about them from history records. The RTF didn’t often battle other humans, so Leith’s use of it surprised me.

Seconds passed while the slayer remained invisible, and I hoped the enemies wouldn’t glance at the bulkhead-mirror and see me standing in plain view. I couldn’t move from here otherwise I wouldn’t see Leith’s signal.

Yanu’s eyes scoured the room while he poised his spear above his right shoulder. Rings of emerald energy swirled around the weapon’s barbed tip, and I imagined the blade would rip through Leith’s armor easily. Yanu moved like a panther through a jungle, and he cocked his ear a few times as though he might detect the slayer’s whereabouts.

The Dax weren’t confused anymore, so I was expecting Leith to give me his signal. I wasn’t exactly sure how he would show me a clenched fist when revealing himself could mean a fight with Yanu. The Star Spear moved like a great warrior, and the totems on his pauldrons were covered in enchanted runes.

“You are strong for a squire,” Yanu said. “I cannot even detect a scent nor hear the patter of your footsteps. No matter, you and the other squire will join your two friends in the brig. Did you know they screamed for mercy?” The man licked his lips, and I tried not to sprint into the room and gut him where he stood.

I breathed slowly through my nostrils to calm myself. Had Yanu been bluffing? Why would he have tortured my friends when he meant to use them in a deal? It couldn’t be in his best interests to harm Neville and Richard, could it?

Leith appeared on top of the game-table and jumped toward the Star Spear, his Demigod’s Dark Twins held underhand. He swept the swords downward as he collided with Yanu, but the other man blocked both weapons with his spear handle. Leith flicked his left arm upward to provide an opening, sliced the Star Spear’s hip with the sword in his right hand, and vanished with a roar of laughter.

The initiates leaped over the furniture to attack Leith, but the slayer disappeared before they could get to him, and the group let out screams of frustration. Yanu pushed through the other Dax soldiers, screamed at them in their language, and they scattered to the edges of the room. I guessed he was telling them to get out of his way because the slayer was using them as an obstruction. Leith appeared to taunt Yanu a dozen times, and on every occasion the initiates stood between them so the Star Spear couldn’t get to him.

I heard Leith cackle as he disappeared gain.

“You are no squire.” Yanu’s neck snapped back and forth as he attempted to locate Leith. “You are an RTF slayer. My grandfather spoke of your kind. He told me to be wary of any RTF man who chooses to don the midnight armor. He was not the warrior I am. Dax do not know fear!”

Leith emerged five meters away from the Star Spear, directly in the middle of the initiates. They spun to face the slayer, and his swords danced around them. He flicked his wrists, and the afterimages the crimson runes left behind were like the perfect strokes of a painter’s brush. Four initiates hit the floor with a thud, and blood seeped into a pool beneath them.

“Slayer!” Yanu screamed as he sprinted toward Leith.

The slayer exchanged his swords for the chain scythes and sent them flying toward the other man. The weapons entangled Yanu’s spear, but he twisted his weapon so the ropes tightened around. The giant warrior tugged, and Leith was forced to release his hold on the scythes. The weapons hurtled toward Yanu, and he tossed his entangled spear aside before taking a scimitar from his magnetons. He flicked his arm, and the weapon’s handle extended until it looked like a naginata.

The Star Spear blinked, and Leith was gone, hidden under the shroud of invisibility. Yanu’s face contorted in rage as he swept his naginata in a wide arc, and I could see the heavy drops of fear pour down his face.

“Your grandfather was much the same,” Leith said, though he was still invisible. “So much wasted energy. Too much emotion.”

Yanu sprinted in the direction of the slayer’s voice, and he thrust his spear into a couch. The blade plunged into the cushions and came out the other side. With a deafening scream, the Star Spear lifted the impaled piece of furniture into the air and battered it on the ground. The couch exploded into a cloud of splinters and goose feathers. The white specks fluttered down like falling snow, and some of them landed on an almost invisible figure.

The infuriated Star Spear charged toward the object, and he drove his naginata into it. The slayer materialized, and his expression was blank. The enemy’s blade poked through the back of Leith’s armor, and I thought for a second that he had just been killed.

My conclusion proved wrong when a second figure appeared behind Yanu as the one impaled on his spear disintegrated. Without Leith’s doppelganger trapping the Star Spear’s weapon, Yanu spun around only to have Leith plunge a dagger into the man’s wrist. The enemy immediately dropped his naginata, and the slayer was behind him. Leith planted two other daggers in each of his opponent’s hamstrings. The blades penetrated the enchanted armor plates like they were made of cotton, and Yanu’s legs failed to keep him upright. He landed on his knees with a crash before Leith cloaked himself again.

Yanu yelled at the initiates, but the remaining four seemed incapable of moving. They were frozen in terror, their fearless leader disabled so easily by a man who appeared to come in and out of existence like a ghost. Yanu crawled on his elbows to his naginata and grabbed it in his left hand. Even hamstrung, the man would not be defeated.

A disembodied hand suddenly appeared in the center of the room, and it clenched into a fist. Yanu screamed and launched his spear toward the object. Midway through its flight, the weapon ignited into rolling flames. The hand vanished, and the spear shot through the air to embed itself into another couch. The fabric burst into a ball of orange fire, and the Star Spear screamed again in frustration.

At Leith’s signal, my fingers activated the Shroud rune and then my speed sequence. I would only be invisible for three seconds, so I sprinted toward the nearest initiate and removed a paralyzing knife from my thigh straps. Remembering Leith’s guidance, I calculated the perfect spot to kill the man with a Knife of the Storm. His jugular veins and carotid arteries were the best options, and I saw a centimeter of synthetic webbing separating his helmet and chest armor. I thrust my blade into the opening, and the point tore through the fabric and punctured an artery. The man died even before I tugged my dagger free from his flesh.

The other initiates spun toward their comrade as my invisibility vanished. They were stunned by my appearance for less than a second, and I barely had time to activate my energy shield on my left gauntlet to block the first attack. My shield hissed as the enemy weapons struck its surface, and reverberations rippled down my left arm as my right hand took a second Knife of the Storm from my thigh holster. I weaved between two attackers and planted my knife into an initiate’s stomach. I couldn’t activate the Storm Bolt rune while only one knife was penetrating the man’s armor, but the strike had still taken him down.

Inspired by their comrade’s injury, the two other initiates fought with greater fervor. The final two initiates were smarter and more skilled than their fallen counterparts, and I could only block their attacks while shuffling backward. I raised my shield a moment before an initiate’s spear would have tagged my skull. My back touched the organic wall, and the two initiates cut off any attempt at slipping through their reach.

I pulled my longsword from over my shoulder and deactivated my energy shield. The initiate on my right gripped my sword arm, and I head-butted his skull. The man’s helmet shattered, and he fell to one knee. I drew my longsword for a killing swing when the other initiate stepped in front of the attack. His spear handle caught my longsword, and a painful reverberation shot up my arm. With only one opponent, I could concentrate on taking him down rather than simply surviving. I pushed him away with both fists so I had enough room to swing my sword, and an arcing cut spilled the entrails from his stomach.

Meanwhile, the initiate with the broken helmet was now pounding his fingers on his prot-belt. Blood leaked from the split in his skull, and I figured he wouldn’t last much longer. Still, he was attempting to activate a rune, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

I sprinted toward him, but something grabbed my ankle and pulled me to the ground. Yanu had crawled toward me, and now his powerful arms attempted to wrap around my neck. I grabbed the Star Spear’s forearm so he couldn’t choke me, and then I buried the last Knife of the Storm beneath his chest armor with a powerful jab.

The blade penetrated the carbon plating and plunged into the muscle tissue beneath. I activated the Storm Bolt rune before Yanu’s arms could find purchase on my helmet, and his fingers grasped futilely at my visor while the paralyzation effect slowly drained his energy. With only one knife embedded inside Yanu, the stun would only slow him down a little, so I slammed my gauntleted fists a dozen times into his helmet. Metal buckled, the visor shattered, and his nose crumpled like plaster.

I shoved the Star Spear aside and searched for the initiate with the cracked skull. I found him still busy with his prot-belt, and I guessed whatever rune he was attempting to trigger must be powerful, since it required a complex activation sequence. Either that or he couldn’t quite remember because my head-butt had given him significant brain damage.

The answer came when the spear insignia on his chest plate glowed a bright orange and a void portal opened in front of me. The initiate dropped to his knees in exhaustion and then fell face-first onto the ground. Blood leaked from his fractured skull, so I assumed he was dead. The act of summoning seemed to be the initiate’s final move before death.

A dark cloud of insects emerged from the rift and surged toward me. It split into two and moved in a pincer-formation, and there was no way I could evade it. Moving anywhere would mean passing through the cloud, and I imagined the insects might devour my armor like locusts to crop fields.

I swapped my longsword for my lightning mace, struck the ground in front of me, and a lightning bolt pierced the insect cloud. The tiny creatures shifted back a little, and a Lightning Sprite leaped through an arcane portal.

I watched in horror as the gray mist swarmed on my sprite. The winged imp screamed as the insects chewed its flesh from the bone. The carcass struck the deck, and the cloud turned toward me again.

I was out of options, and Leith didn’t seem like he was going to help me out of this one. I closed my eyes and concentrated on teleporting away from the insects. When I teleported in the past, my friends’ lives had been at stake. Now, it was only my own. I couldn’t guarantee the threat of my own life would be enough to fuel a teleport.

The seconds seemed to slow to a crawl, but I couldn’t die today. The Stalwart needed me. Captain Cross needed me. Queen Catrina needed me. I was the only one with the ability to manipulate portals, and the quest to retrieve the king’s armor depended on me surviving and learning my ability.

The cloud inched toward me like an apocalyptic plague, and I imagined standing behind it. My mind touched the magical well, and an unseen power soared along my limbs. Instantly, I was on the other side of the insect cloud.

“Nicely done!” Leith yelled. “Now, kill it with fire!”

“I don’t have any fire weapons!” I yelled.

“Oh,” he said as he appeared beside me. The slayer pressed his prot-belt, and his scythes were bathed in flames. He held one scythe in his left hand while he swung the other above his head like a lasso. Rings of flame appeared above him, and he shot the burning circles toward the insect cloud. The fire consumed the summons until only wisps of smoke remained.

“Not exactly slayer style,” Leith said as he coiled his scythes and secured them to his belt, “but it did the job well enough, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I examined my body for damage. When I was certain I hadn’t received any significant injuries, I turned back to Leith. “So, did I pass the test?”

“Barely. You only teleported once. It wasn’t very stylish. You should have done it three or more times to really terrify the enemies.”

I heard a groan behind me and turned to see Yanu palming an enchanted medkit to his face. Blood oozed onto his gauntlets, and he gaped at Leith and me.

“Who are you?” he asked through the gauze as he stared at Leith. His voice was nasally, and I guessed I had come close to killing him with my punches. “What manner of man can so easily deal with the Dax?”

“Men,” Leith corrected. “This squire here did most of the work.”

Yanu turned his attention toward me. “A void mutant,” he said before looking at Leith again. “This one could be very valuable. The Emperor would pay very kindly for one such as him. You could be incredibly rich.”

“I don’t need money. Only scalps.” Leith grabbed a dagger and moved toward the Star Spear.

“Wait!” Yanu said. “I can give you information. Take me back to your starship, and I will tell you everything.”

“I’m not taking you anywhere. You’ll tell me everything I want to know right here. Let’s start with the fleet. How far away is it? How many ships are there?” Leith asked as he squatted over the man. Yanu tried to grab him, but the slayer leaned backward, so the attempt didn’t succeed.

“There is no fleet,” he said with an exasperated sigh. “We were sent to take care of the RTF Stalwart.”

“And didn’t you do a damned fine job of that?” Leith chuckled as he sat on the man’s chest. He traced the outline of an orange rune on Yanu’s right cheek. “Your grandfather ever tell you about Perovia?”

“My grandfather?” Yanu said as his gaze watched the point of Leith’s blade like a cat following a laser. “What importance does my grandfather have to any of this?”

“If I hadn’t known you were the grandson of Manis Donat, I wouldn’t have known your true intentions.”

“Manis?” Yanu looked at Leith in pained confusion. “Manis was my great-great-grandfather.”

Leith shrugged. “He’s dead now. Felled by the same dagger I’ll use to carve at your flesh, piece by piece.”

“There is no need for torture,” Yanu said as he pressed the medkit harder to his face. I admired the man for not quivering at the slayer’s threat. “I will surrender, and we can discuss terms of agreement.”

“There will be no surrender. You have told me everything I need to know already.” Leith gripped the man’s head in either hand and then snapped his neck with a vicious twist.

“You just killed a prisoner of war,” I gasped.

“So?” Leith asked as he inspected the Star Spear’s equipment.

“We could have taken him back to the Stalwart and--”

“Ahhh, squire, squire. I have so much to teach you. Let me ask you; do you know what these guys were?” Leith motioned at Yanu and the other Star Spear with his knife.

“Dax knights?” I shook my head.

“They’re organic suicide bombers. A simple mental command makes them explode like a thermite bomb. You can probably imagine how much damage they’d do if we brought them back to the Stalwart.”

“Explode?” I asked. “Like the Ecomese?”

“Yeah,” Leith said. “The Ecomese were experiments. They weren’t always used to harvest power. They were designed so people like these could eventually be made.” He gestured at Yanu’s corpse. “That shit about Yanu being a ‘true Vokan’ was claptrap. He was made in a lab with only one purpose. Just like his great-grandfather.”

“So why was a human bomb sent to Ecoma?” I asked.

“Not one. Many. The other Star Spear was one, too. All it would take is a single human bomb to be captured and imprisoned on the Stalwart. Then ka-boom. That was their plan all along. Why do you think Yanu had initiates with him? This was a trap. To lure us into a false sense of security. We were meant to defeat these initiates and take one of the Star Spears prisoner. Then they go bang and our starship and her crew would be dealt with.”

“Then what?” I asked. Leith seemed to know a lot about the Dax protocol.

“The bomb’s lifesigns would register null, and a Dax fleet would come.

“You killed Yanu, sir. Doesn’t that mean a Dax fleet is going to come? He might not have exploded, but he’s dead all the same.”

“We could have kept him alive to stall the fleet, but it’s too risky. His kind is too volatile. Besides, if we didn’t kill Yanu, then word would have spread about your abilities. We can’t lose someone like you, Squire Lyons. Not again. You are more precious than any of the other personnel on the Stalwart.”

“There was someone else like me on the Stalwart?” I asked.

“Yeah. Well, not really.” Leith chewed his cheek as though considering whether to explain further. He must have decided otherwise because he gathered his weapons and attached them to his armor. “Time for round two, Squire Lyons.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. I wanted to press the issue about the other person with my abilities, but I knew our time was limited.

“How about you take the lead this time?” Leith asked. “Precision, remember. If the other Star Spear learns that his mission is seconds away from failing, he’s gonna blow.”

“He won’t be doing any blowing,” Nathan said as he entered the room alongside Neville. “Wait, that came out wrong.” He frowned, and I launched myself at the squires. I gripped them both underneath each arm and hugged them tightly.

“Yanu said he had tortured you all.” I couldn’t help grinning now that my friends were safe. They didn’t look to have been harmed in the slightest.

“Yanu?” Neville asked.

“The Star Spear,” I said.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you were such good friends,” Nathan said.

“How’d you defeat the Dax squad?” I asked.

“Those blood-statues we fought earlier,” he answered. “Neville here figured out a way to reprogram them. He designed some software while we were hiding out in the engine room, but then the Dax found us before we could test it. A little stay inside the brig and we sent it through the network remotely. Should have seen the surprise on the Dax’s faces when the statues came to life.”

“You did that?” I asked Neville.

“I guess,” he responded.

“Ha! You squires are full of surprises,” Leith said. “Now that the Dax are dealt with, I’d say it’s time Squire Lyons takes us back to the Stalwart.”

“We captured the Star Spear,” Neville said. “We figured he might be able to tell us--”

“Where is he?” Leith demanded. “He could trigger his self-combustion at any moment.”

“Follow us,” Neville said immediately, and he took us to the brig.

Four initiates were dead in the aisle, their armor torn to show deep cuts beneath. I admired my friends’ handiwork since they had managed to break free of the cells, arm themselves, and then kill these Dax.

Neville gestured to a cell. “He’s in here.”

“Is he unarmed?” Leith asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Open the cell,” the slayer commanded.

“Yanu will make you sorry!” the Star Spear screamed. I stepped closer to the cell and watched Leith rush over to the man and break his neck. The soldier’s head dropped to his chin, and the slayer turned toward us.

“Uh…” Neville seemed unable to speak after seeing the slayer kill a man in cold-blood.

Nathan turned to me with wide eyes and silently mouthed, “What the fuck?”

“This scouting crew was just a ruse,” I said. “I’ll explain more later.”

“I say we head back to the Stalwart to celebrate,” Leith said with a grin. “I’m gonna have myself a new pupil!” He slapped me on the back. “Slayer Lyons. I like the sound of that! Olav will be livid!”

Nathan and Neville stared at me in disbelief. After our discussion with Matthias about specialist roles, they probably thought slayer was the last pathway I would choose.

“He’s assuming,” I whispered to my friends.

“Oh,” Nathan said as he watched Leith kneel beside the dead initiates.

“Sloppy,” the slayer muttered after plunging his finger into a laceration. He looked up at Nathan and Neville with a disappointed frown. “You two would never make it as slayers.”

When I looked at the corpses of the initiates, a ball of regret formed in my gut. They were all pawns in this secret mission. They probably never knew the true intention of the exploding Star Spears. This would have been a scouting mission to them, and now it had ended in their deaths.

This wasn’t the first time I felt remorse for killing humans, and I doubted it would be my last. The treaties with the other kingdoms meant we shouldn’t have to defend innocent life against anything other than Grendels. Technically, the Triumvirate was at war with the Dax, but it had never taken place outside of the shadows. Matthias had said that peace between humans couldn’t possibly last, and I shuddered a little at the thought of what might become of the universe if humankind decided to turn their Runetech on each other rather than the Grendels.

But was it inevitable? Was a lasting peace between different kingdoms truly impossible?

It would be a war to end all wars, and something told me that the only survivors would be the lizard-monsters the kingdoms had once rallied to fight against.

My whole life I had thought humans weren’t the enemies. Maybe this unique peaceful period in human history where I found myself blinded me to the evil in the hearts of individual men. I had learned firsthand how wicked they could be. Gregory’s thugs in Bratton’s Business Spire had been my first taste of true evil, and the pirates attacking the Stalwart had been my second experience of it. Then I watched a Tachionese woman killed in a ritual to her people’s goddess, the Aquitanians firing on the penitent pilgrims in Salenum’s streets, and the Ruthenians slaying the innocent Tachionese nobles at their festival.

Wickedness even existed within the Caledonian Kingdom as well. Silvester Polgar had wanted to use me for his own purposes after discovering my ability.

It seemed evil existed everywhere, but that didn’t mean every individual was guilty. I stared at the corpses of the Dax and wondered whether killing other humans would always feel so bad.

“Something wrong?” Leith glanced at me, the dead initiates, and then back to me. “It’ll get easier, Nick. This might not be ideal, but you’re fighting for the Queen, and sometimes that means killing other humans. When you’re a soldier, it’s either you or them. Maybe when we die and reach the furthest star, it won’t be like this. Until then, you serve the Queen by being the damned best you can be at killing.”

Although morbid, the slayer’s words did make me feel a little better. From now on, I would continue to fight against injustices and accept the human casualties as necessary consequences.

My thoughts faded when I saw a bloody bit of material hooked onto Leith’s prot-belt.

“Do you really collect scalps?” I asked as I guessed what the material might be.

The slayer smiled. “Sure do. In my part of the Caledonian Kingdom, we take the scalps to honor those we’ve fought against. I don’t have any old soldier’s flesh hanging in my closet. Only the best, and Yanu was a pretty good fighter.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say to Leith, so I gave him a nod. He had his way of doing things. I might not have shared them, but I wouldn’t think badly of him.

“You think you have a little more gas in the tank for another teleport?” Leith asked me.

“I can only teleport one person at a time.”

Leith rolled his eyes. “I forget how much training you still need. Alright, take one of the squires and then come back.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I made Nathan grab my shoulder. I teleported him back to the Stalwart, and it took another thirty minutes before I could make another teleport to the embassy. A little over three hours later, and we were all standing in the Stalwart’s bridge.

“We’re going to work on your ability so it’s useful for when you’re a slayer,” Leith said as he approached the navigation console.

I still wasn’t definite about the slayer pathway, but after watching Leith dispense with the Dax, it wouldn’t be a bad choice.
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Chapter 6

I stood beside Nathan, Richard, and Neville while we waited on the Stalwart’s bridge for the captain and the commander to arrive. When the two officers marched through the open doorway, they placed their weapons on racks, and then turned to us.

“Well done, gentlemen,” Captain Cross said as he touched the trident emblem on his right chest.

The armored chest plate rescinded, and his helmet retracted into his collar. His equipment was mostly unblemished save for a few splotches of green Grendel blood. I guessed he’d returned from clearing the upgraded portal, although he didn’t show any of the exhaustion a regular man would after battling hordes of lizardmen.

Commander Reynolds deactivated her armor, donned her blue coat, and stared at me with something like approval. She had doubted whether I could complete the mission to retrieve my friends, and now I had proved her wrong. It probably wasn’t enough to make her like me, but at least it was a start.

“You have successfully prevented a covert attack on our starship and earned yourselves a day’s rest before we make our way to our next mission,” he continued as he stared into my eyes. I got the feeling he was praising me personally, and I tried to keep the smile off my face.

“We’re leaving already, Captain?” Neville asked. “The Dax fleet could arrive at any moment.”

“Senator Goy has received word from the mercenaries. They will be here in less than four hours,” he responded. “Hundreds of vessels will soon arrive to protect Ecoma.”

“Hundreds?” Nathan asked.

“Yes,” the captain answered. “The Ecomese have paid handsomely for protection. The Dax will have difficulty putting a dent in the mercenary numbers, even with their advanced technology.”

“Forgive me, Captain, but are you sure we are not underestimating the Dax?” Commander Reynolds asked. “I’ve only ever heard of cloaking technology as a rumor, but if the Dax are able to cloak their vessels easily, then it will only be a matter of time until they are capable of taking Ecoma, not to mention hundreds of other planets that take their fancy.”

“We have bigger responsibilities, Commander,” he said. “The mercenaries will protect this planet against almost any fleet the Dax can send. They don’t need to be capable of holding them off indefinitely, only to make it too costly for the Dax to continue.”

“And the cloaking technology?”

“We will inform the Queen after we conduct our next mission,” he answered.

My heart tweaked at hearing mention of the Queen. “We’ll be seeing Queen Catrina?” I asked. Ever since the beautiful monarch gave me her blessing as a squire, I felt a strong bond toward her. I dreamed of meeting her one day, and the prospect of seeing her personally made my stomach leap with anticipation.

Captain Cross looked at me with pride, and I wondered whether he guessed my thoughts. “No, Squire Lyons. We will provide the information to one of her viceroys living in a nearby star system, and he will pass it on to the queen.”

I tried not to let my disappointment show. At least meeting a noble who truly served the Queen would be a privilege few squires could claim.

“I will provide further details of the next mission at the briefing tomorrow at 8:00 CUT,” Captain Cross said. “You should all enjoy the next twelve hours until we leave. Dismissed.”

We saluted the two officers, exited the bridge, and then returned to our quarters. As soon as we were back in our rooms, we removed our battered equipment. As I unclipped each item, I inspected the runes for damage. Almost every piece required some amount of maintenance. I heard a muffled noise and looked up to see all three squires staring at me.

“Are you coming, Nick?” Nathan asked.

“Where?”

“I only asked you three times already,” he responded with a little annoyance. “Are you distracted? We’re heading to the galley for a beer.”

“You’re not going to repair your items?” I asked.

“We can do that later,” Richard said.

“I think I’ll stay here.” I hadn’t heard him ask me earlier, so I figured resting before the captain’s briefing was more important than sharing a drink with my friends. Besides, I wasn’t going to stow my equipment without repairing the runes first. I would join them later after I performed maintenance on my gear.

“Are you sure?” Richard asked. “Even Neville is coming along.”

Neville looked at me and shrugged. “You should stay. You look like you might pass out at any moment.”

I nodded. “Teleporting took a lot out of me.”

“Alright. We’ll see you later,” Nathan said.

I smiled at my friends as they left. I didn’t understand where they got all their energy, but then they hadn’t learned how to summon more of their latent mutant abilities, so maybe I was too hard on myself.

I placed my equipment next to my bed, opened my footlocker, and the Overlord’s Heart caught my eyes. Before I knew what I was doing, I reached out and grabbed the amulet. The obsidian jewel warmed in my palm, and my exhaustion lifted as soon as my skin met its black surface. I stared in wonder at the strange item, and a chill crawled down my spine.

Elle had warned me against Lich items, so I decided to take her advice by putting the Overlord’s Heart back into my footlocker. As soon as my skin was no longer touching the jewel, my fatigue returned. This time, I could barely keep my eyes open.

I still needed to repair my items, and part of my self-imposed routine was ensuring no piece of equipment returned to my footlocker unless it was fully repaired. I decided I would wear the amulet while I retraced runes only because I needed the extra energy.

When I lifted the necklace over my head, the warm obsidian jewel pressed against my flesh. Energy seemed to flow out from the amulet and into my body. The sensation was peculiar, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Maybe it would be a good idea to have Elle take a look at it after I repaired my items and got some rest.

I could fix simple runes with my eyes closed from working as an enchanter’s apprentice. I scanned each piece of equipment to refresh my memory while I took my handheld Dust-drill, filled it with Arcane Dust, and drew over the old sigils.

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.

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 legs. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 10%).

Armor type: Squire’s Boots

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Speed (+1)

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases movement speed. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 10%).

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.

Armor type: Targe Gauntlets

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Initiate [Squire]

Armor effect: Summon Energy Targe - Generates low-level energy shield from left gauntlet. Battery is contained within right gauntlet.

Runes inscribed: Detection

Rune class: Initiate [Squire]

Rune effects: Provides basic information for Grendel types.

Armor type: Novice Rerebraces of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Novice

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Minor Might

Rune class: Novice

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 10%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

Armor type: Novice Spaulders of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Novice

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Minor Might

Rune class: Novice

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 10%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

Looking at all of my items in detail made me realize how powerful my setup was for a squire fresh out of the Academy. I had completed three missions so far, four including the one to train at the embassy, and every piece except for my rerebraces and spaulders were Squire class.

But where my equipment really shined was in my weapons and accessories slots. I scanned each weapon while I repaired their runes.

Weapon type: Longsword of Propulsion

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: [none]

Runes inscribed: Forcewave

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: [Unknown]

Weapon type: Hammer of the Lightning Sprite

Additional damage: 18% (lightning)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Minor Lightning Sprite

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning sprite]. Three-minute cooldown. Five total uses before repair is required.

[Lightning Sprite]: Remains for sixteen minutes or until killed, whichever occurs first. Deals elemental damage (lightning) to enemies at 150% of summoner’s base weapon damage.

Weapon type: The Eidolon’s Bardiche

Base attack damage: 42-65

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.

Weapon type: Knife of the Storm (x3)

Additional damage: 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.

Weapon type: Scaled Plasma Rifle

Additional damage: None

Power class: Novice

Weapon effect: Fires white-hot plasma pulses. Requires battery and gas canister. Subject to overheating and instability after extended firing.

Runes inscribed: None

Rune class: None

Rune effects: None

Weapon type: Falchion of the Shroud

Additional damage: Void

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Shroud

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 3 seconds. Limited durability.

Of the six weapons I owned, two were suited for training as a slayer, two were appropriate for summoner practice, and the plasma rifle and longsword were effective long-range items. My choice of weapons seemed to lead to either the slayer role or the summoner role, but Matthias’ explanations hadn’t convinced me either way. Although I knew it was a little overzealous, I wondered whether I would ever live long enough or become proficient enough to consider the lancer class. It would, at least, resolve some of my issues with indecision.

I banked the thought after completing the runes on my weapons and placed my accessories on my mattress. My father’s surcoat lay beside the cloak I obtained from the Seraphic portal on the Bix Ark. My father’s item held sentimental value, but it wasn’t enchanted. I hadn’t used the Summoner’s Veil yet, so it didn’t require any repairing, but the Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt did. The squire’s prot-belt I bought from the enchanter, Max, was now inscribed with a minor version of a rune from the Naga’s trident. The new enchantment had changed its properties, so Elle updated the database entry for the item after I had showed it to her. I scanned both items and then went to work on the Minor Writhing Plague rune.

Item Type: Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt

Runes inscribed: Minor Writhing Plague

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Summons [Void Serpent]

[Void Serpent]: Deals void damage to enemies and inflicts degenerative wounds. Remains until killed.

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%.

My thoughts returned to what specialist role I would take after the knighthood examination. My accessories made the summoner pathway more alluring. I didn’t know whether the stars had made me acquire so much summoning gear, but I didn’t like feeling pigeonholed. I did have other items more appropriate for a slayer’s fighting style, and I appreciated the role in new ways after witnessing Leith’s combat prowess inside the embassy.

I figured I would do some more practicing and maybe some training with the other knights before I sealed myself into any particular role. After Matthias had given us a complete rundown of all the specialist pathways, I itched to try them all.

The possibility of becoming a lancer returned to my mind, and I stared up at the overhead to ponder it. Maybe if I lived three centuries, I would find the time to train under nine different mentors.

I organized my equipment back into my footlocker and fell onto my bed. Despite the day’s incredible amount of fighting and teleportation, I felt very well rested. I wondered where the sudden burst of energy had come from, and then something poked into my chest.

I reached beneath my shirt and lifted the Overlord’s Heart above my collar. Earlier, my exhaustion had vanished when I placed this Lich item against my skin, but now the jewel no longer touched my flesh, and my tiredness returned. This particular ability was not listed in the amulet’s statistics, and I stared in wonder at the item while I fought off my fatigue.

I traced over the delicate runes on the jewel with my Dust-drill, and the sigils glowed for a few seconds when they were completely repaired. The jewel’s teardrop shape reminded me of the item my father used to wear, although his was crafted with a precious stone from a planet bordering Deep Space. I remembered little of Dad beside his necklace since my mother destroyed all images of him after his death. She justified it by saying his RTF missions were classified, and we needed to ensure no one knew our relationship to him. I remembered often staring at the jewel hanging from my dad’s neck and imagining pictures in its many-colored reflection like kids sometimes did with clouds.

On a whim, I decided to do the same thing with the amulet hanging from my hand. I stared into the obsidian amulet, unable to look away. I watched the precious stone spin as I held it by the chain. The longer I stared at the blackness, the more I felt like I could see something inside its many sides.

Then I blinked, and I wasn’t in the squire quarters anymore. Nor did this place look like anything on the Stalwart, let alone Ecoma.

Lush greenery surrounded me, topiary manicured by a master gardener’s hand. Each bush was fashioned to look like a great beast. Lions, bears, and crocodiles stood beside creatures I couldn’t name. They were all equally majestic and lifelike.

At first, I thought my ability had somehow taken me to this strange place. But the location was entirely new to me, so I couldn’t have teleported to the garden.

Somehow, starting into the Overlord’s Heart had transported me here.

I wondered if this was a kind of waking dream, but a trumpet chorus from beyond the hilltops interrupted my thoughts. As though driven by themselves, my feet passed the topiary creations and marched up the gentle slope to follow the sound. When I reached the zenith, I saw a clearing with two large armies gathered on either end of the field.

The army closest to me were clad in bright red power armor. Knights stood along the frontlines, and artillerymen gathered at the rear. A crimson standard with a golden lion fluttered in the wind: the Kingdom of Aquitaine’s royal insignia.

The other army was likewise comprised of both knights and artillerymen, except these wore red and blue pinstriped tabards. The maw of a roaring bear glistened on the heavily armored knights’ tower shields, and I realized these were summoners from the Rutheni Kingdom.

I glanced up at a runeforming dome, and I wondered whether this field was located on Tachion. The presence of the Rutheni and the Aquitanians suggested it might be, but there were probably dozens of planets where these two kingdoms fought for ownership.

Pleasant melodies of a herald knight’s runesong entered my ears, and then the trumpets sounded a second time to announce the battle’s commencement.

Something pulled at my chest, and I peered down at the amulet resting against my heart. It lifted from my body of its own accord, and I grabbed it before it started to drift away from me. When my fingers curled around the obsidian jewel, I was no longer standing on the hill.

Rutheni knights surrounded me, and every one of the foreign soldiers looked directly at me as though awaiting orders.

“The fight is about to begin, sir,” said the knight to my right. Strangely, I understood him even though he was speaking Rutheni.

“Let us show these Aquitanians why the bear always defeats the lion,” I answered. The words came out of my mouth in Rutheni, and I hadn’t even thought to speak them. I felt like an actor in a play, simply reciting my lines. My fingers danced across my prot-field in a rune activation sequence I somehow knew.

Lights flashed from all over the gathered knights, and the crimson bears on their tower shields glowed like stars. A hundred rifts appeared in the gap between the two armies. Bane Bears burst through the portals and charged to meet the marching Aquitanians while my comrades hoisted their poleaxes and waited for my orders.

“Charge!” I screamed in Rutheni as arcane energy shot down my limbs.

As I sprinted to engage the enemy, I took command of the three Bane Bears I had just summoned and targeted them at the nearest Aquitanian knight. My hand dropped to my belt a second time, and I triggered another activation chain.

When an enemy severed the head of one of my summoned creatures, a sudden pain seared the back of my skull. I ignored the sensation and eviscerated the nearest man with my poleaxe. Entrails uncoiled onto the dirt, and I whirled around to block the strike of a crimson-clad knight’s axe. I immediately recognized the weapon as the War Axe of the Deranged I had stolen from the Aquitanian lich knight, Emeric.

The knight I was now fighting against moved with incredible speed, so I couldn’t determine whether the man who wielded the axe was my old enemy. His face remained covered behind his gauze visor while his weapon shimmered with terrifying speed as I fought to evade his swings.

“Emeric!” I screamed. “You will regret the day your Lord sent you into battle against the Rutheni!” My words came unbidden as they had done before, but they confirmed the identity of my opponent. The person whose body I now inhabited knew Emeric by name.

Emeric took his axe in his left hand while his right hand glowed a bright golden color. I had fallen victim to this maneuver before, so I knew he would try to disarm me. I attempted to evade his attack, but my legs wouldn’t respond. I realized then that I wasn’t controlling this Rutheni knight’s body, only watching from the inside.

I was merely witnessing this fight through my host’s eyes, and was unable to command a muscle to move.

I could do nothing as the enemy’s gauntlet collided with my poleaxe, and then the weapon spun out of my hands. My host drew all my emotion into a single command for my two surviving Bane Bears: attack Emeric.

The Aquitanian knight took his war-axe in both hands and then slammed it into my chest. The edge split my armor in two, and madness entered my mind.

“Goodbye, Vlad Demidov,” Emeric said as he dropped his axe and palmed my host’s head with his hands.

All the vision slowly faded, and all I could hear was the maniacal laughter of the lich knight as he drained the soul of the Rutheni summoner named Vlad Demidov.
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Chapter 7

The lights from the overhead seared my eyes, and I inhaled as much air as my lungs could handle. I tore the Overlord’s Heart from its necklace and threw it against the bulkhead. The vision had felt incredibly real, so I ran my hands over my chest to ensure Emeric’s war-axe hadn’t actually harmed me.

There was a knocking sound, and I spun to see Dr. Lenkov peering into the room from the passageway. “Nicholas?” she asked. A smile lit her delicate face, so I guessed she had arrived seconds after my vision.

“Dr. Lenkov,” I said after swallowing. “Please, come inside.” I held out my arm for her to enter, but when she walked through the doorway, I shuffled to my right a bit so the Overlord’s Heart would be hidden from her.

“Your face is a little pale,” she said with concern as she approached me. “Are you feeling faint?”

“No,” I said. “Well, not really.” I looked over my shoulder at the amulet and kicked it beneath the bed with my right foot. “Is there a reason why you’re here?”

“The captain ordered me to see you,” she said as her ivory-skinned hands roamed over the various tools inside the kit wrapped around her waist. “You used your ability multiple times today, and we want to ensure the exertion did not leave any permanent damage.”

“All right.” I didn’t want to arouse suspicion, and I was feeling a little nervous about the rectangular device she now held in her palm. I glanced at the label on its side and read: Nano Bioreader ver 12.25. A bioreader’s nanobots crawling through my body would be a new experience, but I had heard the process was quite painless.

I sat on my mattress, and Natali took a seat beside me. The pillow-top was a little old, and the springs had lost a lot of their vigor, so she leaned into me.

“Take off your shirt, please,” the doctor said.

I obeyed her immediately, but I paused in surprise when I noticed the heaviness of the garment. My shirt was completely soaked with sweat. I was a bit nervous about Natali’s visit, but not enough to drench my clothes. The perspiration must have come from the nightmare.

“Is something the matter, Nicholas?” the beautiful doctor asked as she held the bio-reader to my chest. The metal was cold against my skin, but the doctor’s other hand was warm as she kept me from moving while under the device’s probing mechanism.

The tiny nanobots running through my bloodstream felt like ants crawling beneath my skin, and I clenched my fists to keep from tearing the device and Natali’s hand away. I didn’t like being examined like this, but thinking about her soft fingers brushing against my chest made it a whole lot easier.

“Uh . . . just feeling a little under the weather after using so much of my ability,” I answered. A pretty woman was inside my quarters with no one else around, but I was still reeling from the peculiar dream the Overlord’s Heart had conjured. As much as I wanted to relish her hands on my bare skin, the memory of Emeric draining my host's soul kept replaying in my mind.

“Oh, I should not have needed to ask. That is, after all, why I am in your quarters.” Natali swallowed audibly, and her embarrassment seemed to replace her suspicion. She clicked a button on the device’s side, and the nanobots left my body in a quick rush of adrenaline.

The doctor removed the medical device from my chest and returned it to her kit. Patches of red blotched her neck, and I wondered why a doctor would be so uncomfortable around a patient.

“Is there a problem?” I asked.

“Your heartbeat is a little elevated, and it appears you might be suffering from some form of adrenal fatigue,” she explained. “I think you will need to sit through some additional tests.”

“Now?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Lenkov said. “Better to discover any abnormalities before they grow into complications.”

“I’m feeling better,” I said suddenly as I shot to my feet. “All I need is a bit of rest.”

I didn’t know whether the strange dream I’d experienced would leave any physical trace, but I preferred not explaining the whole thing to her. She would probably use her authority as a medical officer to confiscate the amulet from me, and I wanted to inspect it some more before I gave it up.

“I am not going anywhere until I have given you a thorough examination, Nick,” she said, and her tone reminded me that she was at least a decade older than me. The doctor might have looked like a model straight from a late-night show on the Cube, but she possessed all the assertiveness and commanding presence of my mother.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I started to put my shirt back on.

Natali’s hand touched my arm to stop me. “You may leave that off.”

“I think I’d rather wear a shirt while we’re walking to the infirmary,” I said.

“Infirmary?”

“For the examination,” I answered.

“There is no need to go to the infirmary,” the doctor said with a broad smile. The bright red of her lipstick made her teeth look even whiter. “I have everything I need right here,” she said as she tapped her kit. A pen-shaped bioreader rolled out from her lap and tumbled to the floor.

Dr. Lenkov reached down to get it, but I jumped to my knees and retrieved the bioreader. The device lay only a few centimeters from my amulet, and I exhaled.

“You are very eager to help me,” Natali cocked her head in confusion as she took the device from my hands.

I shrugged. “I like helping beautiful women.” My stomach tightened after the words left my mouth. I always seemed to be more forward than usual when I was around the doctor.

“Then you won’t mind me using this?” Natali grabbed a needle the size of my hand.

“As long as you don’t take all of my blood,” I chuckled as I eyed the object in her hand with some hesitation.

“I shall leave more than enough for all of your body to function,” she said. I swore she emphasized the word ‘all’ and glanced at my crotch, but maybe my mind was still imagining things.

I held out my arm so Natali could perform a blood test, and she removed a tablet computer from her lab coat and scanned a sample of my blood with it. The screen displayed the test results after a few seconds.

The doctor frowned while she read the data. “Your mutation is already adjusting your biology.”

“Is that good or bad?” I asked.

“Neither. Well, it could become a problem. All magical mutations function by a form of molecular manipulation. The host can suffer from various ailments, but you show no signs of them. Yet.”

“Host? Is my mutation somehow alive?”

I thought about the way Elle’s Medusa-link mutation often appeared as though it were a separate entity. The shadowy tendrils that materialized around the point clerk’s head always gave me the creeps when they undulated through the air like real serpents. But my mutation never made me feel like a foreign creature was living inside my body. I supposed parasites never let you know when they were roaming around your stomach, other than making you sick.

“Yes,” Dr. Lenkov said. “You have a symbiotic relationship with it. You provide it with energy, and it provides you with certain talents.”

“Is it harming me?”

“We’ll have to wait to find out,” Dr. Lenkov said. “Although I assume it will be quite some time until we will know for certain. Your initial mutation event was on Tyranus, yes?”

“It was my first,” I confirmed.

“First known,” Dr. Lenkov corrected as she peered up at me from behind her spectacles.

“I’ve never teleported before,” I said.

“That you remember.”

“I’m pretty sure I would have remembered randomly turning up somewhere, doctor,” I said.

“I suppose you would,” she commented.

“Where did it come from?” I asked.

Natali shrugged. “No one knows where the mutant cells originate. Maybe they are latent since birth, or maybe you somehow acquired them from someone else. Now, I’d like you to remove your clothes.”

“All of them?” I asked in surprise.

“You may leave your underpants,” she replied with a smirk.

I removed my boots and socks, unbuckled my belt, and then pulled my trousers off. When I sat again, Dr. Lenkov pushed my chest until I was lying flat on my back. I had imagined being half-naked and alone in a room with the doctor before, but nothing like this.

Natali’s eyes drifted from my face down to my ankles, but they seemed to pause for a second over my crotch. I picked a blemish on the overhead’s metal plating and stared at it while my mind spun. Dr. Lenkov was a professional, so surely she wouldn’t be interested in a man ten years younger than her. We spent a little time together on Ecoma, and I was sure she had enjoyed herself. But liking the company of another person was different from wanting to bed them.

Natali attached monitoring patches to both sides of my chest and my right temple. Then a screen attached to the overhead replayed the time when I teleported to repair the rune-cannon while the RTF Bulwark attacked the Stalwart.

“Do you recall how you summoned your ability on this occasion?” she asked as the video repeated on a loop.

“I thought about what would happen to the crew if we didn’t destroy the warship,” I answered. “Thinking about bad things happening to those I care about triggers something inside me. I heard Captain Cross refer to it as an ‘arcane well’.”

“That is one name for it,” Dr. Lenkov said. A beep sounded from the computer system, and I craned my neck to look at its display. I couldn’t make sense of the data, but the doctor seemed intrigued by it.

“Interesting,” she said. “The manner of employment is different from the previous subject.”

“Sorry?” I asked. My ears piqued when the doctor referred to a ‘previous subject.’

“I was making a record of my findings,” she explained as she indicated the trident symbol on her right breast pocket.

“Have you ever seen anyone like me?” I asked. Leith had mentioned another person with my ability, and the doctor’s slip of the tongue made me think she was acquainted with them.

“You aren’t the only handsome man who has laid half-naked while I examined them,” the doctor said with a playful laugh.

I smiled back at the woman and tried to focus on my question rather than her pretty brown eyes. “I mean someone with abilities like mine. Teleportation and portal manipulation.”

“There have been others,” she said.

“I thought maybe someone was assigned to this ship who shared my abilities.” Dr. Lenkov removed her spectacles and frowned at me. “You referred to a ‘previous subject.’”

“Did I?”

“Yeah,” I insisted.

The doctor glanced at her trident badge and then smiled at me. She was acting coy, and I figured this was something beyond my pay grade. “Yes, I suppose I did.”

Ever since Tyranus I had assumed I was unique, and now I knew otherwise. I should have realized someone else in the universe would have shared my abilities. Maybe they were locked inside the Facility for “research purposes,” and the thought made me squirm.

“Your heart rate is still elevated,” Dr. Lenkov commented. “Please try to relax.”

“I don’t really like being a subject. Sitting in this chair makes me feel like I’m about to get a needle. I can get hit with a Grendel sword, but I hate needles.”

“You are not simply a subject of study to me,” Dr. Lenkov said after she tended to her readout displays for a few minutes. “I am concerned about your health. There are risks your mutation poses to a human body, and I would not like to see you harmed. Nicholas, you are my friend.”

“Thank you, Natali. I consider you a friend, too.”

Natali giggled in response. “You are a funny man. I think I have performed enough doctoring for today. There appears to be nothing wrong with you for now.” As she stood, she raised her hands above her head to stretch. Her white uniform pulled against her shoulders, and her zipper slid down until it dropped below her collarbone.

Natali didn’t seem to realize an additional portion of creamy skin was showing, and I found myself unable to look away. A single line showed above her zipper, and the beginnings of ample cleavage made my heart race.

I looked away, pinched a monitoring strip on my chest, and started to remove it. The doctor stepped toward me without a sound, and she placed her index finger on my skin. I inhaled as she slowly peeled back a monitoring strip. Her finger lingered for a moment on my muscles, and the breath caught in my throat when her eyes came to mine.

“I know you didn’t really need to see me,” I said as I stared into her eyes. “I can tell you like me. I like you, too.”

“Oh?” she asked as a coy smile came to her full lips.

“Yes,” I whispered as my heart hammered into my chest.

“What do we do now that we both know the feeling is mutual?” The doctor raised an eyebrow, and her lips arched into a grin that made me groan inwardly. I leaned forward a little, and she moved into me.

“You should go on a date with me. We could watch the stars pass in the observatory,” I suggested, but my imagination was busy thinking about the here and now. My eyes were still lost in hers, but a movement from her mouth made me stare at her lips. They opened a fraction, and her wet tongue glistened within her mouth.

I moved forward a little more, and our lips met. My tongue tingled as it tickled the roof of her mouth, and I tasted Natali’s sweetness. Her lips pressed into mine, and I reached around her to place my hand on the small of her back. I was a moment away from pulling her on top of me when Natali moved away, gave me a smirk and zipped her uniform up over her chest.

“We can continue later. After all, you haven’t even given me a first date.” The beautiful woman winked, and I slowly let the air out of my lungs.

I tried to hide my grin as I swung my legs over my bed and put my trousers on. I bent over to grab my shirt, but when I straightened, Elle was standing in the open doorway. I couldn’t remember hearing the door open, so I wondered exactly how long she’d been standing there.

The point clerk’s hair had been cut, and it now swept across her narrow chin. The implants on the side of her head still showed, and they almost sparkled like some kind of jewelry. I’d never noticed her regal features or the slight dimples in her cheeks before, but her scowl took me back to reality.

“Uhhh . . . what is going on?” Elle glanced at the shirt in my hands, at Dr. Lenkov, and then back at me.

“Natali and I were just--”

“I was examining Nick,” Dr. Lenkov interrupted me, and her clipped tone made it clear she didn’t want to be questioned further.

“Is there something wrong with Nick?” Elle snapped. “I cannot think of another reason why he would be shirtless in his quarters with you.”

“The examination was a precaution. He is a little exhausted from expending himself while fulfilling the mission. Otherwise, he is doing quite well.” Dr. Lenkov smiled at me coyly, and I swore her tongue slipped out of her mouth a millimeter.

“Nicholas’ personal quarters is a peculiar place for a full body examination.” Elle’s eyes seemed to bore into the other woman.

“Elle, this is my room,” I said with a shrug. “The doctor came here because the captain ordered her.” I found the point clerk attractive, intelligent, and a pleasure to be around, so she didn’t need to be jealous.

“Put your shirt on, Nicholas,” she blurted. “I want to show you something. If there’s nothing wrong with you, then the doctor can leave.” Elle folded her arms over her chest, fixed her eyes on the doctor, and tapped her foot impatiently.

“I’ll contact you later about our arrangement,” Dr. Lenkov said to me as she packed up the rest of her equipment and stepped toward the door.

“One more thing, Doctor!” Elle called out when Natali passed her. “Wait here,” she whispered to me before she rushed into the passageway.

The point clerk closed the door behind her, and I waited while the two women spoke.

I remembered the amulet, so I crawled beneath my bed to retrieve it. I heard the door open while I was still on my hands and knees, so I shuffled backward and stood. I slipped the amulet into my back pocket only a second before Elle entered the room.

She simply stood and stared at me as her high cheekbones flushed with anger.

“Is something wrong?” I figured acting a fool was better than admitting I had kissed the doctor.

“I saw the way you and the doctor were looking at each other. Like you wanted to jump on this bed together and start doing all sorts of stuff.”

“Are you jealous?” I asked with a sly smile.

“Should I be?” Elle’s eyes narrowed.

I shrugged. “She’s a beautiful woman. Maybe she thinks I’m attractive.” I winked at the point clerk to try and lighten the mood.

“Dr. Lenkov is only interested in your abilities, Nicholas,” she said finally. “You’re simply a specimen for her to study.”

“Are you saying she couldn’t possibly be interested in me?” I smirked at her, and she raised a single eyebrow.

“You know that is not what I meant.”

“Really? Because you’re acting strangely.”

Elle sighed. “Any woman aboard this ship would find it difficult not to at least have a passing interest in the squire who survived a Level Three portal during a graduation test. You are the Hero of Tyranus, but you are also a mutant. Dr. Lenkov is enraptured by your abilities. I do not want you to get the wrong idea and be hurt.”

“I won’t get hurt,” I reassured the point clerk, but I knew the doctor was interested in more than just my abilities. “What did you have to say to Natali that I wasn’t meant to hear?”

“I questioned her about what was going on with you two,” Elle answered after a few seconds. “She said you asked her out on a date. Nicholas, I know you and I have been hanging out a bunch, but we have never made anything official. I thought maybe--”

“I like you, Elle. You’re beautiful, smart, and you’re one helluva fighter.”

“Oh,” she paused and cleared her throat. “I wasn’t sure whether you and the doctor were an item.”

“We kind of are, but we’re not exclusive. I think we should be free to date other people until we figure it out.”

“So you’d be fine with me taking one of the other squires out while I’m seeing you?” Elle’s left eyebrow arched, and her lips turned into a devious smile.

I shrugged even though jealousy boiled in my stomach. “If that’s what you want to do.”

“Ugh.” Elle screwed up her face in disgust. “That question was totally hypothetical. I would never go there. Honestly, Nicholas, I want you.”

“Oh,” I replied as my body began to overheat. This was the most direct conversation we’d shared about our relationship since we started spending time together.

“Yeah, and now that I know you’ve got something going on with the doctor, I want to make one thing clear.” Elle’s voice was husky, and she took a step toward me.

“What’s that?” I whispered.

The raven-haired woman walked behind me as she traced her fingers across my chest. She stopped her hand on my shoulder and squeezed affectionately. “I am a Core World noble. I graduated top of my class. I would have been assigned to the RTF Valor were it not for the enemies my mother made.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” The seriousness in Elle’s eyes made me a little uncomfortable.

“Natali thinks highly of herself. She realized I was interested in you, and then she told me I wouldn’t stand a chance against her.”

“She said that?” I couldn’t believe the doctor would be so blunt toward Elle.

“Not in those exact words, but that was her implied meaning. I didn’t take offence, and I accepted the challenge. I just did not know whether you felt the same way, but now I do.” Elle planted herself in my lap, and her fingers wrapped around my hair playfully. “You can date Natali, but you are going to end up with me.”

“You sound really sure about that,” I said.

Elle gave me a cool stare filled with confidence. “Natali, Casey, or any other woman; I know I am better than them.”

“Casey?” I asked. “What makes you think I am interested in her?”

“Because I’ve seen the way you look at each other. You should date her, too. I don’t mind having more competition because I will win. I am better for you than any other woman, and I’m going to prove it to you. Got it?”

“I’m looking forward to that,” I said as we stared into each other’s eyes.

The point clerk reached behind me, and her hands grabbed my ass. My eyebrows lifted, and I hesitated for a moment before she pulled her hand away.

“So this is what you were doing under your bed,” Elle said as she lifted the broken necklace in front of her eyes.

I exhaled when I realized she had pulled the broken necklace from inside my pocket. “Yeah. I broke it earlier when I tried to take it off.” I wasn’t quite ready to tell her about the waking nightmare, and the amulet was still in my pocket.

Elle inspected the link that had snapped when I tore the amulet from my neck. Displeased with her examination of the item, she looked up at me with narrow eyes. “You’re hiding something.”

“What would I hide from you?” I asked.

“I recognize this necklace. The Lich class amulet was attached to it, wasn’t it? What happened, Nicholas? I know the chain would not have simply snapped,” Elle said as she held the necklace in a closed fist. “Breaking the chain would require a substantial amount of strength, so I think you tore it from your neck in desperation.”

“You are a pretty good detective,” I said. I considered lying to her, but outright deceit probably wasn’t the best way to start our relationship. If I lied, and she found out the truth, then Elle would never trust me again.

“What happened, Nicholas?”

“I was wearing it earlier today,” I said after compiling my thoughts. “I stared into the obsidian jewel and then I had this strange dream. Actually, it’s probably more accurate to call it a nightmare. I was inside the body of someone the amulet’s previous owner killed.”

“Killed?”

I sighed. “It was nothing. I’m probably delirious from teleporting so much today.”

“Tell me what it felt like when the lich killed your host,” Elle insisted.

“Like Emeric was draining the man’s soul,” I admitted.

“A soul drain.” Elle glared at me like a scolding mother. “See, this is why I told you not to keep any items belonging to the Lich class.” The point clerk took a few seconds before shaking her head. “I was afraid it might do something bad to you. I wanted to scan the item so I would have a reason to confiscate it from you. Now I have one,” she answered. “Give it to me.”

“No,” I said. The word came out my mouth almost without thinking, and I realized how short I was with my friend. “At least, not yet.”

The point clerk folded her arms over her chest and frowned. “You said that last time.”

I knew keeping the amulet was a bad idea, but I also knew how powerful it could be. I had repaired it now so I would be able to activate its rune again and use Knight class items.

“If I let you take a look, you can’t register it to the RTF database,” I said.

“At least let me scan it,” she pleaded.

This was the second time she had asked to scan the item, and I still didn’t have a good reason for her not to look at it. In fact, after the waking nightmare, having her examine the amulet might be wise.

I sighed and fished the item from my trouser pocket. The jewel seemed to increase in weight as I presented it to the point clerk. After I dropped the amulet into her open palm, a deep pit of sadness entered my stomach.

Elle’s face remained stoic while she scanned the Overlord’s Heart. Her expression didn’t change as she read the item’s statistics, but she grimaced when she handed it back to me.

“Ugh,” she groaned. “It is disgusting. You should not even consider using it. It breaks all the RTF’s codes by allowing you to use knight items before you become a knight. You might as well call it cheating.”

“That’s exactly why I need it,” I answered.

“To cheat?”

“No,” I said. “To use knight items. Being stationed on the Stalwart isn’t like working as a regular squire. Our starship has a habit of getting into trouble, and I’m almost always at its center. The amulet could come in handy. Do you know any other squires who have fought Level Nine portals?”

The point clerk groaned. “That’s no excuse. If you have any more of these visions, then I want you to bring it to me. Casey can destroy the item. I would not want to extract any Dust from that.” She gestured at the amulet and scowled.

“If I have another dream, I’ll hand it over,” I said as I pocketed the item again. “But what do you think caused it?”

“Residual energy from the drain,” Elle said immediately. “Taking someone’s soul is not without consequences. The amulet’s previous owner would have suffered from similar nightmares. The final memories of his victims would have plagued him whenever he wore the amulet.”

“I’ve never experienced the dreams before,” I said.

“The jewel would not have wanted you to see its shortcomings until it showed you its advantages,” Elle said.

“Are you suggesting it is alive?”

Elle shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“How do you know so much about lich knights, anyway?”

“I would rather not speak about it. Now, do you want to know what I discovered from the crossbow or not?”

“Yes!” I said. “You found something?” All thoughts of the amulet fled at the mention of the item I had acquired from the Seraphic portal.

Elle’s mouth slowly widened into a smile. “You will never believe it.” She summoned her Medusa-link, and the black tendrils emerged from her pores. “Mind if I use your computer?” she asked me from beneath the writhing mists.

“Sure,” I said with a little hesitation. The point clerk’s mutation still creeped me out a little, but I was eager to know what she had uncovered.

Elle moved to the computer console attached to the bulkhead behind my bed, and the snakes slithered away from her scalp to connect with the terminal. The system took a half second to boot up, and then a hologram appeared with a spinning diagram of the Arcane Arbalest.

“After I ran some queries through the RTF database, I found out this crossbow belonged to a knight who is MIA. It seems all the items acquired through the Seraphic portals once belonged to knights who were pronounced missing,” Elle said.

“Is it only RTF knights?”

“I have access to a few other records from outside the Triumvirate, and items have been discovered that belonged to missing soldiers from other kingdoms, too.”

“Weird,” I said. “Why is their equipment suddenly showing up now?”

Elle shrugged. “There is a lot I do not understand about the Seraphic portals. And knights are not the only ones with equipment appearing either, remember. King Justinian’s boots were discovered on Tachion.”

“It sounds like you’re starting to tread on dangerous ground, Elle. The captain said he would tell us more when he’s ready.”

“I will be careful.” The point clerk retracted the shadow serpents into her skull, and then she sat beside me again. “Besides, I am sick of waiting, Nick. There is a mystery here, and I intend to solve it.”

“Fine,” I said as I watched Elle’s lips curl mischievously.

The point clerk strolled toward me, and she nestled into my lap again. I stared into her hazel eyes while she tilted her head toward me. We kissed as the tip of her tongue glided over my lips, but she pulled away before I could spend any more time exploring her mouth.

“Why don’t we grab a drink after the briefing?” I asked. “Then we can watch something in the theater?”

“Knight tournaments?” The point clerk’s eyes were filled with desire, and I could tell she was eager for more of me.

I grinned. “I didn’t know you were interested in the knight tournaments.” Elle seemed like a prim and proper Core World lady, so I hadn’t expected her to suggest watching something loved by the lower social classes.

“I’m not, but I know you are.” She smirked at me as she stood.

My legs felt suddenly colder without her sitting on them, and I watched her move around my bed and lean against the computer terminal.

“I better return to my office,” Elle said. “I have some cataloging to finalize before the briefing.”

“See you then,” I said, and her minty taste lingered on my tongue.

As I watched her leave, I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. I remembered how Elle had said she wouldn’t care if I dated not only the doctor, but Casey as well.

That left me with an obvious task.

I seemed to be having great luck with the ladies on the ship, so I hurriedly changed into my fatigues and made my way to the enchantry.

Casey was leaning against the bulkhead outside the workshop’s entrance. The last time I had seen the enchantress was before I left for the embassy, and she seemed more interested in me than ever. We had laughed over a few beers while I helped her draw the Minor Writhing Plague rune onto my prot-belt.

Casey noticed me walking toward her, and her freckled face pulled into a wide grin.

“Nick!” she yelled as she started running toward me. I was barely ready for her when she leaped into my arms, hooked both her legs around my waist, and gave me a fierce hug before jumping down.

“I’m so glad to see you! I heard all about what happened on the embassy. You can’t seem to catch a break, can you?” The red-haired woman grinned at me. “Did you get a chance to try out the new rune?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The Void Serpent worked great. Tangled up a blood-statue so Nathan could finish it off.”

“Blood-statue?”

“I’ll explain it to you later.”

“Over a beer?” She bit her lip and leaned into my chest so she could stare into my eyes.

“Sure.”

“Want me to ask the others?”

“Nah,” I said. “It should just be you and me.”

“Are you asking me on a date, Squire Lyons?”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Would you like that or--”

“I would love it!” Casey fist pumped the air and then pulled back her arm as her face flushed. “I would like that very much,” she added with a false Core World noble accent. Then her expression turned serious. “What happened to Elle? Weren’t you dating her before the last mission? And didn’t you have a thing going with Dr. Lenkov, too?”

“Uhh . . .” I considered hiding the truth from the enchantress, but I quickly discarded the thought. “We’re dating.”

“You’re dating both of them?”

I nodded.

“Dr. Lenkov and Elle don’t have a problem with that?”

“Not at all.”

“And now you’re asking me on a date, too?”

“You don’t have to be okay with it,” I said, “I like all three of you, a lot.”

“I actually don’t care, Nick,” she said with a smile. “We should have some fun. You and Elle are young, and Dr. Lenkov has at least a decade before she starts to get all saggy.” Casey pulled the skin beneath her eye in an imitation of wrinkles. “And I’m more your type than either of them. No one can make you laugh like I do. Remember the time we asked Moses to prank the twins?”

“Yeah,” I said with a smile. Moses had ordered Nathan and Richard to retrieve fallopian tubes from Dr. Lenkov. They obeyed the orders sure enough, and I had wondered whether they’d ever read a biology textbook.

“They couldn’t understand why Dr. Lenkov threw them out of the infirmary!” Casey burst into laughter, and I joined her until we were both struggling to breathe.

We caught each other’s eyes, and I slowly moved closer to her.

“Nick,” she said as she traced the grooves in the deck with her foot. “I really like you.”

“I like you, too.” My shoulders sunk a little as I prepared myself for the ‘but’.

“I want to show you something,” she said as her fingers gripped my hand.

I followed her into the workshop, and I noticed none of the other enchanters were there. Casey continued pulling me passed the benches and through the rear doorway. We entered a small room, the bulkheads plastered with images of shirtless weightlifters and diagrams of complex rune circles. My eyes were drawn to a large bed with silk linen, and a sweet perfume filled my nostrils.

These were Casey’s private chambers, and we were all alone.

“Do you have some kind of rune to show me?” I asked, but then she pushed me onto the bed, pressed the room’s control panel to dim the lights, and the door closed.

“I know you’re going to be dating the others,” Casey said as her fingers reached to her vest. “But they won’t be able to compete with me. Not after I show you this.”

She unlatched her shirt, and the garment fell away. Her small breasts seemed handcrafted in their perfection, and freckles lightly dotted the pale globes.

“Do you like?” Casey asked as she planted herself in my lap.

“Very much,” I whispered as her mouth closed on mine.
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Chapter 8

“That was wonderful,” Casey said many hours later. “Really, really wonderful.” She sighed and then lifted her head to kiss me again. “You even taught me a few things.”

“You were great, as well,” I said after I had returned her kiss.

“I have a feeling you’ve been with plenty of girls before me,” she said with a soft chuckle.

“Not really.” I had only slept with a few women before going to the Academy. “I’m good at listening, so I know when to go harder, and when to ease off.”

Casey chuckled. “You didn’t do much easing off.”

She rolled over and wrapped her right leg around mine, and I prepared for another round.

A bell chimed, and then Casey jumped from the bed. She grabbed the blanket to cover herself, and I was left stark naked and fully aroused as the door slid open.

“Uhh . . .” Joseph glanced from me to Casey, and I wasn’t sure whether he was a second away from blowing a fuse.

I snatched a pillow and planted it over my crotch. “Joseph,” I said with a nod that was far too lowkey for the situation.

“Grandpa Jo,” the enchantress said as she pressed the blanket to her chest. “I thought you were busy with--”

“I was, but then I ran across a problem. I wanted you to take a look at it, but I didn’t think someone else would be having a good look at you.”

“Relax, Grandpa,” Casey said. “Nick and I are dating now.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. Even though I outranked the enchanter, I figured I should be polite since I was now dating his granddaughter. I also wondered how long it would be until he discovered Casey wasn’t the only woman I was dating.

Joseph opened his mouth to answer me but feedback from the intercom cut him off.

“Knights, squires, and artillerymen, report to the cargo hold,” Commander Reynolds said.

“It sounds like you have somewhere else to be,” Joseph grunted.

“Yeah,” I said as I turned my back and quickly dressed.

Joseph moved aside so I could walk through the doorway, but still glared at me as I passed him.

“See you later, Nick,” Casey said with a broad grin.

“Definitely,” I said, and I heard her grandfather scoff as I turned and walked through the enchantry.

When I entered the main passageway, I saw my friends exit the galley. They laughed as they swayed and held onto each other for support.

“Where’ve you been?” Richard asked me.

“The enchantry,” I said, and I couldn’t keep the grin away.

“Oh,” Nathan said. “You get a good rune? Because I’ve never seen you smile like that before.”

“And I’ve never seen your hair so messy,” the other twin added.

Then the twins glanced at each other, and realization crossed their faces.

“You sly squire!” Nathan said as he clapped me on the back.

I shrugged. “Casey’s a nice girl.”

“Sure is,” Richard agreed.

Neville didn’t seem too pleased with my antics, and then I remembered the twins had told me about his interest in Casey. “Are you feeling better now?” he asked.

“The doctor checked me over and there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with me.” I had to pause to remember my exhaustion, since I was on a high after setting three dates with three separate women, and then having the best sex of my life.

“Checked you over, eh?” Richard said as we walked into the elevator. “Sounds like you’re building yourself a real harem of beautiful women.”

The twins snickered, but it was the end of their chiding.

When we entered the cargo hold, we all stood behind the knights. The last few mission briefings had taken place within the galley, so I wondered why the captain chose this particular location.

“Greetings, all!” Captain Cross announced.

As everyone looked toward our leader, an air of excitement punctuated the room. The crew was likely eager to leave this planet and begin a new task. I shared the desire since what should have amounted to an R&R mission had devolved into fighting Grendels, dealing with enemy knights, a space battle, and handing over a traitorous prime minister to her people.

“I am sure you are all wondering why I have brought you to the cargo hold rather than the galley,” Captain Cross said. “But I thought this would be the best place to discuss a serious matter with you all.”

The crew exchanged glances, and I heard whispers predicting what the captain might say next. An artilleryman mentioned an extraction mission while another disagreed. The captain was going to send us to a death-planet, the other artilleryman said, and we could use the battle tanks again.

The captain gestured to the commander, and she pulled down the latch for the cargo ramp to descend. The light from the docking station filtered into the hold, and it took a second for my eyes to adjust. Three silhouetted figures ascended the ramp. They were all tall and slender, so I knew them as the evolved humans who inhabited Ecoma. Nathan gasped from beside me, and I added my own as soon as I recognized the woman in the middle.

Two Ecomese enforcers were escorting the deposed prime minister of the Den Ark, Treyin. Metal manacles bound her hands and feet while a telepathic-scrambler encircled her forehead like a tiara. The woman’s silver hair cascaded down her back, and the customary sheer gown of an empath glanced over her supple breasts.

I clenched my hands into fists and swallowed back my anger. The rage wouldn’t abate, and the more I looked at her, the more I wanted to leap toward the woman and throw her out of the starship.

I doubted my anger would grow enough for me to attack her, but I would at least give her a piece of my mind. Only a week ago, she had taken hold of me with her empathic abilities, forced me to teleport her back to the Den Ark, and then presented me as a traitor to Captain Cross and the rest of the crew.

Still, I couldn’t help feeling the pangs of desire when my eyes rolled over her immaculate form. As an evolved human, her body was more slender than a regular woman’s, and every part of her demonstrated the skill of the scientists who created her race. While being an empath allowed her to manipulate emotions, the exquisite perfection of her body ensured she could manipulate someone without ever needing to use her abilities.

Gray skin glittered like freshly mixed concrete, and her dress was torn at the hem. I couldn’t tell whether she had been mishandled, or the alteration was intentional, but the effect was the same: her long legs were exposed a few centimeters shy of her entrance. The empath didn’t seem to mind that a slight shift in position would reveal her womanhood in its entirety. In fact, the sensual smile she wore suggested she might have enjoyed the reactions from the crew members if it did.

While no one would have been able to deny the empath’s otherworldly beauty, she was a war criminal. Disgruntled expressions marked the faces of the crew members even as they gazed at the woman with lustful intent. Commander Reynolds and Captain Cross, however, remained stone-faced.

“I thought the senators were going to have Treyin executed?” Moses asked the captain, and mumbles of agreement rippled through the ranks.

“I requested they spare her life,” Captain Cross said. “The reasons will become apparent when I provide you all with a mission briefing.”

Olav grunted. “This has nothing to do with how you and Treyin used to shake sheets?”

Captain Cross slowly turned toward the other man, and he lifted his bearded chin to stare down his nose. “Do you want to ask me that again, Olav?”

“No, captain,” the berserker said with a swallow.

After the captain faced the entire crew again, Olav looked to me and gave me a nod. No matter what, I knew the berserker would be by my side. We had bonded during the last mission, and I told him afterward how having Treyin manipulate my desires had felt. Like an older brother, he wanted to ensure nothing like that happened to me again.

“Not everyone on the ship has the implants, so not all the crew will be safe from her charm,” Leith protested. “I say we do a little brain surgery. Remove whatever piece gives her the ability to manipulate us.”

“You would need to remove more than a few sections of her brain, friend,” Flanagan said as his eyes roamed her body.

“The herald speaks truly.” Treyin lifted her chest in response, and the peaks of her breasts poked against her gown.

“Removing her empathic abilities would defeat the purpose of bringing her here.” The muscles along Captain Cross’ jawline tightened, and I could tell the crew’s opposition was making him weary. “As captain, I should not need to justify my actions to you. But we are going to need her for the next part of our mission. You all are my friends as well as my crew, so I wanted to present her to you before you caught wind of it elsewhere. Now, if anyone truly wishes for Treyin to be handed over to the senators for execution, then speak now. I want everyone to agree.”

Slowly, one by one, every head turned toward me.

The crew knew I had the greatest reason for wanting to see Treyin pay for her crimes. Execution at the hands of the other senators would be a fitting punishment for the woman, but I needed to trust the captain. Even though he shared a previous relationship with her, I expected an honorable man not to let the past cloud his judgment. If Treyin was somehow important to our next mission, then I couldn’t be selfish by arguing against her presence aboard our starship.

I nodded at the captain, and he adjusted his laurels. “Good.” He marched over to Treyin and held an open hand to the enforcers. They dropped a fob into his hands, and he ran the item over the empath’s manacles. The bonds around her wrists snapped open, and she massaged her long-fingered hands. Then the captain squatted over her feet and unlocked the manacles at her ankles.

“The telepathic-scrambler will remain,” Captain Cross said after turning to us. “So long as Treyin is wearing it, she will be unable to affect the crew members without implants.”

“Oh, Atticus, it truly isn’t necessary. I would not dream of betraying your trust,” Treyin said with a flutter of her hand over her chest. “At least, not again.”

Captain Cross engaged in a staring match with her for a good ten seconds, and the crew shifted uncomfortably until the pair disengaged.

“The galley in ten minutes,” Captain Cross said. “Dismissed.”

One of the squires nudged me, but I was too focused on Treyin to notice which one. The empath sauntered toward us, and the eyes of every crew member watched with anticipation. I couldn’t have been the only hot-blooded man enraptured by the woman’s strange allure. I forced myself to remember how she had invaded my mind and amplified my desires, but another part of my brain argued otherwise. The passion in my loins had already been there; Treyin simply manipulated it, making it more gripping and harder to ignore.

She was a seductress.

The beautiful empath’s enticing eyes locked onto me while the corners of her lips tweaked upward. My friends were speaking to me, but their words were little more than dull murmurs.

Although the implant at the back of my skull meant Treyin could no longer control me, we had shared a bond. Forced and the product of manipulation, but a bond all the same.

As the woman drew nearer, I caught an alluring aroma drifting from her garments. I suspected she showered and washed her clothes before being brought to the Stalwart because I doubted someone who had been incarcerated for the last week would smell so charming. I now knew her revealing garment was an intentional choice on her behalf and not the product of harsh treatment by her guards.

I hated myself for thinking it, but she was beautiful. She drifted past me and flicked her hair. A flutter of silver strands tickled my nose, and my shoulders bunched together.

“It is good to see you so soon again, Squire Lyons,” she purred. “I look forward to spending time with you.”

“Fuck off, bitch,” Nathan shot at the woman.

His words were crystal clear this time, and Treyin chuckled in response. Her mouth inched open and her glistening tongue wet her lips. The empath laughed again, and her hips swayed a goodbye.

The crew moved silently to the galley on Deck 2. There were only a few conversations, and most of them were clipped and whispered. I guessed they were all feeling as uncomfortable as me about our newest crew member. When I entered the galley, I sat at a table with Nathan, Richard, and Neville. Zac came bearing gifts of beer, and we happily accepted them.

Now that everyone held drinks in their hands, chatter filled the room, but it wasn’t borne of excitement. Whispered conspiracies about how Treyin had manipulated the captain drifted to my ears, and even the yeomen were a little more reserved than normal as they handed out ice-cold beverages. Captain Cross had said the empath would be essential to our next mission, and I predicted his briefing would either excuse those worries or increase them.

Personally, I hoped the captain would provide ample justification for Treyin’s presence. Not only for the crew’s morale but also for my own conscience. When given the opportunity to argue against her presence on our starship, I had remained silent.

I hoped it wasn’t a mistake.

The room went silent, and I expected to see Treyin walking through the doorway when I looked over my shoulder. Instead, I watched Dr. Lenkov and Elle enter the galley one after the other. The doctor sat on a bench a few meters away from me, crossed her ankles, and accepted a glass of red wine from a passing yeoman. Elle lingered by the bar but still within hearing range of where the briefing would occur. I guessed she felt less comfortable joining the crew at the tables since she hadn’t yet conquered their general distrust for PCs.

The conversations around the room resumed, except this time they were punctuated with snickering. Every second person shot a glance at me, and I sunk a little into my chair.

“Everyone knows, don’t they?” I asked my friends.

“Sure do.” Zac grinned at me as he looked from one woman to the other. “Didn’t I give you some advice about juggling ladies on the last mission?”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“You should have taken it,” Nathan said. “Those two don’t exactly strike me as the sharing types.”

“I think Nick would be the luckiest man in the world if the stars somehow made them agree to share,” Richard said.

“More trouble than it’s worth,” Zac said with a grunt. He leaned back in his chair and looked at me with a satisfied smile. “You, my friend, like playing with fire, but I have to admit I’m jealous.”

“I’m happy to provide some entertainment for the crew,” I joked. “You all seem to be enjoying yourselves.”

“It’ll be really entertaining when one of those girls decides to string you up by your balls from a gunner terminal. I heard space is awfully cold.” Zac took a grim swig of his beer. “But yeah. Did I mention I’m still jealous? Every morning when I wake, I spend the first few minutes thinking of a reason why I should visit the sickbay.”

“You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I’m also dating Casey Roman.” I closed an eye as I waited for my friends’ responses.

Zac sprayed a mouthful of beer out of his mouth. “What? You know her grandfather is really traditional. Joseph won’t be happy about you dating his granddaughter along with two other crew members.”

“Joseph and I are better now,” I said, but the artilleryman’s concerned expression made me unsure, not to mention the way Joseph had reacted when he found Casey and I. “Besides, all three of them are fine with me dating more than one woman at once. I told them they were free to date other guys, too.”

“Interesting,” Nathan said as he entwined his fingers and smiled conspiratorially. “Maybe I should see if some other ladies aboard want to try something similar with me?”

Richard whacked his brother on the arm. “Bad idea. You can’t even handle one woman, let alone three.”

Every head turned to the doorway, and this time I saw Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Treyin enter the galley. The empath’s sandaled feet slapped the deck as she sauntered down the aisle, and the room faded to complete silence.

Elle sidled from her spot at the bar and sat between Zac and me.

“What is Prime Minister Treyin doing here?” she whispered.

I thought everyone inside the galley had been informed about the new addition to the crew, but Elle’s reaction proved otherwise.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Captain Cross has allowed her on the ship.”

“Why would he do that?” the point clerk snarled as she glared at Treyin.

Captain Cross walked over to the map table in the center of the room with the commander in tow. Treyin slinked around the tables and came to stand behind the captain and the commander.

“We don’t have much time before we set off, so I will get straight to it,” Captain Cross said to the crew. “The front for our next mission is delivering the caskets of the fallen crew members to the Petuaria Station. The bodies of those who gave their lives in service to the Queen must be returned to their family members, but Petuaria is important for other reasons. The station holds something of great worth. The funeral pretence will allow us access to this item.”

The captain activated the map table’s projection, and a holo of a rotating golden box appeared. A rune glowed on each of its six faces, and I recognized some of the sigils from inside the Stalwart’s jump sphere. My rudimentary knowledge of runes used by mages suggested they had something to do with transportation portals.

“A transporter cube,” Captain Cross said, confirming my thoughts. “Lord Ramsay, the viceroy in charge of the station, owns this item. It is a family heirloom passed down for centuries, and I wish to use it.”

“Are we stealing this thing, Captain?” Leith asked.

The cube bathed the captain’s bearded face in a golden glow as it rotated. “There might be no need,” he responded. “I am hoping Lord Ramsay will grant us the use of the cube. If he doesn’t, then your skills will be needed, Leith.”

The slayer raised his mug. “Aye, Captain.”

“Why do you need a transporter cube?” Treyin asked from behind the captain.

“It is capable of delivering items across great distances in an instant,” he answered. “It is enchanted with a far more powerful version of the runes jump mages use for LR portals.”

“I have a question, Captain,” Flanagan said as he raised a well-manicured hand, and the captain nodded for him to continue. “If you have an image of the box, why not copy the runes and make our own?” The herald tossed his golden hair over his shoulder and smiled proudly as if he had just solved a great mystery.

“The runes you see here are not exact since their true configurations are highly kept secrets,” Captain Cross answered.

“What you see here is simply an approximation for the sake of familiarizing you with the cube,” Commander Reynolds added.

“Oh,” Flanagan said, and he raised a giant mug to his mouth to hide his embarrassment.

“A valuable item,” the empath commented as she approached the map table, “but you still did not explain why you need it.”

“I have my reasons,” he stated, and it was clear he wouldn’t explain further. “There is another objective for the Petuaria mission. I am led to believe the pirates who attacked us after we left Bratton reside within Pillager’s Bastion, a stronghold planet in the same star system as Lord Ramsay’s space station.”

“We planning on nuking those bastards?” Moses asked in his baritone voice.

“No,” the captain answered. “We need to determine their reasons for attacking a Beluga class RTF starship and what level of sensitive information they might know and how far this knowledge might have traveled.”

“I love pirate-killing missions!” Olav roared.

“A simple mission,” Treyin commented. “I assume you will want me to extract this information?” she asked the captain.

“Affirmative,” he said.

“Matthias is a diviner. Shouldn’t he be the one to do it?” Olav objected.

“Unfortunately, Matthias is indisposed.” Captain Cross seemed to have difficulty admitting the fact, and I shared a concerned look with my friends. “With Matthias out of action, we don’t have another choice. Keeping a tight lid on the details of our true mission is imperative. If any other kingdoms were to discover our objectives, then we would have a competition on our hands.” I guessed the captain was purposefully vague about our mission to retrieve the late King’s equipment because not everyone in the room knew about it.

“Will Matthias be okay, Captain?” I asked.

“Our recent battles have taken a toll on his body. As far as his future health, Petuaria Station has medical equipment to help him.”

“It’s going to take us a while to get to the station with Matthias out of sorts,” Moses said.

“Jump Mages Newhold and Dent will be alternating the operation of the primary jump sphere for the journey,” Commander Reynolds said.

“If there are no other questions, I will return to the bridge,” Captain Cross said. “First LR portal leaves at 00:00 CUT. Squire Lyons, I’d like a word.”

I walked over to the man. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

“I’d like to make something clear to you personally. I understand Treyin used her abilities to manipulate you, but she is now part of the crew. She hasn’t assumed her previous position on this vessel, nor is she honored as a former RTF Space Knight, but she will obey my orders. She will prove most effective on our mission. If Treyin gets inside the same room as the pirate leader, it will be less than an hour before she knows everything from when he lost his first tooth to when he made his first kill. She is efficient, and I have worked with her before. If I even sense a hint of an intention to betray me, I will deal with her.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“When we require the use of her abilities, you might need to work with her. Will that be a problem?”

“No, Captain,” I said.

“Do you still think she should be punished for her crimes?” the captain asked me squarely.

I didn’t respond immediately because I wasn’t sure of my motivations. All kinds of feelings wrestled within me like a tempest. I didn’t want her aboard the Stalwart because I didn’t think she could be trusted, but I also didn’t like the way she made me feel every time she looked at me. Treyin had taken the passion within me, the primal desire to take her, and manipulated it.

But there was more.

Beyond the desire to prevent anything bad happening to the crew and the shame of being played by an empath, lay a thirst for vengeance. I wanted to see her pay for taking me under her empathic charm and laying upon me the crime of treachery.

“Yes,” I admitted to the captain. “I want vengeance.”

“Then you have already been granted it. Treyin has already been punished at the hands of her people. The Ecomese view her as a traitor and have cast her out of their society. She has not only been stripped of her title as Prime Minister of the Den Ark, but no mouth on Ecoma will ever speak her name again. The genealogies bear no record of her birth. She no longer has a people. Do you think this sufficient recompense for a woman who lived only for her kin?”

I nodded after I thought through the captain’s words. “Aye, Captain. I will do my best to treat Treyin like a part of the crew.”

“That is all I ask. We are all human, and we can only do our best.” He offered me a smile and then left the galley.

Although the captain was trying to reassure me with his words, they only troubled me more. Without the motivation to do good for her people, what did Treyin have left? What inspired her actions if not love for her race? A ship without an anchor would soon drift to sea.

“Ready for our drink?” Elle asked as she came alongside me.

“Why don’t we get out of here?” I asked as I sighted Treyin over the point clerk’s shoulder. The empath was now sitting amongst the artillerymen, and she held their attention with flirtatious laughs.

“To the theater?” Elle clasped her hand in mine.

“Yeah,” I said.

We took the elevator to Deck 2 and entered the theater. There was enough seating for twenty crew members, and I led Elle to a pair of recliner seats in the middle. Hundreds of recorded Knight Tournaments were stored in the computer’s hard drive, and we watched a half dozen before I decided to make my first move. I wrapped my arm around Elle’s shoulder, and her head rested against my chest. When the game we were currently watching ended and a new one began, I lifted her chin with a finger and leaned into her lips.

The beautiful woman reached into my mouth with her tongue, and I was glad we had locked the door to the cinema because she suddenly slid into my lap. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I unbuttoned her shirt until her breasts broke open the rest of her top. The tanned globes were a feast for my eyes, and I fondled them as I kissed her neck and moved down.

We let the Knight Tournament continue while she moaned, and the sounds of weapons clashing against each other couldn’t completely hide her heavy breathing.

The video ended suddenly, and we were bathed in green light from the monitor’s menu screen. The silence made Elle draw back a little, and a little nervousness entered her eyes.

“Would you like to stop?” I asked her as I caressed her nipples.

“Yeah,” Elle moaned with what looked like a regretful nod. “I want to go all the way, but I would prefer to wait until at least our second date.” The words came out rushed as though they were rehearsed and not indicative of her true feelings.

“Sure,” I said as I moved my hands down to her waist. She stared into my eyes, and her lips trembled with pleasure.

“Well, maybe we can play a little longer,” Elle said as she kissed me again and arched her back so I could fondle her breasts some more.

I knew she had said she wanted to wait, but the way her body responded to my touches and the sparkle in her eyes suggested otherwise.

“Uhh . . . I really wish I could continue,” the raven-haired woman groaned.

“I can tell,” I said with a grin.

“You can?” Elle peered down at her nipples poking through her bra, smirked, and then sighed. “Oh, I’m making it too difficult for myself to stop. I honestly want to spend the entire night in here with you, but I can’t.”

“Then we’ll wait for a second date,” I said as she moved from my lap and started buttoning her shirt.

“I would like that very much. It sounds like you are going to be very busy though. Did you ask Casey out, too?”

“Yeah,” I said with a little hesitation, unsure how she would react.

The raven-haired woman rolled her eyes. “You are a crafty man, Nicholas Lyons.”

The way she said my name made me want to have sex with her even more, but I held back my desire. Casey had no such qualms about waiting, and we had slept with each other before a single date. The differences between the two women made me attracted to them in equal measure.

Casey’s spontaneity ignited my passion like a roaring furnace, but Elle’s decision to delay our intimacy made my desire more of a slow burn.

When Elle was fully-dressed, I took her by the hand, and we walked the quiet passageways to the galley. The point clerk glanced at me sideways on a few occasions, and each time she was smiling.

She beamed as we entered the galley, and then I mixed her a drink that soon sent her into fits of giggles.

After only two glasses, Elle opened up to me about what she did in her spare time. After everyone retired for the night, she would sneak into the battle rooms and run simulations. She would run through the highest difficulty simulations she could solo because she didn’t want to be one of those point clerks who always needed protecting in battle.

“That explains why you didn’t get killed when we were fighting those Grendels in the power plant,” I said.

“It also explains why you didn’t get killed,” Elle said as she poked me in the ribs. Her bright red lips curved into a drunken smile, and her eyelids drooped a little over her hazel eyes.

The point clerk sighed and rested her head on my chest. After a few minutes, she drifted to sleep, and I carried her to her quarters while I reflected on how much I enjoyed the evening. Hanging with Elle made me forget all about Treyin. If I spent the journey to Pillager’s Bastion dating Elle, Dr. Lenkov, and Casey, I wouldn’t even have a chance to think about the empath.

“Nicholas,” Elle whispered up at me as I laid her on the mattress. “You should stay.”

“Good night, Elle,” I said as I gently pushed her hand away and then kissed her on the forehead.

The beautiful woman groaned a protest, but then she drifted to sleep again, and I took one last look at her before returning to my quarters.

When I awoke in the morning, the other squires went to train in the battle room for a few hours while I remained behind. I wanted to clear my head a little before my date with Dr. Lenkov.

I heard a bell chime, and then Elle stepped into the squire quarters. She didn’t look at all hungover from the night before; in fact, she seemed more beautiful than ever. The soft glow on her face and the dark lines accentuating her hazel eyes suggested she had spent the better half of the morning perfecting her makeup. A tight red blouse and white pants showed every curve of her immaculate form, and I groaned inwardly with desire.

“Nicholas,” Elle said as she stared at me.

“You look beautiful,” I said in all honesty. I had never seen the point clerk take so much effort to appear anything other than functional.

“Thank you. I wanted to speak with you before you went on your date this morning.”

“You did all that for me?” I asked as I gestured at her face.

Elle shrugged. “I wanted to thank you for being an honorable man. For not agreeing to my demands last night.”

I recalled how she had asked me to stay with her, and I had only refused because she was intoxicated.

“Demands? You didn’t demand anything. I remember you asking politely, and I declined because it wasn’t our second date. And you were a little drunk, too.”

“A little?” Elle said with a bashful laugh. “Anyway, how much time do you have before you meet with Dr. Lenkov?”

“Ninety minutes,” I said after shooting a look at my prot-belt.

“Enough time for a second date,” the point clerk commented, and then she raised an eyebrow at me.

Before I could stutter an answer, she unclipped her blouse at the shoulders, and the garment fell away. Her black-lace bra barely contained her full breasts, but I didn’t have much time to admire them before she wriggled out of her pants. She paused when they were halfway over her ass, and then she turned to show me her matching panties. A little smile crossed her lips, and I could see a hint of unsurety in her eyes.

Elle was wondering whether I liked what I saw, but she seemed too nervous to ask aloud.

“By the stars, you are beautiful.” I gasped, and then her smile became full.

I felt my heart try to tear itself from my chest, and it wasn’t the only body part threatening to overload.

The beautiful woman was clearly no stranger to the weight room, but her toned limbs weren’t overly muscular. I drank in her beauty as she stalked toward me, and then she shoved me with both hands so I fell backward onto the mattress.

“Now, Nicholas, I want to give you something to remember during your date with Dr. Lenkov.”
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Chapter 9

Elle shuddered and let out a moan as we finished our third round of lovemaking. I lay on my back as she nestled into my chest, and we both struggled to come down from our labored breathing. I sifted her black hair through my hands and then traced my fingers down my back as she sighed.

“Is something wrong?” I asked after I felt her body tense a bit.

“Don’t you have a date with the doctor soon?” Elle asked.

“Uhh yeah.” I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Natali is meeting me on Deck 5 in thirty minutes.”

“Damn. Part of me wants you to stay here with me.” Elle bit her lip as she stared into my eyes, and I fought against the desire to take her suggestion. Every movement of her hips had sent rippling waves of pleasure over my body, and I would have given almost anything to spend the rest of the day with her.

“I could do that,” I said as my emotions swirled. I liked the doctor, and my desire for the three ladies was a strange mix of emotion, but I knew I couldn’t choose one woman for another.

“It would be unfair though,” Elle said quickly.

“Unfair?” I asked with a chuckle. “Didn’t you say how you were going to do anything to win?”

“Yes,” Elle said. “But you should have at least one date with her, so you have no question in your mind that I am the best.”

We both laughed at her words, and then we kissed for a few more minutes.

“The squires will be back from the battle room any minute,” I said after our lips parted. “I’m sure they’d like to see you naked, but I doubt you would want that.”

“Uhh . . . no I wouldn’t like that at all,” the point clerk said with a nervous laugh. “You should come to my room next time. I have complete privacy. As long as I lock the door, of course.”

“I’ve been thinking about that time when I walked into your quarters unannounced,” I said. “Did you leave your door open on purpose?”

“You think I wanted you to see me naked?”

I shrugged. “Did you?”

Elle smirked at me as she clipped her bra and then squeezed her hips into her pants. “I’m not answering that.”

I laughed as she finished dressing and then kissed her goodbye. We held our lips together for what felt like minutes, and I grabbed her ass a final time before she left my quarters.

I quickly showered, put on my fatigues, and then made my way to Deck 5. I found the doctor sitting beneath the observatory, and I marveled at how stunning she looked. Her brown hair hung loose over her shoulders, and her long legs emerged from a generous slit in her red gown.

“Uhh . . . I didn’t expect you to be so well-dressed,” I said as I approached her. “I would have worn something better than my fatigues.”

Natali waved me off with her hand. “I like you in your uniform. You are very handsome, Nick.”

“Thanks,” I said as I noticed the distinct lack of underwear beneath the lace fabric of her dress. “You look beautiful.”

“You think so? I wore it for you. I thought you might like to see me in something other than my medical attire.”

“It’s . . . wow . . .” I fumbled for words as Natali placed her left hand on her hip and struck a pose that tightened her dress in all the right places.

The doctor broke into laughter and the sexual tension almost completely diminished. We talked and watched the various constellations as the Stalwart journeyed toward the nearest rune beacon. She asked me questions about my family, and I told her about my father’s encrypted letter that led to my assignment on the Stalwart. Other than Olav and the captain, I hadn’t told any of the other crew members about Dad. Natali placed her hand on mine, and then she explained how my father must have been a great warrior since I was so brave.

“There is a Rutheni tradition I would like to show you one day,” Natali said after I took her compliment with a smile.

“Really? Why not show me now?”

“The tradition requires certain prerequisites. You must be a warrior entering a great battle. For now, I have a few other things I can do with you.” The doctor leaned toward me, and we started to kiss. At first, our lips glanced, and then slowly our tongues entwined. The hours seemed to pass like minutes, and then Natali gave me a conspiratorial look that suggested I might not like her next question.

“Have you already had sex with Casey and Elle?” the doctor asked.

“Uhh . . .” I felt my face turn red.

“I am not angry. I did not think those two could wait. They have already played their best card. Did you know I am an excellent card player, Nick?”

“I can imagine,” I said as I watched her lips curve into a devious smile.

The beautiful doctor pulled her mouth to mine, and then she hit me with a passionate kiss that left me breathless. I felt more in control with Casey and Elle, but this older woman made me almost feel like I was a student in a romance class.

“When you finally bed me, I want you to appreciate it,” Natali said as an LR portal appeared above us, and the purple lights bathed her. “Much like older wine, you enjoy the first taste the longer we refrain.”

“I am very much looking forward to the first taste,” I said as I held her hips in my hands. I brought her close to me, and we kissed again.

The pleasure in that single kiss made me yearn for what she might do when we finally crossed over.

We finished the date a few hours later, and I prepared myself for the two week journey to Petuaria station. With Matthias permanently relegated to a bio-tank to prevent complete cellular degeneration, the jump mages worked around the clock. I combatted my worries for the machina’s condition by spending every other day training in the battle room or on a date with either Dr. Lenkov, Elle, or Casey. I was growing increasingly closer to each woman, and I found myself falling for all three equally.

When everyone retired for the night, Elle and I would enter the battle room for sparring sessions. We ran simulations designed for two squires, and Elle didn’t skip a beat. I couldn’t help but be impressed by her abilities, and I wondered why she had chosen to be a point clerk rather than a squire.

“Mother didn’t think a squire’s career prospects were fitting of the McGrath family name,” Elle had said with a snort.

“You don’t strike me as someone who would obey what her mother says,” I said.

“Ugh, I would rather not talk about it. Want to watch some tournaments?” she asked, and I readily accepted the offer.

We watched the games either before or after our battle room sessions, and I spent most of the time explaining the various tactics employed by the most renowned contestants. Nobles didn’t often attend the events, so Elle had a lot of catching up to do. After a few dates, she almost seemed to enjoy watching the matches, and we placed bets on who was most likely to win. It only took her three games before she discovered I already knew the outcome, and she punched me playfully on the arm.

Then we stared into each other’s eyes before racing to her quarters for another round of lovemaking. The point clerk seemed to have stamina to equal Casey’s, but she was far more reserved in how she handled herself.

Casey, on the other hand, showed unparalleled creativity. I admired her work with runes, but the kinds of things we experienced in her quarters were both breathtaking and mind-boggling. Between bouts of intimacy, we busied ourselves with theorizing new rune structures. Her ingenuity made me realize how integral she was to the Stalwart and why Captain Cross valued her so much.

While I didn’t have sex with Natali on the journey, our kisses and touching was unbelievably sexy, and I was eager to make her mine. We would always stop before things became too heated, and then we would spend hours talking inside the observatory. The doctor put me at ease by not asking any more questions about my mutation, and I learned more about her youth on a small planet belonging to the Rutheni Kingdom and her desire to move up the social ladder. The similarities we shared didn’t end at our low-births either. She shared a penchant for card games, and we often played in the observatory until the early hours of the morning. I discovered Natali’s deviousness during the games, and I could only chuckle on the few occasions she attempted to cheat.

The three ladies seemed to be playing a high stakes match with me as the prize. Anytime I expressed some concern over dating them all at once, they had shot me down. I was enjoying their company, but something nagged at me as though there might be a better way to approach this.

I couldn’t imagine letting any of them go, but most men didn’t exactly share stable relationships with more than one woman. The only situations I had heard about were lords from non-Caledonian planets, and they seemed more like legends from ancient times than something I could emulate.

Even with the concern over how my romantic troubles would unfold, my three girlfriends made the journey to Petuaria Station almost dreamlike, and I did my best to prevent it becoming nightmarish by avoiding Treyin. Every time I saw the empath in a passageway or eating inside the galley, I immediately went elsewhere. I had taken the captain’s words to heart, but I wouldn’t befriend the woman.

On the morning of our arrival to the Petuaria Station, I was the first among the squires to wake, and I recorded a short message for my mother telling her how the RTF Stalwart was as boring as expected. The recording would only take a few weeks to reach her since our starship was nearing a rune beacon, and I smiled a little at the relief Mom would feel after reading it.

After I finished sending the message, I closed my prot-belt’s menu and turned on the monitor on the bulkhead at the end of my bed. When I navigated to the feed from the Stalwart’s bow hull, my eyes gazed in wonder at the giant mechanical artifice.

The space station looked like a floating castle with a thousand towers reaching up from its central gravity ring. Heavy turrets poked out from gargoyle mouths between each portcullis, and starships glowed as they moved along the battlements. The vessels helped me judge the scale of the space station, and I shook my head in disbelief. The largest man-made structure I had ever seen before now was Brattan, but it could have fit on one of the station’s many landing bays with room to spare.

The energy expenditure to keep the structure working would be astronomical. The Erdini System was one of the richest in the Caledonian Kingdom since its Grendel portals yielded lucrative bounties, but I never expected a space station on the system’s outskirts to be so large.

I tore my eyes away from the screen and decided to power off the monitor so I wouldn’t wake any of the others with its brightness. With over an hour to kill before the Stalwart was scheduled to enter a docking bay at the station, I decided to take a shower.

When I returned, the squires were still sleeping. My stomach rumbled, and I remembered I had skipped dinner last night to spend the hours before the mission began with Elle in the theater, so I changed into my fatigues and strolled into the passageway outside my quarters.

I walked to the galley and found it mostly empty save for a few artillerymen plating up hot eggs, bacon, and hash browns. The smell made my nostrils flare, and I heaped a large serving of each item onto a dish. I was about to sit down and eat when I remembered my friends. I doubted they would wake with enough time to spare for a meal, so I loaded some more food on three more plates and balanced them on my arms. Then I snatched a pot of coffee and hurried back to our quarters.

The others were awake when I entered the room and were all wearing freshly pressed squire uniforms. My stomach sunk as I realized I hadn’t yet received my formal squire attire. Besides my blue fatigues, the only other uniform I owned was the cadet clothing I inherited from my father.

“Food!” Richard said as he grabbed a plate from me. “Thanks, Nick!”

Nathan took another dish from me and started shoveling eggs and bacon into his mouth.

“I haven’t received my squire uniform yet,” I said as I put the other two plates and the coffee pot onto a desk.

“It came while you were out.” Neville gestured at a squire dress uniform lying on my mattress. “One of the yeomen took your measurements and made it for you to wear at the funeral service.”

“Oh,” I said. I was eager to enter the space station after seeing it on the monitor, but the thought of beginning the trip with a funeral doused some of my excitement.

I changed into the trousers, but when I put on the shirt and jacket, they were a little tight. The weeks of training, fighting, and eating only high protein meals must have filled out my large frame a lot more. My mutation had also increased my strength, so I guessed it had also made my muscles grow faster. I could barely touch my head without my shirtsleeves threatening to tear.

“With the rate we’re accumulating KPs, you’ll need a knight uniform ready by our next mission,” Nathan said as he slapped me on the back.

“It sounds like this mission won’t involve any Grendel portals, so we’re unlikely to acquire any more Kingdom Points.” I cinched my prot-belt around my hips

“I wouldn’t speak so soon,” Neville said. “The captain said the same thing about Ecoma.”

“And Tachion, too,” Richard added.

“Right,” his brother said with a nod. “On our last tour, we had five missions in total. Neville, Richard, and me didn’t clear a single portal back then, but that was because the knights wanted us elsewhere. I figure they were off killing Grendels and retrieving pieces of the king’s armor while we were delivering humanitarian supplies.”

“The Stalwart always finds a way to clear portals,” Neville said. “Or maybe the Grendels are drawing the Stalwart to them? Wouldn’t that be weird?”

Richard raised an eyebrow. “Why are you always speaking about conspiracy theories? Isn’t the whole ‘Captain Cross is on a mission from the queen to retrieve King Justinian’s armor pieces from Seraphic portals’ weird enough for you?”

Neville shrugged. “I have to do something to keep myself entertained while you and Nathan drink and attempt to bed the female crew members.”

“Attempt? I’ll have you know I was successful. Just the other night I brought a yeoman back here. I was surprised you all didn’t wake up because I had her moaning like a servitor’s engine.”

The look of utter disbelief on Neville’s face told me everything I needed to know about the accuracy of Richard’s story. “Really?” the squire asked. “Was this the same night I saw you enter our quarters with a big red handprint on your cheek? I don’t remember any woman coming here with you either.”

“You were meant to be asleep.” Richard glared at the other squire and sighed. “Finding women would be a whole lot easier if Nick didn’t take them all.”

“I’m dating three out of almost thirty female crew members,” I countered.

“That’s three less for us!” Nathan said with a playful nudge.

“Didn’t a few Ecomese join the crew?” I suggested. “Maybe you could pursue one of them?”

“We’re not going there,” Richard said. “We saw what Treyin did to you.”

“You have implants.” I tapped the back of my skull. “They can’t manipulate you.”

“Still,” Nathan said. “It doesn’t feel right. What if the implants suddenly stop working one day, and then Treyin and her Ecomese pals take over our starship?”

“Not happening,” Neville said as he pulled his arms into his coat. “Those implants won’t break unless you purposefully try and remove them, and then your brain will fry.”

“You’re sure?” Nathan frowned at the other squire.

“Yeah. Before Matthias got sick, he explained to me how they worked. I can elaborate if you like?”

Richard raised his hand. “Please, don’t. We trust you.”

I laughed under my breath and walked over to the monitor. I powered it on, and the giant space station displayed on the screen. The squires gaped at the castle-like structure, and I stared at it again for a few seconds before the intercom blared with an announcement.

“Knights and squires, report to the cargo hold,” Commander Reynolds said.

While the squires finished getting ready, I knelt beside my footlocker and popped it open. I stared at my equipment and considered which item would be both inconspicuous and useful in a bind.

“We’re not allowed to take any weapons,” Neville said from over my shoulder. “This is a funeral, not a battle.”

“I would feel more comfortable if I could at least take one of these,” I said as I grabbed a Knife of the Storm.

“You arm yourself and you’ll be showing great disrespect to our fallen. Besides, this is an RTF space station, Nick. There won’t be any enemies here.”

“Sounds like the perfect opportunity for trouble if we’re all unarmed,” I said.

Neville shrugged. “We don’t make the rules. We just abide by them.”

I returned the knife to my footlocker, stood, and sighed. “Yeah.”

We left our quarters, took the elevator to Deck 1, and entered the cargo hold. The knights lined the bulkhead behind the heavy tanks, and I took a position to their right with the other squires.

I noticed ornate caskets lying in the center of the hold in neat rows. I guessed they were our fallen, and I tallied over twenty. I couldn’t remember losing so many, but we had encountered more than our fair share of trouble over the past few missions.

No one spoke as the view screen suspended from the overhead flickered on. The Stalwart entered a dock inside one of the station’s many spires, and a few minutes later the cargo ramp descended. I heard music from a few meters away, and I turned to see Flanagan playing on his axe-harp. The somber tune sent shivers down my spine, and a pit of sadness formed in my stomach.

Captain Cross walked to the ramp, and he nodded a greeting to a man dressed in blue robes with gilded edges. Beads sparkled in the man’s plaited beard while a silver breastplate shone from beneath his garments, and I guessed this man was Lord Ramsay.

I followed a trail of what looked like chains from the man’s prot-belt to four figures outside our vessel. They looked like misshapen humans with artificial limbs. Two had metal skulls, and golden lights shone in place of their eyes. Girdles circled their waists, and wires ran along their torsos to connect with their craniums. These cyborgs were slaves, but they were also machinas.

The RTF forbid the complex combination of technology and magic required to transform a human into a cyborg, so I was surprised to see them here. I also couldn’t understand why Lord Ramsay would choose to bind machinas to himself with a chain of about five meters long. They weren’t armed, and their stumbling movements suggested they would be no use in a fight. The cyborgs scratched their flesh and tugged at their tethers like mindless beasts. They were poor imitations of Matthias, and I had to force the disgust from my face.

Captain Cross also scowled at the viceroy’s slaves, but he didn’t voice any objections to the barbaric practice. The captain’s expression remained unchanged as the lord turned to face the crew.

Ramsay lifted his head and peered down his nose in the arrogant manner adopted by so many of the Core World nobility. “These citizens of the illustrious and eternal Caledonian Kingdom have given their lives in service to the crown,” he said as he spread his arms over the caskets. “May their memory be eternal as they join the multitude at the furthest star.”

All the lights extinguished in the cargo hold. Even the emergency lighting went out, and we were all bathed in absolute darkness. The only time a starship would ever go completely dark was during funeral rites, an acknowledgment to the darkness the fallen had entered. I heard of the practice at the Academy, but the real thing was far more unnerving. Our religious myths spoke of how the fallen would remain shrouded in black until their corpses could be taken into the vast catacombs beneath Castle Stirling. Then their spirits would move through the ethereal realm until they reached the farthest star.

The darkness in the hold vanished under the presence of a single light as Lord Ramsay raised a golden scepter above him while runes along the item’s head brightened. Suddenly the caskets in the middle of the chamber burst with a myriad of colors, and they floated into the air. I recognized the gravity runes along their sides as the caskets drifted past me and exited the cargo hold like a school of neon fish.

Flanagan began the funeral ode again, but this time it was much louder. The crew marched together behind the floating caskets as yeomen bearing old-fashioned torches walked at our sides. The music increased in volume again, and I realized Flanagan wasn’t playing alone. At least a hundred knights stood on either side of the twenty-meter wide battlements. A fifth of them played musical instruments, and their runesongs made me feel like I was walking on air.

Suddenly, the melody stopped, and a chanted chorus drifted from the gathered knights. The caskets lifted free from the road and ascended to a funerary Cachalot. The warship’s hull was painted black, and its heavy turrets would protect the caskets until they arrived at Castle Stirling. When the ship’s cargo ramp opened, the boxes containing the Stalwart’s fallen entered, and the lights from their runes faded.

The chanting continued while I whispered condolences to these men and women who had died while serving the Queen. It was easy to forget that the RTF came with real consequences: the threat of death accompanied every mission.

The yeoman extinguished their torches when the runesong ended. We were standing on a giant space station, but I could hardly believe the stillness in the air. There was the steady moan of thruster engines from nearby starships, but nothing else besides. For a full minute, we all quietly contemplated the price of serving our kingdom.

My eyes wandered to the knights at the edges of the battlements. Their armor was polished to a gleam, and golden tridents glistened on their blue tabards. Weapons hung from their prot-belts and were fastened to their magnetons. Armed men weren’t meant to attend funerals, so I could only guess Lord Ramsay had reasons for wanting to make a show of force.

While the knights consisted of various specialists, their equipment displayed a uniformity, so I guessed their lord provided it. My Academy tutors had said that one of the many benefits of working for a Core World noble meant you were provided with equipment free of charge. In hindsight, I much preferred choosing my own gear, even though I had to pay for it all myself.

When the silence concluded, Lord Ramsay provided us with an official welcome to Petuaria Station. He used bloated sentences and made exaggerated gestures, and I soon lost track of what he was saying. After a verbose and drawn-out speech, the viceroy and his small army of knights escorted us into the largest spire on the space station.

Assorted murals spread the walls, and I paused every now and then to try and place their mythological significance. I came upon a painting of the First Pioneers as they gathered around a Grendel portal. The people in the painting looked at a giant purple rift with awed expressions. They had been ignorant in thinking the creatures who entered our world through the portals would come in peace. Carts filled with precious goods waited behind them, gifts for the aliens who would slaughter the humans as soon as they entered our world.

I looked away from the detailed artwork and noticed the rest of the crew had left me by myself. I could hear orchestral music playing from down the hallway, and the smell of roasting meat made my stomach yearn for a taste.

A few figures waited in an alcove, and I almost passed them before I recognized Treyin speaking with a group of Lord Ramsay’s knights. The empath laid out on a sofa while the soldiers huddled around her like drooling puppies. Her hair was braided and coiled around her head, but she wasn’t wearing the tiara which blocked her abilities. Her dress and makeup made her look like a regular human, but they didn’t take away her flawless beauty.

“Fetch me another drink, Octavian,” Treyin said with a flick of her wrist, and the knight scurried away like a slave eager to please his master.

The empath’s head faced away from me, and I figured she hadn’t noticed me yet. The implants in my skull hid my emotions from her, so I was effectively invisible to her unless she could see me with her eyes like a normal human. I didn’t really care whether she noticed me, and I was happy to let her continue playing her game with the lord’s knights.

I walked past the alcove, but I only got a few steps before Treyin leaped from the sofa and dashed in front of me. I considered forcing my way past her, but I didn’t want to deal with the men under her charm.

“Hello, Squire Lyons,” Treyin purred.

“Step aside,” I commanded.

The knights looked at me in confusion for a moment, and then their expressions hardened. They seemed annoyed by my presence since I was capturing the attention of the woman they desired.

I glared at Treyin while the men under her charm became increasingly hostile. A few tense seconds passed while I calculated the likelihood of taking down so many knights. They were unarmed like me, but I was only a squire. While I knew how to grapple with the best, numerical odds weren’t easy to beat. I had also been under Treyin’s charm before, so I knew these men would obey her every command.

“Oh, you are no fun,” Treyin said as she waved her hand to and fro.

The knights shook their heads as though rousing themselves from a trance.

“You may leave me,” the empath said to the knights.

Their eyes widened as they suddenly became aware of their surroundings, and they turned tail while muttering about a witch.

“Using your ability like that will announce to everyone that you’re an empath,” I said. “If Captain Cross has given you a mission on this station, then I assume he would also want you to remain inconspicuous. What point is your disguise if you reveal your powers to these knights?”

“You seem to think these men would believe their desires were touched by an empath. Like most males, they think with their penises. They wanted to spend the evening with me. They might assume I was a witch, but that is no different from what they conclude of many women who make their sex yearn.”

“I’ve heard enough from you,” I said. “Move out of my way.”

“Is there anything I could do to repair our relationship?” Treyin asked as she placed a hand on my chest.

I swatted her arm away and snarled. “We have no relationship. We’re going to complete the mission, and then you’re out. I’m sure you’ll do something stupid and get kicked off the starship, so enjoy the captain’s hospitality while it lasts.”

“There is no need to be so dour, Squire Lyons. The funeral is over. Now is the time to celebrate! You should relax. Perhaps you need some assistance?”

Treyin reached for my shoulder, and I stepped away so her hand met the air. I glared at the beautiful woman, and she moved aside so I could march into the feasting hall.

My fury turned to wonder as I gazed at the domed ceiling reaching a neck-craning height of at least one hundred meters. Stained-glass windows bathed the women dancing below in every color imaginable while melodies from stringed instruments suffused the air.

Lord Ramsay’s knights grouped together around a large feasting table laden with spitted beasts and an arrangement of soups and salads. They had exchanged their gleaming armor for standard dress uniforms. The absence of weapons confirmed for me the lord’s desire to make a statement by having his men armed at the funeral.

Kegs of beer towered to my right while my friends gathered at the taps. The squires seemed slightly amused by the women, but Moses, Leith, and Olav were busy glaring at the lord’s knights.

The tension between the two parties surrounded me like a thick haze, and I turned my head to look at a third group seated at a high table in front of the far wall. I squinted in the low light at Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Lord Ramsay, and a smattering of nobles. They watched the women dance with feigned interest, and I guessed this festival was less a true celebration and more a bureaucratic necessity.

An atmosphere of contrived peace and forced sobriety punctuated the three groups. The lord’s knights returned the glares from the Stalwart’s crew with all the disdain one would expect from decorated soldiers who thought this a celebration honoring the arrival of the RTF’s worst starship. They couldn’t have known the true nature of the crew, and I half-smiled at their assessment.

Flanagan Reeves marched to the orchestra seated on the podium, plucked the baton from the conductor’s hands, and snapped it between his fingers.

“Go on with you,” the herald barked at the musicians with a shooing hand. “It’s time for some real music!”

The musicians fled the podium, and the dancers looked up at Flanagan with confusion. The beautiful women applauded as soon as he tuned a discarded harp and began to play a song. The melody was fast and a little erratic, but the dancers soon moved in earnest circles, and their dresses bloomed like flowers with sultry nectar beneath the petals.

The herald broke into a ballad enriched by his tenor voice. He sang of a pirate king who conquered a wealthy star system through wicked deeds of treachery and murder. His palace was filled with women who yearned for a single chance to experience his virility, and others who prayed they would never fall foul of fate and be called to his bedchamber. He was loved and hated, but most of all feared.

The dancers paused and clutched necklaces at their throats when Flanagan sung of the pirate king’s sexual exploits, and I wondered whether the man in this song was actually the target of our mission.

After a long and drawn-out stanza listing the worst of the pirate king’s deeds, the ballad ended. Flanagan launched into a more appropriate ditty that sent the dancers from the center of the chamber to flitter among the soldiers on both sides of the room. The stained glass shifted to a single purple hue, and I realized they were controlled electronically.

The sequins on a dancer’s silk dress sparkled as she sauntered to me, and the exaggerated slit at the front of her purple dress drew my attention like a lightning rod.

The dancer leaned her ass against a table and folded her ankles over each other. “You’re an Outlander, aren’t you?”

“I am,” I said while I struggled to meet her round eyes. The irises were orange with flecks of blue, and I figured she belonged to a race from this star system. Human, but likely evolved through experimentation, and her exotic beauty did all kinds of things to me.

“I have heard of your race, although I have never seen one of you. They say Outlanders are strong and have great stamina.” The woman wrapped her hands around my bicep, squeezed, and then giggled.

She stepped away from me as Flanagan started to play another song. Our eyes met while her hips swayed, and her feet skipped around each other. She grabbed my hand and started to pull me toward the other women, so I followed her into the center of the twirling women.

I was certainly no expert at dancing, but learning sword forms at the Academy had taught me the fluid movements needed to match my partner. She seemed to curl around my body as we mirrored one another, and her supple form brushed against mine in a tantalizing sample of what could be done in more private venues.

“Lyons!” I heard Olav shout over the music, and I turned to see the berserker and Leith grinning at me like hyenas. The slayer gestured for me to walk over to them, and I nodded.

“Ah,” I said to the beautiful dancer. “I better go say hello. Thank you for the dance.” I bowed my head, and she kissed my cheek.

Olav and Leith leaned against a wall and sipped from their mugs. Before I could grab a mug and fill it with beer, the berserker thrust a giant stein into my hands.

“Drink!” he yelled. “We’ll be doing a bit more dancing in a few minutes. We have to plan first.”

“Plan?” I asked before I knocked back the glass and let the cool drink fall down my throat.

“Yeah, plan. Who you got?” Leith asked me as soon as I tipped the mug away from my mouth.

“Sorry?” I asked as I wiped the froth from my mouth.

“Which one are you gonna fight?” the slayer asked.

“What?” I looked at the two knights and their giddy expressions but couldn’t determine their meaning.

“Whenever the Stalwart meets another group of RTF knights, we play a little game,” Leith explained.

“What kind of game?” I asked as the slayer’s eyes sparkled.

“We need to keep up our front as the worst crew in the fleet. And that includes making trouble wherever we go. If they think we’re just drunken, violent idiots, then we stay under the radar.”

“We have a bit of fun with these blokes, maybe break a few noses, and then we’ll be drinking and telling war stories before the night’s over,” Olav said.

“Are you sure?” I asked. The whole idea sounded a bit strange, and I wasn’t sure the captain would be pleased with a brawl.

“Of course!” Leith laughed as he slapped me on the back. “As soon as the captain and Lord Ramsay leave, you’ll have the honor of getting this thing rolling.”

“You want me to start it?” I asked.

“Yes,” Olav said with a hungry growl. “You are our favorite squire, so you get the honors.”

“Uhhh, thanks,” I said as pride filled my chest. Olav and Leith had once thought me a traitor, and it felt great to know these two men now favored me.

From the corner of my eye, I watched Lord Ramsay and his entourage leave the room through a rear door. Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds followed the nobles, and they gave a subtle nod to Olav and Leith. The motion made me relax since it looked like the Captain and Commander were in on the brawling plan.

“Looks like it’s time to party,” the slayer said with a grin.

“Who you gonna pick, Squire?” Olav demanded. “Maybe the fat one over there?” He pointed out another squire devouring a mountain of food piled onto a plate. “I could think of a few words that would rile him up.”

“Poor choice, friend,” Leith said. “That one is likely to fight dirty. He would probably chew Nick’s ear off like a hungry beast. I say the tall one by the roast suckling.” The slayer indicated a knight close to seven feet tall standing behind the spitted meat. He was all bone and little muscle, but a deep scar slashed from his left cheekbone to his chin. There were only two places a scar like that could be acquired: the battlefield or the streets. Either one would mean he was a dangerous man to pick a fight with.

“Why don’t we let him pick for himself?” Olav asked the other knight.

“I suppose it wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Leith said as he turned to me. “Who's it gonna be?”

My eyes roamed over the lord’s martial retinue, and I almost felt like I was searching for an appropriate Runetech item. The considerations were all there: I needed someone effective, who wouldn’t kill me, and I could handle with ease. They also needed to be the type of person who wouldn’t shy away from a fight and would embolden their comrades to join a brawl.

My eyes settled on a single squire with thin black hair clipped around his eyes. His ears poked out from either side of his head like satellite dishes, and I figured I knew the reason why none of the dancers had approached him tonight. Four other squires stood behind him, and I gathered he was the leader of the pack. They reminded me of Ludas Barnes and his crew of assholes at the Academy.

I had plenty of experience with bullies, so I knew this squire would have all his friends jump me if I dishonored him. When I was outnumbered, the Stalwart’s crew would leap to my defense, and the brawl would begin.

I didn’t need to wait long for the short squire to meet my eyes. He nodded his head in challenge, and I nodded back. It was obvious he wanted to cause some trouble, and I would be happy to provide an avenue for it.

“I think I found the guy,” I said to the knights without breaking my gaze from the squire.

“Yes!” Leith jumped up and down as he noticed my target.

“He’s perfect!” Olav sounded a little strange, almost like he was assessing a romantic partner.

I hid a smile as I walked over to the squire. While at least a foot shorter than me, he bore the arrogant air of a man who overcompensated for his lack of height.

“You the Outlander?” he barked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m an Outlander.”

The four men behind him smirked, and their eyes sparkled with mirth.

I held out my hand to the short squire and gave him a plastic smile. “Squire Nicholas Lyons.”

His eyebrows lifted halfway up his forehead. “You’re one of those Heroes of Tyranus.”

I grunted. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of me out here.”

“Word travels fast. Except I don’t believe it. I’m thinking you threatened Marquess Ludas Barnes into corroborating the story. You should never have been allowed into the Academy, let alone on the field. I think you had something to do with the deaths of all those other cadets.”

“Is that right?” I said.

“Yeah. That’s exactly right,” he said as he stepped toward me and prodded my chest with a stumpy finger. “Outlander filth ought to stay where they belong.”

I weighed my chances of giving the man a good wallop before his friends could come to his aid. I was the best hand-to-hand fighter at the Academy, and I was bigger than any of them.

I peered over my left shoulder at Olav and Leith, and they raised their steins to me. Then they placed the glasses down and started pulling their arms over their shoulders and cracking their knuckles in preparation. They were aching for the fight to begin, and I knew they would launch themselves into the brawl as soon as the ugly squire and his friends jumped me.

The rest of the crew were also staring at me, so I figured it was about time for the fun to start.

“Are you listening to me?” the squire said.

“Yeah,” I replied as I turned back to him. “You touch me again, and I will break your finger.” I stared into the other squire’s eyes and saw a hint of fear. But he glanced at his friends, and their presence provided him with the necessary confidence to disregard my warning.

“I. Would. Like. To. See. You. Try---ahhh!” The squire prodded my chest with every word, and I snapped his finger on the last one. He screamed as he clutched the broken digit, and I delivered a punch square in his face. My knuckles made his nose pop and blood spray, and his friends descended on me as the squire went down.

I ducked beneath a swinging right hook and then delivered a powerful blow into a squire’s muscular stomach. He doubled-over before I dropped my elbow onto the back of his head. My opponent crumbled like a dilapidated building, and I turned to face the next closest attacker. I heard yelling and watched as the viceroy’s knights charged toward me.

“Time to dig in, boys!” Olav yelled. The berserker rushed toward the feasting table, snatch a dinner plate, and cast it into the air. The plate spun toward a knight who had joined the fray and shattered on his forehead. The man dropped unconscious to the floor, and Olav roared with laughter.

More screaming came from behind me as Neville, Richard, and Nathan entered the brawl with glee. Flanagan dropped his harp, weaved around the female dancers, and delivered a flying kick to the nearest knight. Moses plowed into a group of men like a seven-foot bowling ball, and they didn’t get up after crashing into a table.

I tossed my head back as a squire’s glancing punch clipped my chin. I returned his blow with a series of jabs, and my fists pulverized his midsection like a jackhammer. He bowled over in agony, and an uppercut sent him head over heels.

The next man came running toward me, and I knocked his legs out with a sweeping kick. I scrambled on top of him as soon as he fell, and his nose crunched beneath my fist. Blood exploded from the wound, and I painted the rest of his face with it. His head went limp and his swollen eyes rolled to the whites after I hit him two more times, so I stopped hammering and jumped to my feet. I left the unconscious squire behind and searched the room for my next opponent.

Everywhere I looked a squire or knight from the Stalwart was engaged in a scuffle with one of Lord Ramsay’s men. Every mouth broadened to a grin, and I could tell they were all enjoying themselves. This friendly brawl reminded me of the contact sports at the Academy which would often devolve into fistfights.

My smile vanished, and my stomach dropped when Lord Ramsay marched through the rear doorway. His age-spotted face turned a bright red, and he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Enough!”
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Chapter 10

The festival hall was in a state of absolute destruction. In little more than ten minutes, the once opulent chamber had turned into a scene not uncommon in Dobuni’s worst public houses. Tables and chairs lay broken, glass from shattered chandeliers sprinkled the floor, control panels beside the doors sparked after being drenched with beer, and bloody noses and black eyes were everywhere. While none of the unconscious around the room looked mortally wounded, their injuries would require significant stints in regeneration chambers. I noted none of them were members of the Stalwart, and I felt a bit of pride in my chest. Other than a few swollen bumps and split lips, the brawl looked to have been a unanimous victory for us.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” Lord Ramsay screamed as he marched through the ranks. He stepped over a broken stool and made a point of glaring at an unconscious squire.

Everyone nursed their injuries while they turned their eyes upon the lord.

“What is the meaning of this mayhem?” he screamed at a knight.

The lord’s warrior groaned as he slapped a pitcher of iced water against his swollen cheek. “The Outlander attacked one of your squires, my lord, and we hurried to stop the fight. Unfortunately, the Stalwart’s brutes decided to escalate the altercation to a full-scale brawl.”

“Of course they did,” the viceroy said with a sneer. He pulled on the chains attached to his prot-belt, and the four machina slaves drew closer to their lord. They encircled him as though they were some kind of bodyguards although I doubted they would do anything in their disheveled state except provide fodder.

Commander Reynolds and Captain Cross entered the hall, and I immediately stood to attention. They gazed upon the destruction with indifference as though this was a frequent occurrence.

An attendant arrayed in fine livery rushed into the hall, weaved his way around the chaos, and whispered to the viceroy.

The lord viciously pulled one of his cables, and a machina almost went sprawling as it came toward him. “You will tell me who in this room is the thief!” Ramsay commanded the cyborg.

The machina held his only arm in front of him, raised his palm, and then swept it across the room. “I detect no signs of thievery, Lord Ramsay,” he said in an electronic drawl.

“You have something to do with this, Captain Cross!” the lord screamed as he turned upon the captain. “An item of inestimable value was taken from my private chambers while your barbarians laid waste to my hall!”

“Has someone stolen the transporter cube?” Captain Cross asked calmly.

I glanced at the rest of the crew, and they shared my concern. If the object of our mission was no longer on this station, then we were in trouble.

“So, you know of my cube. Did you have your men take it?” the lord asked the captain. “Or did your empath manipulate one of my own men into stealing it?”

“I was not responsible for taking the cube, Lord Ramsay. I can assure you if I wanted to steal it, you would never know until it was too late.”

“So, you intended to take it?”

“I intended to request its use.”

“And if I refused?”

“I would have relieved you of the cube,” Captain Cross agreed, and I noticed the edge of his mouth tremble as if he was suppressing a smile.

“By your own admission, you are a thief!” Spittle flew from Lord Ramsay’s mouth, and he tugged on a second chain leading to one of the more sick-looking machinas. The cyborg’s skull glowed for a second, and it raised a mechanical hand. A small light gathered in the center of its palm as though it were about to shoot an energy bolt at the captain.

“This is not helping the situation,” Captain Cross said as his expression hardened. “If that machina fires upon me, you will not leave this room alive, Ramsay.”

The lord studied the captain for a few seconds while I searched the ground for a weapon I might use should this situation turn ugly. The tension diffused a little when Lord Ramsay pulled the chain again and the cyborg dropped its arm.

“We did not steal the cube,” Captain Cross said. “I suspect a mole was under your command. While my men were enjoying kicking your men’s asses, this mole took the opportunity to steal the item. You should be more careful who you allow in your inner circle. It doesn't speak well of your leadership.”

“Even if one of my men was somehow responsible, traitors are not the fault of their leaders.” The lord turned to face me with an oily smile.

“What are you implying?” The captain’s tone carried a hard edge.

“This squire wasn’t your first betrayer either, was he, Captain Cross?” Lord Ramsay placed both hands on his prot-belt buckle and smiled in satisfaction.

The captain stared at the viceroy. “If the Queen did not hold you in such high regard, I would kick your ass right now.”

The lord shrunk a little at the threat, but a platoon of armored knights marched into the festival hall, their weapons aglow with runic activity. Ramsay seemed to puff up his chest now that at least forty of his soldiers protected him.

“Then may I always remain within Her Majesty’s graces.” Lord Ramsay made a point of gazing at his heavily armored knights. Unlike the men we had brawled with, these were sporting Runetech weapons they would turn on the captain as soon as he gave any sign of harming their lord.

Except the calm expression on the captain’s face suggested he would deal with them swiftly if they tried anything.

“Even if you or your men aren't to blame for the theft,” the lord continued, “it would be unbecoming of me as protector of Petuaria Station to allow agitators to go unpunished. This fight began because of one of your squires, and he must make amends.”

“You have two choices, Lord Ramsay,” the captain said impatiently. “You can choose to arrest my squire and deal with the consequences of delaying a mission of the utmost importance, or you can allow us to find whoever stole the cube. I can guarantee they will be fleeing this space station as we speak, so the next thing coming from your mouth should be your decision.”

Lord Ramsay bounced on his toes as he considered the captain’s words. Rather than answer, he turned to his attendant. “Johnson, I want you to have all the docking stations closed. No vessel is to leave the station until my cube is found.”

“Yes, my lord,” the attendant replied before leaving the room.

“If we find this cube,” Captain Cross said to the lord, “then you will allow us to use it.”

“Only once,” Lord Ramsay replied after some thought. “And only if you bring me back the heads of the men who stole it.”

“Deal,” the captain said.

“I will provide you with full access to the docking stations. My men will accompany yours should they wish to search any of the vessels. Now, I have matters to attend to.” The viceroy’s cloak swirled around him as he spun and exited the feasting hall with the machinas shuffling behind him.

Servants entered the vast chamber and dragged the unconscious and injured bodies of the viceroy’s knights and squires. Captain Cross motioned to the crew to speak with him, and we encircled the man.

“Did you notice anything, Treyin?” the captain whispered so no one other than the crew could hear him.

“Ramsay is blocked to me,” she answered with a frown.

“He has implants?” Commander Reynolds asked.

Treyin shook her head. “I suspect those machinas he keeps chained are deranged.”

“Deranged?” the commander asked. “Why would Lord Ramsay keep insane machinas as attendants?”

“A primitive method for preventing empaths and diviners from prying into your thoughts,” the empath replied. “The mind of a machina is more powerful than a regular human, so an insane cyborg functions like a scrambler. Their erratic emotions and wayward thoughts confuse my abilities. We should kill them, and then Lord Ramsay will be defenseless against me.”

“I’ll do the honors of putting them out of their misery,” Leith said, but he wasn’t smiling this time. On every other occasion when murder was mentioned, the slayer had seemed almost giddy with the opportunity. Now, he seemed almost regretful. “Then I’ll kill Lord Ramsay and make sure no one finds his body.” Then the smile I had come to expect from Leith formed on his face.

“Not now,” Captain Cross said. “As much as I would like to see Ramsay pay for his crimes, the Queen believes him useful for our quest. As soon as Ramsay proves otherwise, we can deal with him. For now, we need to concentrate on retrieving this transporter cube. If the thief is unable to leave this station, then he will hide somewhere on it. The structure is massive, so searching it may prove an exercise in futility.”

“Is there anything at all you could glean from the lord, Treyin? What of his men?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“A few of them are uncomfortable, as though they are aware they serve under a morally depraved leader.”

“We could use that,” Captain Cross said as he scratched his beard.

“Yes, I believe so,” Treyin said.

“Should Ramsay choose to renege on his promise to grant you use of the transporter cube, then we might find men willing to fight against him,” the commander said.

“Then it is settled,” Captain Cross said. “It’s time we started searching the docks. Let’s hope the stars are merciful and we find something out there.”

“I think I noticed something peculiar, Captain,” Moses said before we could be dismissed.

“Go on, Moses,” he replied hurriedly.

The shield knight smoothed down his flowing dreadlocks. “You know how I hate these parties, so I went outside to catch some air. I recognized one of the viceroy’s men fleeing the hall, and I went inside to see what had gotten him all scared. Then I saw everyone brawling, so I jumped in. I thought the man was simply running from a fight, but now I’m thinking it might have been for another reason.”

“You believe he might have stolen the cube?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“Either that, or he had something to do with it. He was halfway through changing into another uniform when I saw him.”

“What kind of uniform?” A smile was slowly building on the captain’s lips.

“A pilot’s,” Moses answered. “I can’t remember the exact identifier on his coat pocket, but I can remember the ship class. PR-12.”

I was familiar with the PR-12 ship class because similar merchant vessels visited my homeworld, Dobuni. They were among the smallest transport ships, and they tended to carry luxurious goods for those who could afford them. Outlanders never bought their wares, but the noble bureaucrats who lived in the more opulent areas on my homeworld did.

“Excellent,” Captain Cross responded. “We’ll have a list drawn for every PR-12 merchant ship docked inside the station. Then I want each of these ships turned inside out. It might take some time, but I am certain we’ll find the cube.”

“If it’s still inside the space station,” Treyin commented.

“It will be,” Captain Cross said, “otherwise it could be halfway across this system and well on its way to the next.”

The prospect of losing the cube now hastened our steps, and we all returned to the Stalwart to equip our Runetech gear. The captain obtained records from the space station’s docks, and we were sent in groups to every docking station where a PR-12 was anchored.

Leith ordered me to accompany him, and we joined up with the squire who had chided me for being an Outlander. The man’s nose looked like a mashed vegetable, and purple ringed both his eyes. His broken finger showed no signs of injury, so I guessed he had been one of the first to visit a regeneration chamber.

The squire grinned at me and held out a hand. “Fred,” he said.

“Nick,” I said after returning his handshake.

“Sorry about that Outlander business,” he said as we walked the gangway to a docking station. “Seems I get a little worked up whenever I drink too much.”

“It’s fine. I’m used to it.” I couldn't really blame him for his prejudice since he likely inherited it from his family.

“I’m not a Pure-Blood,” Fred continued. “But I guess hearing them talk all the time rubbed off on me.” He scratched the back of his neck nervously.

“Don't worry about it,” I said. “I paid you back.” I motioned at his nose, and the other man laughed.

“So you did.”

“Will you two quit yapping and come search this ship?” Leith called out, and we rushed into the vessel with our weapons drawn.

Twenty minutes scouring the PR-12 for any sign of a thief or the transport cube led to nothing, and we were about to leave the docking station to search another vessel when I heard a noise from beneath the ship’s engines.

I squatted and peered beneath the belly. A spindly man in the tattered garb of a low-rank mechanic was gripping the hull with two handheld magnetons. His eyes were shut, and sweat dripped down his forehead. His lips mumbled what sounded like some kind of prayer, and I guessed he was hanging on for dear life.

Either he had found himself stuck on the underside of this merchant ship, or he had been hiding from us when we searched it.

“Get out,” I ordered the man.

A single eye peeked open, and then both eyes widened. “Ah, fixing hull!” he yelled out. “No Caledonian, sorry.”

“What is it, Squire?” Leith yelled as he walked over to me. He squatted beside me, placed both arms on his thighs, and smiled. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a human space-barnacle. What do you suppose he’s doing beneath the ship while we were inside it?”

“I would say he was attempting to hide from us, sir,” Fred stated the obvious.

Leith scowled up at the other squire. “Did I ask you?”

I heard a series of hard hits to the ship’s hull, and I watched the mechanic skitter around the other side of the ship like some kind of insect. He leaped from the hull and landed on the gangway opposite the one we were standing on.

I jumped onto the bow and skidded across the sleek hull. The mechanic sprinted across the platform like he was running for his life, so I removed my longsword from over my shoulder, activated the Forcewave rune, and sent a projectile hurtling toward him. The man quickly raised his right hand, and the magnets he had used to hang from the ship shot toward a gangway above him. The circular objects struck the metal with a clank while they were connected to cables in his hands, and my forcewave missed him completely as he soared up three floors to meet the magnetons.

I heard Leith burst into laughter. “Those are some fancy gadgets. Wouldn’t mind a few of them myself.”

“Are you going to help, sir?” Fred asked as he scrambled across the PR-12 in a clumsy imitation of me.

“I’m having a good time watching. Besides, Squire Lyons can get this guy any time he wants. All he has to do is close his eyes, and POP!”

Fred gave the slayer a bewildered look, but I said nothing to clear up his confusion. I didn’t think Captain Cross would appreciate me revealing my teleportation ability to Fred, so I figured I would have to catch the mechanic the hard way.

A network of gangways extended from above us, and the mechanic was jumping from one to the other through the use of his magneton grapplers. Sprinting up the crisscrossing walkways would take me a while, and the man would be long gone before I ever reached the top.

I would have to drag him back down.

I replaced my longsword and took my lightning hammer from my belt. I activated the weapon’s rune, took the hammer in both hands, and struck the wall. Cracks appeared in the cement, and a lightning bolt struck the center. A Lightning Sprite entered through a swirling void portal, and I infused it with my desire to grab the mechanic and bring him back to the PR-12 vessel. The creature beat its leathery wings as it climbed the air and passed the first few gangways.

“Skulls and stars!” Fred cursed as he watched the sprite fly. “They let you use summoner runes on the Stalwart?”

“Technically it’s a squire rune, but yeah.” I looked at the other squire with a frown and wondered why he used a curse more typical of a pirate than a Core World noble.

A cry echoed from above, and I watched my sprite descend while the claws on both its feet held the mechanic like a giant rodent in the talons of an eagle. The man tried to swat the elemental, but his attempts barely made the thing falter as it flew. My stomach flipped when I saw him fish for the plasgun at his belt. He wrenched the sidearm from its holster and aimed the weapon at the sprite. A burst of plasma fire tore through the creature, and it released the man.

Without anything keeping him afloat, the mechanic started plummeting. In half a second he would pass the gangway I stood on and continue falling however many meters until he landed with a crunch. I rushed to the edge of the gangway, climbed onto the railing, and then dived. I held my arms out, but they didn’t grab the mechanic. Instead, I hit him with the full force of an armored soldier, and he was pitched through the air like a strikeball. I allowed momentum to take me and rolled back onto my feet on the other side. The mechanic lay beneath a brand new skiff, the only sign of his fall a massive dent in the vessel’s otherwise immaculate hull.

“You get him?” Fred asked as he awkwardly used the PR-12 for a bridge to the other gangway again. “Nice!” he said as he approached the mechanic. “You got him real good. He probably has at least a half-dozen broken ribs, and--”

I heard the plasma fire too late, and I watched Fred turn around. Three holes cut through his breastplate, and I could see the mechanic fumble for a gas cartridge in his belt so he could fire his weapon again.

Fred touched the holes in his chest, smiled at me, and then tipped over sideways.

I sprinted toward the mechanic, disarmed him with a hard kick, and then put both hands around his throat. My Might’s Aura and Minor Might runes were active, so my increased strength could have easily snapped his neck with the slightest squeeze. I exhaled to control my anger and tried not to turn my head even the slightest bit in case I saw Fred lying on the floor. A single look at the dead squire would have caused me to crush this mechanic’s neck and toss him over the gangway.

“Easy, Squire Lyons,” Leith said from behind me. “As much as I would like to break this grease monkey’s neck, we need to learn what he knows.”

“Why were you hiding?” I demanded as I lifted the man by the collar.

“I’m sorry,” the mechanic blubbered.

“Sorry for what?” I waited a few seconds for an answer, but when none came, I slammed the man against the skiff’s hull. “Tell me what you’re sorry for. Other than shooting an RTF squire and fleeing the scene of a crime.”

“I should never have given them the fob to the PR-12. I didn’t realize they intended to steal from Lord Ramsay. I figured he was a pilot since he was wearing the uniform, and he spoke like a Core World noble, so I didn’t want to ask any questions. You know how they are. Please, kill me now. I don’t want to be thrown before Ramsay’s courts.” The words came out in a hurried jumble, but they were all in perfect Caledonian. The mechanic obviously lied earlier about not being able to speak the language.

“What do you think?” I growled as I turned to Leith. “Should we kill him?”

“Uhh . . .” The mechanic’s head swiveled from me to the slayer in horror, and his terror deepened as Leith’s grin widened.

“Hell, we would be doing him a favor,” the slayer added as he removed a dagger and stalked toward the mechanic. The captive gasped for air in my grip, and his eyes bulged as he fought for oxygen.

Leith grabbed a bar from a gangway, and the runes on his gauntlets ignited as he tore a piece of metal away. He spun the mechanic around and then twisted the bar around the man’s wrists. I could only guess at the level of Might runes required to manipulate metal like it was made of rubber.

The mechanic fainted midway through his cuffing, and then Leith bound the man’s feet. Once the mechanic was certain not to flee, we both went over to inspect Fred’s injuries.

His vacant eyes stared in front of him, and there was no chance of reviving him even with the most powerful regeneration chamber. I felt sorry for him even though he had been a dick to me. Fred had failed to activate his prot-field, so the plasma bolts seared through his breastplate without anything to deter them. While the squire’s equipment was expensive-looking, it wasn’t made to withstand plasma fire. Lord Ramsay’s squires must not have been afforded the luxury of excellent quality gear like his knights.

Not for the first time, I thanked the stars I was on the Stalwart and not relegated to some other post in the universe.

“Kid was stupid,” Leith said as he poked his finger straight through one of the holes in Fred’s chest. “Should always keep your prot-field up, even if you’re on home ground.”

“What do you want me to do with him, sir?”

“You carry the mechanic. I’ll carry Squire Sieve.” Leith chuckled at his joke as he hoisted the dead squire over his shoulder.

We filled in Captain Cross via comms while hauling the dead squire and captive mechanic to the feasting hall. All signs of the brawl only hours ago was gone, and the room was now empty save for a singular chair and the high table with its surrounding seats. I dumped the mechanic into the chair and ensured his bonds wouldn’t break. Sure enough, they were sturdy, and I marveled again at the extent of Leith’s strength.

Captain Cross, Lord Ramsay, and Commander Reynolds entered the room and took a seat at the high table.

“Is he ready for questioning?” Lord Ramsay asked as he leaned forward to peer at the mechanic.

I heard the trickle of liquid and turned to see Leith filling a bucket from one of the few kegs remaining in the hall. He strolled over to the mechanic with a bucket in hand, upturned it, and drenched the man in amber ale. The mechanic gasped only to swallow a mouthful of alcohol and launch into a coughing fit. Leith let out a mirthful cackle, and then he slapped the man in the face a few times for good measure.

The mechanic winced in pain, and I guessed it wasn’t only Leith’s slaps causing him agony, but the alcohol seeping into the gaping wounds my sprite had left beneath his collarbone. “What . . . do you . . . want of me?” he asked through pained gasps.

“You were hiding beneath the merchant ship while it was being searched,” Captain Cross recited the information we had told him earlier. “Then you attempted to flee three members of the RTF, including a specialist knight. You also killed an RTF squire. Then you admitted to handing over a fob to the men who stole from Lord Ramsay. Tell me who stole the item. You give me their identities, and I will grant you pardon for your crime of aiding the thieves.”

“The Bone King,” the mechanic said after staring into the captain’s dark eyes, and his teeth audibly gnashed together as he shook. “Please, don’t let them know I told you anything. My family. I have three little ones. They’ll kill them all. Please!” The mechanic’s imploring devolved into gentle sobs while the officers and the lord consulted with one another.

“What purpose would the Bone King have for the transporter cube?” Lord Ramsay asked.

“It is an object of great power,” Captain Cross said. “There are many things he could do with such an item.”

“It is a breach of our treaty. This station ought to be safe from the Bone King and his machinations. He agreed only to raid outside the Erdini System!”

Commander Reynolds gave the lord the evil eye but didn’t say anything.

“You made a deal with the king of pirates?” the captain asked.

“We all must make compromises, Atticus. I am responsible for the Erdini System, not the Cauci or the Abonai. If their defenses are so easily thwarted by pirate arrow-ships, then they ought to be raided!”

“You disgust me,” the commander said, and I could see her fingers tickle the short sword at her right hip. I knew how much she hated any kind of treachery, so I figured she wasn't far from releasing her anger on the lord.

“The Bone King’s men must have been living on your station for some time while they waited for the perfect opportunity to steal the cube,” Captain Cross said.

“Are you accusing me of harbouring these space rats?”

“No,” the captain answered. “Only negligence and foolishness for now. I have not seen evidence to convince me you are a traitor to the Queen.”

“Other than the treaty he signed,” Commander Reynolds added with a thin frown.

“That does make me a little suspicious,” the captain admitted. “But I’ll have time to investigate later. For now, I need to know the name of this PR-12. Mechanic, can you find these for me?”

“I can do you one better, Cap’n,” the man said as he sniffed. “I recorded the last detail from the ship’s bridge. I have a current holo of everyone and everything inside the vessel. Would you like to see it?”

Captain Cross shook his head and pointed directly at me. “Give it to Squire Lyons. He’ll need to become familiar with the ship’s interior.”

I realized what the captain planned for me. He wanted me to become familiar with the stolen ship so I could teleport to a location inside it. There was no way I could use my ability from thousands of kilometers away, so I guessed we would need to get closer.

“You tell me where you want it sent, and then let me make a call,” the mechanic said to the captain. “It’ll be on your drive in seconds.”

After Captain Cross nodded at Leith, the mechanic was given the details and a comm device linked to a dedicated radio channel. While we waited for the mechanic to complete the request, I stood at the end of the table and listened to Captain Cross and Lord Ramsay exchange words.

The lord sipped from a wine glass and sighed. “Now, Atticus, as to the bargain you made with this mechanic. We are not so lenient on Petuaria Station.”

“What do you intend to do with him?” the captain asked as the mechanic finished the call and watched in anticipation of his sentence.

“The machinas require components,” the lord said, and he gave a tug on one of his chains so a single-armed cyborg creeped out from the shadows behind the table.

“No!” the mechanic screamed. “Anything but that. Please, my lord. Have mercy. I would rather be thrown into your pit of void serpents!”

Lord Ramsay scowled. “Will someone please shut him up?” he yelled above the mechanic’s terrified screaming.

Captain Cross nodded at Leith, and the slayer struck the man over the head so he blacked out. Ramsay gestured at a giant knight, and the hulk of a man tossed the mechanic over his shoulder and carried him outside the room.

“I promised the man pardon,” Captain Cross said to the lord.

The lord raised his chin and made a tutting noise. “Ah, but it was never your place to promise him anything. The crime was committed on my land and the object stolen was mine. He aided the Bone King’s henchmen and allowed them access to an escape vehicle.”

“I expect he was threatened,” the captain countered.

“He also killed one of my squires. He showed himself disloyal to his lord. He should have remained . . . stalwart.” Ramsay’s belly heaved up and down as he roared with laughter. The captain and the commander kept silent while they seethed at the man on the throne.

Captain Cross eyed the lord, and I could see him evaluating whether this was a stand worth taking. “I will not dictate how you choose to punish the mechanic,” he said finally.

“Good. At least you know it is my prerogative to mete out justice in my station.”

“Although the mechanic did provide information which might prove useful. I would suggest his death record not show him as a traitor to the crown.”

“Oh, there will be no record of his death. How would I ever explain what was done with his body? Machinas are illegal, you know, Atticus.” Lord Ramsay gave the captain a broad smile.

My thoughts went immediately to Matthias and his recuperation. The machina had always been kind to me, and I wanted to see him return to full health.

“I understand, Ramsay,” Cross said as he folded his massive arms over his chest.

“I am told your machina is doing well,” Ramsay said off-handedly. “It should be fully repaired by the week’s end.”

“It?” Commander Reynolds pressed as she gave Lord Ramsay a venomous look one would reserve for the worst kinds of criminals. “Matthias is not an ‘it,’ Ramsay. He is a decorated member of the RTF Stalwart. The way you treat the machinas is abhorrent. They are as human as the day they were born. It’s what’s inside them that counts, and you should be thrown before the royal court for enslaving them!”

“What’s inside them? Do you mean the runic magic coursing through their veins? Or the fiber cables and microchips?” Lord Ramsay chuckled and then stopped suddenly. His head jerked toward the officers, and his lips curled back. “Whether you decide to treat your machina as a human is your own business, but you will not tell me how to treat mine when you are standing inside my space station!” He was screaming by the end of the sentence, and his hand gripped the sword at his side.

I looked to Leith, and the slayer gave a slight shake of his head as he stared at my hand. I glanced down and realized I had unintentionally palmed my falchion, and I slowly released the pommel. The tension felt like a thick cloud, and I hated Ramsay’s treatment of the machinas, but it was an evil we needed to suffer for now.

“I think there are more important matters to deal with,” Captain Cross said in a level tone. “We need to go after this stolen PR-12 before they reach Pillager’s Bastion.” He turned to the lord. “Does the Bone King have access to any rogue jump mages?”

“He hates mages,” Lord Ramsay said after his face faded from a bright red to a mellow pink. “He would not have employed them.”

“Good. Then the stolen ship will have to travel to Pillager’s Bastion the old-fashioned way.”

“Ah, there is one other matter. A condition, of sorts.”

“Just get me the diagram of the stolen PR-12. Or do you not want your cube returned safely?” The captain’s cheek muscles tensed, and I could tell he was eager to be chasing the stolen ship and not listening to extra demands from the lord.

“Of course!” Lord Ramsay exclaimed. “My father handed it to me on his deathbed, I do not know what I would do if I never saw it again.” The noble’s tone became distraught, and it sounded to me like he was exaggerating for effect.

“Tell me what you want, Ramsay,” the captain said through gritted teeth.

“I need your enchanters to oversee the construction of a new weapon inside my royal Cachalot. It is a rune cannon which utilizes the vessel’s prot-field.”

The captain bristled, and I guessed he was wondering how Lord Ramsay had discovered the Stalwart’s new secret weapon. “They wouldn’t know anything about those kinds of runes,” he said. “They’re just journeyman enchanters.”

“Don’t be coy, Atticus. I am well aware you have some of the best enchanters in the universe assigned to your little junk heap. Bring them to me, or the deal is off.”

The grizzled captain stared into Ramsay’s eyes, and I sensed agreeing to the demands was not an easy decision to make.

“You can have my enchanters,” Captain Cross said, and then he raised a finger. “But I’ll be sending two of my knights with them. You make sure I get the diagram of the stolen PR-12 by the time we’re ready to leave the station.”

“It will be on your starship within the hour,” the lord said.

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds stood from the high table without another word, gestured for Leith and I to follow, and together we made our way to where the Stalwart was docked.

“How would Lord Ramsay know about the rune-cannon?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“Probably sent some sweepers over the Stalwart while we were docked,” Leith answered.

“Should we give into the demands of a man who adds to them at the last minute, sir?” I asked. Questioning my captain was probably out of order, but I cared about what happened to Casey and the others, and felt a dislike for Ramsay in my gut.

“We don’t have much choice. He wants the enchanters for a bit, let him have them. Maybe they can do some digging while they’re on the station. Moses and Flanagan will go with them to ensure nothing ill befalls them.”

“Why not me, Captain?” Leith asked. “I am the Stalwart’s resident stealth expert.”

“I need you to teleport with Squire Lyons to the stolen ship. Our jump mages will transport the Stalwart to a location near Pillager’s Bastion where we can remain unseen while we wait for the PR-12. As soon as we get a lock on the stolen ship, you two will perform the same trick you used on those Dax.”

“Aye, captain,” Leith said as he gave me a friendly punch. Unlike Olav, the slayer seemed to enjoy it when I used my ability.

“We’ll need the transporter cube returned to the Stalwart before they reach the Bastion,” the captain continued. “Retrieving the item once they are on the planet will be nearly impossible.”

“A comment, sir?” I asked, and the captain indicated for me to continue. “What if we allowed the Bone King to obtain the cube, and then we could simply steal it from him when Treyin goes on her covert mission?”

“We do not want the cube to fall into the pirate king’s hands. He might sell it to someone else, and then we’d never get it back,” Captain Cross said as we passed under a tall archway to the designated docking bay.

The sweet smell of Arcane Dust entered my nose, and clouds of steam and smoke billowed from the starships anchored on either side of the mesh gangways.

The Stalwart sat between two other Beluga transport ships. Although our vessel dwarfed the other ships of its class, ours looked like she belonged in a junkyard with her myriad of borrowed parts from other starship classes that should have been scrapped years ago. Primitive weapons rested atop her twin gravity rings like memoirs of a bygone era, and the oversized arcane chamber stuck out like a domed growth. Enchanted sigils dotted her silver hull, and they flickered from red to blue as we approached.

While she looked like an ancient science project and not as sophisticated or elegant as the other starships, I had witnessed the Stalwart’s effectiveness numerous times. As we ascended the cargo ramp, the commander issued orders to the crew so they could prepare the ship for an imminent departure.

I followed the captain alongside Leith as we headed toward the bridge, and my heart pounded wildly in my chest. This was the second time the captain had specifically requested my help with an important mission. I was even a little excited to fight alongside Leith Manzo again. The man might be crazy, but he was a seriously skilled fighter.

Most of all I was eager to pay those pirates back for boarding our starship and murdering our people. I would show them no mercy when I killed them and retrieved the cube.
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Chapter 11

I waited on the bridge with Leith, and we explained what had happened in the feasting hall to Olav. The berserker desired to come with us to the PR-12, but he was hesitant after learning we would teleport there.

While the rest of the crew busied themselves with preparations for takeoff, we gathered around the map table with Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds. After an hour of waiting for the stolen ship’s diagram, we were prepared to leave the docks, but there was still no sign of the information I needed to teleport to the PR-12. Without a detailed picture of the internals, I wouldn’t have an accurate location to target my jump.

“Where is this damned diagram?” Captain Cross slammed his fist on the table.

The bridge doors opened, and we all turned to look at a wide-eyed heavyset man. The royal blue lines along the seams of his grey jacket marked him as RTF personnel.

“You don’t look like a diagram,” Captain Cross said gruffly.

“Ah, my name is Rafael Smith,” he said. “I am the p-p-purser for Dock A1 through A6. I handle the imports, exports, and all p-p-personnel.” Every second word came out a stutter, and I might have thought he suffered from a speech impediment, but the rest of his muscles were rigid like a terrified animal.

I thought maybe he feared what his lord might do if the transporter cube wasn’t found, but the constant sideways glances he gave to the crew members inside the bridge made me think otherwise. He must have heard about the RTF Stalwart and believed their horrible reputation. According to him, his life rested in the hands of the worst starship and her crew.

Except I knew we were probably the only ones he could trust to return the cube safely to Lord Ramsay.

“Sounds like you’re the person Lord Ramsay will be blaming for his stolen transporter cube,” Olav said to the man. “I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes when we return to the station. You’re likely to become spare parts for a machina.”

The purser trembled, and Leith put his hand on his shoulder. “There are worse things, friend.”

The touch only made the man shake all the more.

“You could always join our vessel,” the berserker said. “Not sure what you would do. Are you any good at peeling skin?”

“Skin?” the man asked, and I realized Olav was playing a game.

“Yeah. Skin. Hey, Captain, could we use another skin peeler on our ship?”

The corners of the captain’s lips tweaked in understanding. “Good idea, Olav. Smith would make an excellent addition to our crew.”

The berserker grinned at the purser. “There you go. You won’t ever have to step foot on Petuaria again.”

“I would rather retain my current position,” Smith said with a gulp. “My lord has assured me I will receive no punishment so long as the cube is found.”

“We won’t stop until we get it back,” I said to the terrified man.

The knights frowned at me, and I guessed I had just ruined their game. A few months ago, they would have pummelled me. Now they shook their heads and smiled at me as though I hadn’t yet learned how this game was played.

Smith pressed his lips together and then gave me a hesitant nod. “I would appreciate that very much.” He exhaled and then removed a thumb device from his coat pocket. I saw the thing tremble in his grip as he inserted it into an input slot on the map table.

A yeoman pushed a trolley into the bridge and distributed bowls of hot food to the crew members. I took a dish and spooned the beef goulash into my mouth. I wasn’t hungry after the feast, but I also wasn’t sure how long it would be until I got another meal, so I forced it down.

Smith entered a few keys, and a holo of a PR-12 ship appeared above the map table. Statistics listing the weapons, crew members, and cargo materialized beside the first hologram.

Vendor’s Jewel (PR-12 class Transport)

Hull: Titan-alloy

Length: 240 meters

Mass: Approximately 145,212 metric tons

Latest Cargo Yield: 20,000 tons

Crew: 40 crew members. Maximum space for 85

Jump sphere: None

Ion Arrays: 6

Shield stations: 4

Shuttle craft: 2

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds accepted food from the yeoman and inspected the holograms.

“Would you like a bowl?” the yeoman asked Smith.

The purser peered at the stew and his nose wrinkled in disgust. “No, thank you. I will take some coffee if you have it.”

Names and occupations of all the crew members assigned to the Vendor’s Jewel appeared beside the holograms. I didn’t notice any military personnel, but their absence wasn’t surprising since RTF soldiers or noncombatants weren’t typically assigned to mercantile ships.

“Here is a list of the registered crew members.” Smith accepted a mug of coffee, and his fear evaporated as he explained the holos. “All forty members were aboard the ship preparing for their next tour when the ship was stolen.”

“Any RTF soldiers?” Leith asked.

“No, but they did hire their own mercenaries.”

“They’ll be dead.” Olav accepted a plate of stew from the yeoman. “Looks like they’re sporting old tech with the ion arrays. Won’t be much use in a firefight.”

“Four shield stations won’t be able to protect a hull of that size either, and titan-alloy will crumple as soon as a single missile hits its sorry surface,” Leith said.

“Erdini merchants are known for their thriftiness.” Commander Reynolds lifted a spoon to her mouth.

“Normally the Vendor’s Jewel sails with a number of support ships, so they wouldn’t have any need to defend themselves,” Smith said. “Are you sure you will be able to retrieve the cube?”

“You finish showing us the ship’s internals and we’ll handle the rest,” Captain Cross said.

Smith hit a few more buttons, and another holo appeared with an internal layout of the Vendor’s Jewel. The merchant ship consisted of two decks. The lower deck contained the cargo bay, fuel tanks, and ramps. The primary deck was where we would likely find the pirates since the crew quarters, bridge, engineering, galley, and drive room were all situated there.

“We’ll need to arrive inside the bridge,” Leith said to me. “Take out the leaders and then we can deal with any stragglers while the rescued crew take control of the vessel.”

“There are no entry points inside the bridge, sir,” Smith said. “You’ll want your ship to gain entry through the aft ramp inside the cargo bay.”

“We won’t be sailing a ship,” Leith said as he beamed at me. The slayer glanced at the purser and a sly smile spread his lips. He leaned over Olav’s shoulder and stared at the bowl of goulash in the berserker’s hands. “That looks delicious. What is it?”

An unspoken message passed between the knights, and Olav tilted his head in understanding before he explained the bowl’s contents. “The flesh of those Dax we fought on Ecoma,” he said as he sucked red meat from a bone. “Nothing more delicious than a Dax. I think it’s all those spices they eat. It’s almost like they’ve been marinating for years and years.”

The purser looked at the knight with terrified confusion, and his shaking hands lifted the mug to his lips to hide his expression. Coffee splashed over his hands and his silver mustache.

“I could think of a few tastier treats,” Leith said. “Perovian liver and thigh baked with marrow.” The slayer licked his lips and stared at the overhead as he pretended to imagine the delightful meal.

“I doubt anything beats Dax flesh. Would you like some?” The berserker wagged a meat-covered bone in front of Smith.

The man’s face turned green, but he faked a polite expression. “No, thank you, sir. I am quite satisfied with the coffee.”

“It’s meant to go in your mouth,” the slayer commented, “not all over your hands. Maybe you’re shaking so much because you’re hungry? I know going without food does all kinds of strange things to me. What do you think, Olav?”

“Aye, hunger is the worst of evils. You really should try this. There are even some eyeballs.” Olav pointed at a large green olive that definitely wasn’t an eyeball, but Smith seemed like he would believe anything as long as it confirmed we were all savages.

“I think that’s enough from you two.” Commander Reynolds smiled at the knights. “Smith, is there anything else which might be useful to know before Sir Manzo and Squire Lyons enter the Vendor’s Jewel?”

“No, Commander,” he said. “I have provided everything within the thumb device.”

“Thank you. You may leave.”

The purser offered the commander and the captain awkward salutes over his right breast before he left the bridge at a half-run.

Leith, Olav, and I broke into laughter, and the captain returned to his pod chair with a smile. I couldn’t help sharing their mirth at the purser’s horror.

Commander Reynolds chuckled. “Really? Cannibalism? You didn’t think that was a little too much?”

“Gotta keep up appearances,” Leith said with a shrug, and then he turned to me. “Maybe you should try being a little more . . . What’s the word Point Clerk McGrath used to describe me?”

“Uncouth,” Commander Reynolds said with a smirk. “An apt description.”

“Yeah, yeah.” The slayer placed his elbows on the map table and stared at the revolving diagram of the PR-12 merchant ship.

I navigated the thumb device to a recording of the Vendor’s Jewel’s bridge. The high definition video showed a bridge with a primary view screen folding around the front and three rows of chairs. Approximately two meters of empty space separated a line of computer consoles from the entrance doorway, and I figured it would be the best spot for my teleport. Even so, I took a few more seconds in case I missed something and found an even better location. Above the emergency power generators was a gap of about two meters. I could easily teleport Leith and I there, and we wouldn’t be spotted as long as we lay prone.

“I think the cargo hold would be better than the bridge,” Leith said as he looked at the hologram. “I told Smith we would be entering the bridge because I didn’t want word getting to these pirates.”

“You think he was in league with the pirates?” I asked.

Leith shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. I figure anyone on this station could be working with whoever stole the cube. Better we keep the thieves guessing.”

“What have you done with Leith?” the commander asked the slayer. “You are showing far too much wisdom.”

“Ha, will I ever live Brigantes down?” Leith asked.

“Never,” she said as her mouth upturned into a surprising grin.

The slayer scoffed before he turned back to me. “Shouldn’t take us long to clear the lower deck before we move onto the bridge. Then we carve those freebooters into pieces!”

“Are you sure I can’t come along? This sounds like fun.” Olav looked at the commander with pleading eyes.

“This operation requires stealth,” she responded. “You can’t even sleep without waking everyone in your wing.”

The berserker folded his arms over chest. “I can’t help my snoring. I have sinus issues, ma’am.”

“What’s the plan from now until the scalping?” Leith asked the commander as she chuckled at Olav.

“The jump mages are currently doing their best to summon a rift outside the space station. The target destination is a few light years from Pillager’s Bastion. The distance and a nearby cosmic storm will prevent any of the pirate stronghold’s detection systems from locating the Stalwart. We’ll wait undetected for the stolen PR-12 to come within range, and then Squire Lyons will teleport into the vessel.”

“And then we start the killing,” Leith said with a maniacal glint in his eyes. “I wonder how many rogue knights and filthy pirates are aboard the Jewel?”

A thought came to my mind, and I turned to the commander. “Commander, is there any chance we could get access to the surveillance feed from when the Vendor’s Jewel was stolen?”

Commander Reynolds’ lips tweaked into a smile, the first time she had given me more than a hint of approval. “I will have that arranged.”

While we waited for the recording to be sent from the docks, I discussed with Leith the best location for us to appear on the mercantile ship. It wasn’t one hundred percent, but the server room on the starboard side was least likely to have anything in the way of its emergency exit. We just had to hope the merchant ship abided by standard intergalactic health and safety regulations.

When a copy of the surveillance arrived, I plugged it into the map table and flicked through the entire day’s recording. After ten minutes of fast forwarding, I found what I was looking for three minutes after the three-hour mark: A pilot entering the dock with his head down while he walked with a hurried gait. I figured this was the knight Moses had seen leave the party earlier, and when he reached the Vendor’s Jewel, he beckoned with his hand and eight figures in the carapace armor of RTF artillerymen entered the merchant ship. I increased the playback speed and watched until the vessel disembarked ten minutes later.

“Nine hostiles in total,” I said to Leith as I switched off the recording.

“An uneven number,” the slayer said with a scowl. “I’ll tell you what. You can have five since you did so well on the last mission.”

“Uhh . . . thanks,” I said. Like Olav, he seemed to enjoy the game of accumulating kill tallies, which meant this gesture was a great kindness.

“You’re welcome, Squire,” he said as he squeezed my shoulder. Warmth from a trained assassin seemed a little strange to me, but I remembered the man wanted me to become a slayer. I doubted he would be pleased if I told him my heart wasn’t set on choosing that specialty, but I figured it best to remain on his good side.

“You have everything you need?” Captain Cross asked me.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Get yourself strapped in for the LR portal and then get some rest. You’ll receive word as soon as we detect the Vendor’s Jewel.”

I saluted the captain and then returned to my quarters. The other squires were eager to know the course of action since they had only been told they would be on standby for the gunner terminals and shield stations. I explained the details, and they expressed doubt at whether I would be able to complete a teleport across such a great distance. Neville added fuel to my nerves by calculating how fast the merchant ship would be traveling toward the pirate stronghold.

“I better get some sleep if I’m to do the impossible,” I said to my friends. Their comments made me worried, and the thought of teleporting Leith and I across space and into a ship at top-speed summoned fluttering butterflies in my stomach.

After a few hours of shuteye, I equipped my Runetech weapons and armor and made for the bridge. After I arrived, I stood beside Leith as the Vendor’s Jewel showed on the primary view screen.

“You have approximately sixty minutes to retrieve the cube,” Commander Reynolds said, and I keyed a countdown to my prot-belt. “Any longer, and the ship will be too close to the Bastion. Then neither you, Leith, the captured crew members, or the cube will be getting out. You may leave whenever you are ready.”

“Don’t worry, Commander. Nick has this!” The slayer beamed at me as I activated the holo on the map table. The image of the merchant starship’s lower deck flickered into view, and I stared at the server room until it was effectively seared into my retinas.

“Grab my shoulder, sir,” I said to Leith.

I focused on the holo when the slayer’s hand tightened around my left shoulder. My ability simmered beneath my skin, eager for me to draw it out. I gripped hold of it with my will, but then the hologram’s edges quivered as though the signal was weak.

“Do you see that, sir?” I asked as the holo continued to tremble until it was reduced to a blue blur.

“What am I meant to be looking at? All I see is the server room,” Leith said.

“It isn’t blurry for you?”

“No.”

I figured my vision must be acting weird because I was so tired. A clear picture of the server room appeared in my mind, so I closed my eyes and concentrated on it. My ability only took a second to summon, and I imagined Leith standing beside me inside the merchant ship. Portions of my power left my body, but we hadn’t teleported. I tried again and again, but each time more power faded away without a teleport.

“Either the stolen ship is too far away, or she’s moving too fast. I keep trying to teleport, but I can’t quite get through.” My mouth went dry as I watched the Vendor’s Jewel closing in on Pillager’s Bastion. I couldn’t keep trying to teleport when my ability drained on every unsuccessful attempt. But what other choice did we have?

“We can bring you closer,” Commander Reynolds said.

“No,” Captain Cross countered. “Nick should be able to do this.”

“Sir, if I ignore my boundaries, I might end up teleporting Leith and I into the black.”

“I know the extent of your abilities,” he said. “You have to try harder. Focus. Do you wish to serve your Queen?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Then make it happen.”

“Here’s some advice,” Leith whispered to me. “You’re teleporting to a moving vessel, right? So, you’ll need to adjust. It might sound a little weird, but imagine the server room moving at light speed.”

“Doing that will somehow make my teleport work?” It sounded impossible. Even if this would somehow work, would I have to imagine the exact velocity at which the merchant ship was traveling through space?

“Trust me. It’ll work. Your ability is magic. It doesn’t operate according to the laws of physics; otherwise, it wouldn’t be magic. It’ll adjust as needed.”

I couldn’t argue with Leith’s reasoning, but his advice could be a shot in the dark. The only way he would know for sure would be because he was familiar with teleportation. I recalled the hints he’d given about a previous crew member who shared my ability, so the slayer was probably giving me reliable advice.

I trusted in my assumption as I watched the holo tremble before my eyes. I imagined the vessel advancing through space, and the server room along with it. Slowly, the image steadied, and the edges hardened. I knew then Leith had been right, so I gathered my ability like a ball of ephemeral energy at my core.

Then I teleported us both to the server room inside the Vendor’s Jewel.

We were greeted by electronic wails from stacks of server computers, and their flickering green lights illuminated an otherwise dark space of about five meters long and two meters wide. Leith and I were standing a centimeter apart, and my left shoulder was brushing the nearest tower of computers. A small change in the teleport and my arm might have merged with the metal equipment.

“Yessss,” Leith hissed softly as he pounded his fist on my shoulder. “I can’t wait for the killing to start! What do you say, Squire?”

“I’m excited too, Sir.” The words were honest. Here I was, stowed away on an enemy ship without their knowledge. As long as Leith and I stayed concealed, we would be able to destroy all of our enemies.

It was a feeling of power, and I could understand why Leith loved his Slayer specialty.

“We’ll check for any hostiles in the hold, free the captives, and then we’ll go to the bridge. First, we’ll need to bypass the security on this door.” Leith placed a small rune-lance charge onto the control panel, and the runes on the device ignited before the door opened.

“Yes, sir,” I said as I glanced at my prot-belt. Fifty-four minutes remained until the merchant ship arrived at Pillager’s Bastion.

None of the enemies would know of the new arrivals to their ship since it wasn’t equipped with the security measures of an RTF vessel. It meant Leith and I wouldn’t have to do our blood-soaking trick, but I guessed there would still be a lot of enemy blood spilled from the way the slayer bounced on his feet.

“You take the lead since you’ve done the work studying the ship’s layout,” Leith said.

After I nodded and walked through the doorway, we checked each aisle, and only moved on when it was clear. The entire hold smelled like musk and floral perfume, and I guessed this particular merchant ship traded aromatics. I could hear soft murmurs on the portside, and I motioned for Leith to take a look. We crept around a large box labelled ‘Parthagian Rose,’ and a decrepit stench filled my nostrils.

The reek of death overpowered the aromatic smells, and I found its origin: a pile of decaying corpses. The dead men at my feet wore gray body armor peppered with bullet holes. Their guns rested beside them, and I couldn’t see any sign of Runetech equipment. I guessed these corpses were the remains of the merchant ship’s guards, but at least seeing their fatal wounds confirmed the pirates were using firearms. Leith and I would have a distinct advantage with our prot-fields if those were the only weapons our enemies wielded.

Leith peered down at the guards and sniffed. “They’ve been dead for days. Captain Cross was wrong. This wasn’t a last-minute thing. These folks were planning to steal this cube for a while.”

“Then those nine I saw enter this ship probably aren’t the only ones aboard,” I said.

“Most likely there are more,” Leith whispered with a smile. “Olav will be furious!”

I wasn’t ecstatic like the slayer, but I didn’t think a few more enemies would prevent us from completing the mission. If they were all wielding basic firearms and no Runetech, then we could dispense with them easily.

I heard the murmuring again, and it turned into a full wail before I could locate its origin. About twenty-five men and women huddled together inside a glass cage that looked like it might have once contained farm animals. The smell drifting toward me might have come from beasts or humans, and I shuddered at the thought of people needing to relieve themselves in there. Bones lay on piles of straw, so I knew what had become of the cage’s original inhabitants.

“Help us!” A woman of about fifty dressed in a doctor’s uniform pressed both hands against the glass. Blood caked the lines of her palm, and her eyes were wide with delirium.

“Shhhh!” Leith said as he raised a finger to his lips. “How many pirates are aboard this ship?”

“I c-c-can’t say for certain,” the doctor stammered.

“Can you estimate?” the slayer asked.

“About forty,” the woman replied.

The others inside the cage looked at us expectantly.

“You’ll have to stay here until we deal with them,” Leith said to the captives.

Their faces became crestfallen, but none of them objected nor did they start wailing again. Leith and I ensured the rest of the hold was clear before we located the ladder and ascended to the main deck.

I heard jeering and laughter coming from down the passageway as soon as we closed the hatch behind us. “It sounds like it’s coming from the galley,” I said to Leith.

He nodded and slinked along the passageway. We checked the other rooms but didn’t find any enemies, so we crept forward with a singular purpose.

When we came upon the galley door, it was sealed shut. If we tried to force it open, the pirates would immediately become aware of our presence. Without seeing inside the room, we wouldn’t know how many were inside or what weapons they wielded either.

Leith indicated for me to keep a look out while he crouched beside the doorway. He removed a small needle from his belt pouch, pricked his forearm, and rolled the point in his own blood. The needle glowed a bright scarlet as little runes appeared on its surface. Leith held the item aloft, and blood crawled to its end before dripping onto the deck.

Where the blood had fallen, a tiny portal appeared. An insect no larger than a blowfly shot through the rift and circled the slayer’s head.

“One of the slayer’s best tools,” Leith said. “When you need eyes in places you can’t otherwise go.”

I hadn’t heard of slayer’s summoning creatures before, but I supposed there wasn’t any rule against it. Leith pressed a sequence of runes on his prot-belt, and a holograph fanned out from the buckle. The greenish-light displayed whatever the insect was seeing, and I could make out a dozen enemies. They had discarded their artillerymen disguises, and now they wore gaudy clothing typical of pirates.

Enchanted cutlasses lay on the tables, along with other exotic weaponry sporting spikes, chains, and serrated edges. I had been wrong to assume they didn’t have Runetech, but more concerning were the women seated next to the pirates. I counted ten, and all of them wore shredded remnants of their ship uniforms.

Intense anger flowed through me, and my hand dropped to the falchion at my hip. I looked to Leith, and I could see the rage in his eyes.

“I reckon we have a few spare minutes to make this extra painful for those bastards,” he said as he removed a circular device from his pouch. I recognized it as a comms scrambler like the one he had used at the Dax embassy. The runes along the side were a little different, and I wondered what purpose they served.

“Put your visor on,” Leith said. “And trigger the filter.”

I pressed the rune on my cranium and the visor slotted over my face. “Ready when you are, sir.”

The slayer stood and activated a rune that made him disappear. The light on the door’s control panel illuminated, and then the door slid open. I quickly took my falchion in hand and triggered my Shroud rune. I would only have a few seconds before my invisibility faded, so I sprinted headlong into the galley.

A pirate lifted a goblet to his lips, but Leith appeared behind the man and slit his throat before he could take a gulp. The slayer caught the cup as it fell, and then he tossed the wine to the back of his throat.

“Ugh, this is terrible,” I heard Leith say, but then he vanished as the pirates spun toward him.

“A knight!” a pirate screamed as he jumped from his chair.

A small object spun through the air, and I realized Leith had tossed the scrambler. It rolled until the top half popped off, and light burst from its center. While the pirates stared at the device in bewilderment, the enchanted ball spewed out streams of blinding smoke. The enemies started coughing, and the captive women screamed like banshees.

Confusion crippled our enemies, and Leith darted through their ranks like a ghost. My thermal-vision showed the figures as orange and red blotches, and I distinguished the pirates from the women by those who were reaching for weapons rather than cowering.

I didn’t waste any time hurling myself at the nearest enemy. I grabbed a seated pirate by the hair and then drew my blade across his throat. I released him, and his head smashed onto the table as he gurgled out a death cry. A pirate with a cutlass leaped at me as my invisibility wore off, and I snatched his sword arm before he could complete his attack. I slammed my head into his skull, and my helmet fractured bone. To finish him off, I jabbed my falchion into his stomach, twisted the blade, and then heaved the pirate’s dying form over my shoulder.

I heard a wail from behind me and turned to see a pirate with his arm wrapped around a female crew member’s throat. The brute pressed a sidearm to her temple, and he gave me a gold-filled grin.

“Throw down your weapons, or I’ll paint the bulkheads with her brain,” he threatened.

I noticed the woman’s expression change, and her eyes caught mine. She gave me the slightest nod before she sank her teeth into the pirate’s bare hand. The man screamed as his weapon discharged, and the woman sprung from his grip and sprinted out of the doorway.

Before the pirate could recover, I activated my speed sequence and shot toward him. My falchion tore a slit from the man’s pelvis to his collarbone, and his insides spilled out like bloody giblets.

“We have trouble!” a pirate screamed into his comm box. He tossed the device away after he realized his radio wasn’t working, and I ran my blade through his chin before he even noticed me. The falchion’s point sprouted from the top of his skull, and his eyes rolled to the whites as I dislodged the weapon with a swift tug.

I had only killed a handful of pirates, but the rest were all dead. Leith stood on a table, his armor drenched with human insides while blood dripped from his twin daggers and onto the table. He jumped down and marched over to a female crew member who hadn’t fled the galley.

The slayer offered the woman a hand, and she cowered into another woman. They all whimpered as they huddled together, and I guessed Leith was doing more harm than good.

He turned to me and shrugged. “I’ve never been much good with women.”

I knelt beside the female crew members, deactivated my visor, and gave them all a pleasant smile. “We’re here to rescue you. Go to the hold and stay with the rest of the crew members. Don’t come back to the upper deck until you receive an announcement.”

“There are others,” a blonde woman said after she worked up the courage to speak. “Sir Wolcen and his pirates are forcing the command crew to fly this ship.”

“We’ll deal with Sir Wolcen,” I said as I gritted my teeth. This knight had won the title of ‘Sir,’ so he was among the few personally vetted by Queen Catrina. The betrayal stung like a knife to the heart, and I vowed to kill this man with my own hands.

The women fled the room, and I turned to Leith. “Do you think the cube will be on the bridge?”

“Possibly,” Leith said. “They might suspect something is up if they learn the communication systems inside the galley have gone down. They won’t be expecting a teleporter to have arrived on their ship, so they’ll probably think it’s a malfunction. But it won’t be long before someone comes to double-check. We need to move. First priority is the cube, second are these women.”

I hated leaving these terrified ladies, but it was the truth. We had wasted precious time rescuing them, and we needed to get the cube while we still possessed the element of surprise.

I heard a groan from beneath a table, and I dragged the last living pirate by the feet. His wounded body left bloody smears on the deck, and he begged for me to spare his life.

“Where’s the cube?” I asked. If he could tell me, then we would avoid a bunch of searching.

The pirate pressed his lips together and refused to answer, so I struck his wounded chest with the butt of my falchion. The man cried out, and I hit him again.

“The bridge!” he screamed. “Sir Wolcen has it! Please, don’t kill--” I ended his life with a quick twist of his head.

“Not bad,” Leith said as he appraised the pirate’s corpse. “Except you almost didn’t kill him. A little less power and you would have made him a quadriplegic and then you would have had to put him out of his misery. It would have been inefficient.”

“Understood, sir.”

“I’m wondering why you’re still not using your ability in a fight.”

“I don’t know how to control it,” I said.

“Bullshit. There’s another reason.”

I racked my brain for some other motivation for not teleporting during combat. Was I hiding something else? Even from myself?

Then I realized what I was too ashamed to admit. “I don’t want to be carted off to the Facility. If someone were to find out--”

“Your enemies won’t live to speak of it, and anyone else would just think you have some seriously powerful Runetech.”

“Someone with knowledge of mutations would know otherwise,” I said as I wiped my boots of blood so we wouldn’t leave any footprints in the passageway.

Leith shrugged as he did the same. “You really think they’re going to be looking into an Outlander squire assigned to the RTF Stalwart? You wouldn’t be worth their time.”

The slayer was right. I should be using my teleportation during battles, and I didn’t have to worry about being seen. I grinned as I considered how this would make me far more powerful. I would have to conserve a little of my energy for an emergency teleport if I ever needed to get out of a bind, but otherwise, I could use it freely.

“When we enter the bridge, you’re going to teleport while we slay those fuckers.” Leith’s hand shot toward me, grabbed my Falchion of the Shroud, and attached it to his prot-belt. “No invisibility for you. You shouldn’t need it. You teleport from one enemy to another fast enough, and you might as well have the most powerful Shroud rune in the world. And you know what that means?”

“What does it mean?” I asked as the black-haired man grinned at me.

“You have the potential to be the best slayer that has ever lived, Lyons.”

His words made my stomach drop, and I felt a slight smile spread across my mouth. I still didn’t know much about being a slayer, but If I could pull off the teleports like he wanted, then I would be nearly invincible against ordinary enemies like these pirates. Quick kills without hesitation and a fight would be over in a few minutes.

Sir Wolcen might provide more difficulty, but then I would have Leith to assist me.

“I’ve been really impressed by you, Nick,” Leith said. “So much so, I’m going to let you fight Sir Wolcen by yourself. You can have his gear, and maybe I’ll even let you keep his scalp.”
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Chapter 12

I trailed the slayer as we moved from the galley, down the passageway, and came to the corner leading to the bridge. I could hear talking from beyond the door, but couldn’t make out the words. I suspected Sir Wolcen would be inside the bridge with a decent number of pirates.

“A few teleports with a millisecond between should mean you only need five seconds to kill them all!” Leith whispered as he smiled at me like a proud father.

I appreciated the slayer’s confidence, but I doubted I could take out all the enemies in the bridge in five seconds.

But I was going to try for twenty.

I closed my eyes and recalled the bridge’s layout from the diagram Smith had shown us. Emergency generators lined the rear bulkhead, and I concentrated on teleporting above them. My power swirled within me, and I felt my body lose its weight before my feet planted on the solid surface of a generator.

Six Vendor’s Jewel crew members busied themselves on the terminals while five pirates stood in front of the primary view screen as the vessel sailed ever closer to Pillager’s Bastion. A man equipped in Runetech armor folded his hands behind his back and gazed at the pirate planet with a satisfied expression. I guessed he was Sir Wolcen, and I noted the enchanted sword hanging from his prot-belt.

Unlike the others, he would prove a difficult opponent. I needed to kill all the pirates before the knight could ready an attack.

A difficult feat, but not an impossible one.

I saw a golden box shimmer in Sir Wolcen’s hand, and glowing runes glistened on each of its faces. It was the transporter cube, and my insides coiled as he threw it up and down in his hand like some kind of toy. The cube was beautiful, delicately crafted, and rippled with magical energy.

I found what we were looking for, but now I needed to retrieve it from an RTF knight. I wouldn’t feel any guilt for taking his life because he had allied himself with the pirate scourge.

The crew members meandering around the room forced another problem to my mind. I would have to be careful none of these innocents were harmed while I fought. All the more reason to act like a slayer and complete the mission quickly.

I would have to be careful around the navigational components since they were vital to the ship’s functioning. Even if I killed Sir Wolcen and the pirates, this ship would be unable to flee Pillager’s Bastion if any crucial parts were damaged.

I could teleport Leith and I back to the Stalwart with the cube, but the crew members would remain on the ship. I needed only to recall the sorry state of the female crew members we had found inside this ship’s galley to know what would become of them after it arrived on the planet.

My movements would need to be less sloppy. More precise. More like a slayer.

I waited a few seconds and hoped some of the pirates would move away from the view screen to a location more suited for a stealth kill. The main door was still closed, and I wondered whether Leith would provide any assistance if things went to shit.

When I returned my focus to the pirates, a pair turned away from the view screen and walked toward the engineering consoles directly below me. The holo above the map table in the center of the room obscured them from the rest of the enemies, so I could have dropped down and killed them both before they ever got the chance to scream. Except Leith had commanded me to use my ability, and I wanted to obey his orders.

I gathered a little of the strange power lurking within me by recalling the battered women inside the galley. The negative emotion swirled around my stomach until my fingers and toes crackled with energy. I removed a Knife of the Storm from a thigh holster and then channeled my power outwards.

Instantly, I was standing behind the two pirates. I palmed one man’s mouth so he couldn’t scream and then slashed the blade across his throat. The other pirate glanced to his side, and I slammed him against the generator while my left hand silenced him. I drove my knife into his stomach like a jackhammer before he slid to the ground silently.

I spun to the other pirates, but neither they nor Sir Wolcen had noticed me. My ability still made my skin tingle, and I knew I could teleport without any difficulty. I wanted to save my paralyzing knives for the knight, so I released my longsword and appeared behind the remaining three pirates. A single slash of my weapon carved a glowing blue line across the air, and the blade sliced through all three men like a laser torch. Their carapace armor provided no protection against my enchanted sword, and their top halves toppled to the ground like broken statues.

Sir Wolcen whirled around while his right hand drew his weapon, and a bright green light burst from the sword’s edge as it came toward me. Our weapons met in blue and green sparks, and I grunted under the reverberating force of the clash.

“How did you get on this ship?” he barked as I blocked his strike.

I wanted to teleport behind the man and bury my longsword in his back, but I couldn’t concentrate because parrying his sword strokes took all my focus.

I shuffled around so I could see the doorway, but it was still closed. Surely Leith could have gotten it open by now?

“It seems the slayer has deserted you,” Sir Wolcen said with a smile. “Yes, I have been watching your little rescue attempt.”

I pushed the man away from me to gain some room, and he fell back a few steps. I almost released a forcewave, but I pulled back at the last moment when the knight rushed toward me. The hesitation cost me, and he slashed the inside of my left forearm. The blade carved a line in the armor plating and then cut into my flesh. I gritted my teeth as pain from the wound flashed through me.

“Your Runetech is fascinating. What enchantment allows you to teleport?” Sir Wolcen answered.

He clearly believed this was a fight he could win. If he thought my teleportation ability came from my equipment, he probably thought I had expended the rune’s charge since I would have teleported again.

If I could somehow focus enough to gather my power, then I could surprise the knight and kill him. The man seemed content to talk, so I let him keep going while I gathered my teleportation ability.

“You are an Outlander,” Sir Wolcen stated as we circled each other. “You must be quite the soldier.”

Power surged through my limbs, and I teleported on the knight’s side. Sir Wolcen threw his sword up a fraction too late, and my blade plunged between his guard and dashed across his chest armor. My longsword stopped a centimeter before it would have torn open the metal plating as if its edge met an invisible force, and then Sir Wolcen slammed my skull with the pommel of his sword.

Black spots invaded my vision, but arcane power still filled my body. I teleported five meters away from the knight, swept my sword downward, and ended the movement with a twist. Every portion of my prot-field injected into the forcewave as it erupted from the end of my weapon with a sound like a thunderclap.

The projectile struck Sir Wolcen directly in the chest like an old-fashioned cannonball. His arms and legs shot forward, and he crashed into a console. The terminal crumpled and exploded into a shower of flames and sparks. The emergency systems came on with a shriek of anger and their spray covered the entire bridge in the fog-like fire retardant that made it hard to see.

I rushed over to Sir Wolcen to ensure he was dead, but the foam gripped my feet, and I struggled to make my way through it even with my speed sequence active. When I reached the console, the knight wasn’t there. Fear gripped my heart as I whirled around to search the bridge.

It didn’t take me long to find Sir Wolcen standing in front of the pilot’s console. He tore off his crushed chest armor and brushed aside the flame retardant. I had destroyed the equipment protecting his midsection and provided an opening to take him down.

Sir Wolcen started sprinting toward me, and I grabbed the mace from my prot-belt and summoned a Lightning Sprite. The creature pinwheeled out from its void portal and plowed into the knight.

While my opponent was distracted, I slipped into his guard and jammed two Knives of the Storm toward his unprotected stomach. They glanced off his flesh even though he wasn’t wearing any armor, and I barely had time to jump backward a moment before his sword would have cleaved me in two.

A powerful rune prevented my blades from penetrating his armor, so I couldn’t kill the man with my Runetech. If my weapons couldn’t inflict any damage, then maybe my summon could.

With this plan in mind, I made a mental command for my sprite to attack Sir Wolcen’s unprotected chest while I distracted him by teleporting to his left side. The knight predicted where I would appear, and he put all his weight into a swing. My sprite slammed into his chest before he could complete the attack, and its tiny claws and fangs tore at his skin in a spray of crimson blood.

While the knight turned his attention to the sprite, I grabbed my longsword and plunged it into his unprotected midsection. The blade sunk into a computer terminal behind him, and then my opponent was pinned like a giant armored insect. My sprite burrowed into the left breast of the man’s chest, and then it appeared on the other side in an explosion of blood that painted the creature’s scales with scarlet.

Sir Wolcen screamed a final time, flailed for a few seconds, and then his head dropped to his chin as blood bubbled from his mouth. I slid my longsword from the knight’s corpse, and he crumpled to the deck. I thanked the stars I had somehow defeated him.

All my energy was sapped after teleporting so many times, so I dropped to my knees and shoved my knives into my thigh holsters. My chest was aching, and I inhaled deep breaths as I scanned the lumps of flame retardant for the transporter cube.

I watched the fingers on Sir Wolcen’s right hand tremble slightly, and my heart stopped beating for a second when his left hand triggered a rune sequence on his prot-belt. He lurched to his feet as green plasma shifted over the gaping wounds my sprite had created, and I stepped back a bit with surprise.

Sir Wolcen deactivated his helmet and stared at me with eyes made of swirling fire. He grinned, and the green light peeked through the gaps in his teeth. “You are not the only one with Lich items,” he said in a voice resembling three people speaking in unison.

Shit.

I didn’t know how long this reanimation would last, but I couldn’t exactly kill someone who wouldn’t die. Especially when any direct attacks from my weapons were useless. I summoned another sprite to keep him busy, but a flash of his blade carved it in two.

As he moved toward me, I readied myself to do the stupidest or the smartest thing I’d ever considered.

I teleported to the left side of the knight, wrapped both my arms around his torso, and then imagined teleporting him into the bulkhead behind the generators. The undead knight thrashed as I held him, and embers of green fire drifted from his mouth. I gritted my teeth as I tried to contain his powerful body while gathering the arcane energy at the center of my being.

The knight in my arms suddenly vanished, and I almost toppled over without anything to support me. The transporter cube tumbled through the air and landed in the mess of foam. I looked at the generators and watched two legs suspended in mid-air kick few times before they went limp.

Somehow, I had not only teleported multiple times in a fight, but moved another person without teleporting myself. The thought of advancing in my power made excitement whirl in my stomach.

I searched the foam for the transporter cube, and my right hand touched something hard. I lifted my arm free of the muck and blew on the retardant to reveal the cube beneath. The item made my hand vibrate, and I was taken by the simplicity of the rune structures on its sides. Up close, it didn’t look too special. Even with my limited enchanting ability, I probably could have traced the runes with basic Arcane Dust.

“You teleported during battle,” Leith said as he crouched on the map table. I hadn’t heard him enter the bridge or even noticed the doors open, but he must have been there for a little while if he’d seen me teleport.

“I did,” I said as I pocketed the cube inside my cloak.

“But you made too much noise, and the last three enemies noticed you before you put your blade through them. Even though you could have done better, I’d say you earned the knight’s scalp. Might be a little hard to get it up there though.”

I glanced at the crew members cowering beneath the table. None of them looked harmed, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “You can come out now,” I said. “It’s safe.”

“The consoles have been destroyed!” an officer cried out after he crawled out from beneath the map table. “We don’t have the capabilities to fly this ship away from Pillager’s Bastion.”

“There’s a portal opened on our vessel,” another crew member said as he looked up from his terminal.

“More pirates?” I asked.

The crew member tapped his console, and the primary view screen showed surveillance from inside the cargo hold. A purple-robed man stood beside an oval-shaped portal while the captive crew members jumped through it.

“That’s Patrick!” I yelled as I identified the Stalwart’s jump mage.

“Then we better get moving,” Leith said. “It won’t be long until we’re on Pillager’s Bastion.”

Leith and I herded the terrified command crew into the passageway. I paused for a second to look at Sir Wolcen on the other side of the bridge.

I told Leith I would meet him in the cargo hold, and he took one look at Sir Wolcen and grinned. “You have to start from the neck,” Leith said as he placed a finger on my nape. “And then grab his hair and carve a line like this.” The slayer traced a circle around my scalp, and I thanked him for the advice before he guided the crew members down the ladder.

I wasn’t going to scalp the man, but I decided I would grab some of his equipment. I climbed onto a locker so I could reach Sir Wolcen and examined his items closely. While they were still equipped, I couldn’t scan them with my belt, nor did I have the time for a thorough inspection. I wanted to find the item responsible for completely deflecting my longsword, and a peculiar set of sigils on the knight’s helmet caught my interest. I pried the item from his head with a tug, rested it under my arm, and sprinted to the cargo hold.

Leith waited beside the portal with Patrick, and the jump mage gave me a nod as we entered. The bones on his face poked beneath his skin, and I guessed the absence of Matthias to help with portals was taking its toll on his body.

When we arrived in the Stalwart’s deployment room, my comm activated with a beep and the captain gave an announcement.

“LR portal initiation,” he said, and we all rushed to strap ourselves into the room’s anchoring stations.

The Stalwart trembled as we entered the ethereal rift and came out the other side. There was no indication of our current location, but I guessed we had arrived outside Petuaria Station.

“Time to report to the captain,” Leith said as he removed himself from his anchor.

I did the same and followed the slayer to the bridge. When we arrived, Captain Cross was staring at the view screen as the LR portal closed.

“You two did a great job,” the captain said as he turned toward us.

“Thank you, Captain,” I said. “Should we prepare to fight these arrow-ships?”

“There’ll be no need,” he answered. “They just let us go. Not a single ship pursued us through the portal.”

The slayer shrugged. “It makes sense. They wouldn’t have wanted to blow us up while we’re carrying the cube.”

“They’re faster than us,” Commander Reynolds countered, her concern equal to the captain’s. “They could have latched onto the starship for the same trick they used on the Stalwart. Why didn’t they at least attempt to board our ship? Or follow us through the LR portal?”

“Maybe they didn’t know we had the cube?” Leith offered.

“Maybe we don’t actually have it,” the captain stated.

I removed the cube from my coat and stared at the glowing item in my hand. The runes weren’t identical to those on the holo the captain showed us during the briefing, but then he had also said they wouldn’t be the same. They did seem a little too simple and easy to duplicate, so maybe the captain was right.

“I can feel magical energy pulsing,” I said as I held it. “Are you sure it’s not the cube, sir?”

“What you hold in your hand is a fake,” Captain Cross said as he took the item from my hands. His gauntleted hand squeezed the box, and it crumpled like cardboard. “Fake,” he repeated.

I now knew why the dying knight had laughed before I killed him. The plan was to lead the Stalwart down a false trail, and it explained why the arrow-ships hadn’t pursued the Stalwart or attempted to board it.

“We went on a wild goose chase,” Captain Cross said with a hard grimace. “Lord Ramsay has something to do with this. I am sure of it.”

“Why would he have a ship stolen, innocents killed, and plant a fake cube?” Leith asked.

“To draw us away from the station.”

“For what reason?” Commander Reynolds probed. She didn’t seem to doubt the captain’s words, and I guessed her questions were to draw out his thoughts rather than disparage his theory.

“We have left four incredibly valuable noncombatants on the outpost. All three of our enchanters, as well as Matthias,” the captain said.

My heart seized in my chest as I thought about my friends stuck on the space station. But they weren’t alone.

“Moses and Flanagan are on the station, sir,” I said. “They should be able to prevent anything bad happening to the others.”

“Ramsay is a crafty git,” the captain said. “There’s no telling what he’s done to my knights or the enchanters. But if a single hair on their heads is harmed, I will release hell upon Lord Ramsay and every knight within his beloved space station.”
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Chapter 13

I left the bridge while Captain Cross negotiated an appropriate dock for the Stalwart to anchor itself. Dr. Lenkov and Elle were waiting for me in the passageway, and they both wrapped their arms around my neck and kissed me one after the other. My armor was still covered in blood, and a small amount transferred to the doctor’s medical uniform and Elle’s golden coat.

I told both women about the captain’s suspicions, and their expressions turned morbid.

“What do you intend to do?” Elle asked me.

“Confront the lord. If he has done anything to Casey or the others, then I’ll kill him.”

“I’ll get my armor and weapons.” The point clerk kissed me once more on the lips.

“You should stay here,” I said before Elle could leave. “Someone needs to remain on the ship and make sure nothing bad happens.”

The raven-haired woman frowned at me, but then she nodded. “Okay. I’ll make sure everyone stays safe.”

“Were you injured at all?” Natali asked me after Elle left. “I could prepare the regeneration chamber for you.”

I shook my head. “No.” It was hard to believe I had gotten out of the stolen merchant ship without a single injury, and Natali’s blank stare told me she also seemed to have trouble believing it.

“Is there anything at all I can do to assist?” the doctor asked.

I pulled her to me, and then I kissed her firmly. Her tongue inched into my mouth, and we shared a passionate embrace before parting.

“That’s all I need,” I said.

The doctor left me in the passageway while I considered what needed to be done before the ship docked at the station. Working alone in my quarters would help me prepare for what might prove a difficult battle. If the lord refused to return the enchanters, then I would have to kill more RTF knights.

When I went to the squire quarters, I was relieved to find my friends weren’t inside. While I usually enjoyed their company, my mind needed focus, and I didn’t want to explain my dark thoughts to them.

None of my equipment had been damaged beyond what a simple toolkit and Dust-drill could repair, so I went about the task with my methodical approach. My equipment had become increasingly powerful, so I took some time to determine which item to start with. I chose the breastplate first and then moved onto my falchion. The rest of my equipment was completed in a little under twenty minutes, and I started to wonder whether I should connect with the other squires when I heard a rap on the doorframe.

I glanced up to see Leith enter the room with a bag over his shoulder. The slayer was among the shortest in the crew, and without his power armor, he could have passed for a yeoman if he wasn’t wearing a Space Knight’s black fatigues with royal blue edging. I started to stand, but Leith motioned for me to remain seated.

“I think I owe you a bit of an explanation,” the slayer said as he sat on the bed across from me. “I left you alone in the PR-12’s bridge, and maybe you’re thinking I did something wrong by you. Maybe I did, but it was necessary.”

The slayer paused for a few seconds, and I watched his bearded mouth knot together as he considered his words. “You need to be much better with your ability. The Queen needs you, and you can’t be hesitating or weak with it. These mutations take a while to get a grip on, and desperation helps in the initial stages.”

“How do you know so much about mutations?” I asked, hoping he would confirm my theory about the previous crew member who shared my ability.

Leith lifted the sleeve covering his left wrist and brandished a gruesome scar of about five centimeters long. “I was in the Facility once. They logged and removed my mutation. After I escaped, I didn’t have the will to live anymore. Without my ability, I was a regular human. That’s when Captain Cross found me. Taught me how to be a slayer without relying upon my gifts.”

I wanted to ask Leith what the facility was like, but I knew it was probably the kind of experience someone didn’t want to relive. “What was your mutation?” I asked.

“I could control objects with my mind.”

“Telekinesis?” I asked.

“Yeah, you could call it that. Although it was so much more. Prot-fields prevent most projectiles, but I could send a knife, bullet, or even a scrap of metal through an enemy’s forcefield at a rate too slow to stop. Then I would speed it up, and it would shoot straight through their armor. A room full of knights would be dead in seconds, and then I would stroll in and retrieve whatever I had been ordered to get.”

“The scientists took your ability from you?” I asked. I didn’t know exactly what happened to mutants inside the Facility, but I figured it wasn’t good.

Leith nodded. “They bottled it up for some reason. I never knew why, but maybe I’ll find out when I go back there.”

“You’re going back?”

“As soon as the captain lets me. The scientists who experimented on me won’t be there anymore, but I’ll settle for their proteges.” Leith’s gaze turned distant, and his lips pulled into a maniacal grin. “Point is, I learned how to control my powers, but I also learned not to rely on them. In order to get better, you have to be tested to the extreme. If you knew I was on the bridge the whole time, you wouldn’t have learned anything.”

“I understand, sir. At the time, I did wonder whether you had deserted me.”

“And no one would blame you for thinking that,” the slayer answered. “Except you were never truly in any danger. I knew you could make short work of this Wolcen. You just had to figure out how to use your ability like a slayer would, and not like a scared little mutant. At any point in the fight, if I honestly thought you were done for, I would have stepped in.”

I nodded as I smiled. “Not long ago you wanted to throw me out of an airlock.”

“You’re not the only one I have wanted to toss from our starship,” Leith said with a shrug. “When Olav was first assigned to the ship, I hated the bastard. Back then, I wouldn’t have minded giving him a one-way ticket to the black.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I realized we had two things in common. Beer and killing.”

“Right,” I said with a chuckle.

“You and I share a few things, too.” Leith gave me a strange look, and I wondered whether he was implying more than that were both mutants. The serious expression vanished as he smiled from the corner of his mouth. “Except you’re a lot messier than me. I would never have destroyed those consoles inside the bridge. You still have a lot to learn about being a slayer, but I can teach you everything when I mentor you.”

I watched Leith’s face morph from pleasure to confusion when I didn’t respond, and he tilted his head as he waited for an answer. I considered lying to the man, but I counted him a friend, so I chose to be honest.

“I’m not sure I’ll take the slayer pathway, sir.”

“Really? You seem a good fit.”

I shrugged. “A lot of the classes appeal to me.”

“I have something to help you decide.” Leith placed the bag on my mattress and removed a breastplate. Scuffs and scorch marks blemished the otherwise shiny carbon plating. A two-centimeter-long trident made of a reflective adhesive rested over the right breast, and the three prongs indicated it was Squire class.

“I used this back when I was a squire,” Leith said as he turned the item over and attempted to rub out a blackened spot from the left side with his thumb. “Pity I couldn’t clean it up any better, but it’ll serve you well as it did me.”

“You want me to have it?” I asked.

The slayer nodded emphatically.

“Thank you, sir,” I said as I took the chest armor from him. It was much lighter than my breastplate or cuirass had been, and this was without the gravity runes active along its webbing.

“Scan it,” Leith said, and I held the armor over my prot-belt’s item reader.

Armor type: Assassin’s Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: Reflection – minimal cloaking.

Runes inscribed: Greater Invisibility

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases the duration of any Shroud rune by 100%.

“Wow,” I said as I looked at the dark-haired man. The armor was excellent, especially for Squire class, but if I wanted to equip it, I would need to exchange it for my doppelganger breastplate. While the summons proved useful in the past, six seconds of invisibility was too hard to pass up.

The choice was easy, I would use the Assassin’s Vest as my primary chest item rather than the Voidwalker’s Breastplate. I could even consider selling the older chest item for KPs, or keep it as a backup in case anything happened to the vest. Its sentimental value to Leith meant I would need to care for it with greater attention than any item I had purchased myself.

“I know I said you wouldn’t need a Shroud rune if you can teleport really fast, but it doesn’t hurt to have one while you’re still training. Oh, that reminds me.” Leith paused to retrieve my short sword from his bag. “You’ll need this back.”

I put the falchion beside my repaired weapons and armor, and then I slipped on the vest. The item fit snugly around my chest, and I adjusted it a little for my measurements. When I connected the item to my prot-belt, the webbing constricted, and the carbon plating seemed to mold around my body like a second skin.

“The armor effect provides a little cloaking. Not much, but it’ll make you harder to spot. Looks pretty damn good on you, Lyons!” The slayer slapped me on the back, and then his expression turned conspiratorial. “Now, don’t you have something to show me?”

I frowned as I considered his intention. “I’m not sure I follow, sir,” I said after a few seconds.

“The scalp!” Leith roared. “I want to see how well you peeled it from Wolcen’s skull.”

“I didn’t scalp him,” I admitted.

“Ah, I suppose you are still fresh. You’ll have a collection soon enough. I just know it.”

I couldn't help but smile at Leith's sadistic way of showing his pride in me. Not long ago, he and Olav wanted me thrown off the ship. We had come a long way in a few missions, and I was glad to call him a friend.

The thought of friends turned my mind toward the crew members inside the space station. Even with this gift from Leith, I was only one squire, and we were only one starship crew against Lord Ramsay’s army of RTF Space Knights.

“Don’t worry about the others,” Leith said, and I guessed he noticed my sudden change in mood. “No matter what Lord Ramsay is planning, Captain Cross will get them back safely.”

“I know,” I said with a nod. The captain had the ability to inspire me, to make me believe he would do the right thing regardless of the cost.

“You’ve been on a few missions now. You should know; the captain cares about the crew above all. He wouldn’t sacrifice us even if the queen gave the order.”

“Understood, sir,” I said. It was the kind of situation I hoped the captain would never experience, but I took Leith’s words as they were intended.

“If Lord Ramsay finds himself on the wrong side of the captain’s sword, then his scalp will be hanging from the overhead in my quarters by the evening,” the slayer said as he stood. “Get yourself some rest while we dock and then be prepared. We might have some fighting on our hands.”

I stood to salute the knight, and then he left the room.

Despite Leith’s advice, I couldn’t help but be worried about Casey, Joseph, Brad, Moses, and Flanagan. While the knights could handle themselves, the enchanters were noncombatants. They might know how to draw runes, but they wouldn’t have the combat skills to protect themselves. Even Moses and Flanagan would be severely outnumbered. Matthias was also inside the machina vault, and I wondered how much longer he would remain there. If Lord Ramsay decided to betray the captain, then the machina could become one of the lord’s deranged attendants. My muscles tensed at the thought, and I became all the more determined to ensure my friends wouldn’t be harmed.

I returned my repaired equipment to my footlocker but stopped when I realized I hadn’t scanned Sir Wolcen’s helmet yet. I took the item in my hands and admired its craftsmanship. Golden knotwork ran along the edges, and a sapphire-colored plume of modest height swept from the forehead and hung over the nape. If I did decide to keep the item, I would definitely be making a statement with its gaudy attachments. The crown area was a little dented from the fight, but the rune didn’t look like it would need much detailing before I could use it.

Armor type: Impervious Mantle

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Retraction - Helmet retracts into visor.

Runes inscribed: Immunity (+1)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Invulnerable to all Novice and Squire weapons for 10 seconds duration.

“Wow,” I gasped after I read the rune effect again. Sir Wolcen’s helmet was among the most powerful items I had ever seen. Although the item was Knight class, my amulet would allow me to activate the helmet’s rune for ten seconds. The Immunity (+1) enchantment could be active for ten seconds while I was invulnerable to all Novice and Squire class weapons.

I remembered when Sir Wolcen absorbed a thrust from my falchion through the use of the Immunity (+1) rune. There was an inconsistency since I had been fighting him for longer than ten seconds. Either his equipment bore other enchantments which extended its duration, or he had mastered the technique of activating the required rune a moment before an enemy would penetrate his guard.

I used a similar method to get the most out of my speed sequence, and I guessed I wasn’t the only one who had discovered quick fingers could be as powerful as an agile sword arm.

The mantle made possible a fighting style similar to a berserker, and the short period of invulnerability would allow me to ignore attacks from minor enemies. I could use my other helmet when fighting high-level Grendels since it scanned and displayed the runes shared by the lizards in a squad. Then I could switch to the knight’s helmet whenever I needed to carve through low-level Grendels quickly. Both helmets were capable of retracting into a visor, and if I practiced the switch maneuver, I could complete the exchange in a few seconds.

By the time I finished repairing the helmet’s rune, I could barely keep my eyes open, so I placed the item in my footlocker and then laid on my mattress. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I launched into a deep sleep. I awoke hours later to an announcement from the intercom for the artillerymen, squires, and knights to meet in the cargo hold.

I equipped my gear, attached my weapons to my magnetons and prot-belt, and left. When I reached the hold, the others were waiting in silence, and the air crackled from the magic enchantments used on their equipment. I stood between the other three squires as the captain and the commander arrived dressed in Runetech armor beneath their royal blue coats.

The monitor behind the stacked supply crates turned on, and we all watched the Stalwart drift toward the space station. The fortress grew larger on the screen as she approached, and I wondered how this small starship crew could demand anything of Lord Ramsay and his formidable army.

Our ship paused outside a prot-field portcullis, and we waited while Captain Cross negotiated with the station’s staff. The forcefield disintegrated, and the Stalwart passed through the entrance tunnel to our designated dock.

“Treyin,” Captain Cross said to the empath. “I need you to remain on the Stalwart. You’re our best defense if Ramsay attempts to bring any men to take our ship.”

“Yes, sir,” Treyin said, and I was surprised by her immediate acceptance of her duty.

“Lord Ramsay will be prepared for our arrival,” Captain Cross said to the rest of the crew as we docked. “His feasting hall will be filled with knights and artillerymen. If he wanted to kill us, then he could have shot down the Stalwart before we entered the station. I suspect he’ll want to gloat, but he is a fool if he allows us entry into his hall.”

“You intend to kill Ramsay?” the commander probed.

“Not yet.” The captain turned to face Leith and me. “You two have proven yourselves an excellent team. I want you to capture Ramsay. Use him as a bargaining chip so his men put down their weapons. Then take him somewhere private so he will reveal what he’s done with our crew members and the real cube. If this is some kind of traitorous plan, then I want him dead.”

“Aye, Captain,” Leith and I replied.

The Stalwart shuddered as its hull attached to the station. A hissing sound signaled depressurization, and the exit ramp slammed onto the gangway outside. The captain and the commander led the way as Leith and I followed behind them. Olav strolled between the other squires, and he wore a lazy smile as though this was simply an ordinary day. The artillerymen marched at the rear, and I spotted Zac issuing orders to those under his command. If it came to a fight, their rifles would provide us with mostly ineffective cover fire, and their Common class bayonets would hardly put a dent in a squire or knight’s Runetech armor.

We were outclassed and walking through a complex filled with thousands of soldiers who had likely sworn oaths to protect Lord Ramsay. I should have felt fear, or even a little nervousness, but all I experienced was red-hot rage.

Lord Ramsay had tricked us into chasing after a false cube, and I could only guess his reasons. If he had done anything at all to harm Casey or the others, then I would kill him. But not until I made him feel an incalculable amount of pain.

When we reached the lord’s spire, an attendant greeted us at the entrance to take us to the feasting hall. The man smiled at me, and I offered him a snarl as I passed. My fingers massaged my falchion like a pet I couldn’t wait to release from its cage.

The doors to the feasting hall opened, and we were greeted by at least thirty knights in Runetech armor, twenty squires, and about fifty artillerymen. The knights held enchanted swords, axes, and spears, while the squires carried similar weaponry. The artilleryman pointed their rifles at the doorway, and the bayonets on the ends of their firearms reflected the light from the chandeliers.

Ramsay smiled while he sat on the throne atop the elevated podium. His form shimmered a little, and I guessed he was sporting a highly advanced prot-field. “Hello, Captain Cross. I see you have returned from your quest.”

“Aye,” the captain answered, but he didn’t step into the room. His voice was also amplified from his equipment’s broadcasting features. “How about you come out here and we can have a discussion? Maybe you can tell me why you sent us after a fake cube? Or maybe you can tell me where my crew members are?”

“Come into the hall, Atticus,” the lord said. “You mustn’t wait outside when I have prepared something special for you.”

“Will your men attack mine if we enter?”

“You have surrounded yourself with adept soldiers, but even your men cannot win against an army,” Lord Ramsay announced, and it was clear he intended to threaten the captain.

“Please, Atticus, don’t make me beg you. I have even prepared a sumptuous meal for your weary crew. No doubt they are exhausted after retrieving my transporter cube.” Ramsay’s words dripped with sarcasm, and I ground my teeth in anger.

“Give me a few moments to speak with my crew,” the captain said, and Lord Ramsay nodded as a wide smile spread across his face.

Captain Cross didn’t take his eyes off the lord while he whispered over comms. “Ramsay is proud of tricking me, and he’ll let me know exactly how and why he did it. We keep him talking, and he’s bound to reveal what he’s done with our crew members and the real cube.”

“That would defeat the purpose of Nick and I capturing him,” Leith said, and he sounded genuinely disappointed.

“I still want you to take him,” Captain Cross said. “There’s no guarantee what he says will be true. We also need his men to disarm themselves. Otherwise, this will be a bloodbath to rival Merov.”

The knights and officers shared glances, but the mention of Merov confused me. It was a planet that had been destroyed centuries ago, and I had never heard of a battle there, so I guessed they were referencing somewhere else.

“Nick, when I give you the signal, I want you and Leith to teleport behind Ramsay and grab him,” the captain ordered.

“Aye,” I said, and Leith echoed my acknowledgment.

“Alright,” the captain said. “Prepare yourselves. We’ll enter the hall in two minutes.”

I turned to Leith, and he motioned for me to speak with him in private.

“I want you to have the honor,” the slayer whispered.

“The honor of what, sir?”

“You can kill Lord Ramsay once we’re done questioning him. I figure you should add a lord to your tally. I’ve already got myself a bunch, and if we ever meet up with any other slayers, they’ll be seriously jealous.”

I realized Leith was offering me a gift of incredible value to him, and I gave him a hesitant nod. “Thank you, sir,” I said.

“My pleasure,” Leith answered, and then he gave me a tight hug. I felt a little awkward in his embrace, but I patted him a few times on the back and then he released me. “I’m so proud of you, my apprentice murderer.”

“Ahhh, thank you again, sir.” I took my place beside Leith, and the squires offered me words of encouragement. They were all a little giddy, and I guessed they were trying to avoid thinking about whether this might be their final hour.

Excitement stirred in my chest as it always did before battle. Sweat trickled down my spine, and I heard my armor’s collection systems activate with a low whirling sound.

“I suggest you lay down your weapons and armor so we can have a civil conversation,” Ramsay’s voice carried into the passageway. “Those you serve in Castle Stirling do not rule here.”

“He’s a traitor,” Captain Cross whispered so the lord wouldn’t hear him. “He didn’t say enough for his men to question his loyalties, but he knows we serve the Queen directly. He’s played his hand and revealed himself.”

“What’s he planning?” Commander Reynolds asked.

The captain gazed into the hall and flashed a cold smile. “His men will attack as soon as we enter the hall. I’m almost sure of it.”

“Should we hold back at all, Captain?” Olav asked as the tension in the hallway grew to a thick soupy fog around us.

“No,” he answered. “You pull your blows even a fraction, and we’re dead. When this battle is over and we have captured Ramsay, those warriors who don’t fall by our blades will have to make a choice. They can either take the side of their traitorous lord, or they can lay down their weapons. I’m betting a significant number of them will do the latter.”

“That’s if any are still breathing by the time Leith and Nick get their hands on Ramsay,” Olav said, and then he turned to Leith. “How about a wager, friend? If there are less than a handful of those fuckers left, I get the newest keg all to myself.”

“A handful?” the slayer balked. “You can do better than that. I would think you capable of killing every last one of them before they get the chance to surrender.”

Olav chewed his lip for a few seconds before shaking the other man’s hand. “It’s a bet.”

Leith smacked his lips together. “I can just taste the beer now.”

“Have some of this,” Captain Cross said as he handed me a flask. “I’m pleased Ramsay has outed himself.”

“Why is that, Captain?” I swallowed a mouthful, and the liquid burned as it travelled to my stomach.

“Because it gives me an excuse to try this.” The captain swept aside his cloak and brandished the enchanted arbalest I had retrieved from the Seraphic portal on Ecoma. The weapon ebbed with magical energy, and I wondered what it might look like in action.

“You repaired the runes?” I asked as I inspected the weapon.

“Not me. Casey.”

“Ah,” I exhaled and tried not to let my feelings show on my face.

“What say we lead the front line, Nick?” Captain Cross banished my thoughts with the question. “We’ll break through their ranks, and then you and Leith can teleport to Ramsay.”

“Aye, Captain.” I had never fought alongside the captain before, and I felt honored to be given the most prominent position. Leith stood on my left and the captain on my right while Commander Reynolds and Olav joined the squires.

“I’m counting on you,” the captain said as he ignored the lord’s continued supplications for him to enter the hall. “If you don’t finish this soon, there’ll be a lot of deaths. Maybe even some of our crew members.”

“Yes, sir.”

I understood perfectly. If we captured Lord Ramsay, then all his knights would lay down their weapons. He was an idiot for being in the hall, but I would exploit his stupidity.

Then I would pry the whereabouts of Casey and the others from him. After he revealed everything, I would take his life.


[image: ]




Chapter 14

The Stalwart’s artillerymen lifted their rifles at the enemy knights, Olav took a bearded axe in each hand, Commander Reynolds drew a short sword that pulsed like an arcane heartbeat, and Leith reached for the sickles at his side.

“Time to send these traitors to the depths of hell. For the Queen!” Captain Cross yelled as he entered the hall with me at his side.

As soon as I stepped through the doorway, I spotted movement to my right. The knights who had been standing at attention suddenly brandished their weapons and charged toward me.

Captain Cross raised his arbalest while I flourished my longsword and prepared a forcewave. Before I could swing my blade, the captain’s weapon released a flurry of energy bolts into the enemy throng. The knights screamed in surprise as the bolts pierced their prot-fields, punched into their armor, and carved holes in their flesh. The next wave seemed a little more hesitant, and the squires and artillerymen behind me burst into the hall to meet the enemies.

“Get the lord!” Captain Cross yelled at me, and I activated my speed sequence.

“I’ll cover you,” Leith said as he sprinted alongside me.

I weaved through a squad of soldiers, and they barely raised their rifles before Leith’s daggers killed them with a thousand cuts.

Another group of enemy infantry turned their weapons on us, and they let loose with hundreds of rounds. I didn’t think my prot-field would hold up against that much fire, but then a hexagonal energy dome extended over Leith and I like a giant bubble. I looked behind me and noticed Commander Reynolds’ shield glow a bright lavender color, and I guessed she was providing us with protection while we pushed through the enemy ranks.

“There he is,” Leith said as he pointed at Ramsay on the podium. “He has a bunch of shield knights protecting him. You teleport me there, and I’ll deal with them while you get the kill.”

My attention was torn from the lord when two berserker knights rushed toward me. Laughter boomed from their mouths as they closed in. I waited until they were only five meters away and then launched a forcewave that sent them crashing into another group of enemies.

The chaotic sounds of battle filled my ears while I looked up at the lord again.

“I need a second to prepare the teleport,” I said to the slayer.

“You got it,” Leith replied.

More enemies assailed us, but the slayer cloaked himself and let his sickles fly. The chained weapons eviscerated the enemies before they came to me, and they dropped like dead flies to the concrete. Blood pooled and oozed toward me, and I closed my eyes for a half a second while I gathered my ability. Magical power bathed my body, and then I called out to Leith.

“Grab onto me!”

The slayer suddenly appeared at my side and placed his hand on my right shoulder. In an instant, we were both standing behind the lord seated on the throne. I activated my Shroud rune, and then I descended on Ramsay.

The shield knights must have noticed something amiss because they spun to face my direction. I blocked a spear as it came toward my head, and then I dipped beneath the attacker’s guard and hacked his knee with my falchion. The shield knight bellowed as blood sprayed from the wound, and then I silenced him with a backhanded swing across his throat.

As soon as the knight went down, I heard a whooshing sound, and then the other knights were enveloped in a thick haze. I took a hesitant step toward it, but met an invisible force as soon as I touched the mist.

“It’s an advanced forcefield,” Leith explained. “They think it’ll keep us out. Those fuckers have no idea.” The slayer activated a rune on his left gauntlet, and his form blurred as though it was vibrating at a hundred times per second.

Leith passed through the haze-like forcefield, and I barely noticed him slip between two knights and skewer a section of their prot-belts with his daggers. The items sparked, and then the fog suddenly vanished, so I rushed toward the two men and cut them down before they could lift their shields.

I pivoted to face the other shield knights, but Leith had already dispensed with them. As the slayer retrieved his sickles from the dead men, I turned my focus to Lord Ramsay, and I expected him to be cowering behind his throne. Instead, he lifted his goblet to me and took a long gulp. His apparent complacency considering we had killed his bodyguards made me a little nervous.

I moved toward the lord, but he flickered and disappeared before I could grab him.

“A fucking hologram,” Leith said.

“I’m actually not surprised,” I replied as I searched the battlefield. “He’s gotta be on the station somewhere.”

I dragged a dying shield knight from behind the throne and rested my sword point on his chest where his armor had cracked.

“Where’s your lord?” I demanded.

The knight used the last of his energy to arch his back, and the movement drove the end of my blade through his broken armor.

Laughter echoed through the hall and deadened the sounds of rifle fire.

“Your shield and herald knight were just as easily fooled, Atticus,” Ramsay yelled, and I guessed he was watching the battle through one of the cameras on the walls.

“I’m going to find out where he is. If the knights don’t tell me, then the squires will,” I said to Leith before I sprinted toward the right side of the hall.

A dozen squires engaged in battle with Nathan, Richard, and Neville, but my friends seemed to be equally matched even though they were outnumbered.

A fire elemental shot toward me as I closed the distance, and I swept my falchion across its midsection. My blade carved the creature in half, and it fell to the ground in a shower of flaming embers. I figured one of the enemy squires must have summoned the creature, but I didn’t waste any time determining which one. I activated The Overlord’s Heart rune and then triggered the rune on my helmet. For ten seconds, I would be completely invulnerable to any of the squires’ attacks.

“Clear away!” I screamed at my friends, and Neville and the twins drew back as I charged.

I leaped into the pack of enemy squires like an enraged berserker, and I ignored their blades as they struck my armor. I channeled all my fury into a series of attacks that skewered, decapitated, and eviscerated my opponents. Heads rolled to the floor, limbs dropped from their sockets, and intestines unfurled from split abdomens. Blood spattered my armor, and I could barely hear the death cries of my enemies beyond the rush of blood to my head.

Killing fellow RTF soldiers should have felt wrong, but these men had allied with a traitor to the Queen who had kidnapped my friends.

By the time my helmet’s rune deactivated, all the enemy squires were dead except one. After I carved his hamstrings with two clean slices, he bellowed and writhed on the ground.

“Whoa,” Nathan said as he stared at me. “That was amazing.”

“I’ve been training with Leith,” I said as I caught my breath. “I need to find the lord.”

“How you planning on doing that? He could be anywhere,” Richard said as he searched the hall.

“I’ll pry the information from this squire,” I said as I turned my attention to the surviving enemy. The blood beneath him smeared the tiles as he tried to crawl toward his weapon. He groaned in frustration when I planted my foot on his back so he couldn’t move any farther.

“We’ll leave you to it,” Neville said with a gulp, and then he sprinted with the twins to join Zac’s artilleryman. I guessed they knew what was coming next, and they didn’t want to be around to see it.

I grabbed the armored man by the throat and then slammed him onto a table. The wood snapped beneath his spine, and he groaned as he slid bonelessly to sit on the floor. I swung my leg, and my boot caught him in the chin. He fell backward, and then I pulled him up by the throat.

I deactivated my visor so he could see the pure fury in my eyes. “Tell me where Lord Ramsay is.”

My hands released his neck a little so he could answer.

“I won’t tell you, traitor!” the squire screamed in my face.

“We are not the traitors. Your pathetic lord is the traitor. Surely you have your suspicions. If you are loyal to the Queen, then you will tell me where Ramsay is hiding.”

Doubt crossed the squire’s eyes, and I could see he was unsure how to respond.

“Tell me where he is,” I said. “You can stop all this bloodshed.”

“I serve Lord Ramsay. I can’t tell you. You’ll kill him.”

“You probably never wanted to be assigned to this space station,” I said after I sensed the squire wasn’t entirely loyal to the lord.

“I didn’t,” the squire admitted with a heavy sigh. “I hate Ramsay. He cares more for the expansion of his station than the kingdom.”

“Then tell me where he is hiding.”

The squire swallowed, and then he gestured at a small inlet on a wall twenty meters above us, so I reactivated my visor and waited a few seconds for the precision-vision to clarify the tiny window. I could see only a little of the room beyond the inlet, but it was sufficiently clear for a teleport.

“If Ramsay proves himself a traitor, then I won’t let him live,” I said to the other squire, and he gave me a small nod of acceptance.

“For the Queen,” I said to the squire.

“For the Queen,” he responded, and then I punched his face to knock him out. He had done the honorable thing, so I decided to lower his chances of being killed by one of the Stalwart’s crew.

“I know where Ramsay is,” I said over my comm.

“Ensure you obtain the information about the cube and the crew members before you kill him,” Captain Cross said.

“Take your time,” Olav said. “I have a wager to win.”

“I’m ready,” I heard Leith say from behind me, and I spun to see the slayer. Blood painted his black armor, and his sickles looked like they’d been dipped in red paint.

I placed my hand on the slayer’s shoulder, and then I concentrated on what little I could see of the room above me. I let the thought of losing Casey flow through me, and then we appeared inside a rectangular chamber.

The ceiling was only a meter above my head, and the walls were covered in monitors. Ramsay sat on a high-backed chair while four machinas loomed above him. The cyborgs were attached to the lord via long chains, and they glanced at Leith and I as we entered.

Ramsay immediately spun around, and I guessed his machinas just informed him telepathically of our arrival. His surprised expression lasted half a second before he scowled.

“Disable them,” Lord Ramsay commanded.

The cyborgs raised their hands toward me, but I slid my longsword from its magnetons with an incredibly fast motion, swept the blade through the air, and severed their arms in less than two blinks of an eye. The dismembered limbs tumbled down, and the lord scrambled around the other side of his chair as though a few centimeters of metal and cushion would protect him from me.

“Nicely done,” Leith said as he briefly examined my kills. “Now it’s time to butcher a lord!”

The slayer’s cackling filled my ears as I stalked toward Ramsay.

“Release the crew members and give me the real cube,” I said as I cornered the lord. “Or I will gut you where you stand.”

“I cannot give you the cube,” Lord Ramsay said, and I figured he made a point of not answering my question about our crew members. He was acting far too coy for a man cornered by two armed men, so I assumed he had some kind of leverage.

“Why not?” I asked as my hand tightened around my longsword.

“The Bone King has it,” Ramsay quickly answered as his gaze darted to my weapon. “I traded it to him in exchange for these machinas, which you have now rendered useless.” He scowled and motioned to the armless cyborgs lumbering about like undead creatures. “I needed them more than I needed the cube. One can never be too careful when diviners and empaths want to pry into your mind.”

“You traded the transporter cube, an item of incalculable worth, for machinas?” I shook my head in disbelief. Although I was more concerned with Casey’s whereabouts, the captain had also ordered me to locate the real cube.

“It was mine to do with as I wish,” the lord answered.

“What does the Bone King want with the cube?” Leith asked.

Ramsay shrugged. “I don’t know. He paid me well, so I didn’t ask questions.”

I didn’t care about the cube, and the lord’s nonchalance was getting on my nerves. “You will release the crew members, or I will kill you and search this entire station for them.”

“You will never find them. No one knows what I’ve done with them except me.”

I glared at Ramsay and realized he was probably right. He wouldn’t have told the squires about what he had done with the crew members, and I doubted there were more than a handful of his most trusted knights who knew. They could all be dead by now, so my only shot at freeing my friends was extracting the information from Ramsay.

“What are your conditions?” I asked, and then I opened a comms channel to Captain Cross so he could hear the exchange.

“What if I were to propose a trade? You tell me why you are on this quest, and I will release your crew members. I already know you are gathering the late King’s equipment, but I do not know why the Queen requires them. I doubt she wants them for some sentimental reason. Tell me her purposes, and I will return the knights and enchanters to you.”

“No deals for this traitor,” Captain Cross said over comms.

I exhaled slowly to make the lord think I was considering his offer. I wondered how Ramsay knew about our secret mission, and then I thought about his apparent relationship with the Bone King.

“You were the one who provided the pirates with information about the king’s items,” I said as the realization came to my mind. “They attacked the Stalwart and killed her crew members because you spoke to them!”

“Aye,” Captain Cross said. “I think you’re right, Nick. This bastard sold us out to the pirates.”

Anger churned my stomach, and it took all of my willpower not to drive my blade through Ramsay’s stomach.

“What reward did you receive for your treachery?” Leith demanded.

Lord Ramsay folded his hands and smiled. “No reward other than the hope of seeing the Queen’s lackeys thwarted in their quest. I regret the Bone King’s arrow-ships were insufficient, but now I have your starship inside my docks and Atticus Cross surrounded by my knights. There isn’t a single thing you can do about it.”

“You think so?” Leith asked as he moved toward the lord.

Ramsay lifted his hand, and he showed a bright red detonator. “This is connected to a little something I had one of my engineers plant on the Stalwart while your machina was preoccupied in my vault. Apparently, it can do quite a lot of damage. I don’t suggest testing it.”

“You would destroy a significant portion of your station by detonating it,” I said, but I knew the lord didn’t care. He would do whatever it took to ensure he didn’t die today. I thought about Natali and Elle on our starship and my heart turned to ice.

Ramsay shrugged. “A necessary sacrifice. It seems we are caught in a stalemate. I would like to repeat my offer for a trade. Tell me why the Queen wants Justinian’s armor, and I will return your crew members.”

I pushed aside my anger, glanced at the fight on the monitor, and almost choked at the carnage. The downlights reflected off pools of blood, and not a single piece of furniture hadn’t been destroyed or turned into some kind of barricade.

This place had been the setting for a friendly brawl between the Stalwart’s crew and Ramsay’s knights, but now it was a genuine battlefield. The dead were everywhere, including a few of the Stalwart’s artillerymen. I quickly located the friendly soldiers and confirmed Zac was still alive.

But there was no guarantee he wouldn’t die with the battle still raging, and I doubted a single one of Ramsay’s men would be breathing by the day’s end. I bore no ill will for the lord’s men, and they were technically RTF soldiers. If I could prevent their deaths, then I would do it.

I just needed a way for them to lay down their weapons and surrender to Captain Cross. It was unlikely they would ever consider surrender while their lord commanded them to continue fighting, but maybe I could get them to doubt Ramsay’s allegiances. I already knew he was a traitor who despised the Queen; I simply had to convince his men of it.

I pretended to pace in thought until I was a sufficient distance from Ramsay so he wouldn’t hear me whisper.

“Captain, can you use whatever rune amplifies your voice to broadcast my conversation with Lord Ramsay?” I asked over comms.

“On it,” Captain Cross said, and I knew he trusted me because he didn’t ask any questions.

Now was the time to lay a trap for the lord.

I marched across the surveillance room and thrust a finger at the smiling lord.

“You are a traitor,” I spat.

“Perhaps,” Ramsay offered.

There it was. Evidence of treachery.

“It’s not enough,” Captain Cross whispered in my earpiece. “You need more. Get him angry.”

I stared at the lord while I considered my next words carefully.

“You sit inside your precious space station, amassing wealth and making deals with barbarians, while other star systems starve. You care nothing for our kingdom. I am an Outlander, and yet I still serve the Caledonian Kingdom better than you.”

“He’s right,” Leith added as he understood my plan. “You’re a piece of shit. Your mother would have torn you from her womb if she knew how worthless her son would become. I don’t think I’ll kill you. I wouldn’t want to tarnish my blades with the blood of a scumbag.”

The lord looked at the slayer with a pompous smirk, and I watched his thumb balance precariously on the detonators red button.

“Yet you serve a queen who is little more than a girl. She knows nothing about what it means to rule!” A peculiar gleam marked the lord’s eyes, and his mood shifted to a religious fervor. “In a matter of years, we will have a true ruler. The Bone King’s influence grows, and when he gains the Caledonian throne, our kingdom will conquer all the known star systems.”

“Did you get that, Captain?” Leith grinned and whispered into the comms channel.

“Every word,” Captain Cross replied. “As did everyone else in the hall.”

Although the trap had worked, I didn’t experience any pleasure. Red-hot emotion bubbled over, and my vision blurred with scarlet.

“Say one more thing about the Queen,” I said to the lord through clenched teeth, “and I will kill you.”

Ramsay barked an angry laugh. “You will kill me? Don’t you see what I hold in my hands? Atticus’ precious starship will be blown to pieces if you even so much as move in my direction.”

I turned my head to Leith, and I glimpsed fury ablaze in his eyes, too.

“Catrina is a foolish bitch,” Ramsay taunted me, and he grinned as though he was completely untouchable. “A Grendel could make a better queen than her. That worthless woman should be dragged from the throne by force and handed over to a brothel. At least then she might actually be useful.”

Before I could consciously perform a teleport, I was standing behind Ramsay. I pulled my longsword from over my shoulder and then sliced his right arm off at the elbow. The severed limb tumbled to the ground, and the detonator rolled out from his palm. The lord’s face went pale as he stared at the blood fountaining from his sudden amputation.

“Traitor,” I declared as I slashed my blade across the lord’s back. Blue lights zigzagged across my vision, and blood sprayed from a hundred cuts as the lord dropped to his knees.

More blood bubbled from his mouth, and I kicked him in the back. Sections of the corpse slowly slid away from each other, and Ramsay was left looking like sliced and diced meat on a butcher’s table.

“Ramsay is dead,” I stated over my comm. “I couldn’t let him speak ill of the Queen any longer.”

“Aye,” Captain Cross said. “Nor could I.”

“We still don’t know where Casey and the others are being held on the station,” I said.

“We’ll find them, Nick. I promise.”

I consoled myself with the captain’s words as I stared at the monitor displaying the feed from the feasting hall. The remainder of Ramsay’s men had ceased firing, and they huddled together behind their makeshift barricade. Although I couldn’t hear their conversations, I assumed they were discussing what they heard their lord say about the Queen.

“Now we’ll see whether these sorry bastards let down their weapons and seek mercy,” the captain said over comms.

“Let’s go back to the hall,” I said to Leith. “I want to be there in case something goes wrong.”

The slayer smiled like a proud father. “You want to do more killing, don’t you?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer my friend, but I placed my hands on his shoulders and then teleported beside the captain and the others. Cross acknowledged me with a nod, and then he returned his attention to the lord’s men behind the upturned tables.

“If you surrender now, you will not be tried for Ramsay’s crimes, nor will you be responsible for anything unbecoming he ordered you to do.”

The vast majority of Lord Ramsay’s knights seemed relieved at the captain’s words, but there was a small pocket of men whose scowls only deepened. I could see them being trouble even after their lord’s admission of guilt.

“You were all relieved of your oaths to Ramsay when he revealed himself as a traitor,” he announced. “There doesn’t need to be any more bloodshed.”

A large majority of the knights and artillerymen filtered out from behind the tables, but a few remained. By staying behind the makeshift barricades, the small group had outed themselves as loyal to Lord Ramsay and traitors to the crown.

“There are some among you who gloried in the viceroy’s betrayal and became drunk with the spoils of treachery,” Captain Cross addressed the knights. “I am certain such soldiers were only a minority. For those of you loyal to the Queen, it is your duty to take these men and deal with them as Squire Lyons has already done to Ramsay.”

The knights who had ventured out from the barricade spoke to each other, and then they armed themselves and went behind the tables again. I heard a few pleas for mercy, but they lasted only a few seconds. Swift deaths for traitors was more than they deserved, but at least their treachery would last no longer.

“Good,” Captain Cross said as he wiped his blade on a tablecloth and sheathed his sword. “We have work to do. First, I need my knights and enchanters freed, and then I want someone to check on Matthias’ condition. If he’s ready to resume a position in the arcane chamber, we will have need of his gifts.”

“We can free your knights and your machina,” a shield knight said after he stepped forward. “But we will have difficulty returning your enchanters to you. Lord Ramsay sent them to Pillager’s Bastion as soon as the Stalwart went after the cube.”

My stomach dropped a hundred meters, and I struggled to swallow back my fear. I had seen what the pirates had done to the captive women aboard the Vendor’s Jewel, and I hated even considering what might happen to a beautiful woman like Casey. I could only hope she was more useful as an enchantress, and I prayed the Bone King had ordered his men to keep their filthy hands off her.

“Prepare the Stalwart,” Captain Cross said after he turned to the crew members with a stoic expression, and I guessed this is what white-hot rage looked like.

No one spoke as we sprinted toward our starship.
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Chapter 15

I ran behind the captain and the commander on the off-chance I could overhear their conversation. I wanted to know how they planned on getting the enchanters back, and I needed to be a part of the rescue mission.

“I apologize, Vanessa,” Captain Cross said, but I could barely hear him. “You told me Lord Ramsay could not be trusted, and while I agreed, I did not act. Now our enchanters are gone.”

This was the first time I had heard the captain admit fault like this. It made me realize he was human, and he could make mistakes. Even though I respected the captain, I couldn’t help but feel like he should have acted differently. Why didn’t he tell Lord Ramsay to fuck himself when he requested the enchanters? Why did he so easily give into the lord’s demands?

“It is not your fault, Atticus,” Commander Reynolds said as we entered the cargo hold. “The Queen said Ramsay could be trusted.”

“She is young,” Cross said. “She still relies too much on the goodwill of others. She will learn in time.”

“She must learn faster. We cannot have our quest compromised because she makes ill choices.”

“Easy, Vanessa. You are walking a fine line.”

“I only wish to find out what happened. I lie awake at night thinking of all those we have lost to the other side.”

“I understand. It plagues me, too. But we must not lose faith in the crown. Queen Catrina is the only thing holding our kingdom together.”

“Captain!” I said too loudly as we entered Deck 1’s main passageway. Both officers turned around, and I realized I was a little too close to them so they would know I had been eavesdropping.

“Yes, Squire Lyons?” the captain inquired as the commander entered the elevator for the bridge.

“I think we should send the entirety of Lord Ramsay’s fleet to assault Pillager’s Bastion,” I said as the captain and I remained in the passageway. “With his warships, we would stand a chance at getting the enchanters back.”

“We will meet for a mission briefing to discuss the manner of rescuing the enchanters,” Captain Cross said. “We also need to retrieve the cube from him.”

“I understand we need to get the cube, but I worry about the enchanters, sir. I feel they are more important.” I tried to keep my emotions in check, but all I could think about was Casey.

“Aye. The crew members are more important than the cube, but I am sure the Bone King will not harm them. They are more important to him alive than dead since he will have ordered them to perform enchantments for him.”

“What if they refused?” I asked, and I imagined neither Casey nor Joseph would willingly work for the pirate.

“Then he might have bent them to his will,” the captain admitted. “But I doubt he will have done any serious harm to them. He likes people to serve under him with a facade of willingness.”

“We need to get them back, sir,” I reiterated.

“We do, and I have a plan to see them returned to our starship.” The bearded man paused for a few seconds, and then he sighed. His expression changed from a hardened officer to something like a caring father. “I understand you are frustrated with the turn of events, Nick. I wish I could go back in time and refuse Lord Ramsay’s request for the enchanters. I did not know he was so taken in by the Bone King’s sway. I am completely responsible for their capture, so I swear they will be brought back to the Stalwart.”

The captain’s cool demeanor doused my anger, and I realized this man would never let his crew members come to harm while he still breathed. I trusted him, but I doubted his ability to fulfil his oath.

“Forgive me, sir, but how can you make that promise? You did not want the cube to land on Pillager’s Bastion because you feared we would never retrieve it, but now the Bone King has it. Why would the enchanters be any different?”

“Because I will send you into the Bastion,” Captain Cross said. “You have advanced in your ability with unparalleled speed. I knew someone with your gift once, and she was powerful beyond measure. I believe you could surpass even her.”

Although I was intrigued by the mention of another person with my ability, I was still too captured by the thought of the enchanters. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the compliment, but I only wish to save the enchanters. I would give up my mutation in a heartbeat if it meant bringing them back.”

“I know you would. I see a lot of a younger me in you, Nick. Many, many years ago I would have thrown myself into a rescue mission. But no decision should be made hastily. The enchanters are too valuable to the Bone King to be harmed, so we will gather our resources, formulate a plan, and then rest while we travel to the Bastion.”

“Yes, sir,” I said after his words calmed me a little.

“Come,” Captain Cross said as he started walking toward the elevator. He asked me to describe what happened inside the Vendor’s Jewel, and I told him how Leith tested me. A small smile lit his face, and he seemed proud of how I handled the situation. The way he looked at me reminded me of my father, and I almost forgot the rest of the story.

I finished as the bridge doors opened, and we walked to the map table where Commander Reynolds, the knights, and Treyin were waiting.

“Squire Lyons.” The commander greeted me with a little confusion in her expression, and I guessed the captain hadn’t told her about my role on this mission.

“Ma’am,” I responded as I sat between Flanagan and Moses.

Regular soldiers might have immediately blamed their commanding officer for their capture, but the knights simply nodded at the captain. I could tell a strong bond existed between them and Captain Cross, and I wondered how many years and missions it had taken to forge it.

Commander Reynolds pounded the keys on the map table’s console, and a holo of a planet appeared. The entire surface was a gray wasteland, and I guessed it had succumbed to an ecological disaster centuries ago. A smattering of cities showed on secondary holos, and the largest was a towering mechanical edifice. It looked almost like a giant shanty town, with every building comprised of rusted scrap metal.

“Pillager’s Bastion,” Commander Reynolds said. “Home to millions of pirates and their ruler, the Bone King. The RTF has attempted to eradicate the scourge from our star systems, but an ancient bit of tech renders the planet impenetrable.”

“Impenetrable?” Moses asked. “Nothing is impenetrable.”

“By regular means, the Bastion is as good as it gets,” she replied. “The surface is covered with anti-ship turrets, and a jump mage’s deployment portals cannot be opened anywhere on the planet.”

“Then how are we getting there?” Leith asked.

“We’ll be using the Dax skiff’s cloak capabilities to enter the Bastion,” Captain Cross said. “Olav will be flying the vehicle.”

“Yes!” The berserker pumped his fist into the air. “I’ve been itching to fly again.”

“The Stalwart will travel to a location outside the range of the Bastion’s sensors,” the captain continued. “The skiff will leave our starship tomorrow at 08:00 with Treyin and the knights aboard. The vessel will remain cloaked for the mission’s duration inside a designated docking station. The owner is not exactly a friend to the RTF, but he can be bought for a price. You will provide him with the funds and then remain there while Nick, Treyin, and Leith retrieve the transporter cube and rescue the enchanters.”

“Squire Lyons is accompanying the knights on the mission?” Commander Reynolds blinked at the man a few times and then turned her eyes to me. Her brows stitched together, but she finally softened. “Would you like to explain Squire Lyons’ role, Captain?”

“Nick will be our failsafe in case Treyin’s empath abilities cannot bring her close enough to the Bone King to obtain the cube.”

“Do you have any data on the layout of the capital, sir? A videofeed would be useful if I need to teleport.”

“All we have is a city map we retrieved from the information repositories inside Ramsay’s machinas. Unfortunately, they sustained too much damage for much more than that.” He brought up the map and then pointed to a large complex on the northernmost point of the city. “We know the Bone King has his private residence on the palace’s top floor.”

“Which leads us to Treyin’s purpose,” the captain said.

I shot a look at the empath, who had remained silent for the duration of the briefing. She smiled at me now, and the hackles rose on my neck.

“Treyin is essential for a successful mission,” Captain Cross said after noticing my displeasure. “We only have basic knowledge of the Bone King’s stronghold, and none of you will exactly fit in among the pirates. Treyin will be able to use her abilities within a limited radius, so Nick and Leith will need to remain with her while in the city.”

“Aye, Captain!” Leith said as he sidled closer to the empath. He seemed to have forgotten all about her betrayal, and he gave her a broad smile she didn’t return.

Although I didn’t like the thought of relying on Treyin during the mission, I didn’t have a choice. Without her abilities, Leith and I would be walking through enemy-infested territory with no clue where to go while under constant risk of discovery.

“The Bone King has a harem filled with beautiful women,” Captain Cross said, “so Treyin will pose as a Perovian noblewoman seeking to join the harem until she gets pregnant.”

I had briefly studied the Perovians while at the Academy, and I knew they dabbled a little in genevolution, with results not dissimilar to the Ecomese. While the experiments hadn’t granted mutant abilities to the race, the Perovians were incredibly beautiful. The females were desired throughout the universe, and I often favored holos with Perovian actresses. Even the males tended toward excessive gene-doping sessions to change their appearances to something resembling a porcelain doll.

“He’ll believe a woman came to his stronghold to be part of his harem and have his baby?” Flanagan asked. “How come I don’t have a harem?”

“Because your seed doesn’t have magical properties,” Commander Reynolds said.

“His sperm is magical?” the herald knight asked as his mouth dropped.

“It is only claimed to have magical properties. I doubt very much the rumors are true, but an heir born of the Bone King is highly sought after, so Treyin’s cover story will have the needed legitimacy.”

“Ohhh,” Flanagan gasped, and then his mouth slowly turned up into a massive smile. “I think I have a plan.”

“To retrieve the enchanters?” Reynolds asked.

“No,” Flanagan laughed. “To build my harem. This magical sperm angle is great. I need to start spreading rumors about--”

“For the love of the Queen,” Reynolds groaned, and Moses gently punched Flanagan on the shoulder.

“I see a flaw in the story,” the shield knight said. “If the Bastion is impossible to enter, then how did this Perovian noblewoman get inside?”

“On one of the many tourist ships,” the commander responded. “While it is impossible to launch an assault against the Bastion, visiting it is not difficult. The Bone King likes to have members of kingdoms from all over the universe peruse his planet. It helps to keep up with appearances. Public executions, torture, gladiatorial matches, and other atrocities ensure his name is spoken on every planet in every star system from here to Noridum Tigana.”

“We would have used these tourist ships on the original mission planned for Pillager’s Bastion,” Captain Cross said. “Treyin would have entered the stronghold aboard such a vessel and then worked her way into the pirate king’s harem. Now that the enchanters have been captured, we do not have the time to enact the original plan. Hence the need to fly the Dax skiff directly into the city.”

“What do we do when we get there, Captain?” Leith asked as he spun a dagger on the map table.

“Treyin will charm the Bone King, and then she will retrieve the cube and extract the necessary information from his mind. Meanwhile, Nick and Leith will pose as attendants to the Perovian noblewoman. Once you know where the enchanters are, you’ll grab them and return to the skiff.”

“How long does the cloak last?” Moses said.

“Sixteen hours,” the commander replied. “It will take six of those hours to fly into the Bastion and the same amount to return to the Stalwart.”

Flanagan raised his fingers and counted on them. “That only leaves four hours to complete the mission.”

“Four hours?” Leith said after inhaling for effect. “I’m not sure Treyin can make the Bone King fall in love with her by then.”

“I will have no difficulty completing the mission objectives,” the empath said as she raised a thin eyebrow.

“The skiff will leave the docking station before its cloak runs out,” the commander continued. “After which, any crew members remaining on the planet will need to find an alternate means of leaving Pillager’s Bastion.”

“Alternate means, ma’am?” I asked. “Do you mean one of the tourist ships?”

“What she means is you’ll be stuck there, Nick,” Moses said. “There’s no missing the skiff.”

“If you think you can’t handle--”

“I can handle the mission, ma’am,” I broke the commander off.

“This is going to be great!” Leith said.

“Aye,” Olav replied sadly. “But I wish I could take a stroll on the Bastion. I reckon pirates would brew amazing beer.”

“You’d just kill everyone.” The slayer shrugged.

“You are just going to kill everyone,” the berserker pointed out.

“But I do it all secret like.” Leith winked at the other man. “I have to set a good example for Nick.”

I appreciated their confidence, but I didn’t have a lot of faith in missions going exactly to plan. Previous experience told me otherwise, and I tended to be around whenever situations turned chaotic.

“Any other questions?” Commander Reynolds asked. “Good. We’ll start traveling toward the Bastion. The skiff leaves at 08:00. Treyin, Leith, and Nick, please remain on the bridge. There are items you will need to take on the mission.”

The two officers walked from the map table and took position in the command center while Olav, Flanagan, and Moses exited through the rear door.

I took a few minutes to study the map floating above the table and planned the most direct route to the palace from the designated docking station.

I still had my doubts about Treyin, but I didn’t want to express them openly. I looked across the table for the empath, but she wasn’t in her seat anymore.

An arm rested on my shoulder, and I turned to see her grey-skinned face.

“Is there a problem, Nicholas?”

My lingering suspicions of Treyin made my stomach churn, and the smirk she wore only increased them. “I’m not sure you’re needed for this mission.”

“I can handle myself, Nicholas,” Treyin purred at me. “You forget I was once a knight.”

I hadn’t forgotten; I just didn’t trust the woman.

Yeoman Nolan entered the bridge with a bundle of clothes in his arms. “Here are the garments you requested, Captain.”

The captain turned from the primary view screen. “Ah, thank you, Yeoman Nolan. Distribute them among the crew.”

The man laid the clothes on a chair, saluted the captain, and then left the bridge. Leith, Treyin, and I were each given items to wear over our Runetech armor. I wondered where the crew acquired the garments of Perovian nobles, but I didn’t have a chance to ask Leith because he was too busy rolling the ends of a purple robe so he wouldn’t tread on its hem. The scarlet-colored robes provided to me didn’t quite fit over my large frame, and its hem ended a little past the middle of my calves.

They were poor excuses for cover outfits, and I figured it would take the pirates five seconds to realize we were imposters.

“Don’t worry,” Treyin said as her eyes roamed over my outfit. “I can make you fit the part. These disguises will merely make the task a little easier. As long as you and Leith don’t draw attention to yourselves.”

“I was always a better slayer than you,” Leith said. “I won’t be making a scene, and I won’t be discovered as long as you’re working your charm.”

“You were a slayer?” I asked the empath.

Treyin nodded. “The best.”

“Second best,” Leith corrected.

“We shall see.” The beautiful woman grabbed my coat collar and adjusted it a little. Her gray eyes met mine, and she let out a little purr. “Maybe I will have the chance to show you just how good I am at slaying.”

I brushed her hands away from my garment and she chuckled lightly. I wondered whether taking her to the Bastion was such a good idea, but I had to follow orders.

I tried to push my worries aside as I returned to the squire quarters to rest. I explained the mission and its objectives to my friends, and they shared my concern about the empath’s presence.

We drank a round of beers and then retired for a few hours sleep before the mission began. As I closed my eyes, a chime from my prot-belt got my attention, and I checked the message.

Nick. Please report to the infirmary. I need to examine you before you leave for Pillager’s Bastion.

I stared at the blinking message as I tried to decipher its meaning. If this were an official check-up before the mission, then Natali would have addressed me as ‘Squire Lyons.’ She had used my first name, so I could only assume her reasons were personal.

The chime hadn’t awoken any of the other squires, so I dressed in my fatigues and quietly crept out of my quarters.

When I arrived at the infirmary, Dr. Lenkov wasn’t there. I sat on a gurney for a few minutes while I waited for her. When she didn’t come, I opened my prot-belt to send her a message when I noticed a dull glow coming from an open doorway behind a biovat. I moved toward the light and then peered into the room.

“Hello, Nick,” Dr. Lenkov said as she turned to face me. A brilliant white corset enclosed her slender form, and my body groaned with desire.

“Natali,” I said with a nod.

The beautiful doctor walked toward me, and my eyes were drawn to the hypnotic movements of her hips. The dull light cast her pale skin in a reddish hue, and I found it impossible to think about anything else except devouring her.

“Do you remember the tradition I told you about?” Natali’s hot breath touched my skin, and her teeth nibbled on my right ear.

“The one a warrior performs before a battle?” I managed to ask while her tongue lashed against my neck. The doctor had already introduced me to many things, but the deep desire in her eyes suggested this was something else entirely.

The older woman hooked her arms around my neck, and then she jumped. My hands grabbed her ass and hoisted her thighs around my waist. Her body seemed to melt around mine, and my mind spun.

“A warrior always has sex before battle,” she said.
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Chapter 16

“It’s time for you to return to the squire quarters,” Natali said as she roused me from sleep.

My eyes drank in her pale body as she lay naked beside me. Despite the little sleep I had managed last night, I felt invigorated, and I was pleased the beautiful doctor introduced me to the Rutheni tradition.

Hell, if the stars somehow allowed me to continue dating Casey, Elle, and Natali, then maybe I could adopt it.

The thought of Casey drove away any hint of sleepiness, and I propped myself on one elbow while Natali ran her hands through my hair.

“What are you thinking?” the doctor asked as she lifted her sparkling eyes to mine.

“I thank the stars for the luck of bedding such a beautiful woman, and I only hope those same stars will also bless this coming mission.”

“You will bring Casey back,” Natali said. “I know you will. I can tell you have strong feelings for her.”

“She’s not the only one I feel that way about,” I said.

The doctor smiled at me. “I know. You love all three of us equally. I can see that.”

“I would do the same for any one of you. Last night was a little weird. It gave me the chance to do a lot of thinking.”

“You didn’t like it?” Natali pulled back a little, and I grabbed her hand to show her otherwise.

“I loved it. The passion we shared revitalized me.”

“It is the Rutheni tradition.” She smirked and then her hand slithered down my torso.

“There was more to it,” I said as her fingers traced the grooves along my hardened stomach. “My passion for you only increased my desire to tear the heart from the Bone King’s chest.”

“Ohhh . . .” Natali moaned, and I could tell my aggression did all sorts of things to her.

The intercom chimed, and the commander announced the mission would begin in sixty minutes. I still needed to shower and equip my armor, so I regretfully pulled the doctor’s hand away from my crotch.

“Sorry,” I said. “I have to go.”

“Of course,” Natali said with a nod. “It’s time for you to bring the enchanters home.”

“I will,” I promised as I lifted her chin and gave her a lengthy kiss that quickly turned hot with our passion. Natali’s leg slid over my hips as she moaned into my mouth, and then she reached down to guide me into her once more. We both knew I didn’t have much time, so she pressed herself down onto me with an urgent hunger while my hands pulled her deeper. Our bodies were soon thrashing together as we called out each other’s names, and then we collapsed with sighs of satisfaction.

After a few more minutes of embracing each other, I gave Natali another long kiss, put on my clothes, left through the infirmary, and then cleared my mind as I walked the passageway toward my own quarters.

After I entered the room, I quickly put on my armor and then examined my weapons. I couldn’t take anything too large, so I left my poleaxe and longsword in my footlocker. The Longsword of Propulsion had served me well, but this mission would require stealth, so I secured my knives, falchion, and lightning mace to my magnetons. I slipped the Overlord’s Heart beneath my chest armor, pulled the Perovian robes over my torso, and pinned the sleeves so my equipment wouldn’t peek through.

The squires arrived after I finished, and they all gawked at my outfit.

“You totally don’t look like an RTF squire in a colorful bedsheet,” Richard said.

“The disguise should trick the surveillance systems, and Treyin’s charm will fill in the details for anyone who comes within her range,” I explained.

“Aye.” Neville gave me a hesitant nod. “Let’s hope she remains faithful to the mission. I think Captain Cross might be making a mistake by sending her.”

“We need her there. The captain knows what he’s doing. He wouldn’t have assigned the mission to Treyin unless he trusted her.”

“I suppose,” Neville said with a weighted sigh.

I studied the faces of the twins, and they both seemed to share Neville’s doubts. Suspicions about Treyin lingered in my mind, but I had faith in Captain Cross. I knew he would give his life for any member of the Stalwart’s crew, so sending the empath had to be the best option. Besides, I would do anything at all to get Casey back, even if it meant working alongside a woman who once manipulated me like a puppet.

After a hearty embrace from the other squires, I traveled to the cargo hold. The Dax skiff was fastened to the Stalwart while engineers carted various scanners and logistical devices out of the vessel.

I moved to the entrance ramp where Olav, Flanagan, and Moses stood beside Leith and Treyin in their Perovian robes.

“We’re waiting for the captain and the commander,” Moses said to me. “Then we’ll disembark for Pillager’s Bastion. How you feeling?”

“I’m eager to bring the enchanters home, sir.”

“I hear you. The Bone King will regret the day he decided to steal our crew members.”

“I’ll make sure of that, sir.” I could barely contain my anger when Casey’s possible fate entered my mind. I swallowed it back and focused on the mission objectives. It wasn’t only the enchanters we needed from the pirate planet, but the transporter cube, too. While Casey and the others were more important, the mission would be a failure if we didn’t obtain the cube as well.

“You are a brave man, Squire Lyons.” Treyin broke me from my thoughts as she grinned at me. The implant in my skull prevented her abilities from affecting my mind, but I barely recognized her. While her clothing covered every centimeter of bare flesh, the brightly colored fabric stretched against her subtle curves like a second skin.

“Treyin,” I nodded at her.

“Do you like what you see, handsome?” she asked as she ran the tip of her tongue over her full lips.

“I’m focusing on the mission,” I said. “You should do the same.”

“You should remove the implant,” the empath said. “I think you would like what you see even more.”

I could hardly believe Treyin was attempting to flirt with me after our history, but I chose to ignore her advances and turned my attention to Leith and his somewhat comical disguise. The pattern on his clothes shimmered a miasma of bright colors, and I heard the other knights snickering a little behind his back.

“You three are just jealous you don’t get to kill pirates,” the slayer muttered over his shoulder.

“I would wear a robe twice as silly as yours if I could drench my axes in pirate-blood,” Olav said with a smile.

“Aye,” Moses said as he placed his hand over his mouth and stifled a laugh. “It’s weird a bunch of RTF knights and some Perovian nobles fly a Dax skiff to a pirate planet, don’t you think?”

“Nothing weird about that skiff,” Olav said. “I performed a shakedown cruise earlier. I hate to give the Dax credit, but this vessel is a real beauty. Flying it almost makes me forget about not leaving it during this mission.”

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds entered the hold, and we all stood to attention while they addressed us. They repeated the mission objectives and then reiterated that completing them speedily was crucial to success. After the officers exchanged a brief conversation with Treyin, they left.

Whatever words passed between them made me wonder whether the empath’s presence on the mission was a concern. I shoved aside my doubts and followed the others up the entrance ramp.

“You ready to murder some pirates, mate?” Leith asked me as we all entered the Dax skiff.

“Yes, sir,” I said as we passed through the passageway, and then ascended a ladder to the upper deck. The cockpit was more like a bridge because of its sheer size. A dozen chairs faced the primary view screen, and I took one beside Leith.

After everyone seated themselves, Olav issued the command for the skiff to detach itself from the Stalwart’s hull. The small vessel drifted away, and then its thrusters initiated.

“Activating the cloak,” Olav said after we achieved a cruising speed.

From the mission briefing, I knew six hours remained until we reached the Bastion. My equipment needed a little repairing after the fight with Ramsay’s army, so I took my Dust kit and went to work. After I finished, I spent the time studying the small amount of information retrieved from Ramsay’s machinas since it was my duty to navigate through the Bastion’s capital city and the Bone King’s palace.

When I was familiar enough with the scraps of data, I listened to the conversation between Leith and Treyin. They giggled with each other as they discussed their cleanest assassinations, and I felt strangely intrigued by the process of entering a foreign planet and taking down its leader.

In many ways, I had become Leith’s apprentice after leaving Ecoma, but I wasn’t prepared to commit to the slayer pathway just yet. While we were on the Bastion, I would perform the tasks typically given to a slayer, but afterward, I would continue testing the other roles. My knighthood would probably be within the next few missions, so there was time before committing to a single one.

I moved my attention to the view screen but was distracted when Treyin stretched her long limbs over her shoulders and yawned. She rose to her feet and stared at a handheld display screen. The object looked a little like a mirror, and it reflected her movements in the same way, but the person inside didn’t look at all like the empath.

“What do you think of the Perovian Countess, Guinevere de Troyes?” the empath asked as she showed the mirror so we could all see her holographic likeness.

The knights gawked at the voluptuous figure displayed on the device, and I had trouble looking at anything except her large breasts and perfect ass. The skintight dress only accentuated her assets further, and I inhaled when I remembered I hadn’t taken a breath for a while.

Treyin was both beautiful and sexy in her empath form, but the woman in the reflection was mesmerizing, and I imagined Treyin took inspiration from the highly augmented Perovian escorts with only wealthy lords for clients.

The Bone King would have to be blind to refuse the Countess’ offer to join his harem.

“You could use one,” Treyin said as she handed a spare mirror to me. “It’s called a charm-mirror. One of the many things my people excel at crafting. It is a gift, and you can repay me later.”

I didn’t want to be indebted to the empath, but I figured it could prove useful in the future. I pressed a small button on the side of the mirror, and the surface became reflective. I stared at it, but all I could see was my usual self.

“I need to put my charm on you first,” Treyin said, and then she reached toward me. Her blue-tinged blood pressed against her gray skin, and her eyes sparkled like tiny stars. “The mirror shows how you will appear to anyone under my charm. Try it now.”

I peered back into the mirror and saw a completely different person. My face was much narrower, my features more angular, and my hair protruded from my head like a cactus. I was staring at a Perovian.

“I think I prefer the real you,” the empath said.

“Me too.” I turned the device off and slipped it into my robe pocket.

“Take a look at this,” Moses said as he gestured at the view screen.

Fleets of ships moved toward and departed from a single location. They were marked in insignias from a dozen different kingdoms, and there were a few I didn’t recognize. I spotted a Dax skiff similar to the one we were sailing, and I wondered why we even needed the cloak. The answer came to my mind when I figured those ships could be generating some kind of signal that would allow them entry into the Bastion. We had nothing of the sort, but a cloak would keep our presence a secret from everyone except the docking manager and his crew.

We drew closer to the Bastion, and more ships surrounded us as they voyaged toward the pirate planet. Our skiff seemed like little more than a tadpole among a vast school of space-fish, and I could hardly believe none of the other ships could detect our vessel. The power of Dax cloaking technology was something unparalleled, and I wondered what the hostile kingdom might do with such a tool. For now, I was too concerned with the mission to consider the implications of cloaking technology, so I banked the thought for later.

“There it is,” Moses said. “Pillager’s Bastion.”

A giant planet loomed over our view screen, and an orange gas floated over its surface like some kind of disease.

“Buckle up,” Olav ordered. “We’re heading into the capital.”

I secured myself to the chair while the others did the same. The berserker plunged our vessel into the toxic-looking substance as she made atmospheric entry. The cockpit shuddered while the hull groaned in protest. The incredible gyrations made me think the entire craft would crumple at any second and crush her occupants.

The pressure suddenly eased, and then I was staring at a vast city comprised of giant scrap metal buildings shrouded in smog. Virulent smoke belched out from refineries while thousands of ships darted around a chaotic highway. I wasn’t surprised by the filth and detritus, but the sheer number of people, buildings, and vehicles made me appreciate the power of the Bone King. Not only did he command an interstellar force that wreaked havoc on merchants and kingdoms alike, but this place rivalled the population of even the largest Caledonian cities.

Olav maneuvered around the mass of vessels, a task that proved difficult because none of them knew we were there. After a few near-collisions, we passed into a docking station, the ground crew anchored the vessel to the platform, and then Moses exchanged a few brief words with the manager over the radio.

“Fifty unblemished cabochons,” the shield knight said to the pirate. “As long as no one learns we’re here.”

“I’ll stick to my end of the bargain,” the manager’s nasally voice replied. “Don’t you be any longer than four hours. I can only keep the dock empty for so long, and every minute costs me currency.”

“We’ll be gone in four hours,” Moses confirmed. “You’ll receive the payment as soon as we’re done.”

“Half now. Half later.”

The shield knight paused for a moment before removing a small pouch from his belt. He took an empty satchel from his pocket and dropped half of the jewels into it.

“Here,” Moses said as he handed me the satchel with half the fee. “Give this to the dock manager on your way out.”

I looked at Treyin and Leith to confirm they were ready to leave and then exited the skiff after they nodded at me. The dock manager was waiting at the bottom of the ramp with a dozen armed men. Rust tinged their weapons, and their enchantments flickered with shoddy runes. They would be incapable of doing little more than scratching our armor, but we had limited time to complete the mission.

“Just what the hell are a bunch of Perovians doing flying a cloaked Dax skiff to the Bastion?” the manager asked after I handed over the satchel.

“I am joining the Bone King’s harem,” Treyin replied with a distinctly Perovian accent.

“Still doesn’t explain why you’re traveling on a Dax vessel.”

Leith slid his dagger from his belt and thrust it against the manager’s throat. The armed men brandished their weapons, but Treyin raised her hand and they suddenly dropped them. Pistols and rifles clattered to the platform, joined by a smattering of swords and knives.

“Your men wouldn’t want to harm such a beautiful woman,” Treyin said to the manager, and I could tell she charmed every single pirate except for him.

“No more questions,” Leith said as he pressed the blade to the man’s throat.

“I am merely curious,” the manager protested.

“Would you like to die, pirate?” the slayer asked. “Because I haven’t killed anyone yet, and I am really starting to ache for the opportunity. No more questions. Keep our skiff docked here until we return. Got it?”

The pirate swallowed, and his throat bulged against Leith’s blade. He forced a nod, and the slayer withdrew his weapon.

“Good,” Leith said, and then he narrowed his eyes at Treyin. “Although I was almost wishing one of his guards would have made a move.”

“You are too eager,” the empath said. “You forget we don’t have time to fight every man who looks at you sideways.”

“I didn’t forget; I enjoy fighting!” Leith said with a laugh. “It would have taken us all of two minutes to deal with this rabble.”

Treyin sighed. “You never change, do you?”

“Why would I? I’m perfect the way I am.” The slayer nudged me, and I gave him a smile.

“We should get moving, sir,” I said.

“Right. How far is the palace?”

“Twenty minutes,” the manager responded before I could answer. He dabbed a spot of blood from his neck, and he seemed like he wanted to be done with this business transaction as quickly as possible.

“Ah, that’s twenty minutes longer than I wanted to wait,” Leith said.

“For what?” Treyin asked, and the hint of a smile touched her blue lips.

“To murder someone,” the slayer said with a much-too-wide grin.

The manager’s eyes widened, and he looked hesitantly at the two slayers as though they might kill him and his men before leaving the docks. Treyin chuckled as the pirates quaked in their filthy equipment, but Leith just smirked.

The manager was all too eager to show us to the exit where a guard punched a button beside the door, and as soon as the metal slab eased open, my eyes were assaulted with the sting of polluted air. While I could have breathed more easily with my helmet activated, it would blow my cover, so I endured the stench.

Neon signage peeked through the smog, and hover-vehicles soared above me in complete disarray, as though they were proving how close they could get to each other without a crash.

On the ground, thousands of people bustled along a large road. Naked women peddled their wares beside gutters filled with a murky liquid and discarded refuse towered almost as high as the scrap-metal buildings. I could see massive barbeques with sizzling meat, but I couldn’t imagine eating any of the food without catching some disease. Laughter and cackling echoed above the roar of engines, and the discordant thumping of dozens of sound systems from the various pubs and taverns pounded against my chest.

I almost felt like I had entered an entire planet reserved for the criminally insane.

“It will take us too long to wade through the crowds,” Treyin said. “I shall find us transport.”

The empath hailed a passing hovercraft, and its engines sputtered while smoke belched out from its exhaust in a thick haze. It descended so we could all board, but none of us took a step toward it.

“We can’t walk?” Leith asked as he scowled at the grimy vehicle when its door opened.

“Through that crowd?” Treyin motioned at the huge swathes of people filling the streets. “We are unlikely to reach the palace before the week’s end, and we have many things to do. Besides, this vehicle will be our means of returning to the dock once we obtain the cube and the enchanters.”

“Ahh,” Leith groaned as he stepped inside the hovercraft. Although he was the commanding officer, I got the feeling he wasn’t accustomed to others accompanying him on missions. He seemed more accustomed to taking orders, and I imagined his solo roles involved simple retrievals and assassinations. He was almost as displeased to be wearing the Perovian outfit as he was to be sitting inside the hovercraft’s filthy compartment.

I took the front passenger seat while Treyin and Leith huddled together in the rear. The vehicle’s interior overflowed with a musky scent as though the driver cleaned it with several liters of perfume rather than disinfectant. Although we were all disguised by our outfits and Treyin’s charm, I couldn’t help feeling a little wary of the pirate beside me.

He gave me a black-gummed smile as his knobby hands wrapped around the steering wheel in a chokehold. “Ahoy, friends. Where to?”

“The Bone King’s palace,” I answered.

“Sounds like you folks have a death wish.” The pirate eased the hovercraft into the air, and then we were shooting across the busy highway. “Either that, or the beautiful lady behind me is joining the king’s harem.”

“Yes,” Treyin said. “How did you know?”

“Only one reason why such a beautiful woman sees the Bone King willingly. You’ve got a pair of tits like something from a skin holo, but you’re far too clean to be one of those whores. I bet you will make the king a very happy man.” The man wriggled his thick eyebrows suggestively as he stared at Treyin through the rearview mirror. His gaze made a distinct shift to her breasts, and then his tongue ran across his blackened lips.

The empath scowled as her eyes brightened to small stars, and the man’s expression suddenly turned blank.

“That’s better,” Treyin said as the skin on her face faded from blue to a pale gray. Even though she used her empath powers on the driver, he wouldn’t have seen the change in her face. To him, and to every other person within range of Treyin’s abilities, we were three Perovians.

Now that he was entirely under her command, we shared a silent journey through the city. I peered through the windscreen and watched dilapidated buildings give way to a massive edifice constructed of a bone-white substance. As we drew closer to it, I realized the structure was decorated entirely with bones. Grendel and human remains formed the intricate detailing, and the skeletons of much larger creatures were plastered to the foundational pillars. I could only imagine the amount of work required to keep the edifice clean from smog-stains; an entire army of janitors probably scrubbed its surface daily.

Leith seemed a little too quiet, and every time he glanced out the window he quickly returned his gaze to the craft’s compartment. I wasn’t certain, but he appeared to have a fear of flying, and he smiled with satisfaction when the hovercraft landed outside the palace.

“I guess we know why they call him the Bone King,” the slayer said as he leaped out from the craft, and I half-expected him to kiss the ground.

“You don’t like flying?” I asked.

“Not unless it’s something like a skiff or larger. Sailing in space is a whole lot different to flying planetside. I am a slayer, not a bird.” Leith ended the conversation there as though he had provided a sufficient reason.

“Thank you for the complimentary journey,” Treyin said to the driver through the open window. “I will have need of your services later, so do not go far.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered.

“One other thing,” Treyin said as the doors opened.

“Yes?”

“Do you have a knife?”

I almost stopped the empath, but she gave me a cold stare that kept me quiet.

“Yes,” the driver replied.

“Good. You will use it to shave off those eyebrows. You won’t be wiggling them at any unsuspecting woman anymore.”

“Of course, my lady.” The driver removed a knife from the compartment in front of him and started carving as we exited the vehicle.

“What about his tongue? He did lick his lips when he was ogling at you.” Leith said to the empath as we approached the massive walls surrounding the palace.

Treyin shrugged. “I am not without mercy.”

I shuddered a little inside when I remembered her powers and what they could make someone do. I hoped never to experience them again, but at least they would be useful on this mission.

Guards atop the palace walls pointed their rifles toward us when we neared the gate. Anti-aircraft turrets and shield generators were placed every ten meters along the parapets. The palace was a fortress in every sense of the word, but our methods of penetrating them would be manipulation and stealth, so we didn’t need to worry about the king’s outward show of force.

“Ahoy!” a pirate called as he stepped out from the gate.

More pirates joined him, and they aimed their rifles at us. Unlike the pirates at the dock, these were all clean shaven and looked like they had bathed some time this week. They were wearing what looked like military garb with a skull and crossbones insignia on their chests. Their weapons gleamed like new while the enchantments on their helmets glistened with magical energy. I guessed they wore light armor beneath their fatigues, so these men would pose a problem if they didn’t allow us entry. We could kill them all in a few minutes, but then the gates would close and our chances of accessing the Bone King would drop to zero.

I looked at Treyin, and she gave me a subtle smile that suggested she had everything under control.

“Don’t come any further unless you want to see what enchanted weapons can do to those curves of yours,” the pirate said as he touched a glowing sword hanging from his belt.

We all stopped a dozen meters away from the gate, and Treyin lifted her head like a haughty noble. “Greetings,” she said in her Perovian accent. “I am Countess Guinevere de Troyes of Perovia. I wish to join the Bone King’s harem, and for his extraordinary seed to fill my womb.”

“You don’t waste words, do you?” Leith whispered to the empath.

“We don’t have time to meander, sir,” I whispered back. “We need to enter the palace, and Treyin has the assets to take us inside.”

“You’ll need to wait in line,” the pirate barked back at Treyin. “But I’m sure me and the boys could fill you with some of our ordinary seed.”

The other guards chuckled, and I held back my anger. The pirates seemed to view women like commodities, and I hoped Casey hadn’t been treated poorly. If she had, then I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from avenging her honor.

“You will take me to the Bone King,” Treyin commanded as she lifted her hand to the men. Her eyes blazed a bright blue, and the pirates’ smiles flatlined. All hostility faded, and they lowered their weapons before dropping to one knee.

“Countess. We live to serve,” they all said at once.

“Good. Now take me to the Bone King. And get up off your feet. You will obey my orders, but you will not draw attention to yourselves.”

“Yes, my lady,” they answered.

With an escort of a dozen pirates, we passed through the gatehouse and crossed the inner courtyard. There were more weapons, soldiers, tanks, and other vehicles inside. Pirates surrounded a small arena where two men engaged in a kind of bloodsport. One of the fighters eviscerated the other man, and the onlookers cheered and applauded while intestines splattered to the ground. The dead man was dragged away in a crimson trail that stained the white tiles.

The Bone King seemed constantly prepared for an assault, and I wondered how easy it would be to infiltrate the palace of such a paranoid and barbaric man. So far it was proving elementary, but I doubted obtaining the cube and the enchanters would be without its obstacles.

The charmed pirates led us into the palace proper after flashing identity cards to the security personnel. Our armor beneath our outfits triggered an alarm, but Treyin countered the alert with a raise of her palm and a command to the pirates manning the scanners. Because she couldn’t ensure the security officers would remain silent about what had happened, they joined our escort.

By the time we reached the last access point before the elevator, at least fifty pirates were surrounding us. Whoever was monitoring the surveillance footage would think the situation peculiar, so we didn’t have much time to ascend the elevator and reach the Bone King on the top floor.

“What the fuck is going on here?” a man exclaimed as we all marched toward the elevator. The pirate swerved out from the security terminal, pulled his pistol from his belt, and raised it at Treyin’s head. His eyes darted from one pirate to another, and his eyebrows twisted in confusion.

Treyin surged toward the guard in a flicker of motion and punched his forehead. A blade popped out the other side of the pirate’s skull, and I realized the empath had activated a weapon from her gauntlet. The blood-soaked triangular blade retracted into her right fist, and then she turned to her small platoon of pirates.

“Can someone here activate this elevator?”

“I can, ma’am,” a heavyset pirate said as he moved behind the terminal.

“Is there anything we need to know about what lies on the top floor?” Treyin asked.

“Machinas,” another charmed pirate answered. “They guard the passageways leading to the throne room.”

“I cannot charm machinas,” Treyin said with a frown. “It looks like we will need to do things--”

“My way?” Leith finished for the empath. “It’s about time. I don’t know why we ever wore these stupid disguises in the first place.”

The slayer wrestled the garment over his head for a few seconds before ripping the fabric apart in frustration. He tossed the shredded clothing aside as his helmet closed over his face. His hands reached for the sickles at his side, a scarlet aura pulsed around his armor as he spun the blades in small circles.

Treyin tore her robes away, and her armor beneath gleamed like carved diamond before settling on a silver hue. I didn’t know what substance her items were constructed with, but they made her image a little blurry, and looking at her for more than a second made my eyes streak with pain. The equipment was different from what I had seen her wearing on Ecoma, less gaudy and more appropriate for a clandestine mission. The sleek lines and delicate enchantments curved around her form without making her look bulky.

The empath’s fingers delicately punched a series of sigils on her prot-belt, and then two katars formed over her gauntlets. A lavender aura surrounded the weapons and rippled out from her armor in undulating lines. Before she activated her visor, I saw the deadly expression on her face.

“Treyin has gotten us this far, but you’re going to lead us,” Leith said to me. “I figure you know what it means to be a slayer now. Remember everything I taught you.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“I look forward to fighting alongside you, Nicholas,” Treyin said. “I may even allow you to kill the Bone King.”

“No one kills the Bone King until he tells us where he’s keeping the enchanters,” I said with a little too much force. Leith outranked me, and Treyin would have outranked me had she not left her role aboard the Stalwart.

Neither slayer seemed to mind, and they both nodded at me as though I had given them an order they would obey.

“Alright,” I said as I removed my robes and cast them to the floor. An energy tingled my skin, so I figured Treyin’s charm had vanished from my body. “We need to prevent any reinforcements from arriving before we’ve completed the mission. The Bone King purposefully designed this place with only one elevator to his floor, so we need to block this passageway.” I stared at Treyin’s platoon of pirates for a bit while I considered what purpose they might serve. “How far is the range on your charm, Treyin?”

“With this many under my sway? Thirty meters at the most.”

“Can you somehow increase it?”

“Only if I am enhancing latent feelings.”

I remembered the bloodsport game outside the palace and a thought came to me. I imagined that level of violence between fellow soldiers would only be sanctioned to prevent dissension among the ranks. It was a barbaric practice used to instil fear and respect, but it would also breed resentment in the troops.

But those same emotions were fertile ground for an empath.

“What if you were to make them cover us?” I asked. “They could hunker down here, create some barricades, and prevent anyone from accessing the elevator.”

“That sounds complex,” she answered. “I’m not sure I could--”

“You said you could use latent emotions,” I cut her off. “They probably hate each other as much as they hate us. Find that emotion and turn it all the way up.”

“Let me see what I can work with.” The empath took a few seconds as she folded her hands behind her back and marched through the pirate ranks. “You are correct, Nicholas. There is much I can use here. Their minds harbor more than enough latent anger and resentment for a very violent brawl.” Treyin’s lips curled into a smile of pure pleasure.

“Good. Use that. Make them enraged. We need enough time to reach the throne room even if we’re detected. Treyin, can you get one of these pirates to show us the vault’s surveillance feed? I think we should see what we’re dealing with before we enter the elevator.”

The empath motioned to one of the men, and he obeyed with haste. In less than ten seconds, I was staring at a network of passageways ending in a huge circular chamber. There wasn’t a feed of the final room, but the map listed it as the Bone King’s throne room.

The journey wouldn’t be without its problems since every passageway was guarded by machinas. I had learned the cyborgs were not only composed of organic and biomechatronic components but they also possessed diviner abilities. Their mutations would detect any insurgent thoughts before any member of the king’s cohort could attempt an assassination. The cyborgs would also function as excellent surveillance in case any enemies snuck into the palace.

The Ecomese implants inside our skulls made us immune to any thought-probing, so we would be effectively invisible to them as long as we remained out of sight. The surveillance cameras would be an issue, but I figured there might be a way of taking them out.

“Treyin, do any of the men under your charm know how to hack into the surveillance systems?” I asked.

Treyin turned to them, and then a pirate quickly went to work from a terminal. His fingers struck the keys with incredible speed, and soon all the surveillance inside the passageways was scrambled.

“You have less than ten minutes before it comes back, my lady,” the pirate said as he stepped away from the computer.

“Ten minutes? We could kill those machinas, share a few rounds of beer, and take out the Bone King by then.” Leith nudged me, and I gave him a small smile.

I wasn’t so confident, but I knew we would do whatever necessary to complete the mission.

“Inform the machinas that another female will be coming to join the king’s harem,” Treyin commanded another charmed pirate, and the man relayed the information over the radio. Once the conversation finished, the pirate activated a code sequence for the elevator from inside and Treyin entered the compartment.

I activated my energy shield over my left gauntlet as the elevator doors closed and we ascended. Then I released my falchion from my magnetons and held my fingers over my belt so I could activate my Shroud rune.

The elevator halted, and I triggered the enchantment. Treyin and Leith vanished a second before the doors opened, and the three machinas standing guard outside glanced at each other in confusion.

“Where is the girl?” a machina said after he pressed the radio function on his prot-belt.

I slinked toward the cyborg and slashed his stomach with my shortsword. Wires and cables spilled out of his abdomen, and I wrenched them apart with a vicious twist of my free hand. The machina’s golden eyes flickered out, and he collapsed.

Leith and Treyin appeared over two other dead cyborgs, and then I gestured for them to follow me. I recalled the layout from the surveillance feed as I moved toward the next guarded section. I stopped at a corner, planted my back against the wall, and then indicated the rune on my falchion.

“Need a few seconds for it to regenerate,” I whispered to the others.

They nodded back at me, and then the rune glistened when it had recharged. I activated the Shroud, swung into the next passageway, and slammed into a nearby machina.

It pulled me to the ground, but my powerful legs pinned its hips. I raised my falchion to split its metal skull, but its right hand gripped my forearm so I couldn’t complete the attack. I grabbed the bladed end of my sword with my left hand and pushed the weapon horizontally. The machina tried to press against me, but he proved too weak. The edge met the cyborg’s chin, and then I carved its face in half. The machina’s electrical innards sparked while its human brain electrified in a puff of smoke.

I jumped from the dead machina and peered down the passageway. An alarm had been triggered, but Leith and Treyin were both appearing and disappearing in a dozen flashes as they killed the machinas. It almost looked like they were teleporting because of a frequent succession of Shroud runes.

My equipment wouldn’t match that feat, but I had my mutation. I could mimic their fighting style by using teleports.

I summoned my ability while I concentrated on the last living machina in this passageway. I teleported in front of the cyborg and slammed my energy shield into its skull. The machina’s glass cranium shattered, and the shards plunged into its brain.

We continued through the passageways, and our blades quickly felled every machina we encountered. With Treyin and Leith by my side, I felt like I was already a slayer.

The machinas were probably enslaved by the pirate king, but it was either kill them or capture them, and we didn’t have time for the latter.

Alarms blared in my ears as machine guns appeared from the ceilings. The projectiles struck our prot-fields a few times, but I destroyed the weapons with the powerful strokes of my shortsword before my forcefield dropped below zero.

An energy wall appeared over the final passageway, and the remaining three cyborgs waited behind it. I couldn’t hear what they were saying through the forcefield, but I guessed they were screaming through their comms for someone to help them.

“You think your pirates have killed many of their own by now?” I asked the empath.

“Undoubtedly.”

I turned to Leith and smirked. “Does that count for her tally?”

“Of course not. A kill is only valid if you make it with your own weapon.”

“That’s not true,” Treyin countered. “And you know it.”

“Unless you plan to go back down the elevator and count every dead pirate, then it’s not valid.”

I chuckled at the slayers as I watched the machinas desperate attempt to call for assistance.

“I got this,” I said to Treyin and Leith before I teleported behind the obstruction.

The cyborgs were frozen for half a second in disbelief, and I severed the limbs from one before it could raise its hand for an energy blast. The armless machina screamed in agony as I plunged my blade into the chest of another. As the dying cyborg fell, I spun and decapitated the third.

I deactivated the energy wall so Treyin and Leith could pass through, and we sprinted to the massive door behind the throne room. I punched the control panel to try to open it, but the only result was a click from the arming mechanism in the center. I dragged a dead machina to the bioreader and held its hand over the scanner, but the door still wouldn’t open.

“Shit,” I said. “I can’t teleport through it without knowing what’s on the other side.”

“We do not have much time. My charmed pirates have all died,” Treyin said as the veins beneath her skin glowed blue. “Reinforcements via the elevator should be arriving soon.”

“And we’re stuck in here,” Leith said as he tried to jimmy the giant arming lock with a dagger.

The mechanisms inside the door started to click like a timepiece, and then the door pulled open.

“Huh?” Leith looked down at his dagger, up at the lock, and then shrugged. “I guess I’ll add master locksmith to my list of skills.”

“I do not think you were the one to open the door.” Treyin gestured into the next chamber.

My precision-vision focused on a figure seated on a throne at the end of the room. He was wearing power armor constructed with what looked like a mix of human and Grendel bones. Wisps swirled around his body and seemed to pass through his solid form before appearing on the other side. They reminded me a little of Elle’s Medusa-link, except these were neon green rather than black.

This man could only be the Bone King.

“Ah, the RTF knights,” he said. “I was wondering when you would pay a visit to my beloved planet.”
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Chapter 17

The Bone King clapped slowly as I stared at him through the doorway. “Well done. No one who has infiltrated my palace has ever gotten as far as the throne room. Although, I must say, I was expecting more than just three knights.”

The pirate laid both legs over the throne, tilted his head back, and yawned. A calm smile spread his bearded face, and he seemed not the slightest bit concerned with our arrival.

His confidence made me cautious, and I indicated for Treyin and Leith to remain outside the hall so we could figure out what he was planning. As soon as we entered the throne room, we would be at the mercy of whatever trap or ambush the king intended for us.

A collection of bones hung from the ceiling by wires, arranged like museum pieces. The artifacts of monstrous creatures were both terrifying and breathtaking, but none of the skeletal forms looked like Grendels. They were some kind of void monsters that had been summoned by enchanted equipment. Normally such creatures never left remains since they vanished after the power of a summoner’s rune depleted. Somehow, the Bone King had managed to keep the monsters in this world after their deaths, polish their bones, and then hang them from his throne room like barbaric ornaments. They didn’t look like weapons, so I figured they were more for effect than defense.

I turned my attention from the ceiling and back to the Bone King. A golden cube rested on the right arm of his throne, and a shimmer at the bottom of the platform suggested the king was protected by a high-level forcefield preventing us from easily ascending the stairs.

“Why do you tarry?” the Bone King called from his throne. “Do you not wish to retrieve your cube and learn where your enchanters are being kept?”

“You speak really well for a pirate,” Leith spat. “And you have too many teeth.”

“I was not always a pirate. I merely became king to them. I was once like you: an RTF knight.”

“You’re a traitor to the crown,” I hissed. “And we’re going to rip you apart, take the cube, and then find our enchanters.”

“That will prove a difficult task for you.” The pirate-knight sighed as he traced a finger around the transporter cube’s edges.

One hundred meters of marble tiles separated the entrance door from the throne. I could see the faint shimmer of runes etched into their polished surface, but they didn’t appear active, so they probably featured a pressure trigger.

“I think there are traps inside the hall,” I explain to the others. “Do you see the runes on the tiles?”

“I see them,” Leith confirmed. “But they don’t trigger traps.”

“Runetech?” I asked after recalling the nullification runes inside the Aquitanian surveillance facility.

“Nah,” the slayer said. “I saw similar ones at the Facility. They disable mutations. Including yours.”

“They also prevent my empathic abilities,” Treyin said as she studied them.

“What happens if I try to teleport?” I asked.

“You even so much as communicate with the nanorunes inside you, and you’re likely to explode,” Leith said.

“So how do we get to the Bone King?” Treyin asked. “The forcefield he hides behind is impenetrable.”

“What about your vibrating ability you used inside Ramsay’s hall?” I asked Leith.

“It won’t work. The pirate’s forcefield is too strong.”

“Well, we can’t turn back now,” I said. “We’ll find a way to breach the shield.”

“If we march in there, we will be at his mercy,” the empath argued.

“I know, but I’m sure we can take whatever he throws at us. I can’t allow this mission to fail.”

“It’s settled then. We’re going in there.” Leith took the curved swords from over his shoulders. “Lead the way, Nick.”

I doubted the king would be without defenses, but we had defeated all kinds of enemies before. I knew Leith’s fighting abilities would outmatch almost any opponent, and Treyin possessed combat skills rivaling the best knights.

With the two slayers by my side, I stepped warily into the room. The doors shut behind us, and the arming mechanisms clicked.

There would be no fleeing now. But I didn’t intend on leaving the hall until I wrenched the cube from the pirate’s hands and cleaved his head from his shoulders.

All signs of boredom vanished from the Bone King’s face, and he suddenly stood from his throne to raise his skull-tipped scepter.

“So you decided to enter? That is a mistake you will regret. Now you shall see my true power!” he screamed as the eye sockets on his weapon glowed with a brilliant light and dozens of crackling spheres erupted from its tip. I prepared myself to evade the projectiles, but they didn’t hurtle toward us. Instead, the energy balls slipped through the forcefield and spun upward until they severed the wires suspending the skeletal forms.

As the giant bones dropped, I dove toward Leith and Treyin and wrapped my arms around them. I pulled them to the ground as the remains struck the floor where we had been standing.

I got to my feet and then glanced to either side at similar collections of bones that had dropped from other sections of the ceiling. A few of them were broken, but most remained intact.

“What the fuck is this?” Leith asked, and he stifled a laugh. “Falling skeletons? Is that the best you have, pirate?”

Treyin chuckled a bit. “It seems he truly is the master of bones. A pity they cannot fight for him.”

“You speak too soon, empath,” the Bone King said as the green entities swirling around his armor flew toward the bone piles. The spirits swirled around the remains before lifting them and sorting them into ten giant skeletal creatures.

Neon green lights entered their skulls, and they opened their maws to screech. Sinuous flesh built around their joints, but it was a putrid greenish color rather than the pink of healthy tissue. Insect-like wings extended from their shoulders while lengthy blades curved from each fingertip. A rancid stench of death accompanied the formation of these hideous creatures, and my helmet’s internals whirred as the filtration systems expunged the odor.

“Bone Fiends,” Leith said with a serious tone. “Looks like this bastard is a Lich knight.”

“Was a Lich knight,” I corrected the slayer. “He’s a traitor now, so we need to distribute the Queen’s justice.”

“Aye, but we’ll need to deal with these fucking demons first.”

The two Lich knights I fought in the past had been my most difficult opponents. The last managed to resurrect himself from the dead, and now the Bone King had given new life to the skeletons of these void creatures.

We were in for a tough fight, but I wouldn’t lose. Casey was somewhere inside this palace, and I planned on finding her before the day ended. A Lich knight turned pirate king and his demonic minions wouldn’t stop me.

Treyin and Leith both triggered more complex runes on their equipment, and their items burst with light. The air pulsed about them, and specks of dust fluttered around their enchanted auras. The hairs all over my body bristled beneath my armor while my pulse quickened.

We charged the Bone Fiends, but they thrashed their wings and took flight above us before we could attack. I saw a flash of movement from my right and jumped aside. I dodged the barb, and the spike on the end of a whip-like tail struck the ground. The demon tails only looked a few meters long, but the one that almost hit me had extended at least twenty meters.

“Don’t let their tails pierce your armor!” Leith screamed as he darted beneath one of the creatures. “Keep moving!”

Another barbed tail flung at me, but I lifted my energy shield above my head and deflected it. A corrosive substance oozed over the shield when the spike struck, and then the forcefield disappeared. I attempted to activate the energy targe again, but the rune was completely dead.

Leith growled as a tail wrapped around both his arms. The runes on his gauntlets exploded with light, and he heaved the Bone Fiend from the air. The creature’s wings were unable to sustain flight, so it slammed into the glowing tiles, and then we all pounced on it. My falchion severed the demon’s head, and the animating spirit screamed as it fled the scattered bones and returned to the king’s chest armor.

The Bone King stretched his left hand, and the spirit left his armor and entered another skeleton on the ceiling. The animated corpse wrenched free of the metal cables and joined the other flying undead creatures above us.

Even if we killed all the demons, the pirate would simply summon more since there were dozens of skeletons still suspended above us. He seemed content to watch the fight from his throne, and I imagined he considered himself completely invulnerable while the runes beneath us blocked any magical abilities and the forcefield prevented us from reaching him.

I let the problem stew in my mind while I activated my speed sequence to evade a monster’s whip. The creature flew almost faster than my eyes could detect, and a spike glanced across my armor. The corrosive material covering the tips tore through my vest’s outer plating. A cooling agent ejected from inside my armor, but the acid had already done too much damage. Alarms blared inside my helmet while blinking warning signs flashed across my visor. My vest was still operational, but it was now vulnerable. A single blunt force attack would crumple the item and render it useless.

Leith had given me the vest only yesterday, and the very next mission almost destroyed it. Anger poured through me, but I channeled the emotion so it wouldn’t consume me. I needed clarity of thought to defeat the demons since I couldn’t expect them to act like Grendels.

The Bone Fiends seemed intelligent, and they soared above us while their tails darted down like swooping eagles. I had fought Nagas before, and they used their appendages similarly. We defeated those creatures by pinning their tails, but the demonic entities the pirate summoned could fly. Their tails moved too quickly and were too thin to pin down.

I considered how to take out the enemy when it could fly beyond my reach. All void creatures were invulnerable to regular weaponry so even a rifle would have been ineffective. Without my longsword, there was only one item in my current repertoire that could execute an effective long-range attack.

My Hammer of the Lightning Sprite.

I took the weapon in my left hand and then initiated a summoning attack by striking the ground beneath a Bone Fiend. An energy bolt erupted from the ceiling and slammed into the demon. The monster exploded in a cascade of bones and sparks, and then a sprite entered through a portal.

I summoned a Void Serpent from my prot-belt, and the scaled creature uncoiled from a portal. My fingers danced across my belt’s sigils to activate the rune on the Overlord’s Heart followed by my cloak’s Minion Speed (+1). My Lightning Sprite took the summoned serpent in its clawed feet and surged with increased swiftness toward a Bone Fiend. The elemental dropped the snake onto a demon, and the monster tried to tear my coiled summon from its neck. The serpent snapped the Bone Fiend’s spine as it constricted, and the bones clattered to the ground.

The Lightning Sprite maneuvered around the much larger creatures with ease, and its claws tore gaping holes in the enemies’ leathery wings. Without the ability to fly, the fiends crashed to the tiles, and as soon as they hit the ground, the slayers descended upon them. Leith’s swords separated bones from decaying flesh while Treyin drove the spirits from the skeletons by puncturing skulls with her katars. I tore through the flightless demons with my falchion and bludgeoned its bones to powder with my mace. Green spirits fluttered from the disintegrated skeletons and returned to the Bone King.

My sprite yielded to its void world, and I couldn’t summon another one for a bit. There were still dozens of skeletons above us, and the pirate continued to animate them as soon as a spirit flew back to him.

I took a Knife of the Storm in each hand and circled around a skeletal monster while its tail pursued me. The demon screeched louder and louder with every failed attempt to strike me with the poisoned barb. I moved outside the monster’s range so it would pursue me closer to the wall. As soon as it neared, I activated my speed sequence and vaulted up the wall. Five running steps took me four meters high, and then I pushed off the wall with my right foot before soaring toward the fiend. I clutched both knives in a reverse grip and plunged them into the decaying tissue between the demon’s ribs.

With my weapons buried in the monster, I let go of the knife in my right hand, took another from my thigh holsters, swung forward, and then drove the third knife into the demon’s abdomen. The blade sank into the necrotic tissue and slid a little, but it remained inside the creature. I dropped my left hand again, but this time I activated the Storm Bolt rune from my prot-belt. Blue electricity surged along the monster’s body, and the flesh holding the bones together disintegrated in a puff of unholy smoke. I landed deftly on my feet as the fiend’s remains struck the ground around me.

The Bone King released more spheres from his scepter, and more skeletons fell from the ceiling. The green spirits moved from the pirate’s armor, traveled toward the new piles, and birthed more demons.

“Can you take them from the air?” I asked Leith as I gestured at his sickles.

“You got it,” the slayer answered while he spun the chains like lassos.

Leith released the coils with an overhead throw, and the bladed ends of the slayer’s weapon hooked onto a fiend’s shoulders. He hauled the creature from the air, and it smacked into the tiles with a loud crack. I pulverized its skull with my hammer and mashed the bones into a white powder until the spirit left its body.

The Bone King sent the same spirit into another pile of bones as soon as it returned to him, and I realized we couldn’t keep fighting them. He had a nearly limitless supply of creatures to animate, and it didn’t seem like the phantoms could be harmed. With the forcefield protecting him, we couldn’t destroy the chest armor granting him with the ability either.

But maybe we could ensure he had no material to work with.

“I don’t think the Bone King will be able to summon anymore if we destroy the bones first,” I barked at the slayers as I dodged an incoming barbed tail.

Leith caught a tail in his hand, twisted it around his forearm, and tugged a fiend to the ground. “You’re probably right,” he said after his sword carved the demon’s skull in two. “But unless you can fly, you can’t get up there.”

The ceiling was at least forty meters above us, and even a firearm would have difficulty severing all the cables holding the bones. If I could somehow reach the wires and cut them down, then the skeletons would fall to the ground. Then the slayers could pulverize the bones to dust so they couldn’t be reanimated.

This would have been a good time for Olav’s jetpacks, but the mission’s stealth requirement had prevented me from equipping one. But maybe I wouldn’t need a jetpack.

More than two minutes had transpired between summoning my last sprite, so I activated my hammer’s rune and called another elemental into this world. I knew the creature was incredibly strong for its size, and I took a gamble by assuming it could carry me. Upon hearing my mental command, the sprite swooped down, latched its talons onto my chest armor, and took flight. Its wings beat a little slowly, but it adjusted for my weight in seconds.

We lifted into the air and maneuvered around the undead demons as I slashed the cables with my falchion. When the wires severed, the skeletons crashed to the floor. Treyin and Leith went to work crushing the bones to the point where the Bone King couldn’t animate them.

My Lightning Sprite took me toward the ground, but it vanished when the timer on my hammer’s rune ran out. I dropped ten meters, landed on my feet, and the tiles shattered around my boots. There were only a few animated Bone Fiends remaining, and they had assembled around Treyin and Leith.

Even after we killed the creatures, we still wouldn’t be any closer to capturing the Bone King since he was safe behind his forcefield, and I doubted he would remain behind there for long. I could see the combination of fear and surprise on his face, so I guessed he would flee the throne room at any moment.

I figured I could attack the forcefield with the hope of bringing it down, so I rushed toward the throne and rammed my lightning mace into it. As soon as the weapon’s metal face struck the energy dome, I was thrown backward, and the air ejected from my lungs. The attempt damaged my armor a little, and if I continued this plan of attack, I would probably end up dead.

“You cannot reach me here,” the Bone King said as he gave me a satisfied smile. Only a few meters separated us, but he was right. The forcefield was too strong.

I took a second to change tactics, and I quickly went through my equipment to find some way of breaching the shield. Leith and Treyin were close to finishing off the last of the demons, so I knew I had little time.

I glanced at my left gauntlet and tried to activate the energy shield again. The acid had completely destroyed the item’s runes, and I remembered how it melted my gauntlet’s energy field effortlessly. An idea popped into my head, and I sprinted toward a Bone Fiend’s corpse. Even though the spirit no longer animated the skeleton, its necrotic flesh remained.

“What the hell are you doing, Nick?” Leith called out as he pulled his daggers up a demon’s back. The twin slices separated the creature’s spine from the rest of its body, and the phantom flew back to the king.

“I have an idea, sir,” I said as I severed one of the demon’s tails.

“Be quick about it. We’re almost done here.”

I squeezed the tail a little, and acid jetted from the sack on the end. I realized I was now holding some kind of energy weapon that operated according to the physics of the void worlds rather than this dimension.

As more Bone Fiends materialized around me, I evaded their cracking tails and sprinted toward the king’s throne. I came to the forcefield and thrust the barbed tail inside it. The energy field closed around the appendage, and I tore the acid sack open with both my hands. Corrosive ooze splattered along the forcefield, and it disintegrated like a flame to paper. The cooling agent bathed my gauntlets and prevented the acid from destroying them.

I bounded up the steps while the Bone King fled the throne and moved toward the rear wall. His fingers tapped a sequence of sigils, and a rectangular outline glowed along the metal. A door swung open, and the king stepped through it. I grabbed the pirate before he could escape, and I tore the transporter cube from his hand. He slammed a knee into me, and my vest crumpled. The full force of his armored strike pounded the center of my chest, and I flew backward like I had been hit by a cannon.

I forced myself to stand as I sucked air into my lungs, but the pirate had already escaped through the doorway. The exit closed and then disappeared like it was never there at all.

The transporter cube vibrated in my hands, but we had lost the Bone King. He held the knowledge of the enchanters’ location, and we were running out of time to find them. The palace would be overrun with pirates in minutes, and then our time would be spent fighting them rather than retrieving the enchanters.

I turned to Leith and Treyin and saw them deal a killing blow to the final Bone Fiend.

“Where did the pirate go?” Leith asked as I deactivated the forcefield so he could ascend the steps.

“Through a hidden doorway. He activated it through the sigils on the wall,” I said as I gestured at the symbols engraved into the metal.

“He escaped?” Leith sighed.

“Yes, sir, but I obtained the cube.” I opened my palm and showed Leith the glowing box.

“That you did. It’s marvelous.” The golden light sparkled in his dark eyes, and he seemed to calm a little. “But slayers are meant to slay, so we need to find that traitorous scumbag and slit his throat.”

“We still need to find the enchanters, sir,” I said as I pocketed the item. “We can deal with the Bone King another time.” I hated to let the asshole go, but my thoughts were of my girlfriend.

If Casey had been harmed, then I wouldn’t leave this planet until the Bone King paid the price. For now, I prayed to the stars she was safe and not too difficult to find.

“I have no doubt we shall see the pirate again,” Treyin said as she deactivated her helmet and sauntered to the throne. Her armor was covered in dust from pulverized demon bones, and her Perovian makeup had faded to reveal gray Ecomese skin.

“My chest armor,” Leith said as he noticed the crumpled item on my torso. He ran his hands over the rent in the middle, and he shook his head. “That’s going to take a lot of repairing, but at least it wasn’t your ribcage.”

“Yeah,” I said, and then turned to study the sigils on the rear wall while my mind filtered through the various combinations the Bone King might have used. I hadn’t seen the entire sequence, but I touched one resembling it. The runes illuminated, and four meters to my right a doorway appeared before sliding open.

“This isn’t the one the Bone King went through,” I said with a disappointed sigh, “but I still think we should take it. This place is going to be flooded with pirates when the reinforcements come. Killing them will slow us down, and we’re running out of time to rescue the enchanters and return to the skiff.”

“Aye,” the slayer said with a slow nod. “Alright. Through the door we go!”

He marched into the next passageway, and I followed alongside him with Treyin covering our rear. The sound of laughter and the steady hum of running water filtered into the corridor.

Leith gestured for us to wait while he went ahead, and I took my falchion in hand while I watched the slayer approach the corner. He peered past the wall and then quickly hurried back.

“It’s the harem,” Leith said, and his voice sounded a little strange.

“Casey might be in there,” I said. Although she was an excellent enchantress, she was also incredibly beautiful. The Bone King could have easily made her part of his harem rather than sent her to work on runes.

I crossed the corridor, stepped through the doorway, and found the reason for Leith’s peculiar tone. The dark metal passageways behind us didn’t prepare me for looking into a marble bathhouse filled with beautiful women in sheer silk robes. They numbered beyond a hundred, and every one of them was perfection embodied. A group laughed as they lounged on day beds while nibbling ripe fruit. Others drifted in the water of the center pool, completely naked with their hair tied into buns atop their heads. More beauties lazed inside tents with overhanging drapes, and I could see their shadows as they embraced one another. The outline of their breasts told me only women were inside those tents, and I doubted the Bone King would let any other men sully his property, anyway.

I felt like I had been transported to a dream world designed for men, and something triggered inside me. The Bone King kept these women like slaves, and while most seemed to be enjoying themselves, a few looked like they despised their present existence. Three women fought for my affections, but I would never make them mine unwillingly.

The Bone King’s method was a disgusting practice that sullied the otherwise heavenly scene. I swallowed a little and moved farther into the room. I crouched behind a marble pillar and gestured for Leith and Treyin to follow me. The empath came without delay, but Leith took a few seconds to break free of the harem’s allure.

“Any sign of Casey?” he asked, and he seemed hesitant to peer around the pillar’s curved corner.

“No,” I said. There were at least a dozen redheads among the women, but none was the enchantress.

I heard a cry from behind me, and the splitting sound of shattering glass. I turned to see a topless blonde woman clasp her hands to her mouth in shock. Her large breasts jiggled with the movement, and I sprinted toward her. I clamped my hand over her mouth, wrapped my other arm around her waist to clamp down her arms, and pulled her behind a pillar. I could smell the perfume in her flowing hair and see the sweat quickly bead on her tanned flesh.

“No screaming,” I said as I scanned the room, but it was too late. The pillar barely hid us from the eyeshot of the other women, and they all turned to look at me. I was an armored man restraining one of their own, and the screams that came next echoed through the bathhouse.

A moment later the women scattered from the pool, lounges, and tents. They were replaced by dozens of armed pirates marching into the bathhouse, fully armed and prepared for battle.

“Go,” I said as I released the blonde from my grip. “Things are about to get bloody.”

The beautiful woman looked up at me as though confused by me releasing her, but she hurried away all the same. I took a Knife of the Storm in one hand and my falchion in the other.

“We don’t have a lot of time to deal with them,” I said to Treyin and Leith as they came alongside me.

“There are little more than fifty,” Leith said as he took a sickle in each hand and pulled the chain taut. “Slaying them shouldn’t take us more than a few minutes.”
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Chapter 18

The pirates screamed as they sprinted toward us, and I ducked below the slashing strike of a scimitar. Rifle fire peppered my prot-field as I drove my knife into the man’s sword arm and then rammed my blade between the plates in his armor. With each thrust, hot blood spurted over my hands, and I only stopped to counter an attack from another pirate.

Before I could take his life, Leith’s sickle sank into the pirate’s throat, and then the enemy’s armor peeled back after the slayer tugged on the other end of the chain. The pirate’s neck tore open, and blood sprayed over my visor. Crimson specks obscured my vision for a second until the helmet’s cleaning systems removed them.

More enemies flooded into the bathhouse, and I welcomed their arrival. Every life I took was one less pirate to torment the universe. The enemies’ minor runes pulsed as they activated, but their enchantments couldn’t match my Squire class equipment.

My falchion hacked the pirates’ light armor like cheap metal, and the internals sparked and smoked as I severed their electronics. My blade lacerated organs while blood splashed over my body. My hammer crushed armor and the bones beneath, and the screams of my foes only encouraged me to fight with increased swiftness and savagery.

I could barely see Leith and Treyin fighting around me, but their battle cries filled my ears. I spared them only a second glance, and they seemed to be enjoying the battle as much as me. As more reinforcements entered the bathhouse, I pushed a squad of pirates backward with a burst of slashes, swings, and strokes. Each motion of my sword arm found a weak point, and the pirates quickly dropped away like exterminated insects.

The last pirate edged toward the pool in the center of the room, and I plunged my sword into his chest before delivering an underhand blow with my hammer that sent him flying backward. His arms flailed as he screamed, and then he crashed into the water. Scarlet tendrils floated from his corpse, and soon the once pristine water became a pale pink.

I turned to survey the rest of the bathhouse and noticed only a single pirate squad remained. I started running toward them but stopped short when they turned their swords upon each other. In a chaotic blur of movement, blades hacked at armor and flesh until only one pirate was left standing. Covered in the blood and innards of his comrades, he grinned at Treyin while he plunged a glowing sword through his abdomen.

“I serve you in life and death, my lady,” he whispered before his eyes rolled to the back of his head.

“You killed them all!” a woman yelled, and I turned to see the topless blonde emerge from behind a stone pillar and approach us with a grateful smile. “My mother sent you, didn’t she? I knew she would realize the error of sending me to the Bastion. I knew she loved me.”

I stared into the blonde’s eyes for a moment before regretfully shaking my head. “Your mother didn’t send us. We’re not here to rescue you.”

“What?” The woman’s blue eyes glistened with hurt, and her bottom lip trembled. Her breasts heaved as she buried her head in her hands and bawled.

“Uhh . . . I think we should go,” Leith whispered as he jerked his thumb in the direction of an exit.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “But we should question this woman for information before we leave.”

“Sure,” Leith said with a shrug. “If you can get her talking.”

“I can make her talk,” Treyin said with a devilish smile.

“No,” I said. The woman had already experienced horrors at the hands of the Bone King, and I didn’t want to subject her to the feeling of an empath overriding her will. “This should only take a few seconds.”

The blonde dropped her head and sniffled as I placed a finger under her chin and lifted it. “Hmm?” she asked. Even though I had heard her crying, there weren’t any tears in her eyes.

“We’re looking for a Caledonian enchantress,” I said. “Her name is Casey Roman. She was taken by the Bone King, along with two other enchanters. Her grandfather, Joseph, and Brad Jansen.”

“I am afraid I do not know of any enchantress.” The blonde woman frowned, but I could see she wanted to help. She probably thought we were her ticket out of here, and I would happily take her if she could lead us to Casey.

“Are you sure? She has orange hair, and freckles, and she is . . .” I stared at the woman’s large breasts despite myself. “Petite,” I managed to say.

“Ohhh. Now I remember. Yes, there was such a woman. She was to join the harem after she finished a job for the king.”

“Where is she?” I pressed as I kept an eye on the doorways for any more pirates.

“She is inside the king’s garage,” the blonde replied.

“Can you take us there?” I asked as I grabbed her shoulders.

The woman looked at my hands with a little surprise, and then I quickly dropped them. “Yes, I can. But you must promise to take me with you. I do not want to spend another day inside this disgusting place.”

“Sorry, lass, but we can’t really take anyone with us,” Leith said from over my shoulder. “We’re already pushing the numbers as it is.”

“We should take her, sir,” I said. “She obviously didn’t choose to become part of the Bone King’s harem. It would be dishonorable if we left her here.”

“Ahh, I guess we can always add another person. What’s your name?” the slayer asked the blonde.

“Faye,” she answered as she approached a pirate corpse and removed a fob from the man’s coat pocket. “With this, I can open the door to the garage. I can lead you there now.”

“You may come with us, but our priority is to save our crew members,” Treyin said to the blonde. “If you get in our way, then we shall leave you behind.”

“Understood,” Faye replied before she exited the bathhouse through a passageway to my left.

I followed closely behind the woman while the knights took my rear. Faye proceeded with impressive speed, and I found myself admiring the way her ass moved in the sheer gown. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to take her with us, but my girlfriends would probably have something to say about it.

“Where are the guards?” I asked the blonde after we entered the third passageway since leaving the bathhouse.

“Guards? You slaughtered most of them,” Faye answered as we moved through a room filled with generators.

“What about the Bone King’s army?” Leith asked.

“They number in the hundreds, at least those who remain inside the city.”

“I thought millions of pirates served under him,” I said.

“They do, but they’re pillaging throughout the universe. He is content to remain within his palace with only a few hundred guards because no fleet could ever penetrate the city’s defenses.”

“We did, and we’re not exactly a fleet,” I said.

“That is true,” Faye said as she looked over her right shoulder. Her blue eyes sparkled as her mouth turned into a grateful smile.

“He did say no one has ever made it as far as his throne room,” Treyin said. “It is unlikely he has ever felt the need for more than a battalion of pirates to protect him.”

“Aye,” I said as Faye paused outside a narrow doorway.

“This is the garage. You should find your enchanters inside.” She slipped the fob through the reader and bowed her head a little as the door slid open.

I moved past the blonde and entered a large workshop with dozens of vehicles designed for planetside use. They were all painted in a reflective crimson, and white skull and crossbones insignias marked their outer platings. I saw a flash of orange hair, and my heart leaped a dozen times.

I sprinted toward the person crouching behind the engine of a twenty-meter-long skimmer as my vision started to blacken around the edges. Casey must have heard me coming because she looked up with a scowl. When she noticed who was running for her, her eyes widened before she grinned.

I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her from the ground as time seemed to slow to a standstill. Her hair smelled like a combination of engine grease along with the sweet scent of Arcane Dust particles, and I wished I wasn’t wearing my armor so I could truly feel the softness of her skin. I deactivated my visor and pressed my lips to hers.

“You came for me, Nick,” Casey said after we finished kissing.

“I would never willingly let you be harmed if I could prevent it,” I said. “Are Brad and Joseph alright?”

“We’re over here,” Joseph called from beneath another skimmer. He pushed his feet against the ground so the creeper eased out from the vehicle. The gray-haired man wiped his hands on his overalls, and I held out a hand for him to shake. Instead, he wrapped both arms around my torso and embraced me.

“Thank you!” Brad said after Joseph released me. I hadn’t spent much time with Brad, but he looked at me like I was his favorite person in the universe.

“It was nothing,” I said. “But we should get moving. The Bone King might not have a large army, but they’re bound to be on their way.”

I peered at the doorway and noticed Faye tilting her head into the room. As I caught her eyes, she tried to slink out of sight.

“Come in here,” I called out. “We need to know how to leave the palace.”

The blonde slowly crept into the garage, and I saw Joseph and Brad both ogle at her exposed breasts.

“The only way out of here is to return through the passageways, the bathhouse, the throne room, and then back through the palace proper,” she said.

“It will take too long.” I shook my head. “And we’ll certainly encounter more pirates if we do that.”

Leith smiled a little at the mention of more enemies. “It’s a pity we don’t have more time. We could clear this entire planet of the pirate scourge.”

“Maybe another day,” I said. “Our mission was to get the cube and save our friends. We have to get back to the skiff. Are you sure there’s no other way?” I asked the blonde.

“There is no other way,” she repeated.

“We’ll find one,” I said as I racked my brain for some way out of this mess. We were surrounded by vehicles that could easily fly away from the palace, and some of their weapons might even allow us to breach the forcefield surrounding the walls. But there was no exit out of the garage which seemed essential since they must have entered here at some point, and they would need to leave after they had been fitted. The entire garage was without windows or any other doors except the one we had come through.

I considered teleporting back to the skiff, but I could only take one person at a time. Even if I somehow managed a series of consecutive teleports, my ability would deplete long before I transported everyone to safety.

“Does that mean I can come with you?” Faye interrupted my thoughts.

“Do you know how to fight?” Leith asked.

“Yes,” she answered without a fraction of doubt in her tone.

“I think it’ll be difficult to swing a sword while your bits are all uncovered,” the slayer said, and I could tell he was doing his best not to motion at them.

“Oh . . .” The blonde turned to Joseph and pinched the rag hanging over his shoulder. “May I use this?”

Joseph swallowed and then nodded a bit.

“Thank you,” Faye answered as she twisted the rag into one long strip, wrapped it around each shoulder, and then tied it together into the center of her chest.

“That won’t protect you against anything except gravity,” Casey said with an eye roll before she reached into a case. She took out a prot-belt, cinched it around the blonde’s waist, and then activated the forcefield. “At least this will stop any projectiles from hitting you.”

“Ah, you are most kind. Now, perhaps we should find a way out?”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Joseph said, and he seemed more capable of talking to the woman now that her nipples didn’t attract his attention like two blazing beacons.

“How did the Bone King plan on getting these skimmers out of the garage?” I asked Casey.

“I think there was a door over here at some point,” she said as she gestured at a rectangular outline of welded metal on the wall. “He probably sealed it shut so we wouldn’t escape.”

“It’s a structural weakness,” I said. Many of the vehicles around us sported large engines that could probably generate lots of heat from their twin exhausts. “Could we burn through the welded metal?”

“Unlikely,” Joseph said. “You’d need something with ionic thrusters, not these skimmers and their repulsor engines.”

I examined the weaponry on the skimmers in front of me and a number of guns extending from gleaming exteriors. Many of them could blow a hole in the wall, but they would probably take the roof down at the same time.

I continued looking over the skimmers until I found one with an incredibly powerful prot-field generator. The runic battery appeared large enough to power the shields on a spacefaring vessel, and I recognized the object’s purpose when I spotted an adaptation of my longsword’s Forcewave rune.

“Did you put a rune-cannon on this craft?” I asked Casey as I motioned at the rune beside the prot-field generator.

“Yeah,” she said as she approached. “The Bone King heard about the Stalwart’s latest weapon, so that’s why he wanted Ramsay to provide him with the enchanters. This one can put a hole in almost anything.”

“What about a palace wall?” I asked as I projected the holographic map of the stronghold layout for her to examine. “This room isn’t on the map, but I think we’re here.” I pointed at the easternmost section of the palace. “Which means the welded metal slab behind you is attached to an external wall. Can your prototype cannon get through it?”

Casey’s lips pulled into a sexy smile, and she gave me an open-mouthed kiss. “You’re brilliant, Nick!” The enchantress turned to the others. “Nick, Faye, and I will travel inside this skimmer. Joseph and Brad will fly two others.”

“What’s the plan?” Leith asked.

“We’re going to blast our way out of here!” Casey answered as she lowered the entrance ramp on the largest skimmer.

The others seemed a little surprised by the enchantress, but I nodded at them to obey her.

“Casey knows what she’s doing,” I said as Leith cocked his head at me.

“Oh, I’m sure she does; I just hate flying in these fucking vehicles. They’re too damned small, and you can feel every bump,” the slayer said.

Joseph and Treyin entered one of the smaller crafts while Leith and Brad took another identical vehicle. They were fifteen-meter-long skimmers, completely enclosed beside the open-air hatches for operating a single mounted laser gun. Like the rest of the vehicles inside the garage, they were painted a gleaming crimson with a skull and crossbones detailing. Narrow wings stretched a few meters out from the bodies while dome-shaped repulsor engines allowed the crafts to levitate.

Casey, Faye, and I entered the largest vehicle’s four-seater compartment. When we were all inside, Casey opened a short-range radio to the other crafts.

“This channel is secure, so we can communicate through it while we’re moving toward the docks,” she said to the others. “I’ll blast a hole through the wall, and then you’ll both need to fly closely behind me. The sentries will probably wonder what we’re doing, but hopefully we can get out of the palace before they activate the shields and block us inside.”

“Roger that,” Joseph and Brad replied.

Casey’s take-charge attitude was sexy, and I placed my hand over hers as she initiated the skimmer’s shields. Her fingers closed around a firing stick she used to aim the rune-cannon at the metal panel welded over the doorway. The enchantress pushed the lever to bring the weapon’s intensity to maximum, and the seat beneath me vibrated as the compartment trembled. A concussive blast pounded into the panel, the welds shattered, and the metal ejected into the open air outside the palace.

It took Casey all of three seconds to fire up the skimmer’s engines, and then we were moving through the new exit door. A narrow road extended from the garage and sloped around the palace’s eastern tower, but we flew above it. The two smaller vehicles trailed behind us, and I could faintly see the enchanters in the driver seats of each one.

“Aren’t those anti-craft turrets going to ping us?” Leith’s voice came over the short-range radio.

I recalled seeing the turrets on the palace walls when we had approached the massive edifice, so I knew we would have difficulty flying out of here if the guards learned we weren’t actually pirates. The blasted doorway hadn’t seemed to trigger any alarms, and I didn’t hear any sirens at all while we were in the palace either.

Surely the Bone King would try to stop us at some point? Or had he withdrawn in fear? Too scared to even attempt a retaliation?

“Ahoy! This is Tower 7!” a pirate’s voice barked through the skimmer’s interior radio as we flew over the bone-white edifice. “Who gave you the order to fly three vehicles from the palace?”

“What do we say?” Casey asked me.

“Can you open the channel to the other skimmers?”

“Yeah,” she said as she flicked a switch on the control panel.

“Treyin,” I said. “Can you use your powers on this pirate? We need him not to suspect us.”

“I cannot,” she answered. “The sentry towers are protected by disabling runes.”

“Did you hear me?” the pirate reiterated. “You have ten seconds to answer, or we’re going to blow your craft out of the air. Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

As the pirate’s countdown continued, my mind searched for an explanation. As soon as we spoke, it would become clear none of us were part of the Bone King’s cohort. Before the sentry reached zero, the vehicle’s radio blared with static. I turned to Casey, and she shrugged her shoulders. A hearty tune played a few notes and then a familiar voice filled the craft.

“Attention all citizens and tourists of Pillager’s Bastion. This is your ruler,” the Bone King said. “There are currently three RTF knights posing as Perovians inside my Bastion. They killed my guards, attempted to assassinate me, stole an item of great value, and then defiled my harem. I will provide a bounty of one thousand cabochons per head. There is an empath among them, so they could look like anyone. Trust no one. Barricade the city. Bring me their heads, and I will make you very, very rich.”
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Chapter 19

After the Bone King’s announcement, I detected a flash of light outside our skimmer, and a huge domed forcefield closed around the palace walls.

“This is not good.” Casey continued flying the vehicle toward the fortifications, but there would be no passing the boundary unless we could take out some of the shield generators.

“I think I should have stayed inside the palace,” Faye said from beside me.

“We aren’t dead yet,” I said before I opened the channel to the other skimmers. “Treyin, Leith, and I will operate the mounted guns. We’ll fire upon the shield generators on the walls. As soon as there’s a crack in the forcefield, we’ll fly through it.”

“Aye!” Treyin and Leith both said at once.

I climbed a ladder beneath the mounted gun and popped the hatch when I got to the top. My eyes took a bit to adjust to the light, and then I noted the massive walls surrounding the palace. The forcefield covered the complex in a giant web of hexagonal shapes that shimmered as the orange smog in the city pressed against it.

I activated the laser gun and prepared to fire the weapon as I noticed the two smaller skimmers fly up beside me. Leith and Treyin’s heads emerged from their crafts’ hatches, and the slayers activated the weaponry. I shared a nod with them, and we locked our crosshairs onto the nearest tower.

Before I could fire my weapon, a bright flare flashed toward me, and a projectile struck my skimmer’s shields with an explosion of sparks and flames. The force of the hit sent the vehicle spinning, and I gripped the hatch to stop myself from falling. My gauntlets crumpled the metal a little, my stomach jumped into my throat, and all the blood rushed to my head as the craft tipped upside down.

Shit.

My feet dangled for a few seconds before the vehicle turned upright again, and I slipped along the outer plating as I scrambled back inside the hatch, wrapped my hands around the laser gun, and exhaled with relief.

“Sorry about that,” Casey called out from below. “I had the shields on their lowest setting. I’ve turned them up now, and we should be able to weather the next few hits, but I have to spare a bit for the forcewave. You need to take out the turrets before we get tagged too much.”

“You got it!” I yelled into the grating beneath my feet and smiled a little. We were facing a life and death situation, but I didn’t care. Casey wasn’t dead, tortured, or part of the Bone King’s harem. She was back with me and I would protect her.

No matter what happened next, I would ensure she returned to the Dax skiff safely and got back to the Stalwart. Whatever the pirates threw at us, it would not be enough to prevent me from completing this mission and returning to our starship.

I placed both shoulders beneath the gun’s rests and then tightened the gunner’s belt around my midsection. The weapon thrummed in my hand as the batteries on the underside charged it for release. I targeted a nearby tower and fired. Eight neon green lasers pulsed from the gun and pounded into the structure. The metal exploded, and the sound almost deafened me.

I targeted another tower ten meters to my right while more explosions came from the structures Leith and Treyin had fired upon. Casey took our skimmer closer to the perimeter forcefield while I shot at more of the towers. By the time we reached the shield, I had taken down all the turrets in our vicinity. The towers were designed for aircraft attacking from outside the forcefield, so they didn’t launch any of their anti-aircraft missiles. I guessed they didn’t want to destroy any parts of the palace with projectiles that missed their targets, but they did fire mounted machine guns. The bullets peppered our shields but couldn’t penetrate them.

“I’m releasing our shields and firing at the nearest forcefield generator on the walls,” Casey yelled from below.

The grates beneath my feet vibrated, and then a massive beam of energy discharged from the skimmer. The ray struck the large metal shell protecting the shield generator’s interior, and it crumpled before exploding in a wave of white light. I gripped the gun so I wouldn’t be torn from the vehicle, and I felt like my armor would peel away from my body. The pressure suddenly released, and there was a small gap about ten meters long in the domed forcefield.

“We have to be quick!” Casey yelled, and I saw the skimmers Brad and Joseph were piloting pick up speed behind us.

Our vehicle was the first to shoot through the forcefield’s breach, and the smaller crafts trailed behind us a second before the shield reformed. The Bone King’s vehicles must not have thought we would make it through the forcefield, so the replenished barrier was actually preventing them from pursuing us.

I jumped down the ladder and provided Casey with the coordinates of the dock. She plugged them into the system as we moved toward the highway, and the chaotic sounds of battle grew louder. I wasn’t sure what to expect when we turned the corner, but I wasn’t prepared for the sight.

At least a hundred other aircraft fired at each other while their engines stalled. I couldn’t see any commonalities between the opposing forces, and it looked like every vehicle was fighting for themselves.

“It’s a free-for-all,” Casey said. “What do you think happened?”

“It could be anything,” Faye said as the salvos’ bright lights flashed across her eyes.

“I think they’re all after the bounty,” I surmised. “The Bone King did say to suspect anyone. He couldn’t have said anything worse if he wanted his citizens to help him find us.”

“Why aren’t any of them firing at our skimmers?” Casey asked.

“Our vehicles are marked with the Bone King’s insignia,” I said. “I doubt they’re brave enough to fire at personal hovercrafts of the king. They probably don’t realize the RTF knights they’re looking for are inside.”

“Then we should be able to move through the airway without getting fired at,” Casey said.

“That sounds incredibly risky,” Faye said as she swallowed.

“We don’t have a choice. If we wait here, it won’t be long until more skimmers from the palace come for us. We need to get off this planet ASAP.” I explained the plan to the others over the short-range radio, and they agreed after a little skepticism.

Once we were making our way through the battlefield, I heard my earpiece ding to indicate an incoming communication. The knights were breaking radio silence, so I assumed they had an urgent need to speak with us.

“What’s your status?” Moses asked over comms.

“We have escaped the palace, sir,” I said. “We’re flying to the dock now. Are you still there?” The timer had already run out, but we were able to speak across our comms so the skiff couldn’t have left the planet yet.

“Not anymore. We needed to move. After the Bone King’s announcement, the dock manager got all worked up over the bounty.”

“We killed him,” Olav stated plainly.

Moses grunted. “Then our cloak lifted, and the sensors on the dock would have registered our presence. So, we left.”

“Are you leaving the planet?” I asked, and a little dread made my stomach churn.

“No,” Moses said. “We’re not going anywhere without you all. Send your coordinates and we’ll swing by.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come here, sir,” I said.

“Why not, Squire?”

“It’s a war zone. Even if you’re cloaked, you’re likely to get hit. If the Dax skiff gets damaged, then we’ll have no way back to the Stalwart. The skimmers we’re flying stand a better chance of evading attack.”

“Can you reach the dock we anchored at earlier?” he asked.

“We’re already on our way, sir.”

“Notify us as soon as you’re five minutes from the dock, and we’ll punch through, grab you all, and make a quick exit.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Don’t have too much fun,” Olav added with a sour tone.

I studied the holographic city map and plotted the fastest route back to the dock. The journey would have taken less than ten minutes had the highway not been filled with hundreds of vehicles engaged in battle. Explosions and artillery fire flashed across my vision, and I wondered how we would ever move a hundred meters, let alone the full distance to the dock.

Casey maneuvered around incoming laser blasts, machine gun fire, and plasma volleys. Brad and Joseph’s vehicles darted around the bombardments with equal finesse, but my teeth clenched after a few close calls.

“This is crazy,” Casey muttered as a wayward projectile struck our shields and made the entire skimmer shake.

“What else do you expect from a planet run by pirates?” Faye asked.

“Is there any other way we can get to the dock?” Casey ignored the blonde and asked me.

My teleportation ability was the only other method that would be faster and safer than these skimmers. But I still couldn’t take more than one person at a time, and if I performed a series of teleports, then I might be too exhausted to retrieve everyone. I almost thought about taking Casey first and then coming back for the others, but transporting her would leave my friends without my support, and then they might get captured or worse.

I decided we were all getting back to the dock and entering the skiff. No one would be left behind.

“We don’t have a choice,” I said to Casey. “You fly, and I’ll figure out a way to stop the other vehicles from damaging it.”

The enchantress nodded, and I could see she placed all her trust in me. She turned back to the windscreen, bit her lip, and tilted the vehicle to avoid colliding with a group of warring hovercrafts.

I opened the channel to the other skimmers. “Pilots, concentrate on maneuvering around the other vehicles and avoiding enemy fire. The Bone King’s prized crafts are probably much faster and more agile than any of the others, so we’ll move through them. Our shields should be able to sustain quite a bit of firepower. If anything gets in our way, you know what to do.”

Treyin and Leith responded with their approval of the plan, and I climbed the ladder to the laser gun. Hundreds of ships flew above and beneath us, and almost every one of them was engaged in a firefight. The gun’s shoulder rest clamped around me, I secured the gunner’s belt, and then I stared through the weapon’s sights while reflections danced across my visor like a firework show. There were so many possible threats I had trouble deciding where to aim.

But none of the vehicles were concerned with three of the Bone King’s skimmers.

I almost thought we were in for an unimpeded journey to the dock when I heard a warbling sound from behind me. A fleet of shimmering red skimmers flew from the direction of the palace, and the vehicles on the highway ceased fire and parted to make way for them.

“Shit!” Casey yelled as our vehicle picked up velocity. “We have the advantage of distance, but the highway is too clogged up for me to move at top speed.”

I scanned the area ahead of us and realized every one of the other vehicles on the highway were impediments to the mission. If they didn’t move out of the way, we would never get home.

I prepared the laser gun and started firing upon the unsuspecting vehicles. Many of them didn’t possess shields to absorb the fire, and the beams from my gun destroyed the crafts in thunderous explosions. Those with shields could only absorb a few blasts, and then they went down as well.

With the path cleared, our three skimmers surged along the highway. I heard the warbles again, but this time there were only a handful. I turned the gun’s column to face the vehicle’s rear and located three of the king’s fastest vehicles in pursuit. They were only thirty meters behind us, and their weapons released an array of homing missiles.

Casey plunged the skimmer downward, and I almost lost my footing. The missile chasing us struck a nearby building in a crash of shattered glass and broken mortar. We weaved around the building in a dizzying maneuver, and the enemy skimmer couldn’t turn fast enough. Its wings clipped the structure’s corner before the vehicle spiraled and crashed to the ground like a drunken yeoman.

“How are the others?” I asked Casey since I couldn’t see any sign of the skimmers Brad and Joseph were flying.

“They’re moving toward the dock on an alternate route. We should see them soon.”

In less than a minute, we came behind the others while two of the king’s vehicles pursued them. A blast struck one of our skimmers, and it started to go down. Casey accelerated our vehicle toward the damaged craft until we were traveling alongside it. I saw Leith and Brad peer through the window, and I beckoned for them to jump.

The two men leaped from their falling vehicle, landed on ours, and then scrambled to the gunner hatch. I helped Brad into the compartment below while Leith stood beside me.

“That was close,” the slayer said.

“We’re not out of danger yet, sir,” I said as I peered at the laser gun’s terminal. The battery was running low and would only allow for a few more blasts, so I glanced at the crimson skimmers charging behind us. “Our shields are low so we can’t take many more hits, and without the laser guns, we can’t take down those two skimmers.”

I noticed Treyin’s vehicle lag behind a little, and an enemy skimmer came alongside it. “What the hell is she doing?” I asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Leith said.

The two crafts were so close that I worried they would crash into each other. Joseph was piloting the skimmer, but I didn’t think he would attempt a suicide maneuver.

Unless Treyin had charmed him.

I held my breath as I watched the two skimmers meet each other, and sparks flew from the collision of their hulls. Suddenly, the enemy vehicle angled its flight path, flew directly into a scrap metal building, and exploded. Flames engulfed the area, and I wondered whether Joseph and Treyin’s craft survived the blast. Their skimmer shot free from the cloud of smoke, and I exhaled in relief.

“Treyin is not the only one with tricks,” I said to Leith before I spoke through the grating at my feet. “Casey, can you fly alongside the king’s last skimmer? I need to see through their side window.”

“You got it,” she said as she gave our vehicle a boost of speed. “Ah, Nick, we’re coming up to the entrance to the docks district, but there’s a barricade blocking our entry. We don’t have any firepower left, and I can’t slow down our skimmer to avoid it.”

“You won’t need to avoid it,” I said.

“What are you planning?” Leith asked me.

“You’ll see. Can you man this gun, sir?”

“Yeah, but--”

I teleported to the enemy skimmer before the slayer could finish. My feet hit the cockpit’s floor, and the pirate behind the steering wheel hadn’t noticed me arrive. I left him to continue flying the craft while I quietly climbed the ladder to the hatch. The pirate strapped into the artillery gun noticed me, and he swung the barrel around to try to knock me off the vehicle. I jumped over the weapon, grabbed the pirate, and hauled him over the side. He screamed as he fell, and I heard the other pirate inside the skimmer call out.

I dropped down the hatch and confronted the pilot. He leaped from his seat and pulled an enchanted sword from his belt. Before he could lift the weapon to strike me, I took my falchion and slashed across his face. My blade cleaved his skull in half, and his blood sprayed over the windscreen.

I jumped into the pilot’s seat as the craft lurched and quickly turned the wheel so the skimmer was heading straight for the barricade. I searched the control panel for the accelerator and found a lever that looked appropriate. After I pushed it upward, the engines roared, and the cockpit shuddered as the skimmer reached peak velocity.

The barricade grew larger and larger on the windscreen, and the vehicles protecting the obstruction released a flurry of plasma balls at the skimmer. I glanced behind me at Casey’s vehicle and closed my eyes as the blasts of enemy fire struck the craft I had stolen. I summoned my ability, and then I was standing behind the beautiful redhead.

A massive explosion showed through the windscreen and the smoke that followed shrouded our vision. Alarms and warning messages blared from inside the skimmer, and I watched Brad pound at the control panels while Casey took the wheel.

“What the fuck was Nick thinking?” she screamed, and I realized she thought I hadn’t returned before the pirate skimmer smashed into the barricade.

“I’m here,” I said as I laid a hand on her shoulder.

Casey turned from her seat with a gasp and wrapped her arms around me. The skimmer tilted a bit, and then she quickly grabbed the steering wheel to correct it.

“Don’t ever do that again,” she hissed as the smoke cleared in front of our vehicle.

“That was fucking incredible, Nick!” Leith screamed from the hatch above me.

We passed through the ruined barricade while Joseph’s skimmer flew alongside us, and it didn’t look like any more vehicles were in pursuit.

I could see fires on the ground and in the buildings on either side of us. Groups of people marched through the streets, and they appeared to be fighting one another. The Bone King’s announcement had turned the citizens and tourists upon each other, and I guessed they didn’t even trust their friends or family. Ironically, the offer of a bounty had actually allowed us to fly through the city without much notice, since everyone was busy fighting each other rather than us.

“We’re here,” Casey said as the navigation system showed our location directly above the many docks. “The knights should be bringing the Dax skiff here at any moment.”

“You made the call?” I asked.

“Yeah. While you were busy scaring the life out of me by teleporting to the other skimmer.”

“I did get us through the barricade.”

“That’s true,” Casey admitted. “But I thought you died in the process.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you,” I said as I leaned down to kiss her cheek.

“I would like that,” she sighed, and then my helmet chirped as a comm channel opened.

“You flying those two skimmers?” Moses asked.

“Yes, sir.” I searched the area outside the windscreen for any sign of the skiff, but I guessed it was still cloaked.

“We see you. Look outside your windscreen, left of the refinery.”

I peered outside at a shimmer in front of a smog-belching factory. The Dax skiff materialized, and my lips pulled into a smile.

“Casey, can you take us to the skiff?” I asked.

“I sure can.” The enchantress maneuvered our vehicle around the buildings and came to hover beside the Dax spacecraft.

Leith, Faye, Casey, and I jumped through the larger vessel’s vertical doors before Joseph and Treyin exited their skimmer and came aboard.

“It took you all long enough,” Olav said as we entered the cockpit.

“There were a few complications,” Treyin said, “but we have completed the objectives.”

“Who killed the Bone King?” Flanagan asked.

“No one. He’s still alive,” I said.

“Really?” The herald arched an eyebrow and gave Leith a challenging smile.

“It wasn’t one of the objectives,” the slayer commented as he took a seat alongside Olav. It was a little cramped inside the vessel with all ten of us, but the smiles on everyone’s faces suggested they didn’t care.

We had completed the mission and would return to the Stalwart in only a few hours.

The mood changed when a shadow crossed the sky, and giant aircraft darkened the view screen. Human skeletons decorated the enemy ship’s armor plates, and an assortment of weapons featured along its twin wings. Unlike the other vehicles in the Bone King’s entourage, this was painted a bleached white.

“Looks like we’re in for a fight.” Excitement filled Leith’s voice, and I watched him turn to the gunner stations flanking the cockpit.

Olav licked his lips as he stroked a bearded axe hanging from his belt. “Oh, I have been waiting for this.”

“The pirate ship is trying to communicate with us,” Flanagan said.

“Open the channel.” Moses folded his arms over his chest and glared at the bone-white vessel.

“RTF knights,” the Bone King’s voice broadcasted from the speakers. “My men were foolish to fire at you when you left my palace. I would have been displeased if the transporter cube had been destroyed. Hand over the item and my men will remain inside my wagon. You will be allowed to leave my planet unharmed if you comply.”

Flanagan closed the channel, and everyone swiveled their seats so we were all facing each other. I could see the eagerness in Olav and Leith’s expressions, but the others seemed reticent to engage the Bone King.

“We can’t hand over the cube,” I spoke my thoughts aloud, and everyone nodded in agreement.

“They are blocking our exit,” Casey growled as she studied the readout on her screen. “This skiff can probably outfly the pirate wagon, but it’ll be close.”

“I don’t like running from a fight,” Olav said. “But I can’t exactly think of a reason to stay here and battle the Bone King.”

“There must be some reason.” Leith cradled his chin between his thumb and index finger and sighed. “For example, we like killing, and he needs a good killing.”

“Aye,” Olav said with a sagely nod. “That is two good reasons.”

“We’ve completed the mission objectives, but maybe we should do more,” I said.

“What do you have in mind?” Moses asked.

“I don’t think we should leave Pillager’s Bastion without killing the Bone King. We kill him, and his raiding fleets elsewhere in the universe will be without a leader. This could be an opportunity to do some good.”

“A worse man could replace him,” Treyin said.

“I doubt there are worse,” Casey added.

“Nick’s right. Besides, I’m aching for a fight,” Olav said. “You three got to have all the fun.”

“It’s only fair,” Flanagan added.

“Why not?” Moses suggested. “It’s time to throw down, boys.”

“And lady,” Treyin added.

“So who gets to kill the king?” Olav asked.

“I think Nick should have the honors,” Leith said.

“But he got to kill Lord Ramsay,” the berserker argued.

“He’s earned the right,” Moses countered as he placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Thank you, sirs,” I said after everyone grunted in agreement.

“I have something that might be helpful for the exchange.” Flanagan reached into his cloak and removed a golden cube. “It’s the counterfeit transporter cube. The captain crumpled it a little, but I managed to fix it a bit. I figured I could give it to some lass, but I guess you can use it.”

“It’s perfect,” I said. “We’ll lure the Bone King with it while we  keep the real cube safe inside our skiff.”

“Won’t he be able to tell the difference?” Casey interjected.

“Probably, but we only need him to be distracted for a second. As soon as we make the exchange, we’ll kill him and his men.”

“Where’s this all going to happen?” Leith asked.

“What about the dock where we arrived?” I asked. “We can fly close to the ground and then trigger the doors behind us as soon as the wagon enters. Then it will be enclosed, and we’ll only have to deal with the number of pirates aboard. As soon as the Bone King is dead, we can open the doors and fly away.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Moses nodded at me as he flicked his spear so the weapon extended to three meters. “Make sure you get his head. An intergalactic criminal like the Bone King carries a big bounty.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “We’ll paint the dock with pirate blood, I’ll sever the Bone King’s traitorous head from his shoulders, and then I’ll present it to Captain Cross when we return to the Stalwart.”

“Hot damn!” Olav growled as he slapped me on the back. “Talking like a real berserker now, laddie!”

“Or like a slayer.” Leith gave me a maniacal grin. “I’m so proud of you.”
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Chapter 20

“Did you receive my message?” The Bone King’s voice came through the skiff’s cockpit, and we all leaned closer. His wagon still mirrored our position from above so we couldn’t fly out of the city. More pirate vessels had joined him, but they lagged behind since their engines couldn’t keep up.

“Ignore him,” Moses said. “Continue with the plan. If he wants the cube, he will follow.”

Olav accelerated the skiff, and we shot through the docks district. The entire vessel shuddered from the breakneck speed, and I clutched the arms of my chair. My cheeks wobbled from the velocity, and my heart hammered with excitement as we enacted our plan.

The bone ship pursued us from above, barely able to match our pace. We darted around other craft, and bits of mortar flicked off our shields whenever our wings clipped nearby buildings.

Our skiff tore through a docking station and knocked aside two anchored ships as we moored. The wagon trailed behind us, and we all sprinted out from the skiff’s vertical hatches.

“Close the doors!” Moses yelled, and I raced toward the control terminals at the dock’s entrance.

There was no way I would make it before the other pirate vessels trailing the bone wagon would enter the dock, so I summoned my ability and teleported to the terminal. I pounded the keys and prayed they wouldn’t require password authorization. They didn’t, so the doors slid shut with a clang, and then we were alone in the dock with the Bone King and his ship.

Then I rushed back to the knights as they all exited the Dax skiff.

“You sealed the doors?” Moses asked me from the wagon while it floated above us.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “Those pirates aren’t going anywhere.”

“They’re trapped like animals waiting for the slaughter.” Leith let out a maniacal giggle.

“Now you are trapped, knights,” the Bone King said over his intercoms as the wagon set down on the dock next to our ship.

As the larger vessel landed, the rest of my fellow knights ran out of the Dax ship to meet us, and we all turned to face the pirates pouring out of the battle wagon.

“What an idiot,” Flanagan sighed as he tossed his golden hair over his shoulder and started to strum his axe-harp. “He’s stuck here with us, not the other way around.”

“Casey,” I said as I turned to the enchantress, “get everyone on board the Dax skiff, we’ll take care of this guy.”

“Uhhh, you sure?” she asked. “There are a lot of them.”

“Ha! Girlie!” Olav laughed as he passed me a drum of beer. “There are only thirty or so. Maybe more. I’m having trouble counting because I’m a bit drunk.”

“We’ll be fine,” I said to Casey as I took the drum from Olav. It was a heady brew, and my throat burned pleasantly after I guzzled some. Then I turned back to the group of pirates and actually counted their number.

It was more like a hundred, and I wondered how they had all crammed into the battle ship.

“Alright, be safe,” Casey said. Then she motioned for Faye and the other enchanters to run with her back onto the Dax skiff.

My fellow knights and I turned to face the giant group of pirates on the other side of the dock.

“You all ready to do this?” I asked as I handed Olav back his beer.

“Yessssss.” The berserker smiled at me before he activated his visor. His blue-gray armor rippled with magical energy, and I could hear the steady hum of his axes as he released them from his belt.

“I’ll take the front.” Moses gave me a broad smile before his helmet enclosed his head. The giant man always reminded me of an armored turtle with his tower shield attached to his rear magnetons. The shield knight sigil gleamed a bright gold on his royal blue tabard, and his polished silver armor looked brand new.

“I can’t wait to taste their blood. Nick, make sure you take the king’s head.” Leith came alongside me while waves of scarlet energy rippled from his sleek black armor. The other knights wore bulky equipment, but his was designed for stealth and finesse.

“I’ll protect our flanks with my charms.” Treyin’s enchantments flickered a purple hue, and I felt struck by the deadly femininity of her armor. Although the empath was equipped for battle, there was a striking beauty to her Runetech kit.

The pirates weren’t equipped with powerful enchanted items, but they outnumbered us twenty to one. Under normal circumstances, six knights and a squire couldn’t possibly beat over one hundred pirates.

But these weren’t normal circumstances. We were crew members of the RTF Stalwart. The knights held a secret I hadn’t fully uncovered, but the Queen had chosen them personally for a mission of the utmost importance.

And I was a mutant.

The Bone King stood on a disc laced with gravity runes as it carried him to the platform on the top of his wagon. With over a hundred pirates behind him, he marched toward us.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the Bone King snarled.

“We’ll gladly accept your surrender,” Flanagan said as he strummed his instrument.

The pirate’s lips curled upward as the green spirits circled around his chest armor. “Where is the cube?”

“Here!” I displayed the fake cube in my right palm, and it glowed a dull yellow.

“Give it to me.” He was still on the other side of the dock, but he held out his hand as if we stood only a few feet apart.

“You captured a woman I love,” I said as my hand tightened around the cube.

“I will let you all leave as long as you hand over the cube.”

“We are the ones who won’t let you leave.” I squeezed my fist until the counterfeit cube crumpled.

The Bone King’s eyes widened, and he howled. “Kill these knights!”

Then the small army of a hundred pirates screamed, raised their weapons in the air, and charged across the dock toward us.

“Get behind me!” Moses yelled, and we huddled around him as he lifted his tower shield. A forcefield extended from the item and closed around the pirate’s front line as soon as they were within range. I wasn’t sure what the knight intended by forming the dome, but then the forcefield evaporated in a flash of light.

Sunspots flickered over my vision, but Moses’ rune effect had completely stunned the pirates closest to us. I charged headlong into the mass of enemies, and my falchion hacked limbs while my lightning mace crushed armor and mashed tissue.

Huge blasts of plasma struck the pirate beside me and melted his flesh like burnt candle wax. More bolts of boiling matter surged into the ranks and engulfed the pirates in molten fire.

I scanned the battlefield and confirmed that none of my friends had been tagged, but our prot-fields weren’t likely to withstand a direct hit from a plasma cannon. I activated my helmet’s precision-vision and searched the ship for somewhere I could teleport. I found an open-air deck flanking the portside hull, and I willed myself to be there.

A second later, I was standing on the wagon’s deck. I entered the nearest hatch, found a map on a bulkhead, and located the gunner room. There was only one on the ship, and I figured I could kill the pirates manning the weapons before I destroyed their terminals. The plasma cannons wouldn’t stay down for long, but we would only need fifteen minutes to deal with the Bone King and his men.

Orders barked from the intercom as I rushed down the passageway, but I delivered killing blows to a pair of pirates before they could radio my presence to their comrades. I hurdled over their corpses and descended a ladder to the deck below.

More pirates came at me, and I activated my speed sequence to meet them. I dodged their sluggish attacks and weaved through them as my blade sung the sweet song of death. Blood sprayed the bulkheads and painted my armor scarlet.

I entered the gunner room and the first three operators didn’t even notice my arrival before my short sword ended their lives. The others leaped from their terminals and reached for their sidearms, but I ignored their bullets pounding into my prot-field and calmly sent them into the underworld.

I had barely broken a sweat when the final pirate died, and I turned my attention to the computers. I shattered the screens with my hammer before tearing the wires from behind the terminals. Smoke belched from the broken machines, and the thin lights in the overhead shifted to a deep red. An alarm rang out, and I heard the sound of marching feet echo from the doorway.

The gunner terminals would be inoperable now, so I closed my eyes and teleported back to the platform. The knights were still fighting the pirates, but the enemy corpses numbered in the dozens.

“Where were you?” Olav asked me as his axe lopped the right arm off a pirate.

“I took out the gunners,” I said as I blocked a pirate’s sword with my hammer and then took the top half of his skull off with my short sword.

“That was you? Nicely done!”

The Bone King remained in the center of the horde, and I knew I couldn’t teleport to him while he was surrounded by enemies. I wouldn’t even be able to swing my weapons if I appeared in the middle of the throng, but I could still bulldoze a path to him. I hadn’t seen the king fight in close-combat before, but I had experienced his ability to animate the skeletons of void creatures. Luckily there weren’t any bones for him to revive inside the dock, and I contented myself with carving a path through his soldiers.

“The Bone King doesn’t look like he’s going anywhere,” Leith said to me as he appeared on my right. He activated his Shroud rune, and his armor shimmered before he disappeared. The heads of three pirates suddenly toppled from their shoulders and blood fountained from their severed necks.

“You like that?” Leith asked me.

“Yes, sir,” I said with a grin. “But you’re not the only one who can do it.”

I triggered my Shroud rune and used the few seconds to slip behind a squad of pirates. I dashed my falchion across their backs like a painter moving his brush across a canvas. The pirates screamed as my blade cut through their armor, carved their arteries, and chopped their bones. As soon as I had killed them, I spun away from the next group so that I could protect the slayer’s right side.

“Not bad,” Leith commented. “But you don’t have these.” The slayer lunged forward and sent his sickles flying. The chains wrapped around a pirate’s legs and severed the man’s hamstrings. Leith flexed has arms back, and specks of blood spattered my armor as the blades came flying back into his hands.

“Nice!” I yelled, and then Leith disappeared again.

Flanagan charged past me, and his axe-harp cleaved a pirate’s head down the middle. I bounded alongside the herald as our weapons made a bloody mess of our enemies.

“I’m going to play you something special,” Flanagan said as he winked at me. Unlike the other knights, his helmet wasn’t active. His shoulder-length blonde hair swayed in battle like a magnificent golden mane. The hair seemed unaffected by the blood and body parts showering around us, and I wondered if the handsome man possessed some sort of magical effect keeping him clean.

The herald’s fingers crawled across his weapon’s fretboard, and a heavy tune reverberated in my ears. The pirates in front of us slowed to a crawl, and they looked like they were trying to fight while submerged in water. I activated my speed sequence and darted through them. Not a single enemy reacted to my movements, and they were all dead before they could attempt a counterstrike.

“I call that one the ‘slow dance.’” Flanagan grinned at me.

There were still at least sixty pirates surrounding the Bone King, and the ones remaining were more skilled than the fodder we had already cleared.

“I have a rune that can help.” Treyin touched the sigils on her belt, and her chest armor flared with violet light.

I heard a squelching sound from behind me, so I looked over my shoulder as three figures materialized from the pooled blood beneath the pirate corpses. They looked exactly like the blood-statues I fought inside the Dax embassy, but their bodies were crimson rather than blue. The blood-statues charged into the fray with no care for their own safety while we continued to whittle away at the pirates.

Olav spun through the enemies with both his axes, and blood sprayed across my visor and splattered over my armor. As he picked up speed, flames engulfed his equipment while he moved through the pirates like a blazing whirlwind. His passing created a slew of chaotic death, and I slipped behind his violent wake so I could kill any survivors.

The pirates were numbered less than a dozen now, and their corpses heaped around the platform. The Bone King screamed orders to the last of his men while the green spirits swirled around his armor. He turned from the platform, sprinted to the edge, and leaped onto his gravity disc.

“The Bone King is getting away!” Olav yelled as he charged through the last of the pirates.

“Nick, how’s your ability looking?” Leith’s voice came through my helmet.

“I should be able to teleport to him now,” I answered as the Bone King surfed the disc upward. He didn’t know about my ability, so he also didn’t know I could cross the distance in seconds.

“Then you need to do your thing, my murderer apprentice.”

A smile touched my lips as I gathered my ability. The Bone King had almost reached his ship, so I closed my eyes as the magic exploded through my limbs.

I landed beside the pirate, and the disc beneath our feet suddenly tilted with the extra weight, so I moved to my right to balance the disc before I slammed my boot into the pirate’s knee. He howled with pain and tumbled backward, but the shift in weight caused the saucer to tip and throw us both into the air.

I landed on a platform five meters below and then turned to the Bone King. My opponent landed less gracefully than me, but scrambled to his feet before I could jump down and slam my hammer into his skull. As he spun away, he released his sword from its scabbard and sliced the air between us. A human skull marked the hilt of the weapon, and ethereal energy rippled around the double-edged blade.

I rolled backward from his swordpoint as I palmed my falchion in one hand and my hammer in the other. I allowed my mutation to continue flowing through my body. Every part of me was filled with the magic, and it felt like energized ants were crawling through my veins.

“You teleported to me,” the Bone King said. “You are a mutant.”

“That’s not all I am. I am also your executioner.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I teleported behind the pirate. He whirled around, but my falchion had already plunged into his right side. He bellowed as the blade pierced his armor and sank into his flesh. Blood spurted over my gauntlets, but the asshole wouldn’t go down that easily, and he slammed his sword pommel into my chest. My falchion was lodged in his armor, so the weapon tore from my hand as I stumbled backward.

The Bone King lumbered after me with his sword, and blood leaked from the wound I had given him. My attack must have damaged his armor’s ability to repair minor injuries, so he was quickly bleeding out. The pirate’s weakened state allowed me to evade his clumsy swings with ease, and I could see the frustration growing on his face.

My fingers danced across my prot-belt to activate my hammer’s Lightning Sprite rune, but I didn’t plan on summoning an elemental to kill the Bone King, so I tilted away from his awkward attempt to drive his blade into the damaged section of my vest.

Before he could recover from his awkward attack, I moved into the pirate’s guard, pulled my hammer over my right shoulder with both hands, and whacked the Bone King on his left temple. My hammer shattered his skull, and a lightning bolt slammed into his head a split-second later. The Bone King’s left eye burst from its charred socket while blood and teeth spattered onto the ground. Pink brains oozed from his crumpled skull and rolled down his face, and the pirate’s mouth trembled as his body took a second to realize it was dead.

Then his corpse crashed face-first to the gangway’s grating.

I heard a tremendous crash and saw a huge explosion from the docking station’s doors. Five scarlet hovercrafts marked with the Bone King’s insignia emerged through the smoke, and my stomach dropped.

Reinforcements had arrived, and they would take significantly more effort to kill.

“You guys see them?” Olav barked over comms, and there was no mistaking the excitement in his voice.

“I think everyone sees them,” Flanagan answered.

“Where’s the Bone King?” Moses asked. “We need to kill that bastard and get out of here.”

“Awww,” Olav and Leith both moaned in unison.

“I’ve killed him,” I said.

“That’s my murderer!” Leith’s voice screamed into my helmet.

“All those crafts have guns, and they’re probably filled with at least a few hundred pirates,” Moses hissed. “We have to get out of here.”

“We can take them,” Olav said.

“We’re only getting started,” Leith added.

“The mission’s over,” Moses said with a commanding tone. “We’ve completed the objectives. Taking on an army wasn’t one of them.”

The lust for battle surged through my body like an electrical current, and I felt like I could continue fighting for hours. Every pirate we killed made the world a better place, and I would have kept going had I not wanted to return the enchanters and the real cube to the Stalwart.

“I think I know how to make them flee,” I said.

“How?” the shield knight asked.

“Give me a moment,” I replied as I ran to the Bone King’s corpse.

“Be quick,” Moses said. “We can only hold them off for so long.”

“Got it,” I said as I ripped my falchion from the ex-knight’s body and cut what remained of his head from his shoulders. I had seen a Lich knight resurrect himself before, but I doubted this man would be able to manage such a move without his head.

I turned to face the platform below and raised the decapitated head above my shoulders like a prize. “Your leader is dead!” I screamed above the battle’s roar. “Flee now, or you fools will join him!”

It took a few seconds for the pirates to register the object I was holding, but they dropped their weapons and gaped as soon as they did. The knights smiled up at me, and I knew the mission was finally over.

The pirates turned tail, fled into their hovercrafts, and flew the vehicles out the battered doorway. The corpses they left behind were piled in mountains of blood and guts.

We had won. The odds had seemed impossible, but we weren’t normal knights. We were the men of the Stalwart.

I glanced at the Bone King’s corpse and figured I shouldn’t leave without taking the spoils of war. I had fought against the pirate’s powerful equipment, and I wanted to see whether I could use some of it. I tied the king’s hair around my prot-belt so his head dangled down my side. Taking his body was easier than stripping his equipment, so I hauled his headless corpse over my shoulder and sprinted down the gangway.

The knights each pounded their hands on my armored back, and then we all raced into the skiff while Casey fired up its engines. Once we were on board, I wrapped the Bone King’s corpse in blankets, placed it in the officer’s quarters along with the head, and returned to the cockpit.

Our vessel passed into the atmosphere, and we flew alongside fleets of other ships leaving the planet. The Bone King’s offer for a bounty had turned his city into a warzone, so I guessed these other vessels were fleeing the chaos.

As Casey snuggled up next to me, my eyes finally shut and exhaustion took hold of me. I woke a few hours later to Captain Cross’ face projected on the view screen, and Casey was no longer wrapping her arms around me, but she shot me a wink as soon as I raised my arms above my head to stretch.

“Good to see you’re all alive and well,” the captain said. “Did you complete all the mission objectives?”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I moved next to Casey and took her hand.

“Now that’s a pretty face I have missed,” the captain smiled, and the enchantress smiled back. “Did you obtain the cube?”

“Yes, Captain,” Casey said as she handed me the cube. Unlike the Overlord’s Heart, this item didn’t swallow light but magnified it. Everyone’s faces inside the skiff were bathed in its glow, and it made them look more vibrant and youthful.

“Good job, crew,” Captain Cross said. “It’s time to come home.”

Olav moved the skiff toward the Stalwart, and I looked upon the Beluga-class starship like the home she had become. I had only been away from her for a little less than twenty-four hours, but I was damned glad to see her ramshackle hull comprised of shipyard parts.

“Are you happy I’m part of the crew now, Squire Lyons?” Treyin asked as the skiff latched onto the Stalwart’s hull.

“We couldn’t have rescued the enchanters or obtained the cube without you,” I admitted.

“Did you doubt my loyalties?” Treyin’s gills fluttered on her cheeks as she smirked at me.

“For a bit,” I said, and then I shook my head. “Actually, I was waiting for you to betray us the whole time. But I think you proved your loyalties during this mission.”

“And you proved yourself a valiant warrior,” she said, and her tone seemed genuine. “You killed the Bone King.”

“We did it as a team,” I said as I gestured to the corpse I had wrapped in blankets and set in a corner.

“The Bone King deserved a more gruesome death, but I suppose it is satisfactory.” The empath glared at the corpse as I picked it up and moved to the door. “What will you do with the rest of the body?”

“I’ll divide the equipment among the crew. They all participated in the Petuaria Station mission in one way or another, so they deserve some reward.”

“You are a generous man, Nicholas.” She looked at me with a seductive smile. “I believe Captain Cross will make me a more permanent member of the crew after our successful mission. So I will have more time to spend with you. I have heard about the little game the doctor, enchantress, and point clerk are playing. I think an empath could participate.”

“I appreciate the offer, but three women are more than enough for me to handle.”

“Spoken like a man who has never had a taste of me, Nicholas. I will prove that to you.” Treyin winked at me, but before I could respond, she sauntered to the back of the cockpit as the others exited the skiff.

I heard a chorus of cheering, so I moved through the skiff’s doors and walked down the ramp to the Stalwart’s cargo hold.

The entire crew was gathered around the skiff, and I caught eyes with Natali and Elle as they both beamed at me. A sense of pride pulled at my shoulders as I marched between the knights. We had defeated one of the most powerful warlords in the galaxy and likely set in motion the downfall of the intergalactic scourge of pirates.

Leith briefly detailed the captain and the commander on the mission, and the officers smiled at me once he had finished.

“Squire Lyons,” Captain Cross addressed me with his arms entwined behind his back.

I saluted the officers after I had set the blanket wrapped corpse down. “Captain Cross. Commander Reynolds.”

“You have served our Queen without reservation,” he said. “You have retrieved the transporter cube and rescued our crew members. Not a single man was left behind, and you even added another member to our crew.”

I turned to see Faye, and I made the introductions as she stepped forward. I heard a few inhales from the male crew members as they noticed the beautiful blonde with rags barely containing her ample breasts.

“If you’ll have me,” Faye answered the captain as she traced a foot on the deck in front of her.

“Of course!” the captain said. “But you’ll need to earn your keep. Is there anything you could do to help this starship?”

“I can prepare an excellent meal,” she said with a shrug, and I guessed she didn’t think the skill was all that important.

“Is that so?” the commander pressed.

“Yes, ma’am. I am also accustomed to feeding many people. The Bone King and his men often enjoyed my meals.”

“Then it’s settled.” Captain Cross clapped his hands together. “You’ll be the Stalwart’s cook.”

“Aye, Captain.” Faye beamed at me before she wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you, Nick. You saved my life.”

“Uhh . . . it’s not a problem,” I said after she released me. I could see my three girlfriends all glaring at the new cook. Faye was beautiful, so I gave them a cool smile, and hoped that they would come to like her.

“I have something else, sir,” I said to the captain before he could leave the hold.

“Yes?” He asked as he looked at the bundle at my feet.

I bent down and then peeled back the blanket so they could see his chest armor.

Commander Reynolds gasped. “This is the Bone King?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Impressive,” the commander said, but she wasn’t frowning at me like usual. Instead, her eyes narrowed at me in a pleased squint.

“This man’s head carries a valuable bounty.” Captain Cross peered at the pirate’s corpse.

“Then it’s a good thing I kept it,” I said as I shifted the blanket back a little more so the Bone King’s disfigured head was visible.

“The Queen will pay many KP for this,” Commander Reynolds added. “Perhaps a visit to our beloved monarch is in order, Captain?”

“That would be appropriate. It would also allow our squires to take their knight tests.”

My stomach stirred with excitement at the prospect of moving forward in my career. I could hardly wait to celebrate with the other squires, and the smile on my mouth almost split my face.

The captain’s dark eyes gleamed with pride. “You’ve earned this, Nick. I am eager to see what great things you can achieve as a knight.”

“Thank you, sir. I cannot wait to do you proud.” I thought of my dad and his encrypted letter. Were it not for him, I would never have joined the Stalwart, befriended her soldiers, or fallen in love with her beautiful female crew members.

“Commander Reynolds, plot a course for Castle Stirling,” the captain said.

“Aye, Captain.”

End of book 3
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